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In 1967, when Jo Ivester was ten years old, her father transplanted his young family from a
suburb of Boston to a small town in the heart of the Mississippi cotton fields, where he became
the medical director of a clinic that served the poor population for miles around. But ultimately it
was not Ivester’s father but her mother—a stay-at-home mother of four who became a high
school English teacher when the family moved to the South—who made the most enduring mark
on the town.In The Outskirts of Hope, Ivester uses journals left by her mother, as well as writings
of her own, to paint a vivid, moving, and inspiring portrait of her family’s experiences living and
working in an all-black town during the height of the civil rights movement.

“What makes this book particularly valuable is its vivid depiction of the abhorrent consequences
of legalized segregation. What gives it heart is the window it opens to the personal journeys of
mother and daughter. An important, riveting history lesson that, unfortunately, is still relevant
today.”―Kirkus Reviews“A sensitive and powerful memoir of racial change in the South in the
1960s.”―Booklist“The Outskirts of Hope is a yesteryear tale (1967) that could not be more
pertinent and helpful to the racially complex and perturbed time we are living in now.”―Norman
Lear“A powerful personal perspective of a tumultuous time in America, seen through the eyes of
a mother and her daughter navigating family and societal currents in the midst of the civil rights
movement. White and Jewish from Boston, the family is transplanted into the segregated Deep
South of the 1960s, trying to make a difference in people’s lives. Although their new world is
fraught with fear and anxiety, their strength of character and dedication to being allies rather than
bystanders results in their participation in history.”―Barry Curtiss-Lusher, National Chairman of
the Anti-Defamation League“Not all stories about the south are fictional and have characters in
them named Atticus and Scout. Some are true and have real people in them named Aura and
Jo. But just as Atticus and Scout have seared themselves into our cultural consciousness, Aura
and Jo will take up residence in your own after reading The Outskirts of Hope. I began this book
thinking it was about civil rights and Mississippi and a Jewish family’s singular, brave saga there
in the 1960s. I ended it realizing it is a story about us all. It is an American one. And it is one, told
forgivingly, about forgiveness.”―Kevin Sessums, author of Mississippi Sissy and I Left It on the
Mountain“The Outskirts of Hope is a highly personal narrative that shines a light on the struggles
within the Deep South in a passionate, moving way. Told with wit, warmth, and heart, this family’s
story places the reader right on the ground as Mound Bayou, Mississippi copes with a world
reluctant to change, providing an intimate view of the Civil Rights Movement most have never
even considered.”―Anthony Rudel, author of Hello, Everybody!: The Dawn of American
Radio“The Outskirts of Hope is a courageous confession of a daughter about her mother and
herself that lays bare the front line of the American civil rights struggle of the 1960s.”―Steve



