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. " Facing personal sacrifice and
;. | enduring arrest, violence, and

/ ®  humiliation, these women
persevered first to become
;ffs_.,: - grassroots leaders and then
e prominent figures in the

Civil Rights Movement.
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everal decades ago, Annie Birmingham,

Devine, a black woman [rom AL, had been
Mississippi—in a place and  told not to get
time in which a black woman  involved with
had no voice—spoke to the  crowds who
nation. “America,” she said, “you need  were involved
to think about your soul.” with the riots at
Devine and a handlul of equally pas-  the time. but
sionate and dedicated women, all  rather to let the
improbable heroes, risked everything to  crowds handle
lorce the nation to examine its soul. them them-
These ordinary women joined to  selves.”
become an extraordinary force in histo- This partic-
ry that changed the face of the nation.  ular [ootlage,
Yet, their remarkable courage and tire-  Sadol[ recalls.
less efforts have long gone unrecog-  showed a bus- A L 1 o
nized, even though their impact has  load of freedom riders Lff‘_“’ right: Fannie Lo aamer, V:fmrm{(-l‘ﬂ_} _hh_”_'.“,' m".’ ‘,:,',,,),,.
been enormaus coming into the Birm- Devine at the Congressional Challenge 1965 (copyright Corbis

[l independent filmmaker Joan Sadoff. ingham Greyhound

MEd, MSW, has her way, these pioneering  bus station. Someone from the mob  visit that part of the country and find
women—aAnnie Devine, Fanny Lou Ham-  that had assembled there ran toward  out for hersell what happened during
mer, Mae Bertha Carter, Unita Blackwell,  the bus and placed an object behind the  the civil rights period in Mississippi.
and Victoria Gray Adams, to name only a  door handle so people couldn’t open  So, in summer 1992, she and her hus-

lew—will take their place along with Rosa  the door from the main side of the bus. band traveled to Mississippi, visiting
Parks, Malcolm X, Medgar Evers, Dr. ~ “The rest of the mob rushed toward the ~ Birmingham, Montgomery, Selma,
Martin Luther King, Jr., and others who bus, bashed in the windows with base- Meridian, and, ultimately, Philadelphia,
changed the social landscape of our coun-  ball bats and clubs, and torched the  where three civil rights workers—
try as heroic and essential figures of the ~ bus.” She was watching film of people  James Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and
Civil Rights Movement.
and acknowl- edge these long 2 ol -
P wnsung heroines The stirring documentary merges archival
- Y footage with the oral histories of the
! ven by bl i _
a shock- participants of the crusade for civil rights
Ing moment cap- 2 3
tured in a documentary film that aired to create a window on the American soul
on public television. When she sat down ; » : :
one evening in April 1992 to watch the at a crucial p0|nt in h|St0ry-

second of a three-part public television pre-
sentation on the lile and times of John E in a burning bus with no way ol getting Michael Schwerner—were murdered in

Kennedy, she had no inkling that the pro- out. Then she saw someone run from 1964. They also went to Vicksburg,
gram she was about to view would change  the crowd and remove the object from  Jackson, and Oxford. where people
her life and redirect her career. Tuninginto  behind the door handle of the bus. talked and they listened. “We inter-
PBSs segment on the Civil Rights Move-  “The door flew open, and all the people  viewed people in the streets strictly for
ment in Mississippi was the first stepona  jumped out in flames and began to roll our own edification with no project in
path that would take her [rom her role as a around on the ground trying to extin- mind,” she says.

clinician to one of independent [ilmmak-  guish the flames. I sat there in absolute At one point, the pair became lost
er—I{rom one who passively listens to oth- horror looking at this footage and rec- while trying to [ind the Mount Zion
ers’ stories to one who elicits and shapes  ognizing that it happened not only in ~ Methodist Church in Philadelphia, MS.
personal narrative. my country but during my lifetime,”  They encountered a woman who

This second episode in the three-part Sadoll remembers.

helped and inspired. While helping
series focused on civil rights during “l had to ask mysell where 1 was them find their way, she told them her

Kennedy's administration. The program, when all ol this was going on. 1 was own recollections of 1964, She satd. “If
she recalls. was all historical recently married, I was having babies, you've got a tape recorder, 1 know peo-
footage. “It was not Hollywoods  and I was living as lar away [rom Missis-  ple with stories.” Aflter a great deal of

lake on what was going on dur-  sippi as one could live. Mississippi could  planning, negotiating, and fund-raising,
ing the civil rights period in Mis- have been Mars in the sense that it the couple returned with 2 tape
sissippi, but it was archival  seemed so [ar away.” recorder. As a result of this experience,
footage ol what actually hap- the Sadolls produced their first docu-
pencd. There was a narrator TAKING ACTION mentary, Philadelphia, Mississippi:
explaining what the footage This experience was so jarring and Untold Stories, which examined the

was depicting, and basically the  unsettling that Sadoll had to know  impact of the Civil Rights Movement
narrator said that the police in ~ more. She decided that she wanted to  on this community in which one of the
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most notorious crimes occurred: the
murder of Chaney, Goodman, and
Schwerner. It won the bronze award for
Best Documentary for Educational Pur-
poses from the National Education
Media Competition. Several years later,
they returned to Mississippi to hear the
testimony of the Mississippi women
who fought tenaciously for the right to
vote and access to equal education.

