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Dr. Dulaney: Okay. All right. I’m sure both of you know me, 

I’m Marvin Dulaney from--and I teach at UT 

Arlington and I’ve been working on the history 

of African Americans in Dallas. Mrs. McMillan, 

you probably remember me coming to your house 

to do an interview. 

Mrs. McMillan: Yes, I remember you. You came to my house, 

you surely did. What-- 

Dr. Dulaney: Oh, I forgot to do the clap. I forgot to do the 

clap, right here [claps]. We’re syncing the 

sound with the video. So, anyway, we’re doing 

a project called Documenting the History of 

the Civil Rights Movement in Dallas County, 

Texas and we’re talking to a number of 
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individuals who were active in the Civil 

Rights movement and who participated. We’re 

looking at the era from 1950 to 1990. This is 

a project that is being conducted jointly by 

the African American Museum and the African 

American Education Archives and History 

Project run by Dr. Roberts. We got a grant 

from Humanities Texas and we’re going to do 

about twenty interviews. Then we’re going to 

produce a DVD of a compilation of those 

interviews. We’re going to show that DVD here 

at the museum on November 9, and then we’ll 

have a discussion, so hopefully the two of you 

will be available to come November 9. That’s a 

Saturday morning at 11:00 a.m. here at the 

museum. So, what we’re doing is, as I said, 

we’re interviewing people in the community 

that have been involved in the Civil Rights 

Movement in various facets, and sort of 

getting the story. We’re also getting their 

biographies, too. Mrs. McMillan, you probably 

remembered when I was at your house that I 

asked you a lot about coming to Dallas and why 

you came and the things you got involved in. 
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Mrs. McMillan: Excuse me, did you want me to elaborate a 

bit? 

Dulaney: Yes! In fact, we can start right out. Tell us when 

[and] where you were born and when you came to 

Dallas and so on. 

Mrs. McMillan: Shall I begin now? 

Dulaney: Yes! 

Mrs. McMillan: I am Eva Partee McMillan. I was born in 

Gibson County in western Tennessee. My mother 

passed after the birth of my twin and myself 

and my father was left with the responsibility 

of six children. So, in 1930 he brought us to 

Texas. He felt that there were more 

educational chances in Texas. He was kind of a 

neurotic person. He was angry at the Tennessee 

education system because they wouldn’t furnish 

books--free books for the students. He always 

griped about that. His ambition was to see 

that all his children were educated. So, we 

came to Texas and settled in far north Dallas 

in the old White Rock community and I was 

there for ten years. I was eight at the time 

we came and I stayed there and graduated in 

1938, just as I turned seventeen--my twin and 
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I. At the time, my sister, who was two years 

older, was a year ahead of us in school. While 

we were all in high school, my dad’s lawyer-a 

very prominent Dallas lawyer, also Chairman of 

the Board of the Dallas Library System. He and 

his wife were leaders in society for years in 

Dallas. Well, he tricked my father into 

signing his deed over to him. He did it by 

telling--called my dad and tell him that he 

needed him to sign several papers, and he 

explained to my dad what those papers were. As 

he signed, my dad glanced at them and said 

they were okay so he continued in that 

fashion, and somewhere there he signed the 

deed--he slipped the deed in. Maybe he had it 

covered or something. So, my dad signed his 

deed over to him unknowingly. So, we were--my 

twin and I were scared to go to college right 

after graduating from high school and my 

brothers and my daddy were--[whispering in 

background] 

Dulaney: Go ahead. 

Mrs. McMillan: --very serious about that. My two brothers 

had graduated from Lane College in Jackson, 
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Tennessee and my sister, Mia, my oldest 

sister, was in Texas College at that time, and 

my twin and my other sister were graduating. 

My dad was so upset because he had goofed and 

let the man dupe him out of his profit--

attempt to. Then my daddy was a nervous wreck 

because he had three teenagers at home. We 

couldn’t go to college [unclear] and dating, 

and he thought something would happen to us. 

So, he told my two brothers, who lived in 

Dallas, to come get us and keep us and raise 

us. My oldest brother was a teacher in N.W. 

Harllee [Elementary School] in Oak Cliff 

[Dallas] and my younger brother was a teacher 

in Booker T.  Washington High School [Dallas]. 

So we went to live with them and shortly after 

we moved there my received an offer from the 

Dallas Progressive Voters League to be the 

executive secretary of the organization. My 

brother was very happy with that because two 

things he adored—- 

Dulaney: What was your brother’s name? 

Mrs. McMillan: A.C. Partee. Two things both my brothers 

enjoyed was history--they were both history 
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teachers and loved politics. So, my bother 

fell into his new position wholeheartedly and 

drafted people to work with him because he 

seemed to feel that he was going to get 

everyone--every Black person in Dallas County 

who was not a registered voter registered. So 

I was one of those people who he demanded work 

hard with him. I married because I gave up 

after three years. When I turned twenty I 

married. He matched me up with other people in 

the community, three other ladies. Lucille [?] 

Gilbert who was chairperson of our precinct. 

Ms. Princella Hartman who is now [unclear] and 

another lady, Miss Fay Pruitt. We were a team 

that worked in our area—-in our precinct. We 

started off by stuffing envelopes and 

addressing envelopes by the Progressive Voters 

League. And then we progressed to where we 

were on the phone bank calling the voters, 

knocking on doors, telling voters that they 

should vote. My brother kept us really busy. 

And then when Election Day came he saw that I 

was a clerk—-saw that we were clerks. So I 

worked at the polls and enjoyed it very much. 
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Especially as I was a [unclear] to take all 

the information from the machine they had in 

those days. It worked differently in those 

days.  

Dulaney: Was your brother paid? Did he get a salary for 

being the—- 

Mrs. McMillan: Yes, he was paid as executive secretary. And-

-I lost my train of thought. 

Dulaney: You were talking about the voting machines and how 

different they were.  

Mrs. McMillan: At that time I became the mother of four 

children. Ernie, my son, he was my second 

child I carried my first daughter. I had two 

more daughters--Jacquelyn and Catherine. And 

during the time I’m working in the voter 

registration at the beginning of the civil 

rights movement, they were graduating from 

high school. My three oldest graduated from 

Booker T. Washington High School with honors, 

I’m proud to say, and my youngest daughter 

graduated from St. Peters Academy [Dallas] as 

the valedictorian. They were very nice kids. 

And when Ernest was a student at Booker T. 

Washington High School he became a member of 
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the NAACP youth group [National Association 

for the Advancement of Colored People Youth 

Council] which was under the guidance of Mrs. 

Juanita Craft who was the civil rights 

activist in Dallas at that time. Mrs. Craft 

would take all her students to picket places 

of segregation like theaters—- 

Dulaney: The Fair Park--at the State Fair.  

Mrs McMillan: Yes. Theaters and restaurants and Fair Park 

which only had one day for Black people on—-

Colored Achievement day [Negro Achievement 

Day]. So they learned to picket. Ernie 

graduated from Booker T. Washington. My 

husband who--we had separated by that time. He 

had gone to Atlanta [Georgia] and he studied 

at Gammon Theological Seminary trying to 

finish a course he had started at Perkins 

[School of Theology, SMU] here in Dallas. And 

my son was in Morehouse [College, Atlanta GA] 

and my daughter was in [unclear], so Ernie was 

kind of torn between situations—-I believe I’m 

correct in saying [Looks at Ernie]. He had 

kind of gotten the fever of being a person who 
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protests situations and to not accept the 

status quo.  

Dulaney: Mrs. McMillan, what about yourself? Why did you get 

involved in the Progressive Voters League?  