Adler, Mayor of Austin, Texas“In the sixties, a lot of people talked the talk about civil rights. The
Kruger family lived the life. This sensitive but no-holds-barred account of their life in Mound
Bayou, Mississippi is one of the most gripping real-life stories of confronting and dealing with
racism ever written. Warning – once you start reading The Outskirts of Hope, you won’t be able
to stop.”―Forrest Preece, Columnist, West Austin News“An unflinching memoir of the hopes,
triumphs, and disappointments of a white family that moves to a black community in one of the
most segregated areas of the American South in the late 1960s. This engaging book offers a
rare and moving narrative of the power of seemingly modest personal activities in delivering the
durable social changes promised by laws and policy.”―Bob Flanagan, Emeritus Professor,
Stanford University“This is a fascinating tale of a family who talked the talk and walked the walk
during the height of the civil rights movement of the 1960s. The family with their youngest three
children left a middle class New England suburb and moved to an essentially all black
community in the Mississippi Delta, where the father opened a medical clinic and the mother
taught in an all black school and the kids survived, albeit dramatically at times.” ―Dave Richards,
former Civil Rights Commissioner“This is the fearless mother-daughter memoir about a white
family's move from Boston to a small black town in the Mississippi Delta to help launch the
nation's first community health center providing health care to the poor and neediest. The
leaders of the civil rights struggle―black and white, male and female―are famous, but we hear
much less about the 'ordinary people' in the families that came with them. Aura Kruger and Jo
Ivester's journey across the chasms of race and poverty also, profoundly, changed their lives. It
may well do the same for readers of their story.”―H. Jack Geiger, MD, founding director of the
Delta Health Center and Arthur Logan Professor Emeritus of Community Medicine, City
University of New York Medical School“Ivester’s Jewish-Bostonian family took a chance on the
importance of being human at a time when life was minimized based on the color of a person’s
skin. Ivester captures the essence of the resulting journey through the dual eyes of a child and
her mother as they learn the impact of just saying yes.”―Gigi Edwards Bryant, Trustee, Austin
Community College District --This text refers to the paperback edition.About the AuthorJo
Ivester spent two years of her childhood living in a trailer in Mound Bayou, where she was the
only white student at her junior high. She finished high school in Florida before attending Reed,
MIT, and Stanford in preparation for a career in transportation and manufacturing. Following the
birth of her fourth child, she became a teacher. She and her husband teach each January at MIT
and travel extensively, splitting their time between Texas, Colorado, and Singapore. --This text
refers to the paperback edition.
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Praise forTHE OUTSKIRTS OF HOPE“The Outskirts of Hope is a courageous confession of a
daughter about her mother and herself that lays bare the front line of the American civil rights
struggle of the 1960s. While this was certainly a period of great figures doing dramatic acts, this
book instead brings the reader into the engine room, where the underlying support base was
proving its mettle. This is the real story of how revolutions succeed.”—Steve Adler, Mayor of
Austin, Texas“This is a fearless mother-and-daughter memoir about a white family’s move from
Boston to a small black town in the Mississippi Delta to help launch the nation’s first community
health center providing health care to the poor and needy. The leaders of the civil rights struggle
—black and white, male and female—are famous, but we hear much less about the ordinary
people in the families that came with them. But here are the voices of two extraordinary women.
Their effort helped change the nation. Aura and Jo’s journey across the chasms of race and
poverty also profoundly changed their lives. It may well do the same for readers of their story.”—
H. Jack Geiger, MD, founding director of the Delta Health Center and Arthur Logan Professor
Emeritus, City University of New York Medical School“In the sixties, a lot of people talked the talk
about civil rights. The Kruger family lived the life. This sensitive but no-holds-barred account of
their life in Mound Bayou, Mississippi is one of the most gripping real-life stories of confronting
and dealing with racism ever written. Warning: Once you start reading The Outskirts of Hope,
you won’t be able to stop.”—Forrest Preece, columnist, West Austin News“This is a fascinating
tale of a family who took their three youngest children to an essentially all-black community in
the Mississippi Delta, where the father opened a medical clinic and the mother taught in an all-
black school. The kids survived, albeit not without drama.”—Dave Richards, lawyer, US Civil
Rights Commissioner in the 1960s“An unflinching memoir of the hopes, triumphs, and
disappointments of a white family that moves to a black community in one of the most
segregated areas of the American South in the late 1960s. This engaging book offers a rare and
moving narrative of the power of seemingly modest personal activities in delivering the durable
social changes promised by laws and policy.”—Bob Flanagan, Professor Emeritus, Stanford
University“Ivester’s Jewish-Bostonian family took a chance on the importance of being human at
a time when life was minimized based on the color of a person’s skin. Ivester captures the
essence of the resulting journey through the dual eyes of a child and her mother as they learn
the impact of just saying yes.”—Gigi Edwards Bryant, Trustee, Austin Community College
DistrictTHEOUTSKIRTSofHOPECopyright © 2015 by Jo IvesterAll rights reserved. No part of
this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means,
including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods,
without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations
embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.
For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.“Harlem (2)” from The Collected
Poems of Langston Hughes by Langston Hughes, edited by Arnold Rampersad with David
Roessel, Associate Editor, copyright © 1994 by the Estate of Langston Hughes. Used by
permission of Alfred A. Knopf, an imprint of the Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, a division of



