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I Will Vote

And no one’s gonna stop me

Anthony Dudly, a mulatto from Lee’s Mill, North Carolina, believed
that he was undereducated. He had a vision in mind for his children:
They would become educated — all of them — and one day they would
vote.

His country was struggling to recover from a war that had ripped
the North from the South, forcibly rejoined them and ordered the Eman-
cipation Proclamation. Now it was trying to decide what to do about
voting rights for freed black citizens. Reconstruction Acts ordered voting
rights for African-Americans in the South but not the North. The bor-
der states wanted nothing to do with black voters.

When the Fifteenth Amendment became part of the Constitution
on March 30, 1870, guaranteeing black suffrage in all states, Anthony
figured all that remained was to make sure his children got an educa-
tion.

Anthony’s children learned to read and write so well that they looked
up the traditional spelling of their own name and changed it to “Dudley,”
and they also discovered that voting was not as guaranteed as the Con-
stitution promised.

Politicians clashed over the rights of former slaves. Vigilante groups
like the Ku Klux Klan found ways to prevent black citizens from vot-
ing. Will Dudley, one of Anthony’s children, vowed that his children
would go to college, and by golly, they were going to vote.
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Will was not an affluent man, but he was a man of conviction, and
all nine of his children went to college. Eight of them got their de-
grees. Will’s third child, David, noticed something that caused him
to put college life on hold. Around election time in Greensboro, North
Carolina, black folks had become so intimidated that they often just
locked the door and stayed home on Election Day. Even registering
to vote could get you on the “list,” and you might get a visit in the
middle of the night.

A singular goal took over David’s life, and he dropped out of col-
lege to drive all over North Carolina, persuading African-Americans
to vote.

“We must have the courage to exercise this right,” he said. “If we
don’t vote, we can never truly be a free people.” David preached vot-
ing and the value of a good education until the day he died.

Jerome Dudley was David’s youngest son, and he became the most
pissed-off Dudley when it came to voting. It was 1964, nearly 100
years since Anthony had pinned his hopes on the Fifteenth Amend-
ment, and people still were being cheated out of their votes.

The cheating took various forms. Sometimes “challengers” were
posted at the voting locations, demanding answers to questions like,
“Who was the 29th president of the United States?” before allowing
citizens to vote. Sometimes you’d get into the polling place and a poll
worker would tell you to step aside and let the “regular Americans”
vote.

Jerome became student body president at North Carolina A&T State
University, leading demonstrations to integrate schools and fighting
for voting rights.

It was in this climate that Jerome’s nephew was raised. Sonny Dudley
spent his younger years projecting his voice in community theater;
when he becomes passionate about a topic, he bellows so dramati-
cally that he shocks everyone.

“I will vote for who I want, and no one’s gonna stop me,” he an-
nounced. He said it loud and said it proud, and then Sonny cast his
very first vote, for Eldridge Cleaver.

This is the man I married, now 53 years old, a great, gentle bear of
a family man.

We watched the bizarre 2000 presidential election together, and while
I ranted about the disenfranchisement of the Florida voters, Sonny
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just sat there with a quizzical look.
“But look what they are doing!” I said. “These are violations of

their right to vote!”
“Oh, they’ve always done that,” he said quietly. “You just notice it

because now they’re playing games with the white folks, too. How’s
it feel?”

Not too good.
Two years later, something made me stay up all night.
“I just got curious,” I told Sonny. “There’s this article by a writer

named Lynn Landes that says no one knows who owns the voting-
machine companies. I did some research and found out that one of
the owners is a Republican senator who is running for office right
now. Does that seem right?”

“Heck, no!”
So I wrote it up and and posted it on my Web site, along with cor-

porate papers and financial documents. A few days later I got a certi-
fied letter from lawyers for Election Systems and Software (ES&S),
demanding that I remove information about ES&S ownership from
my Web site.

Well yikes. Does this seem right?
Heck no, so I sent copies of the ES&S cease-and-desist letter to

3,000 reporters. Then it occurred to me that it might be a good idea
to mention it to my husband.

“We can’t afford a lawyer, you know,” I said. “We might lose the
house. Maybe I shouldn’t have done that.”

“It was Christmas,” said Sonny, “and my son David was six months
old.” He speaks slowly and with great flourish, and it gets me impa-
tient when he goes off on these tangents. “I was so broke that all I
had in the refrigerator was a jar of pickles.” He added a long pause
for effect. “I went out in the back yard and cut a branch off a tree and
decorated it.” His voice softened. “Now what’s the problem?”

He stood up, towering over me.
“My people died for the right to vote,” he boomed. “I will vote for

who I want, and no one’s gonna stop me.”
But I have a question: Can we trust these machines to let us vote

for who we want?
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