Mrs. McMillan: I’m trying to work up to that. When Ernie 

became—-I’ll start there. When Ernie became 

involved in SNCC [Student Nonviolent 

Coordinating Committee] I wasn’t too concerned 

till he said he was going to organize a SNCC 

chapter in Dallas and that upset me because I 

didn’t think that he was thinking correctly 

and knew the Dallas political situation. I 

told him, I said, “You don’t know Dallas like 

I do.” I said, “You’re going into dangerous 

ground. You will go to jail. Probably go to 

prison. And might get killed.” He said, “Well 

I’ll just have to take that chance.” So he 

went ahead and—-when his father left, he left 

his mother next door and my children and I 

looked after her. But then by the time Ernie 

decided to organize a SNCC chapter she had had 

passed away. We had a funeral on a Saturday 

and on Sunday the newspaper published an 

article announcing that Ernie was opening a 
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SNCC chapter here. And Monday morning we got 

up as [on] a regular day and I was fixing 

breakfast for my children and they were 

preparing for school and when I finished 

breakfast I went outside to pick up the 

newspaper. And I saw two police cars there so 

I came back in and I said, “Something’s 

happening in the community because there are 

two police cars outside.” And Ernie said so 

noncommittal, “They read the Times Herald that 

carried the article on Sunday.” Sure enough 

that’s what happened because each day they 

parked there and when Ernie would leave they’d 

arrest him. When he’d leave the house they’d 

arrest him because of some phony call. I knew 

that was going to happen, but what made me 

really sick and made me angry and mad was that 

the news media decided to persecute him by 

telling lies about my son. One of the biggest 

lies was they said he wasn’t a Dallas native, 

that he was from Alabama and that he’d come 

here to agitate. I was so sick of the Dallas 

criminal justice system because of arresting 

him every day. He was always in jail. So I was 
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getting angrier and angrier. Then I decided to 

attend some of the SNCC meetings. And there 

were a group in south Dallas who asked them to 

participate in a picket of OK Supermarkets 

[which] sold inferior [?] goods and charged 

high prices. So I attended that and then when 

all this—-I’m leading up to my involvement. 

With Ernie they decided on internal picking 

[?] and he was charged with destruction of 

private property over $50 which made it a 

felony. And he was tried and found guilty and 

given ten years in the Texas Department of 

Corrections with a $10,000 fine. And then 

while he was in jail waiting on an appeal of 

the case the draft board asked him to appear 

before them which he could not because he was 

in jail. They charged him with draft evasion, 

tried him, found him guilty and he received 

ten years and a $10,000 fine. He was sent to 

Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. Now I had read about 

Leavenworth and I realized what a horrible 

prison it was. I really feared for my son in 

there. But he made it through there and then 

when he was relieved from the—-when he was 
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paroled Texas came there to accept him and to 

take him to Texas. We were fighting that. We 

fought so hard for him. We had the Baptist 

ministers of Kansas City, Kansas join us and 

they were going to receive him and employ him 

so he wouldn’t come to Texas. We really had a 

tug-of-war. They won him and brought him to 

Texas. When he entered the Texas prison that 

was the worst situation. And by that time I 

had become an activist. It started because 

organizations throughout the south were 

calling me to ask me, “What happened to your 

son? Will you come here to this city and 

speak?” So I was going from city to city 

speaking about the criminal justice system of 

Dallas and about what was happening to SNCC, 

Ernie and the other members. I became involved 

in their organization which they wanted me to 

be the Texas representative. Every 

organization I went to, every city I went to I 

became a board member, whatever the 

organization was. I kept them informed about 

Texas. Then in Dallas we were busy. My two 

daughters who were here—-my oldest daughter 
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had gone with her husband to the Air Force 

where he was stationed-—and my two younger 

daughters and I joined in the fight here. My 

two kids were so tremendous. Excuse me a 

minute-—I have to find where I was--Well, I’ll 

start here. We were busy in the southern 

rights and such, but also in Dallas. In Dallas 

my two daughters and I joined other great 

Dallas women like Diane Ragsdale, Juanita 

Simmons, Carol Freemen and others and we 

organized the Black Women’s United Front. Also 

we organized Black Women’s United Front Food 

Co-op. We also felt that we should help people 

in prison, so we organized People United for 

Justice for Prisons and that was our greatest 

tool because there were so many people in 

Dallas--in Texas prisons and so many parents 

and family members who were upset. They joined 

our organization, many of them did. And we had 

a very great organization. We had a, I think, 

a ten-point program to show how you could 

assist your relative who was in prison, how 

you could help him to come out of prison. 

Start on the number one-write a letter to the 
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Justice in Tyler letting them know the 

person’s situation, what he was charged with 

and such.  And on down to having a job 

available for that person getting out. And to 

be sure to visit the prisons every chance you 

can. Don’t miss an opportunity because if you 

do they see you are weak. They think you are 

weak and they can override your family member. 

So we organized in Dallas with CURE [Citizens 

United for Rehabilitation of Errants] who was 

a state organization and to implement ways to 

keep inmates from being victims of recidivism—

-go back and forth into the prison. We worked 

with CURE. We organized anti-Klan [Ku Klux 

Klan] organizations here in Dallas. And the 

Klan—- 

Mr. McMillan: SCEF—-Southern Conference Education Fund—-that 

was an anti-Klan group?  

Mrs. McMillan: We did here in Dallas too. And we did through 

SCEF also. I went to SCEF, one of the 

organizations that had recruited me to work 

for them. I had gone to Norfolk, Virginia and 

met with some of them to organize the Anti-

Klan Network. We also organized one here in 
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Dallas and organized one of the biggest 

demonstrations here in Dallas against the 

Klan. It was tremendous and I think we ran the 

Klan off. They got quiet then. One of the 

leading lady died. We organized an anti-death 

penalty--I said anti-apartheid I believe and 

showing how it’s not too much different that 

Dallas the segregation laws in South Africa. I 

think I stayed busiest to People United for 

Justice for Prisons because I worked at the 

bank eight hours and went to visit Ernie one 

week. And next week SCEF would have me going 

to one of the cities in the south to speak 

[and] join in the activity.  

Dulaney: Did your activism affect your job in any way?  

Mrs. McMillan: No. They worked me to death, so I guess they 

figured that, you know, they would be lenient 

with me.   

Dulaney: Can I take you back just a moment? I still want to 

know why you got in involved in Progressive 

Voters League because even before Ernie got 

involved you were involved in things, so why? 

Way back in the 1940s I guess, why did you get 

involved then?  
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Mrs. McMillan: Because I have a family who were ahead of the 

time. I remember as a little girl my father 

and my brothers would talk and I would sit and 

listen to them. They talked [about] everything 

from communism on down to preachers in the 

church, whatever. And they were very 

politically-minded and my brothers kind of 

indoctrinated us early in life. And when my 

brother became the executive secretary of 

Progressive Voters League he just demanded, 

“Come on, you going to work.” And I enjoyed 

every moment of it. Especially when he would 

come to my house with a big sign and he’d put 

it in the ground. [The sign read] “Pay your 

poll tax here. Register to vote”. I would have 

people coming in, in and out all day till 

pretty late at night to pay their poll tax and 

register to vote. Poll taxes [were] only $1.75 

at the time, but that was a pretty good little 

pile of money in those days. You would think 

that the people would not come in and pay the 

poll tax, but they were determined because 

they realized that was the system’s way of 

denying poor people and Black people the right 
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to vote. So they came in and really voted and 

we pushed them so, and they voted. One of the 

state congressmen, Joe Poole wrote a letter to 

both the Dallas Newspaper saying that they 

should check our precinct--I’ve forgotten the 

number of our precinct--because the votes were 

always so one sided, like one person would get 

two hundred votes and his opponent would get 

two and such as that. And we happened to have 

a few people-white people who lived on Ross 

Avenue. They had businesses there and they 

voted at our precinct which was at the YMCA. 

It was convenient for them. And that counted 

for their little—- 

Dulaney: [Laughter] Two votes. 

Mrs. McMillan: So we were known. They thought downtown—-said 

we had the most perfect report to come in from 

our polls every election too and they always 

complemented on that. But I loved every moment 

of my work with the Progressive Voters League, 

like I loved it with my working with the civil 

rights movement. I worked at a bank and I 

worked in several positions and they wanted me 

to be a teller. That’s really what they wanted 
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me to be, but I was determined I would not be 

a teller because on Friday nights those 

tellers might be two, three, four hours late 

getting off because they have to be balanced. 

I knew I had a flight out every weekend. I 

would be trying to get to Love Field [Airport] 

to catch a plane to go see Ernie or go to one 

of my SCEF organization affairs. So I refused 

that. But I enjoyed immensely my civil rights 

work. And I can’t begin to tell you the many 

angles we were involved in. But we had such 

wonderful people—-women here in Dallas who we 

worked with—-and guys too. 

Dulaney: Did you work with Mrs. Flanagan in the NAACP?  

Mrs. McMillan: Who?  

Dulaney: Mrs. Minnie Flanagan.  

Mrs. McMillan: I didn’t work with her, but my brother did 

and I heard him talk of her many a day. I knew 

her, but I didn’t associate with her. 