Random House LLC. All rights reserved.By permission of Harold Ober Associates Incorporated.
Copyright as given by Random House.The Cider House Rules by John Irving. Copyright (c)
1985 by Garp Enterprises, Ltd. Reprinted by permission of HarperCollins Publishers.Copyright
© 1970, 1992 by Betty Shabazz and Pathfinder Press. Reprinted by permission.All photos were
taken from the Kruger Family Photo Album unless otherwise noted.Published 2015Printed in the
United States of AmericaLibrary of Congress Control Number: 2014953583Book design by
Stacey AaronsonFor information, address:She Writes Press1563 Solano Ave #546Berkeley, CA
94707She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.For teachers everywhereMany
Americans live on the outskirts of hope, some because of their poverty and some because of
their color, and all too many because of both. Our task is to help replace their despair with
opportunity.—LYNDON B. JOHNSON, ANNOUNCING THE WAR ON POVERTY, JANUARY 8,
1964CONTENTSPROLOGUEONETHE OUTSKIRTS of HOPETWOMOUND
BAYOUTHREELIVING with DON QUIXOTEFOURTHE LAND of COTTONFIVEINSPIRED to
TEACHSIXIF NOT US, WHO?SEVENIF NOT NOW, WHEN?EIGHTWE SHALL
OVERCOMENINEGUESS WHO’S GOING to COLLEGE?TENDREAMING the
IMPOSSIBLEELEVENLEAVE the BOOKSTWELVEBACK to MOUND
BAYOUEPILOGUEPHOTOGRAPHSCHAPTER ONEMap of Mound Bayou, drawn by Mike
MorgenfeldPhoto: Roadside shacks typical of Mississippi in the 1960s.CHAPTER TWOPhoto: A
shack in Mound Bayou.CHAPTER THREEPhoto: The home the Krugers left when they moved
to Mississippi.CHAPTER FOURPhoto: The trailers where the Krugers lived in Mound
Bayou.CHAPTER FIVEPhoto: From the 1967—68 John F. Kennedy High School year-book
showing Aura teaching her English class (lower picture).CHAPTER SIXPhoto: Jo (11) with her
brothers, Charles (12) and Philip (14)CHAPTER SEVENPhoto: The unheated shacks were
miserable when snow arrived.CHAPTER EIGHTPhoto: Shacks lining the road.CHAPTER
NINEPhoto: Faculty picture of Aura from the 1967–68 JFK High yearbook.CHAPTER TENPhoto:
Another example of Mississippi poverty.CHAPTER ELEVENOpening Photo: Jo (11) with her
parents, Aura and Leon Kruger.Closing Photo: The road leading away from Mound
Bayou.CHAPTER TWELVEPhoto: Highway sign crossing from Tennessee to Mississippi. Taken
by Elizabeth Norman.PROLOGUEMy parents were foot soldiers in President Johnson’s War on
Poverty. One of the president’s first actions after announcing his new program in 1964 was to
send his lieutenants in search of the poorest spot in the country. Expecting to find it in
Appalachia, they were surprised to discover it instead in the cotton fields of Mississippi.By 1967,
with a fresh new degree in public health, my pediatrician father decided to enlist. During the
height of the civil rights movement, my family moved to a small, all-black town in the heart of the
Mississippi Delta, where my father opened a clinic and my mother, Aura Kruger, taught English
at the local high school. I was the only white student at my junior high.Both my mother and I kept
journals of our time in Mound Bayou. Hers is the basis of the true story you are about to read. I
burned mine decades ago because I was embarrassed by all that happened and couldn’t
imagine ever wanting to share my story. Reading my mother’s journals, I was surprised how