FROM CLINICAL PRACTICE
TO FILMMAKING

[t may seem like an unlikely career
change, but at the core of both profes-
sions is a love of people and their sto-
ries and a desire hear their voices. As a
social worker, she explored personal
history to help individuals gain per-
spective and insight into themselves. As
a documentarian, she has delved into
individuals’ personal tales to trace their
impact upon their communities and,
ultimately, the nation. The culmination
of this new direction, thus lar, is the
stunning documentary Standing on My
Sisters’ Shoulders (produced by Sadoll
and her husband, Robert Sadoll, MD,
and written, directed, and coproduced
by Laura Lipson), which traces the
emergence of a surprising and potent
force that changed the course of the
Civil Rights Movement and, thus,
American history.

The stirring documentary merges
archival footage with the oral histories
of the participants ol the crusade lor
civil rights to create a window on the
American soul at a crucial point in his-
tory. The counterpoint ol the images ol
Mississippi in the 1950s and 1960s to

the firsthand stories of
the witnesses ol bru-
tality tell a story that is
in equal parts painful and inspiring,
horrifying and uplifting. It begins with
chilling images of the segregated South
in the 1950s—Ilynchings, cross-burn-
ings, beatings—and traces the determi-
nation of the women who, finding their

Film Festival and Los Angeles’ Dancing
with Film, the Fortunoll Humanitarian
Award at the Long Island International
Film Expo, and was a [inalist in the
USA Film Festival in Dallas.

This work would be a striking
achievement il it came from a leading
and seasoned documentarian. It’s that
much more remarkable that it was
spearheaded by a husband and wile
team, with only one other documentary
under their belt. Both had impressive
careers in other fields. Robert Sadoll,
executive producer, clinical professor of
psychiatry, and director ol the Center
for Studies in Social-Legal Psychiatry at
the University of Pennsylvania, is a pro-
lific author and an award-winning pro-
‘essional in psychiatry, lorensic
psychiatry, and legal medicine.

Trained in social work at Temple
University, Philadelphia, producer
Joan Sadoff worked in a more tradi-
tional mode for 16 years—in clinical
practice helping children, adolescents,
and adults in hospitals, schools, family
agencies, and community settings. At
first, such work might seem to have
little in common with the tasks
involved in creating a documentary
film, but Sadoff would argue that

The counterpoint of the images of Mississippi
in the 1950s and 1960s to the firsthand stories
of the witnesses of brutality tell a story that
is in equal parts painful and inspiring,
horrifying and uplifting.

courage through the support and
strength of those who came before
them—by standing on their sisters’
shoulders—began and sustained the
fight for the right to vote.

Facing personal sacrifice and endur-
ing arrest, violence, and humiliation,
these women persevered [irst to become
grassroots leaders and then prominent
figures in the movement, some linding
their way into the Mississippi Freedom
Democratic Party and fighting not only
the Democratic party but the President
of the United States 1o be the voice ol
their state at the Democratic Conven-
tion in 1964.

The documentary, which will be dis-
tributed by Women Make Movies, New
York, has garnered highly enthusiastic
reviews and a host ol honors. It was
awarded the Jury Prize lor best docu-
mentary at the Savannah Film Festival.
the Audience Awards at the Atlanta

there’s really little difference. Both, she
says, are all about people and their sto-
ries. The experience having conducted
more than 5,000 interviews served her
well in her new role, helping her to
establish a rapport that allowed her to
coax stories from strangers and put a
face on history. She had already devel-
oped a taste for delving into personal
history as an interviewer [or the oral
history project for Gratz College, Mel-
rose Park, PA, interviewing survivors
ol the Holocaust.

On the surface, Sadolf has little in
common with the women whose stories
she devoted years to exploring and
bringing to light, and she seems an
unlikely figure for her subjects to reveal
themselves to and trust with their
deeply personal tales. Bu, it takes only
a few moments in Sadofl’s company (0
understand why the women of Missis-

sippi turned to her. Not the least signif-



icant ol Sadoll’s lilmmaking skills is a
disarming charm that draws people in
and a sincerity that invites and encour-
ages them (o share themselves.

“There’s something generic about
social work, and that is that you can
apply it to just about anything you do,”
says Sadoll. “Dealing with people is
surely one ol the things that social work
training helps the social worker learn
how to do. Making the leap [rom the
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tionships that we develop,” she sug- -
gests, Accordingly, she believes that this
generic aspect ol social work allows one
to take that basic concept and apply it
everywhere. “Knowing how to listen
sounds much easier than it is. You can
listen, but you must be able to hear
what the person is saying and help
them tell their own story in their own
way. All ol the work that we've been
doing with these [ilms isn't about me.
[t's about the subjects’ story.” Her chal-
lenge as a [ilmmaker was to listen and
encourage people to address how they
[elt when they had these experiences,
where they were in their lives, and to
weave in the historical events that may
have helped to shape them, their times,
and their [amilies.

“A social work background,” says
Sadoll, “allows one to help the intervie-
wee [eel comlortable to tell you any-
thing about their personal lives. They
must [eel that they can trust you. The
skills one learns as a social worker help
vou develop that sense ol trust quickly:.
We didn't live in the community and we
weren't going to have a long-term rela-
tionship, so we had to develop a rapport
quickly so the people would be willing
to share. to sell-disclose in some per-
sonal way, and know that the relation-
ship wouldn't end.” Sadoll is thrilled
with the direction that these projects
have lent to her career.

“1 could do it 24 hours a day, seven
dayvs a week and never get tired ol it
I've never felt such passion belore
about anything I've done, and it's been
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being a conduit through which the
stories are told. Everybody’'s got a
story to tell.”

For more information, visit www.
sisters-shoulders.org.

wonderlul being able to combine the
social work training and background
to the events ol history.” What makes
her a good social worker, she suggests,
is what allowed her to be ellective as a
[ilmmaker. “I really love people. I'm
curious about their stories. I love the
idea of putting a lace on an event and

— Kate Jackson is a staff writer

tor Social Work Today.