Dulaney: Did you work with A. Maceo Smith?  

Mrs. McMillan: No I didn’t. I was very young then. I didn’t 

work with them, but I knew them and would go 

to meetings or places where they were speaking 

[or] having banquets in their honor. I would 
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go do that, but I didn’t know them personally. 

But of course my brothers did.  

Dulaney: Would you do it again? Would you do all of this 

again?  

Mrs. McMillan: Oh yes! I’d do it in a minute. I loved it.  

Dulaney: How successful do you think movement activities 

were here in Dallas? 

Mrs. McMillan: I thought they were very successful. I know 

they could have been more successful, but the 

authorities know how to cap—-you know sending 

the leaders to prison, like they did my son 

and other leaders to get them out of the way. 

But in spite of that we worked. And at first I 

was kind of timid and shy, but as time went on 

I became real ornery and a bully [Laughter] 

with authorities because they would make me 

angry. Don’t make me angry. They would wait 

‘till my baby girl went to college and start 

calling her [and] harassing her, wanting to 

know where Ernie was when he jumped bond once. 

And I called them and said, “Look, don’t call 

her. Call me.” I remember one night SNCC was 

having a meeting in west Dallas and one of the 

members [unclear] call me and said, “Mama, we 
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surrounded by police out here.” I said, “Well 

don’t go outside.” He said, “I’m looking at a 

police car.” I said, “Don’t go outside. Stay 

inside.” And I said, “I’m going to do 

something.” So I got on the phone and I told 

my kids what to say and go next door and, “You 

go [to] this door and get on the phone and we 

going to call everybody we know and tell them 

the police is surrounding SNCC.” So I called 

authorities--downtown police department. I 

said you know, “Have you ever read the Kerner 

report?” And I said, “Well you should because 

it says the police instigate riots and that’s 

what you’re trying to do in west Dallas.” I 

said, “You get those police out of west Dallas 

right now. I mean it.” I was demanding. Then I 

would call every department. I even called 

Washington and told them about it. And people 

start hearing and if I hang up my phone 

somebody call, “Mrs. McMillan, SNCC is 

surrounded in west Dallas.”--“Okay, thank 

you.” That’s when we could get results. And 

they pulled—-the police left. I don’t know if 

I did it or what.  
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Mr. McMillan: I can testify to one thing she said. She did 

have a direct effect. One of my first nights 

in the Dallas County Jail after I received the 

ten-year sentence for destruction of private 

property there was some people saying that 

there’s a pine box waiting for me in the Texas 

prison system and they can’t wait to get me 

down there because there was a pine box 

waiting on me. So I didn’t realize what was 

going on outside, but I know something was 

happening when Sheriff Decker, Bill Decker the 

head sheriff of Dallas County came to my cell-

—they had me separated from everybody else on 

the whole wing with maybe ten empty cells and 

me alone. He came in and said, “We want you to 

go and call your mother and tell her that you 

are alright, that you are safe because our 

phones are jumping off the hook. People are 

calling from all over the country thinking 

that you are dead or in danger and I want you 

to talk to your mother and tell her that you 

are okay.” [Laughs]  

Mrs. McMillan: I had a call. It was a Saturday night and my 

two daughters had gone out for a date and I 
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was by myself. And my phone range and a voice 

said, “I’m calling from New York. Ernie’s 

going to be killed tonight in the Dallas 

jail.” Oh, oh, oh I called my brother Cecil 

and he said, “Call the jail and talk to 

Decker.” So I called and they said Decker 

wasn’t there. I said, “Well who’s next in 

command?” They said, “Chief Damron.” [I said], 

“Let me speak to Chief Damron.” Damron came 

out. [I said], “Listen Damron, let me tell you 

something. You get over by that jail and you 

watch my son. Don’t leave him because if 

anybody touch him you going to get it because 

I’m going to give it to you.” I talked to him 

so rudely and hung up. Then I said, “Better 

call him back and tell him again.” [Laughter] 

I guess I called him by 10 p.m., “Are you 

sitting over by Ernie’s jail? Are you watching 

him?--Well get on over there.” I talked to him 

so rudely and I called him so many times. 

Every once and a while I’d call my brother and 

tell him my report. My brother said, “That’s 

enough. They get the message.” [Laughter] Then 

Ernie said they said, “Who is your mother?” So 
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I really—-I don’t want them mistreating my 

son. Come to me first. That’s what I’m for.  

Dulaney: Yes. Ernie, tell us about how you got involved. 

Well, first, before that, tell us about 

growing up in Dallas. What was it like growing 

up in Dallas? 

Mr. McMillan: I was born in 1944 in what is now called Short 

North Dallas or something like that--well 

Freedman’s Town. And it was just a beautiful 

place of grow up as a young man. Even as any 

person of Black heritage. We had a very intact 

community. Had a loving family so growing up 

you didn’t even have to step outside a two-

mile radius, everything you needed was right 

there. So growing up on Allen Street between 

State [Street] and Thomas Avenue was just like 

being in a commune [?], like the center of the 

universe. Everything was there and we had a 

library two blocks down the street, the Paul 

Lawrence Dunbar library. The [unclear] center 

which was a recreational [and] cultural center 

for young people about two block away. There 

were churches all around us. Elementary, 
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middle school, high schools all within walking 

distance.  

Mrs. McMillan: [unclear] 

Mr. McMillan: Yes. We had all kinds of businesses there from 

medical to all kinds of shops, like shoe 

shops-- cobblers and barbershops, stores, 

restaurants, hotels, taxi companies, [unclear] 

a flourishing of movie theaters, of course 

your bars and restaurants and night clubs—-and 

funeral homes, all those were there as well. 

NAACP headquarters about six blocks from my 

house. The YMCA was about eight blocks away. 

So just growing in a nurturing intact 

community with a loving family—-a family that 

loved each other and—-not just in word, but in 

deed. So we had a home at 2316 Allen [Street] 

was like a community center. We had a library 

in the house. In the living room we were just 

surrounded with books. And my uncles would 

bring literature. They would have discussions 

late into the night and they would play card 

often, but a lot of times it was just 

competitions like—-challenge you on vocabulary 

or debates or on state capitols. The young 
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people would get involved with that too. We 

were encouraged to participate and learn. The 

children were encouraged to put on little 

exhibitions and expressions. So we had all 

that. The neighbor kids would come over and 

hang out and everybody felt like this was a 

place that you could, you know, have a...relax 

and enjoy yourself. So growing up in that 

environment, not really feeling any fear or 

insecurities or any doubt about my 

worthwhileness, those kind of things, and 

having excellent educators. Dr. Patton was the 

principal at Booker T. Washington High School. 

From J. W. Rae [Elementary School] to B.F. 

Darrell [Elementary] to Booker T. was having 

teachers that made you work, had you bring 

home a lot of homework. I would often 

procrastinate to the last minute and be up to 

four o’clock in the morning and my mother 

right there with me trying to help me finish 

an assignment that was due three weeks ago. I 

was doing it on the last night.  

Mrs. McMillan: I could kill him. [Laughter]  
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Mr. McMillan: So just growing up in that kind of environment 

and having people of all walks of life living 

nearby you and looking out for one another, 

you had—-if you were doing something wrong 

they would tell your folks. So we had that 

kind of a comfort zone in the community and 

you really didn’t have to venture outside of 

it. That neighborhood was boarded I would say 

roughly by Bryan Avenue on the north to Routh 

[Street]. What’s further north that Routh?  

Mrs. McMillan: Pearl [Street].  

Mr. McMillan: Pearl on the west. McKinney on the north and 

Washington Avenue on the east. So having those 

kind of perimeters. We grew up in that area. 

We had like [unclear] homes, the heart of 

Thomas Avenue, and all those areas just right 

there together.  

Mrs. McMillan: State [unclear] 

Dulaney: This was called the State-Thomas area right? At the 

time? 

Mr. McMillan: We call it north Dallas. North Dallas goes all 

the way to Oklahoma, but the [unclear] call it 

north Dallas.  

Mrs. McMillan: It was in the shadow of downtown.  
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Dulaney: Okay. Alright.  

Mr. McMillan: So growing up in there was just reinforcing 

growth and individuality and expression. There 

was not any hatred or scorn or bitterness 

about our plight. We felt good. I only 

realized I was poor when one day I got a 

Thanksgiving basket put on my porch one day 

from the—-I’m in the middle of National 

Honor’s Society and National Honor’s Society 

delivered a food basket to me. I think my dad 

had put us on the list or something.  