vividly and completely those memories came back. More than that, I was pleased to discover
that I could almost reconstruct what I’d written as a child. Some of these re-creations are
included here.In a few cases, I have changed the names of individuals involved to respect and
protect their privacy.ONETHE OUTSKIRTS of HOPEAny person who shall be guilty of circulating
written matter presenting for public acceptance suggestions in favor of social equality between
whites and negroes, shall be subject to a fine not exceeding five hundred (500.00) dollars or
imprisonment not exceeding six (6) months or both.—EXCERPT FROM MISSISSIPPI’S JIM
CROW LAWSMarch 1967Aura (44 years old)You ride in front,” said John as he held the car door
open for me.Thinking he was just being polite, I answered, “Don’t be silly. My legs are so short
that I won’t notice the difference.”“This isn’t a choice, Aura. It’s dangerous if I sit with
Leon.”“Dangerous?”“The Jim Crow laws. If a white person is driving, blacks have to sit in back.”
John Hatch, a community organizer who was working with my husband, Leon, to open a medical
clinic in the Mississippi Delta, said this as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.Then
John added, “We don’t want the Klan to notice us.”My mouth grew dry and I shivered, even
though it was a warm March day. Suddenly, everything I’d read about life in the Deep South
became personal. We could be in danger.Once we were on the road, everyone sat silently. I
longed for Leon’s usual playfulness—his silly made-up songs, his stories about the places we
passed, his excitement over where we were going. Perhaps he was as disturbed by John’s
warnings as I had been and was feeling just as tense. I used to be able to guess exactly what
was going through his head without his having to tell me. After twenty-five years of marriage, we
often knew each other’s thoughts better than we did our own. But in the four weeks since Leon
had unilaterally decided to move to Mississippi, a wall had grown between us. I ached to tell him
of my fears, but he didn’t want to hear about them. So—like the good wife I always aspired to be
—I kept quiet.As we drove south on Highway 61 toward the Mississippi state line, the road
curved through pine forests almost as lovely as those I’d grown up with in New England, and the
gently rolling terrain reminded me of the hills outside Boston. This won’t be so bad, I told myself
as I looked out the car window at the lush landscape.Mound Bayou, where we were heading,
was the oldest all-black town in the country. It would be the site of Leon’s new clinic, which would
serve the black population of Bolivar County. My husband, with such a big responsibility and so
willing to help others. While I loved that in him, his decision meant that after spending most of my
forty-four years in the Boston area, I now had to say goodbye to the life I loved, its theater and
dinner parties, summers at the beach, and outstanding schools for my three youngest children.
We would be one of only two white families and the only Jewish one among the 1,300 people of
Mound Bayou, and our presence alone would throw us into the heart of the civil rights
movement.I sat up taller so I could see better out the window. At only four foot ten, I had to strain
to peer over the dashboard. Glancing at Leon behind the wheel, I appreciated how he’d never
seemed to mind my being so short. Even back in high school, he’d just said I was cute. I think he
actually preferred it, because it made him feel bigger. We fit together perfectly, especially when
we danced, which we did as often as we could. Others would clear the dance floor as he’d twirl



me about in the most intricate of moves. I wondered if there would be anywhere to dance in
Mound Bayou.At the Mississippi border, a billboard greeted us with a picture of a breathtaking
antebellum mansion surrounded by magnolia trees. It said WELCOME TO MISSISSIPPI, THE
MAGNOLIA STATE. Moments later, the road transitioned from a well-maintained highway to a
bumpy two-lane blacktop. Then we rounded a curve and the trees disappeared, the road
straightened, and the hills vanished. As far as the eye could see, there was nothing but mud.
John explained that cotton had already been planted and would soon break through the surface.
But for now, the mud reached to the horizon. We had entered the true Mississippi. My heart felt
heavy. Even the air felt heavy.All that broke the monotony were a few deserted shacks—at least I
thought they were deserted, until I saw smoke coming from a chimney; scrawny, half-naked
children playing in a yard; and tattered sheets hanging from a clothesline. It was like the scenes
of third-world countries in National Geographic pictures.Leon, as if reading my mind, said, “This
is why we’re moving, Aura. Somebody has to help. If we don’t, who will?” When I tried to
respond, my throat was so tight that no words came out. I knew he was right, but why did it have
to be now, when our children were so young? Why did it have to be us?We drove for another
twenty miles, and nothing changed. Then another twenty. I passed the time thinking about the
children. Had Philip, my seventh grader, finished his homework, as he had promised he would,
before going to the school dance? Jo and Charles had planned on walking to the science
museum. I cringed at the thought of them finding their way around downtown alone; they were
only nine and ten years old and had never gone by themselves before. I’d agreed only because I
knew that soon they’d be leaving Boston far behind.Saddened at the thought, I made myself
think instead about what John had said over dinner last night. Although tall and heavyset, John
spoke softly, his constant smile providing comfort as he described the early planning of the
health center, going back to 1964. As a cornerstone to his War on Poverty, President Johnson
had sent Senator Robert Kennedy and Harvard’s Robert Coles in search of the worst poverty in
the country, expecting them to find it in Appalachia. Everyone was surprised to discover that
living conditions were even worse in the Mississippi Delta, where the average annual family
income was under $100 and people were starving.Not long after that, Jack Geiger, a Mississippi
field coordinator for a group that recruited medical personnel to support the Freedom Riders as
they traveled the South registering blacks to vote, sought federal money to evaluate the
feasibility of creating a community health center in the Delta. When he approached the new
federal Office of Economic Opportunity for funding, he was so persuasive that he obtained
enough money not just for a study, but also for the clinic itself.John Hatch convinced Jack that
Mound Bayou would be the perfect location for the new clinic. One hundred miles south of
Memphis, it was considered a safe haven, unique in that all the property within the town limits
was owned by its black residents and had been since its inception in 1887.Landownership was
critical in the post—Civil War South, for without it, the best that an uneducated black person
could hope for was to be a sharecropper, planting and picking cotton on someone else’s land.
Because the people of Mound Bayou were property owners, a middle class was able to emerge.



