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“There has been surprisingly little fiction about the endlessly fascinating, necessary 
history of the civil rights movement, but Waveland is a compelling addition to that 
short bookshelf. In a variety of voices, Simone Zelitch has caught the complexity, 
the satisfactions, and the contradictions of those urgent times. Brave actions have 
consequences and this moving novel does honor to those who bore them.”

– Rosellen Brown, author of Half a Heart and Civil Wars
and winner of the Janet Kafka Prize

about Simone Zelitch:
Simone is the author of three previous 
novels, The Confession of Jack Straw, 
Moses in Sinai, and Louisa, which was 
the recipient of the Goldberg Prize in 
Emerging Jewish Fiction. Her work 
has been featured in the NPR broad-
cast and the published anthology Ha-
nukah Lights. Recent honors include 

a National Endowment for the Arts Grant in Fiction, and residences at 
the Edward Albee Barn and Yaddo. She was delighted to learn that her 
work was taught at The University of Miami in a seminar called “Bad 
Jews.”  Her fifth novel, Judenstaat, is forthcoming from Tor/Forge books 
in Summer 2016.

For more information about Simone and her work, visit her website at 
www.simonezelitch.com.   

bring simone and WAVELAND 
to your community:

Simone would love to talk about how her writing process, her research 
trip to Mississippi, and how her time in the Peace Corps and work at a 
community college influenced the book. But most of all, she wants to 
open up a conversation about the lessons and legacy of  Freedom Sum-
mer—particularly its significance today.

 What drew Jews to the Freedom Movements of the ‘60s? Has it become 
harder to bridge cultural and economic differences? How can we find the 
courage to make common cause with strangers? Like Beth, can we jump 
right in to these deep waters before we learn to swim? 

Contact Simone Zelitch at szelitch@ccp.edu or at 215-753-1559



FROM WAVELAND :

Once there was a girl who did everything wrong. Take the time in 
1963 when she took part in a wade-in to desegregate a public pool 

in Chester, Pennsylvania. She almost drowned. She had been the only 
white girl in the demonstration. When the crowd took the pool by storm, 
she flailed and sank, and she was pulled out by a lifeguard who forcibly 
detained her as her Negro comrades were loaded into vans. The police 
refused to arrest her. They said she should go home and learn to swim. 

“Did she?” Tamara asked. She was sitting in the bathtub, with her knees 
drawn under her chin. The tub was ancient, and the faucet leaked enough 
to draw a dull brown line across the porcelain. 

“Eventually,” Beth said. “Your daddy taught her.”
So Beth had done it. She’d mentioned Ron. It was the third time that 

week, and though Tamara let it pass without much comment, that girl 
noticed. Tamara was the sort of girl who noticed everything. And if Beth 
was going to bring him up, these stories were as good a way as any. 

Beth couldn’t remember when the stories started. It might have been 
the time she’d dropped a book in the bathtub. It might have been after a 
day of teaching French to sullen engineering students, when she could 
no longer contain her angst and let it weigh down the first line about the 
girl who did everything wrong which fell, like a lead sinker, into the cozy 
hour before she put her daughter to bed. 

Those were hard years. Beth was teaching part-time at two colleges 
and starting her dissertation, and she and her daughter occupied the top 
floor of a house full of graduate students who considered Beth bourgeois 
because she kept her own refrigerator. But the stories were a success. Ta-
mara couldn’t get enough of them. Beth rationed her to one a day, at bath 
time. Tamara wanted to hear about the time the girl crossed the wrong 
street searching for an open store where she could buy a mop, or drove 
down the wrong Mississippi highway and hit a cow, destroyed her car, 
and was picked up by two elderly and terrified Negroes who hitched that 
car to the back of their pick-up truck and drove her as far as they dared. 
This time, Beth did end up in jail. The old men were arrested for running 
a towing service without a license.  

“Was daddy arrested too?” Tamara asked. Her voice was tentative. 
‘Not that time,” Beth replied. “No, then I was on my own.”

IN 1964, close to a thousand Northern college students went to Mississippi 
to call attention to that state’s brutal suppression of African Americans. They 
taught in Freedom Schools, and helped register voters to vote in an alternative 
election in the hope of challenging the legitimacy of the all-white Mississippi 
delegates at the Democratic Convention.

WAVELAND is the name of Mississippi resort town where activists gath-
ered in the aftermath of 1964’s Freedom Summer to discuss the future of what 
they called “the Movement”. The novel focuses on a woman in the movement, 
Beth Fine—white and Jewish—an abrasive outsider who brings her good inten-
tions to Mississippi as a summer volunteer. 

Beth both literally and metaphorically jumps into deep water without know-
ing how to swim. In the course of that summer and the years that follow, Beth 
tries to transcend the limitations of her good intentions. She believes in ques-
tioning authority, but as her commitment deepens, her questions change, and 
the nature of authority is harder to determine.

ADVANCED PRAISE FORWAVELAND:
“Waveland …captures what it was like in 1964, to want to live for freedom and 
be willing even to die for freedom. It captures what it is like to try to live your 
values, try to change the world through trusting in local people and organizing 
and finding perhaps you change yourself most of all”

 —Heather Booth, Freedom Summer veteran, and founding director  
                  of the NAACP National Voter Fund.  