Mrs. McMillan: I don’t know how they had [unclear]. I think 

they had the wrong house. [Laughter]  

Mr. McMillan: But we never—-we never felt poor. Growing up 

you might have the north wind blowing through 

a crack or you may have your lights flutter 

sometime or things like that happen, but we 

never felt poor. So having that kind of 

foundation I think just automatically lead me 

to become more exploratory, be about 

discovering, taking chances and getting out 

there and feeling confident. It was in my 

junior year in high school I got involved in 

NAACP Youth Council. I was also active in the 
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school. I was a colonel in NCCC which is the 

National Defense Cadet Corps that was 

comparable to the ROTC, leader of the drill 

team and president of student council. Things 

like that. But my love was doing social 

things, like we had a baron and baroness club—

-just organizing groups like that-social 

events. Things like that and comradery. So it 

was—-I guess when 1962—-we had some young 

student teachers doing their internship with--

some came and one in particular, I can’t 

remember his name, asked questions about what 

kind of decisions are you making about your 

life. What does the future hold and what do 

you think about what’s going on in Vietnam or—

-this [unclear] we never been challenged in 

the school so much. We had just kind of run 

along with the curriculum. So just having 

begun to think, be challenged, read a little, 

kind of worked to help create a little spark 

in me. A different kind of spark was lit. So 

just getting involved with the NAACP Youth 

Council, doing stand-ins and the Majestic 

Theater [Dallas]. There was one I really 
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participated almost every Sunday for maybe two 

or three months. It was a routine, like two to 

four o’clock we would stand in front of the 

Majestic Theater downtown—-Elm Street, down 

there? And at that time the balconies were the 

only seats permissible for Blacks to sit. We 

would buy tickets for the main entrance and we 

would be—-we would be dressed up in our suit 

and tie on Sunday afternoon and we would go 

ask for a ticket and they would say, “No. We 

don’t serve y’all”. So we’d go back to the end 

of line and wait till we got up to the front 

and ask the same question. We’d do this for a 

couple of hours and that would be our routine. 

At that time it seemed to be fun and 

adventurous, but shortly after I began to 

think, ‘We can do more than this. This is too 

passive and whatever.’ But it was only till I 

got to Morehouse and just was kind of hurled 

into the middle of the firestorm there with 

SNCC, SCLC [Southern Christian Leadership 

Conference], CORE [Congress of Racial 

Equality]. Those organizations were very 

active in Atlanta. In fact it was a 
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headquarters for the Student Nonviolent 

Coordinating Committee. There were 

demonstrations going on downtown protesting 

the desegregated restaurants. One in 

particular was the restaurant owned by Lester 

Maddox who became the governor of Georgia. But 

at that time he was just a business man 

wielding ax hammers and beating up people who 

were trying to get into the restaurant.  

Mrs. McMillan: Black people. 

Mr. McMillan: Yes, because of the color of their skin. And 

so we had twenty-four hour demonstration, 

seven days a week. It was shifts so we would 

be bull horns coming through the campus asking 

people to come downtown and participate in the 

demonstration. One day I decided to go down 

there and that was like the change of getting 

away from my pre-law course and all of those 

academic things we were striving for and my 

family were praying and paying for me to do to 

getting directly involved with the Student 

Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. And so 

after several months of this kind of activity 

I found out that I could actually join and 
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become a staff member. And it was not really a 

membership organization, it was a full staff. 

They had 150 people who were paid to become 

full-time organizers in the south. And I 

become one of those persons. But I had to have 

my parent’s permission because I was underage 

at that time. So I went to my father who was 

living in Atlanta and I asked him. He said, 

“If that’s really what you want to do. Do you 

feel like that’s your calling? Then do it.” I 

asked my mother. I talked to her on the phone. 

She said, “If this is what you want to do—-.” 

Basically the same thing, “We support you.” So 

then I was off and running. I became a full-

time staff member. I was trained in 

Dorchester, Georgia which is just outside of 

Savannah. People like Revered Hosea Williams 

ran workshops. Andy Young, Ella Baker 

especially—-people I knew running the 

workshops on citizenship, on non-violent 

philosophy, on tactical things about 

organizing demonstrations, how to fall 

correctly if you were hit during a 

demonstration, all from a to z. Spent a week 
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there and after that one week or so—-it may 

have been more. It felt like it was a short 

time. After about that time I was assigned to 

a—-Fort Valley, Georgia. In Fort Valley there 

was a campus-a university and there was one 

gentleman there who was a project manager. I 

was to be on his wing learning to get my ropes 

in. But shortly after I was there he was 

called away. He was accused of draft evasion 

and he had to go before the draft board in his 

hometown which I think was Philadelphia 

[Pennsylvania]. So I was left there alone and 

I didn’t know what to do. I was frustrated, so 

somebody came and said, “Look. Come on. Pull 

up out of there.” And they sent me to Albany, 

Georgia which was the headquarters for the 

Southwest Project which was mainly a voter 

registration drive. So I worked there for a 

number of years. Was arrested for protests and 

demonstrations and so forth. And then there 

was—-Selma struck in 1964 which people were 

arrested, beaten, killed, cattle-prodded and 

what-not. There were a number of SNCC workers 

who were in prison. And so we would mobilize. 



 33 

SNCC would mobilize people to go form wherever 

they were to go work in Selma, so I worked at 

Selma, Alabama. I was arrested there holding a 

sign that said “Register to Vote” at the front 

of the courthouse with a young man who may 

have been four or five years younger than I. 

And so I was arrested for contributing to the 

delinquency of a minor by standing in front of 

the courthouse and disturbing the court while 

in session. Although we said nothing. We were 

just holding a sign. Got arrested for that. 

Other people had fared even worse than 

[unclear] by being beaten or dogs attacking 

them. You remember the Pettus Bridge attack 

[Edmund Pettus Bridge, Selma, Alabama]-—John 

Lewis and them. And then I met and fell in 

love with a young lady who was a singer with 

the SNCC Freedom Singers and she and I became 

a couple so to speak she moved back to Georgia 

with me. 

Dulaney: Who was that? 

Mr. McMillan: Betty [Mae] Fikes. She’s a well know singer 

even today. She’s profiled in that book by the 
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Smithsonian. Mom, what’s the name of that 

book? [Asks Mrs. McMillan] 

Mrs. McMillan: About the plow. Something like that. 

Mr. McMillan: Keep your hands on the plow. Anyways she’s a 

beautiful singer and she sings blues, 

spiritual, and a little bit of folk singing. 

And things that captured her were people like 

the [unclear] rock founder. I can’t think of 

those folk’s name.  

Dulaney: Bernice Robinson. 

Mr. McMillan: Bernice Rob--Reagon, that’s right. Bernice 

Reagon Johnson [Bernice Johnson Reagon]. She 

[Fikes] was traveling all over doing those 

kinds of things. She was feisty. She made 

faces at the police, get me a nervous wreck 

because she act like, “We’re over here!” 

[Points to himself] [Laughter] But anyway, we 

have a child together named Andrew who lives 

in Los Angeles [California]. I have two 

children—-she has two children by them [?] so 

I’m a grandfather--my daughter Angie. So just 

growing up in Dallas, moving to Georgia, 

getting the experience working there for two 

years or so. In 1964 [and] 1965 we had 
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successes in the Civil Rights Act and the 

Voter Rights Act. I had come home after the—-

right before the Voter Rights Act was passed 

because people said basically that, “You guys 

are free now. We don’t really need you 

anymore.” What was that national organization, 

the Negro Council of Women?  

Dulaney: National Council of Negro Women. 

Mr. McMillan: National Council of Negro Women. Thank you. 