It was small, and by most people’s standards poor, but Mound Bayou was proud of its success.
The town had its own mayor and post office and, most important, its own school system.
Children received a better education as a result, and a higher percentage learned to read and
finished high school. Several of the residents even earned college degrees, something rare in
Mississippi in the mid-1960s.The town also housed the Taborian Hospital, which served the
black population for miles around. White physicians in the segregated hospitals in neighboring
towns often refused to treat blacks, or at least made them wait outside until the end of the day.
State code even mandated that hospitals have separate entrances for blacks. Many of the
physicians who did treat black patients were so uncomfortable with it that all they would do was
ask questions; they wouldn’t conduct a physical exam. In Mound Bayou, that wasn’t an issue.Nor
was the Ku Klux Klan as much of a concern there as it was elsewhere. Locating the clinic in an
all-black town offered some protection against dangers such as arson attacks and bombings.
But it would still be hazardous. John had talked about the Klan the night before, describing some
of the dangers inherent in life in the Deep South, troubles that he had faced growing up black
and that we would face as outsiders trying to help. It was actually against the law for us to do
anything to promote racial equality; we could get six months in jail just for trying.I hated that Leon
was pulling our family into a place where I’d have to be concerned about our children’s safety.
But I worried that if I told him I didn’t want to move, he’d go alone and leave us behind. Even in
the early days of our marriage, I was afraid that one day he would desert me—I wasn’t pretty or
smart enough, and I was too shy.The more I fretted about the situation, the more tense I
became, and I realized that I’d never last the whole two hours to Mound Bayou without a
restroom break. It wasn’t long before I felt desperate, anxiously watching for a glimmer of a gas
station or a restaurant. “There’s not even a tree for me to hide behind,” I joked, trying to ignore
the increasingly unpleasant sensation in my bladder.At one point, the sight of a town in the
distance raised my hopes, but it turned out to be just a few shacks clustered together, with a pile
of junked cars nearby. I had begun to think that squatting by the side of the road where everyone
could see would be preferable to waiting any longer when we finally spotted what looked to be
an abandoned gas station. It was completely deserted—no other cars, no staff. Please, please
let it be unlocked, and let there be a bathroom, I said to myself. Moments later, I sighed with
relief as Leon stopped in front of the dilapidated building and I saw a sign that read WOMEN. But
as I started to open the car door, John said, “Don’t get out.”Thinking he was concerned that my
big-city sensibilities weren’t prepared for what would probably be a filthy bathroom, I said, “I’ll be
fine. I’ll only be a minute.”I was halfway to the bathroom before I noticed a second sign that said
WHITES ONLY. Desperate to go inside, I chose not to worry about it and was instead silently
grateful that I wasn’t black. Once I was inside, with the door shut behind me, it smelled so bad
that I had to hold my breath. My shoes stuck to the floor as I stepped in dried urine. The seat was
so disgusting that I didn’t sit but instead stood over it, growing angrier and angrier at the entire
situation. How could Leon expect me to move to this awful place? By the time I was finished, I
was so mad that I took the Kleenex I’d used from my purse and threw it on the floor.I couldn’t tell