[They] gave almost every SNCC worker a 

scholarship to go to return to school. And so 

I took advantage of my scholarship and came 

back to University State College which is now 

University of Texas at Arlington. I found a 

rebel flag flying over—-and certain ceremonies 

like Old South Week being celebrated when 

people would dress up in Confederate uniform, 

antebellum dresses and the flags. I guess they 

expected us to walk around barefoot and [with] 

cotton sacks. So we didn’t go for that. We had 

segregated dorms, racist teachers. Maybe 200 

African-Americans that were there out of a 

campus of 67,000. We just kind of banded 

together. And we talked about the lack of 
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privileges and rights being bestowed on Black 

people. We started and organization called 

Student Congress of Racial Equality, SCORE, S-

C-O-R-E. It was bi-racial. We had 

demonstrations and picketed. We made 

protesting, collective petitions, things like 

that. I was summarily put on academic 

probation, suspended from school, and it was 

another way of putting me in the briar patch-

freed up to really get into the community. So 

this was maybe in 1966. At that time was the 

Vietnam War, so I came back into the community 

and I was approached by several people with 

the organization called Students for 

Democratic Society [SDS] and invited to join 

them in their demonstrations protesting the 

war. We actually took a course in learning the 

Selective Service Act because at that time the 

draft law was in effect and 75% [or] 85% of 

the soldiers on the front line were Black and 

brown people. And they were being summarily 

drafted. We learned the Selective Service 

Code. We learned the loopholes and the ways 

you can avoid being drafted. And we started 
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counseling young men about it and we were 

successful. Everyone we counseled would not be 

drafted, so we had 100% success record. Every 

morning for a period of months we would get up 

at 5am or 6am, go down on Commerce [Street] to 

the Selective Service Board and hand out 

flyers, had out phone numbers, and get—-people 

would come up to us wanting to know how to get 

out of being drafted. And we became the 

attention, as my mother pointed out, of the 

police. So they began investigating us and 

following us around. And then Joe Poole our 

great infamous congressman from Dallas said 

there should be an investigation of these 

communists in Dallas who were trying to stop 

the war. They had a big front page headline 

saying, “Marxists in Dallas organizing to 

defeat America” or something really 

inflammatory. And they quoted one of the young 

leaders of the SDS, a young man from Florida 

who said he was a communist or a Marxist.  So 

then two or three days later all of those 

folks packed their bags and left town. 

[Laughter] They went home and I imagine they 
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got back into their comfortable lifestyles. 

But here we were stuck out, the one or two 

African Americans who were working. Because 

this is my home I’m not going anywhere. So we 

shifted and that’s when the SNCC chapter was 

formed. Began to do community inventories and 

what you might call focus groups today to 

learn what people thought were pressing issues 

and concerns. And we began to see that it was—

-one thing especially in south Dallas was 

economic exploitation by the stores, the lack 

of grocery stores in the first place. You may 

have Minyards down the street now, but in 

those days you only had the little convenience 

stores that sold food at high prices and had 

ungraded meat. Had no Blacks working in the 

store, all white family owned operations. So 

this is what repeated. Had town hall meetings 

at several churches on Hope [Street] and on 

Carpenter [Avenue], at Olive [Street]. The 

churches were having mass meetings. Each time 

we would meet these kind of things would come 

up over and over again. Police brutality was 

there, lack of jobs, but the exploitation was 
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pretty much number one. So we decided to do 

something about it. We organized a boycott 

against one of those chain of stores called OK 

Supermarkets. And this was a store owned by 

three or four brothers who had I think eleven 

stores, but ten of them in the Black 

community. And they were all the same. 

Conditions were horrible, people were being 

ripped off. They may be allowed not to pay any 

money this week, but when they come back it’d 

be five times what it should have been. There 

was that kind of ghetto gouging store. We 

didn’t want to do just a little demonstration, 

march around with signs. We decided we would 

go inside to show them how we felt. And so 

what I did was go into the store to buy—-to 

select merchandise to take it to the counter 

and leave it there and walk away. To change 

our minds. We asked the manager to cut up some 

meat specially made for us, prime ribs a 

certain way and when they cut it up we’d say, 

“Oh, we changed our mind.” and we’d walk. We 

decided to do that, but it got carried away. 

People got excited, a little passionate, a 
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little over excited so to speak and started 

dropping an egg or two [Laughs] or watermelon 

or two. The next thing you know in five 

minutes like glass and bottles and cans were—-

tomatoes squashed and this stuff all over the 

place. So I was singled out along with a 

gentleman by the name of Matthew Johnson as 

the leaders of this riot or demonstration and 

charged first by the Justice of the Peace with 

disturbing the peace. It was interesting 

because that Judge Rosenthal I think his name 

was—-Rosenberg. He was called the lynching 

judge for the Justice of the Peace here in 

Dallas. We have been first called [unclear] -- 

people had first been given a peace bond 

because we had been accused of threatening a 

security guard at one of the outdoor fast food 

places. I think it was called Good Lucks [Good 

Luck Burger]. We would go into Good Lucks and 

hand out flyers where people were sitting at 

their cars drinking and invite them to come to 

meetings. We’d have our newspaper we called 

the Black Decipher. Giving it to people. And 

the security guard said, “You can’t distribute 
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that literature.” We had some words with him. 

He went and filed a complaint saying we 

threatened his life. And so we were called to 

Judge Rosenberg’s court.  

Mrs. McMillan: Not Rosenberg. 

Mr. McMillan: I think it was Rosenberg. What did you think 

it was? 

Mrs. McMillan: I can’t remember.  

Mr. McMillan: Okay I’m going to have to double check my 

notes. She might be—-I may be totally wrong, 

but I think it was Rosenberg. He was trying 

us, quote, unquote, in this case when somebody 

said, “We were there in the supermarket the 

other night.” So he dropped all that matter 

and started charging us with destruction of 

private property right there on the spot. And 

he said--we said [unclear]. You can’t just 

arrest him and him, Matthew and Earnest. 

People stood up and were saying, “I was in 

that store. I did it.” Like it was just 

dramatic. People just stood up and claimed, 

“Arrest me too.” But they didn’t. They just 

arrested us. And I was held on a peace bond 

and went free. And then the state picked up 
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the charge and charged me with a felony. It 

became the State of Texas versus McMillan and 

Johnson. And that’s what lead to those kind of 

things that happened.  

Dulaney: Now was it Matthew Johnson that hijacked the plane 

and flew to Cuba? Who was that? 

Mr. McMillan: It was Charles Beasley among others.  

Dulaney: Okay. Alright.  

Mr. McMillan: He didn’t make it to Cuba though. He was in 

Canada when I think they talked him down or 

something. And he served maybe eight years in 

a Canadian prison.  

Dulaney: So you were sentenced. And how much of the time did 

you serve?  

Mr. McMillan: Three years and two weeks. First in the Texas 

County FCI [Federal Correctional Institution] 

which is like a minimum-security prison and 

then to Leavenworth and then I was released on 

parole to the state of Texas. At first I was 

released on parole, as my mother said, to the 

streets. They made a typographical error or 

something in Kansas, which we discovered was a 

free state in the—-back in the 1850s. So they 

had anti-fugitive laws. You cannot take a 
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slave from Kansas and take him back to the 

south to be made a slave again. This was based 

on one of a Supreme Court decisions I believe. 

But anyway. So they said of those free slave 

law acts on the board. [?] My mother contacted 

Methodist and Baptist ministers and ACLU 

[American Civil Liberties Union] workers who 

agree and they were able to get an injunction 

preventing the Federal Bureau of Prisons from 

taking me to Texas. They had won the 

injunction, but they disregarded [it]. They 

allowed the sheriff of Dallas County to come 

into the jail, handcuff me physically, to walk 

me almost barefoot and naked throughout the 

snow to his car and take me back to 

Leavenworth Prison, rewrite some new papers 

that said “Parole to State of Texas” and send 

me back to Texas. Between the time I was 

actually arrested and the actual supermarket 

protest there was just a lot of activity. This 

must explain to you we weren’t simply about 

trying to bring about a clean store in south 

Dallas. We wanted to change ownership. So we 

began to talk about buying stocks. We created 
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our own stocks where people could purchase a 

share in a community store. Tony Davis was one 

of the persons--I think he had a magazine 

called In Sepia--who brought in a company 

called—-I want to call it Dixie or something 

like that. He wanted to purchase the land in 

cooperation—-purchase those chain of stores in 

concert with us.  

Mrs. McMillan: The Dallas Weekly was [unclear] (note: 

published by Tony Davis)  

Mr. McMillan: Yes, the Dallas Weekly.   

Dulaney: Fahim Minkah mentioned that that was what you all 

were trying to do. What was his involvement? 

Mr. McMillan: You talked to him recently? 

Dulaney: Well, actually, I haven’t talked to him in about 

five years actually.  

Mr. McMillan: Give him my best. I haven’t seen him in maybe 

ten.  

Dulaney: He, when I talked with him, said that you indeed 

were trying to purchase the store—-purchase 

those stores because they were exploiting the 

community. What was his involvement? Was he 

arrested on that date too?  
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Mr. McMillan: I don’t know what date he was arrested. Oh, 

he—-we’d been arrested every day. Somebody 

went to jail. In fact I would go to jail to 

get somebody else out. I’d be waiting and they 

would come and take me up from the waiting 

room and put me in jail. We had incidences 

like that where people would just be arrested 

for trumped up charges. We had one gentleman, 

Donald Rae Williams who was given a box of 

marijuana. Said it was his. At that time it 

carried a sentence of two years to life. So we 

know there were people like Stormy Burns who 

had served ten years and a day for having 

seeds-marijuana seeds in his ash tray. We knew 

what that would do. So we had those kinds of 

things going on. And he’s Anglo, so we had all 

of those examples. But I just want to point 

out what I think is an important point--that 

we did some wonderful things here. You don’t 

really see them today, but I think the bottom 

line is that we started a spark in Dallas and 

we ignited a fuse that became manifested by 

the election of new Black politicians, by the 

creation of new laws. For example we just 
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spontaneously went to the welfare office one 

day to see how they were treating people down 

there. And we stayed there for three days and 

three nights. We took over that building 

because we saw that people there who were 

blind or disabled, had dependent children were 

not being treated in a dignified way. They 

were being scammed and treated rudely. So we 

met people like Ruth Jefferson who became the 

leader of the National Welfare Rights 

Organization out of west Dallas. We met her 

there that day and she transformed her life to 

become an activist. It was just a special 

moment. The Dallas County delegation for the 

state legislatures eventually sent a team of 

people including-—I don’t know how many 

legislatures we actually had, but there were 

maybe at least twelve Dallas county 

legislatures who decided to meet with us and 

negotiate something as a condition of us 

letting go of that building. And they agreed 

to raise the wage—-or raise the payments 

rather-welfare payments from $88 a month to 

like $150 which was not much, but it was a 
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great step for us that day. So my mother’s 

busy on the phone again. We’re in the welfare 

office and before you know it there are 

students from SMU [Southern Methodist 

University], from Bishop College parading 

outside saying, “Don’t harm them inside. Free 

Black peoples”-- whatever they were saying. 

Calling for justice and rights of Black people 

to be respected. And there were students who 

would bring food in to us. They had what they 

called a watch line in those days, so we had 

access to Texas’s international line. We had 

got calls from people in Vietnam, in New 

Mexico. Tia Rias Terrina [?] calling to say he 

would send his to help us if we needed it. So 

we had that kind of international and national 

connection. We were able to get that ceiling 

raised. There was another effort in, I think 

it was called Roosevelt Heights [west Dallas]-

-At that time there was talk, in 1968 or 1969, 

about building turning basins for the Trinity 

River. There would be commerce from Houston 

[Texas] ship channel to Dallas through the 

widening of the Trinity River and they would 
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have a turning basin where these tug boats and 

ships could turn around a go back to Houston 

ship channel. The land they wanted to use was 

Black-owned land in Roosevelt Heights. We 

heard about this so we went and we tried to 

organize. We were organizing a cooperative of—

-a land cooperative, instead of being picked 

off one by one to sell their land for nothing 

to combine all their resources--to make it a 

cooperative land agreement where they would 

have to really honor and pay them what they 

were really due, and really be a voice to be 

heard. This was the time when things really 

got rough when we doing things like after--the 

supermarket was one thing and the draft 

evasion was another, but with the economics of 

ownership and with the looking at the 

channeling of commerce--international commerce 

to Dallas that really became hyped. [Martin 

Luther] King [Jr.] was killed. There was a 

[unclear]. People were depressed in many ways 

and angry, so it was a real turning point in 

our country too from 1966 [or] 1965 to 1968 

[and] 1969, those years after the Voting 
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Rights Act. The era of Black Power, the era of 

the Black Liberation Army, the era of the 

Republic of New Afrika. All of these 

organizations were coming into their own way. 

And at the same time government repression 

tripled and quadrupled through the counter 

insurgency act, COINTELPRO program, which was 

at that time a secret act allowing the police 

to wire-tap, to seize people without warrants, 

to implant agents, to even by any means 

necessary neutralize and destroy the Black 

liberation movement. At that time people were 

killed, like in Chicago [Illinois] with the 

Hampton brother [Fred Hampton] who FBI agents 

and Chicago police disguised as anti-phone [?] 

workers and having an agent inside who drugged 

him to make sure he was asleep [and] shot him 

in his bed while he was asleep—-assassinate 

him. We had that same thing in Houston, but 

another Hampton. I think his name was Fred 

Hampton [Carl Bernard Hampton of Peoples Party 

II]. He was assassinated in front of this 

office--they had a Black Panther Party number 

too--from snipers on the roof top of Saint 
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John’s Baptist church--a Black owned church. 

They used those things. So those things were 

reality. Hearing your voice on the phone from 

a conversation the night before was not 

unusual. Having cops stand in front of your 

mother’s house or to threaten you with your 

life, saying, “You going to be in a pine box.” 

All those things were reality. And they still 

are today, but they are a little more clever 

or cunning about how they go about it. Those 

things we were facing, we were dealing with in 

a real way.  

Dulaney: Let me ask you two or three questions. Let’s go 

back. You said that you didn’t realize you 

were poor. When did you realize that you lived 

in a segregated society?  

Mr. McMillan: Well I can’t say exactly when. We had only 

three or four white families in our 

neighborhood. They were more Italian and they 

had owned grocery stores. Broncottas [?] 

Camaradas [?]. Those guys. So we could see a 

little trickling of white children every now 

and then. But it never dawned—-I can’t 

recollect when it just hit me like, ‘This is 
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bad, unnatural’. We had fun and we just played 

our games, lived our life without wondering 

about the outside world and how anybody judged 

us.  

Dulaney: What about—-why did you join the Youth Council?  

Mr. McMillan: I think I was kind of led to the Youth Council 

by my mother by the ear or something, “Get in 

there boy!” [Laughter] But it was kind of the 

thing to do. It was a social status. It wasn’t 

your, quote unquote, your good children 

involved in the NAACP Youth Council. It was 

some of the middle-class youth families who 

were involved in there for the most part and 

they were church going, whole-family 

structured kind of environment, economically 

stable families that were involved in that. So 

it was another branch of, I guess you might 

call, the social wing, like the [unclear], but 

this was the political arm. [Laughter] That’s 

my own personal estimation.  

Dulaney: Okay. Here’s a sort of personal question. How did 

prison—being in prison affect you?  
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Mr. McMillan: Oh, I really felt at one time I had lost my 

prime in prison. Going to prison from the age 

of twenty-six-— 

Mrs. McMillan: Twenty-two. 

Mr. McMillan: Well he said prison, not jail. 

Mrs. McMillan: Who you talking about?   

Mr. McMillan: I’m talking about myself. 

Dulaney: The three-year sentence. 

Mr. McMillan: So I guess from the age of twenty-six to 

twenty-eight. That was the prime of my life. I 

was locked behind bars--those times. But at 

the same time I felt it was a great experience 

to face in terms of—-like in Leavenworth we 

started a Black cultural club. And there was a 

Native-American culture club and there was and 

Asian culture club. We had a formed alliances. 

So the thing that we would practice when we 

got out we would practice—-the things we were 

doing when we got out we were practicing and 

learning there. We had a newspaper. I was the 

editor of a newspaper in Leavenworth prison. 

We would do articles and we had study groups, 

so we took advantage of every moment we could 

to learn. Attica [prison riot] happened when I 
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was in prison. That was in upper state New 

York. Hundreds of men were killed in prison 

for standing up for their rights. We wore 

black arm bands and they would lock us up, put 

us in solitary confinement. I think it kind of 

put a little sharpness to our step and to our 

struggle. It kind of made us a little more 

alert to being in prison. But it still, on the 

other hand, you lament what could have been in 

your life. My son was born, grew up. We never 

got together until adulthood because of that 

break in our lives. No telling what we could 

have done as a family. So you do, but you 

don’t really focus on that. You look at what 

is and what can you do with what you have. 

Making the best of your situation and do that, 

so you develop your mind as best you can. You 

write and try to influence others in positive 

ways as best you can. And you try to just turn 

it around.  