the others what I had done—I was already embarrassed by my childish behavior—but I did tell
them how revolting the restroom had been. “The sad thing,” John said, “is that it’ll be a black
person who has to clean it.” A wave of guilt washed over me as I thought of the dirty tissue I’d left
on the floor. For the next hour, I stared out the window, my head beginning to ache as images
raced through my mind. Mississippi. Shacks. Filthy restrooms. Mud. More mud.TWOMOUND
BAYOULargest U.S. Negro town; settled July 12, 1887, by ex-slaves of Joe Davis, who
conceived idea before Civil War: Isaiah T. Montgomery (member of 1890 state convention) & his
cousin, Benjamin T. Green.—HISTORICAL MARKER PLACED AT THE TOWN BORDER ON
HIGHWAY 61 BY THE MISSISSIPPI HISTORICAL COMMISSION IN 1951An Hour LaterAfter
driving south for another hour, we entered Mound Bayou, and Leon, pointing to a small side
street, said, “That’s where our house will be. And look over there. The town’s got a brand-new
swimming pool.”“How can they afford it?” I asked.“They can’t,” he said, laughing. “You won’t
believe this, Aura, but the white folks in the next town paid for it.”“Why would they do that? I
thought they hated everything about Mound Bayou.”His face grew animated as he shifted into
his storytelling mode, his eyes sparkling and a playful grin spreading over his face. “They do. But
they’d just put in a pool themselves, and one of their city council members raised a concern that
with all the civil rights stuff going on, blacks might try to swim there.”“Did that happen?”“No, but
the rest of the council was so horrified at the thought that they offered to pay for a pool in Mound
Bayou, in exchange for a promise that blacks would never try to swim in theirs.”At the
crossroads, we left Highway 61, turned onto Township Road, and bounced over the railroad
tracks. Moments later, when Leon pulled the car up in front of an attractive two-story house, it
seemed out of place. Solidly constructed of red brick, it had an inviting front porch and an
architectural style reminiscent of New England. Leon told me that this was the Montgomery
House, built eighty years earlier by a former slave and now serving as a boardinghouse.Leon led
me up to the second floor, where half a dozen young men and women, some black, some white,
met us. I tried to remember their names, but I had a headache and it was all I could do to figure
out that they were somehow helping out with the clinic start-up. I must have appeared
exhausted, for one of the women said, “You look like you could use a break. Why don’t you lie
down and get some rest?”She showed me to a bed in the next room and placed a cool, damp
cloth on my forehead. Breathing deeply, I let myself enjoy that special place between
wakefulness and sleep as I listened to the murmur of Leon’s voice quietly telling them about our
drive down. The sound of one of them speaking angrily pulled me awake, however. “She crossed
the line, Leon; she crossed the line.”“She had the gall to use a whites-only bathroom? How could
she?” demanded one of the others, her voice cold with disgust. “It’s hard enough having white
folks move into town without her going and doing like that.”“Maybe she shouldn’t come at all.”I
inhaled sharply as I heard the fury in their voices. Then I buried my face in my pillow, all my
anger about Leon’s decision to move there washing over me in waves. Gradually, however, I
succumbed to exhaustion and let myself start to drift off to sleep again. I heard Leon laughing, so
the others must have gotten over their anger, which was a relief. I lost track for a while as I let



sleep take over. Images flitted through my subconscious, first of antebellum mansions and then
of the poor children playing by the shacks along Highway 61. Then, instead of the poor black
children, it was my own children who were running about barefoot in the mud while my mother
was hanging the laundry.Then Leon appeared in my dream and grabbed my hand to dance. I
kept trying to follow his steps, but the mud kept sucking at my feet and I couldn’t move in time to
the music. The music changed from the big bands that we’d listened to as teenagers to the
melody of “Dixie,” playing in the background like a movie soundtrack. I could feel my feet twitch
as they tried to tap-dance to the tune, just as they’d been taught when I was a child. “Oh, I wish I
was in the land of cotton. Old times there are not forgotten. Look away, look away, look away,
Dixie Land.”As I felt myself waking up, I thought back to my dream and ruminated upon how the
song had become an anthem to the Confederacy and the so-called glory of plantation life. Never
again would I hear it without thinking of the shotgun shacks along Highway 61.Suddenly, I
realized what had awakened me. It was the smell of barbecued ribs. A powerful hunger drew me
back to a room where the others were sitting on the floor, enjoying a late lunch. There I indulged
in the tastiest, most succulent ribs I’d ever had. It was almost enough to make me forget how
awful I felt about the conversation I’d overheard an hour earlier. Almost. Afraid that I’d
inadvertently say something wrong, I ate my lunch in silence and listened as my husband and
the others talked.At first I tried to follow the conversation, but it rambled all over the place,
covering topics I knew nothing about and people I’d never met. A few minutes of patiently
pretending to pay attention in situations like this was expected of a physician’s wife, but after an
hour or so, my patience wore thin. This wasn’t what I had traveled 1,500 miles to do. I wanted to
see what the town was like, check out the schools, and see the plans for our new house, and we
had less than twenty-four hours to accomplish all of that. Finally, when it appeared as if the
meeting was drawing to an end without addressing any of our personal issues, I blurted out,
“Wait! Can we talk about our house? I thought that—”“What about it?” I recognized the voice of
the woman who had responded so bitterly to the news of my using the whites-only bathroom. It
didn’t match her pleasant, youthful appearance. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-five,
barely older than my daughter. Dressed in blue jeans and a tie-dyed T-shirt, her long brown hair
pulled back in a ponytail, she looked as if she’d be more at home on a college campus than here
in this run-down house, strategizing about what was best for Mound Bayou.I looked over at Leon
and saw him shaking his head, his eyes begging me not to respond, but I couldn’t keep quiet.
“That little street on the way into town looks like a wonderful place for our home,” I said in as
placating a manner as I could muster, “but can anyone tell me anything about the construction
schedule? We were hoping to move in before school starts in August. How can the house
possibly be done by then when they haven’t even broken ground?”After an awkward silence, she
said, “What do you need a new house for? You should live in a shack so you can understand
what it’s like.”“I can imagine how terrible—”“No, you can’t.” She raised her voice and stood up as
if to storm out of the room. “If people think you don’t care about them, they won’t come to the
clinic, and they won’t bring their children.”“I do care. Besides,” I said coldly, “any parent with a