Dulaney: Okay. You went to Morehouse and you majored in 

what? 

Mr. McMillan: Majored? 

Dulaney: What was your major at Morehouse? 
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Mr. McMillan: History and government.  

Dulaney: Okay. When you went to UT Arlington what was your 

major? 

Mr. McMillan: It was probably the same thing. Public policy 

something.  

Dulaney: So were you able to pursue your interest in history 

and government politics and policy? 

Mr. McMillan: Yes in a real way I think. I really did in a 

real way. When I finally threw a dart at the 

map and decided to go where this dart hit, it 

hit Houston.  

Dulaney: Yes. I was going to ask you why you went to Houston 

after you went to prison.  

Mr. McMillan: I went to Houston basically because I couldn’t 

be me in this town. It was basically I need to 

go. I was thinking either New Orleans or 

Atlanta or Houston. And it turned out to be 

Houston for a lot of reasons. Friends there 

like Mikey Leland, Dolora Parker, Esther King, 

Thomas Melanson who organizes SNCC. But that 

was probably one of the main reasons-having 

good friends there. Moving down there, but not 

being too far from home, that was a great-—I 

could be home in three or four hours. So that 
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was good. Being in Houston was an eye opening 

experience too because I started working at 

the Texas Employment Commission as a 

temporary. So this was a job [where you] got 

on the computer and help people find jobs. So 

during my break I found myself jobs on the 

computer. [Laughs] And I found a job at the 

drug council [The Council on Alcohol and 

Drugs, Houston [?]] with a group called VGS 

[Vocations Guidance Services], a United Way 

agency. So I went in and applied for that and 

I became a drug counselor. With that agency I 

was given the freedom to write proposals to 

get things that we needed in the Black 

community. We were able to get funding for 

S.H.A.P.E. [Self-help for African People 

through Education] community center to started 

the first primary prevention drug program in 

Houston called Mighty Proud. And then that’s 

when I began to work with youth and I was head 

of the youth department for S.H.A.P.E. 

Community Center as a volunteer. And then in 

1980 there was a call to come to Brooklyn to 

help build a National United Front. I with 
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four or five other people-—we drove to New 

York. [Laughs] Never doing that again. 

[Laughter] We stayed there for four days, in 

Bedford-Stuy [Bedford-Stuyvesant 

neighborhood], Quincy Williams, Esther King, 

myself. I can’t think. Maybe six other people. 

We had friend from that area too. But we 

founded the National Black United Front. And 

when I came back to Houston I was elected the 

first chairman of the National Black United 

Front Houston chapter. It’s still going on 

today. It’s really good. And I just got a call 

early this morning. The current chairman Koffe 

[?] telling me that the chairman after I was 

there just died, Esther King. He was in a coma 

for two weeks from having a stroke or heart 

attack. Anyway, they just-—pulled the plug on 

him. But that work in Houston became important 

to my life because I began to see that there 

was so many negatives and drawbacks with just 

protesting and marching. We needed to build 

institutions. I lament the fact that, for 

example, out of SNCC there was no longer a 

Freedom Democratic Party [which] we founded in 
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1964. The freedom schools that we started, 

they weren’t existing anymore. So we needed to 

build institutions in our community that could 

really be a way for youth to grow and learn 

and develop. So youth was my passion and 

building organizations was my calling I 

thought. Using the skills I got from 

Morehouse, from SNCC we put together and 

organization called Fifth Ward Enrichment 

Program. It’s going in its twenty-eighth year 

today. It’s a male development program, 

manhood development program or youth 

development program that empowers boys to 

become men. So in the twenty-eight years we 

may have helped four, five, six thousand young 

men escape the life that had been carved out 

for them-that negative pathway. I’m really 

proud of that. But writing proposals and doing 

the governance and becoming a mentor and 

learning how to listen to the young men by 

what they did in their life, those were some 

of the things from the organizing days of SNCC 

that helped me to get to that point. And then 
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I came back home in 2007 and I’ve been here 

ever since.  

Dulaney: Why did you come back to Dallas?  

Mr. McMillan: Well I think it was time for a change. I had 

meant to do some serious thought, some serious 

meditation about my life and what really needs 

to happen. And so I arrived at a point in 2005 

and I went to a meditation retreat and it just 

hit me that I need to let go of this 

organization and move on. That you can become 

like, ‘It’s my baby and my thing’. Your ego 

gets involved. You just need to let it go and 

let it grow. So I came back to Houston after 

the retreat in January of 2005 I believe it 

was and I told them I would give them one year 

and I’m out. So we started the next chain of 

command. He was the chief of operations, 

Charles Savage became the executive director 

and moved on and I am retained, quote unquote, 

as a volunteer, especially a senior adviser 

today. But Houston—-I spent twenty-seven years 

there--moving there in 1980 I believe. Through 

Black United Front, through drug council 

program and developing the Fifth Ward 



 59 

Enrichment Program—-it’s kind of where I’m at 

today.  

Dulaney: I’ve got two last questions and then I will allow 

Dr. Roberts to ask some.  

Mr. McMillan: I think she may have overlooked something or 

said something mistakenly.   

Mrs. McMillan: Oh. I’d like to say a few things. I was 

thinking that Ernie did a remarkable thing in 

his mother’s eye sight. He was such a kind and 

giving person as a young man growing up. And 

then when he went to prison I worried about 

him so much, ‘Is he going to change--get 

hardened or what?’ But when he came out of 

prison he was the same kid he was before he 

went. That just amazed me that he was loving, 

that he didn’t have hate and he’s still kind 

[and] willing to help people. It just blew my 

mind. But I’d like to say too that I learned a 

lot through the civil rights movement and [I] 

hope taught others some things too. I know in 

Black Women’s United Front a lot of those 

people had no experience in organizing those 

young women and we set forums to educate them, 

teach them how to buy food and teach them 



 60 

about life and just politics. And when I see 

them now they say, “I didn’t know anything 

till I got in BWUF. So it makes you think 

you’ve done something. I remember that I had a 

sister-my older sister—-she worked for a 

doctor for several years and when Ernie was in 

Dallas county jail--he was her favorite nephew 

and she was his favorite aunt and she could 

never get to visit him because her off days 

were on Thursday. It’s been a historical fact 

that Black women--Black people were given 

Thursdays off, you know domestic workers and 

such. So I guess that trend was going on when 

she was hired. Visiting day at the jail was 

Tuesday, so she could never visit. So one day 

Ernie’s wife and I said, “We’re going to get 

Mildred into that prison--jail.” So we called—

-it was on a Thursday we told her to come 

down. We were going to try to get her in on 

the white folks visiting day. So Mildred came 

down and we said, “You want to see Ernie? We 

can’t promise, but we’re going to try. You 

willing?” She said, “I’m willing.” So we said, 

“Go up on the eighth floor. That’s where they 
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admit you into visit with the prisoner.” So 

she went up. I said, “Tell them that you want 

to see Ernie McMillan.” She came back in about 

five minutes. She said they said, “They said 

no.” I said, “Well go and see Chief Rolland. 

He’s the chief jailer on fourth floor and tell 

him that you want to see Ernie McMillan.” So 

she did that and came back shortly, said, 

“No.” And I said, “Well, go over to the 

sheriff’s department and see if they’ll help 

you“. It was crazy, sending her in circles. 

She went to those places about five times each 

and then she started crying. And I said, 

“Mildred, one more time. Go back upstairs and 

this time say NACP [?] said [that] you could 

visit.” [Laughter] So she went upstairs. We 

kept waiting for her to come down, waiting for 

her five, ten, fifteen—-about thirty minutes 

later Mildred appeared. She’d seen Ernie. And 

what did you do that for you jailers? So 

Felecia and I decided we should notify 

everybody who had been wanting to visit Ernie, 

whites especially—-two, the students at SMU, 

especially the theology students who had 
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worked with us. We called and said, “Come on 

to jail anytime you want to. Just go in there 

and tell them NACP [?] said-—they opened up 

the jail. And we tried to do that on the death 

penalty. One young man—-his sister was my good 

friend-—he was in Texas Department of 

Corrections--the death penalty center. We sent 

his wife and two kids there to talk to them 

about getting him off the death row and such. 