sick child will be grateful to have a doctor and won’t care where we live.”“You’re wro—”“I’m not
wrong. I’m guessing that you don’t have any children yet, so you don’t understand, but I know
what I’m talking about. Right, Leon?”Silence. I was on my own. “Look, I don’t expect our home to
be anything like what we have in Boston, but we do need indoor plumbing and electricity, and
enough space for our three youngest children.”Finally, one of the others tried to calm me down
by saying, “I’m sorry, Mrs. Kruger, but we really don’t have any information about it.”“Then who
does?”No answer.“Leon,” I said, turning back to my husband, “we’re running out of time. You told
me we could see the house, but there’s nothing there.”“I thought you’d be happy just to see the
land.”“You mean you knew they hadn’t started building?”“Aura—”“You knew? Don’t you care?”He
just looked at me without saying a word, stunned that I’d interrupted him rather than let him calm
me down, as I’d always done in the past. As I stared at him, waiting for an answer, it suddenly
dawned on me: he didn’t care.For weeks the signs had been there, but I hadn’t wanted to see
them. Leon would have been perfectly content to live in this boardinghouse while I stayed behind
in Massachusetts with the children. Although he still had a life and a medical practice in Boston,
he was no longer satisfied with it. Every minute that he had been back there, he had been
chomping at the bit to return to Mound Bayou to prepare for the clinic.How different from our
early days together! Then Leon told me about every aspect of his life, especially his dreams.
Walking home from high school one day, he’d said, “When I step off the curb in Newton, it
matters in China. We’re all connected, and so what we do really matters. It’s up to us to make the
world a better place.” I’d looked at him in a new light, appreciating that there was far more to this
boy than the good-looking, popular dancer who was always joking around. Behind his
extroverted persona was a deep thinker, someone who cared about the well-being of
others.That was all good and well when we were first falling in love. I’d even let myself get caught
up in his enthusiasm when he spoke of saving the world, at least while we were sitting in the
comfort of our own kitchen. But this was different. Real. The mud. The filthy bathroom. Worrying
about the Ku Klux Klan following us down the highway. This wasn’t a life that I had ever wanted,
but Leon had decided that he did. I knew he loved the children and me and wanted us to be
happy and safe, but somehow he’d lost track of that in his excitement about moving to Mound
Bayou.I was yanked back to the present when I realized that everyone else was standing up to
leave.“Wait a minute.” They all stopped. “Please,” I said, “can anyone tell me about the
schools?”Leon glared at me, shaking his head to tell me to be quiet. Ignoring him, I continued,
“I’d really like to see them before we go.”The same woman who had been so hostile earlier said,
“It’s the weekend. They’re closed.”“You can at least tell me about them.”One of the young men
spoke up. “Okay, Mrs. Kruger,” he said, “here’s what we have. Mound Bayou has its own school
district with an elementary school, a junior high, and JFK High.”One of the others jumped in.
“There’s also St. Gabriel’s, which goes through eighth grade.”“A Catholic school?”“More like a
free mission school,” he said, “just like the Catholic Church sponsors in poor countries.” He went
on to explain that the students were from all denominations. In fact, most of the children weren’t
Catholic but Southern Baptist. “Some folks seem to think that the teachers do a better job at St.