NACP [?] called me and told me, “Lay off of 

that.” So I had to get off of that. But we 

were so surprised. We were so happy that we 

did get the jail integrated even if we 

couldn’t do anything with the death penalty. I 

found myself in a lot of angles. I know Saint 

Peters Catholic School, the kids got sent away 

for school. What’s the word I’m trying to 

say?--Expelled—-while visiting Ernie—-for 

going to hear Julian Bonds speak. My little 

daughter Kathy was the leader and she said, 

“Julian Bond’s speaking. Let’s go.” So she 

talked to all the kids-friends, told them, 

“Ask your mama for an excuse.” and they did. 

So with the mama’s excuse they had to let them 
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go. But, when they came back to the next day 

the one the teachers told them they couldn’t 

come back to her class anymore because they 

went to hear Julian Bond, the rabble-rouser. 

So Kathy called me at work and then--I went to 

Saint Peter’s and when I left some of boys 

were mad at me because they were glad--This 

was a math teacher. She was from Mississippi, 

a nun from Mississippi. I got them all 

reinstated.   

Dulaney: Let me ask you a question before you say something 

else. [Laughter] Would you do it all over 

again?  

Mr. McMillan: Maybe in a different way, but definitely be in 

that spirit of trying to bring about change. 

If I’d known what I know now I’d be a little 

wiser. [Laughs] 

Dulaney: You wouldn’t do the jail term?  

Mr. McMillan: I don’t know about that. I can’t avoid that 

maybe.  

Dulaney: Okay. You wanted to add something. 

Mr. McMillan: I wanted to say that I know this woman here 

[point to Mrs. McMillan] saved some lives. 

Probably my own as well. To give you a couple 
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examples, there was a knifing incident at the 

Retrieve prison (Wayne Scott Unit, prison 

farm) where I was confined. It was a Black man 

and a Hispanic man altercation and the Black 

man had beat down the Hispanic dude. So the 

prison guards and the warden had started a 

little agitation of their own telling the 

Black prisoners that the Mexicans are going to 

have revenge and telling the Mexican prisoners 

that as soon as this Black guy gets out of the 

hole they are going to attack you more. So my 

mother had come to visit me like a few hours 

after the incident happened so I was telling 

her about it. So she left from visiting me and 

went to Houston and somehow or another got on 

KCOH radio station on a Saturday and told 

people what was going on because communication 

in prison is very hard. You don’t know what’s 

going on. But she—-and everybody listened to 

KCOH, Black and brown. When they heard my 

mother telling about what happened in Retrieve 

and how the conspiracy about a war and the 

guards were creating more violence. That 

Sunday morning everybody went to chapel--to 
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church not to pray and to worship or to fight, 

but to meet each other and make a peace pact. 

So it was like the preacher was so happy to 

see everybody coming to church, but everybody 

turned their back and make a circle talking 

among themselves and agreed to not fight each 

other. So she saved some lives. And also 

working with Eddie Bernice Johnson. In the 

1970s she worked with the prison reform 

movement and was able to get substantial 

prison rights established in the Texas prison 

system. 

Mrs. McMillan: And Ernie did something remarkable. On 

Father’s Day 1973 or 1974—- 

Mr. McMillan: 1973. 

Mrs. McMillan: --Ernie and the inmates woke on Sunday 

morning when the visitors—-the day that they 

were not supposed to go to the field and the 

day when the visitors come they looked out to 

see police cars from other towns down there 

and they said, “What’s going on?” Then they 

saw they were armed and had tear gas 

canisters. They knew something was going on. 

Then the authorities from the prison came up 
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and told them they were going to the field, 

get in line. So Ernie said, “I’m not going 

anywhere.” He had talked to these inmates 

about standing up for their rights because you 

don’t supposed to go to the field on Sunday. 

And about seven or eight or nine guys agreed 

with Ernie. They weren’t going. And one guy 

who had not agreed not to go but he had a 

heart condition, he couldn’t move. And when 

they said, “Fall out to the field” he couldn’t 

move and these others deliberately would not 

move, so they put them in solitary 

confinement. And that evening when the 

authorities were all there they had them to—-

the guards lined up against the wall with 

baseball bats with wire mesh around them and 

opened the cell gates and let the inmates out. 

And then they proceeded to beat them. It 

wasn’t the weekend that I was supposed to 

visit. I had visited the prior weekend. So I 

didn’t know anything was going on, but in a 

day or two I received a letter in a strange 

handwriting. And when I opened the letter and 

the mail the letter said, “Dear mother.” [I 
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thought], ‘This is not my son’s writing.’ They 

said, “That sure was a terrible thing that 

happened on Illinois Avenue [Dallas].” I lived 

on Illinois. Nothing had happened. I said, “Is 

he trying to tell me something?” He said, “I 

hope no one got killed.” So I said, “Something 

happened in the prison unit.” I knew of a 

lawyer in Houston named Miss Cruse [?]-

Attorney Cruse. She was married to an inmate 

in the same prison as Ernie was and she had 

helped so many inmates filing suits against 

the system. I called Miss Cruse. I said, 

“Would you go to Retrieve Unit and tell the 

warden that you want to see Ernie McMillan?” 

She said, “I have to have authority.” I said, 

“I’ll send you a telegram.” ”Go there” said 

the telegraph. So I sent a telegram advising 

her to go into the prison to check on my son. 

She did that and when she got there Ernie told 

her what had happened and Ernie told her to 

file a suit against the prison which she did. 

And they won that suit. First suit ever won in 

TDC [Texas Department of Corrections]. And 

Ernie had asked for $50,000 in his suit for 
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each inmate, but they only gave them like 

$2,500 or something. [Mr. McMillan laughs] But 

it was a great victory. And then Ernie wrote 

Eddie Bernice Johnson-congresswoman Eddie 

Bernice Johnson and told her about it. And 

what she did was the most remarkable thing. 

She called the senators and the members of the 

house together and asked them to form a joint 

committee on prison reform and they did. They 

did so much good and kind of held the 

authorities to the [unclear]. And they had 

hearings. I see you looking at your watch. 

[Laughs]  

Dulaney: Yes I’ve got to actually go, but I can leave it 

with these folks. You got any questions?  

Dr. Roberts: I just have one.  

Dulaney: Go ahead. Ask it. 

Roberts: Were you finished?  

Mrs. McMillan: Oh yes. Go ahead. 

Roberts: Okay, my question is just with your experience 

particularly you, Ernie. Looking at just the 

goal of achieving equity in our society [and] 

local conditions, national conditions, what 

would you advise? In fact, one thing came to 
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mind. A person like you ought to be part of 

some kind of senior council. I know in the 

African villages they have a name for it-

wasting all of your experience. So I’m 

essentially I’m asking what advice would you 

give us in terms of a state of affairs in 

housing and education where the achievement is 

very low for our students. It’s a very general 

question, but how—-let me ask this—-how can we 

take advantage of all of your knowledge and--

how would you recommend getting Dallas—-you’ve 

done something in Houston, but how could we 

get some of this knowledge in Dallas?    

Mr. McMillan: I don’t know. Dallas is a tough nut to crack. 

It’s a hard place. I’m not sure exactly [if] 

I’m even the right one to even entertain ways 

to do that. But I just think people generally 

need to be more available to listening and be 

more available to learning. And I think we 

have so many ideas running through our head, 

so many things that are churning that we want 

to see happen, that we don’t really step 

outside ourselves and be a witness, an 

observer to what is really going on, to what 



 70 

is really happening—-because we all have our 

perspective, our position, our ego and those 

often are the things that are driving us 

toward things rather than a mission of our 

collectivity and collective results. So I 

think that kind of gets in the way wherever 

you are-Dallas, Anchorage or Nigeria-Lagos. 

It’s going to be that. That’s a human thing 

and I don’t know how we can do it, but I think 

it’s about being more conscious, more aware, 

and more alert as individuals and being 

present in the moment. Not living on the past 

or living on yesterday or living on 

credentials, but being fully present right 

now.  

Dulaney: Okay, we’re going to wrap this up. We’re at the 

African-American Museum and this is September 

2, 2011. And we’ve had the pleasure of 

interviewing Mrs. Eva McMillan and of course 

Mr. Ernest McMillan, both veteran civil rights 

activists and leaders in the Dallas Community. 

Thank you very much.  

Mrs. McMillan: Thank you. Thank you so much for asking us. 

Mr. McMillan: Thank you. Appreciate it.     
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[End of Interview]   

      

                                                                                                                                  

      

                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