Gabriel’s than they do at the public school,” he added. “And Father Guidry’s very well respected
in town.”The thought of sending my Jewish children to a Catholic school did not sit well with me.
Despite that, I wanted my children at the best school available. So I asked if we could go by both
the public and mission schools, even though it was the weekend and we wouldn’t be able to go
inside. After an awkward moment of silence, one of the young men offered to drive.We crossed
the railroad tracks to Highway 61 and headed through downtown, passing a perfectly maintained
red brick post office with a freshly painted masonry front and a little cupola on the roof. Two
elderly ladies stood chatting in front, dressed elegantly as if for church, even though it was
Saturday. Then there were half a dozen shabby storefronts—a Laundromat, a tiny grocery store,
a bar, a snack stand—one-story wooden buildings that looked like they’d seen better days.
Across the street, in stark contrast, was a two-story brick building, the Bethel AME church.Within
moments the high school came into view, a brand-new building, its yellow bricks glistening in the
sunlight. It was a one-story structure that might have appeared welcoming except for a
bleakness resulting from a complete lack of trees. A line of small shrubs had been planted along
the base of the front wall but hadn’t yet had a chance to flourish.After driving slowly by the high
school, we did a U-turn and once again turned onto Township Road. On one side of the street
were several homes, some brick, some wood. Although they were attractive and reasonably well
maintained, they were tiny. They must have been well under a thousand square feet and couldn’t
have had space for more than two bedrooms, and small ones at that.
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S.J.Coleman, “I couldn't put it down. This is a compelling, true story of an ordinary family who
spends two years in extraordinary circumstances. It tells a captivating, honest tale of a white
family in an all black town in the height of the civil rights movement.It is full of tenderness, love,
drama and goosebumps. The family, often ignorant of the dangers facing their neighbors from
the KKK, through sheer passion for helping others, develops a deep love for the community,
which is reciprocated in kind.Until something happens, and they are forced to leave.Full
disclosure:Aura and Leon were my Great Aunt And Uncle, and while I knew and loved them
both, the familial relations are not my reason for the 5 star review.I found the book a page-turner.
It is full of daily simple acts of kindness and tenderness and the not-so-subtle horrors of
discrimination. Aura is a delightfully flawed character beginning her journey as an honored
educator. And the simple, innocent interjections from a 10-year-old Jo, bring goosebumps.Read
this.”

Kate R, “A true and gentle story. I am always skeptical of books by white people about the Civil
Rights Movement. It feels like every white person who did anything has to write a book in which
they're the hero. But this book almost immediately made me put down my attitude, because
Aura is such an authentic and reluctant "heroine." I really loved the Aura portions of the book. Jo
is a less accessible character, I think partly because of her age - 10 to 12. At first, the sections
written in her voice are very short and more or less factual - I went to school, I played with my
friends. It's hard to know what she is feeling about moving so far away, to someplace completely
different from what she knew. She comes alive later in the book, but I never felt as connected
with her as with Aura.I found myself being furious at Leon and the sexism that seems very much
taken for granted, which of course, it was at that time. He not only decided what the family was
going to do without consulting his wife, but he made no effort to prepare her for what it would be
like. At the beginning of their journey south, she desperately has to pee and the car pulls up to a
gas station rest room, someone tells her not to go in but not why, and later everyone is ragging
on her for using a segregated bathroom. But why did they stop, if they didn't want her to go in,
and why didn't they explain to her what it would mean? However, that incident, and others like it,
are very vividly used throughout the book to make Aura's character and her journey come alive.I
felt invested in the saga of the family and also enjoyed the small reflections on how the South
was changing over those few years. The scenes after Dr. King's murder had tears streaming
down my face.  Very simply and honestly told.”

Ben Erwin, “Moving tale of segregation based on the memoirs of one of those who were trying to
make a change. Learning about what segregation* was like from movies and history textbooks in
high school was a much different experience than reading a first person account like this one. It
was moving to get a glimpse into the inner thoughts and emotions of Aura and Jo as they



experienced life in rural Mississippi during segregation, and also to get a sense, through their
eyes, of what it must have been like for the black families living in the poorest town in America.
Here is just one of the quotes that I found moving: "Just then, the buses pulled up in front of the
theater. ... I watched my students walk quietly in pairs... their heads held high as they crossed a
whites-only threshold for the first time in their lives." Aura had negotiated with a theater for her
students to watch "Guess Who's Coming to Dinner?" (out of state, as it was banned in
Mississippi) but only if they didn't have to sit in the "colored balcony". *Of course "segregation" is
a euphemism. What black Americans experienced during these times was nothing short of
terrorism.”

Donna Gamble, “they were brave people. They dared to move to a totally black community at a
dangerous time in history.  It took courage  and a gererous spirit”

The book by Jo Ivester has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 155 people have provided feedback.
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