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vTo Mother, Marvin, MaryAnn,

and all the girls and women allies

in our continuing struggle for social justice.

Never give up!
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Debating Malcolm X


My husband, Marvin, called to tell me that I must debate Malcolm X the very next day. To be specific, Malcolm X wanted to debate a representative of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) about the Freedom Rides. It was May 1961. Ku Klux Klan members and others had just burned a bus carrying CORE Freedom Riders in Anniston, Alabama. The entire nation was aware of what was happening because photos of the burning bus were plastered on the front pages of newspapers across the country.

Malcolm X hoped to capitalize on this awful event by presenting the Nation of Islam’s (a.k.a. Black Muslims) viewpoint, which insisted upon meeting violence with violence—a rejection of CORE’s nonviolent response mandate. As spokesperson for the Nation of Islam and 2leader of their New York City chapter, he was a significant figure in the civil rights movement.

The riders left Washington, DC, days earlier on their way to New Orleans as part of the 2nd Freedom Rides. The initial “Rides”—the Journey of Reconciliation—occurred in 1947, targeting the upper Southern states in response to the Supreme Court’s 1947 Irene Morgan Decision outlawing discrimination in Interstate Commerce. Morgan vs. VA—328 U.S.373 (1946)—is a famous civil rights case. Irene Morgan was arrested in Virginia for refusing to give up her seat on a bus. She sued, and the Supreme Court ruled that states cannot discriminate against passengers in interstate commerce by requiring that they sit in certain parts of the bus. Morgan was on her way to another state.

The decisive clause is found in Article I, Clause 5, Section 8. The (Edward) Boynton Supreme Court decision—346 U.S. 451 (1960)—reinforced the Morgan decision, declaring that states could not discriminate in interstate travel, including restaurants, bathrooms, and other facilities associated with travel.

Marvin—I often called him “Marvie”—was CORE’s Community Relations Director. Among many duties, he led CORE’s public relations efforts. The problem, Marvie told me, was that Jim Farmer, CORE’s national director and primary leader, was in jail as part of CORE’s 3“jail not bail” response to the resistance the sit-ins generated. Jail not bail was yet another CORE initiative fighting prejudice and discrimination enveloping the nation. Funds for bail were scarce as the number of students sitting-in at lunch counters across the country increased.

“I can’t send a White person,” he said. “You’ll be perfect. Just don’t let him intimidate you. The debate is tomorrow.”

“I must arrange for Gordon’s care,” I responded. Our son was three years old, and television was in its infancy in 1961. I often had difficulty finding babysitters when I wanted to attend an evening CORE meeting with Marvin because we didn’t have a television set. Young people who lived in our co-op refused to babysit because we couldn’t provide a source of entertainment. We also took Gordon with us on picket lines when we couldn’t afford a babysitter. Irma Horowitz, my neighbor and close friend at Queensview West where we lived, agreed that Gordon could spend the next day with her daughter. Marvin would pick him up from Irma and put him to bed the following evening.

Marvin and I had no money because he worked for CORE for about $10,000 a year. We lived in a lower-middle-income cooperative apartment development in New York City. My job was to care for our son, to help him become a productive citizen when he grew 4up. I felt that it was imperative to instill self-confidence and a sense of self that would serve as valuable weapons when Gordon confronted future challenges as a “Negro” male.

Ultimately, I went to Philadelphia by bus because it was cheaper than the train. I’m from Philadelphia, where the debate was held. My family lived in Wissahickon, an integrated, working-class section of Philadelphia not far from WCAU, the radio station hosting the debate. I took the bus to my mother’s house, explained why I was there, and then took another bus to City Line Avenue where WCAU was located.

I remember Marvin’s warning, “Evie, don’t let Malcolm X intimidate you.” I replied, “Don’t worry; I’m not afraid of Malcolm X.” I’d heard him speak on street corners in New York City—specifically on 125th Street in Harlem, where he spoke regularly. When we picketed Woolworth’s on 125th Street on Saturdays, I listened to him. Alex Haley had not yet collaborated with Malcolm X in producing The Autobiography of Malcolm X as Told to Alex Haley, one of the great books of our time. By the time the book was published in 1964, Malcolm X had changed many of his basic views.

CORE would normally send James (Jim) Farmer because he was a wonderful speaker. But Farmer, jailed previously, was again incarcerated at forty-one years 5of age. Decades earlier, Farmer was active in the Wiley College Debate Club when Wiley challenged the Harvard Debate team in the 1935 National Championships. Against predicted odds, the Wiley team won, suggesting the rigor of their preparation and magnificent delivery. The Great Debaters, a 2007 film directed by Denzel Washington, captures the drama surrounding the event. Farmer’s debate experience served him well. A founder of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) in 1942, he helped transform it into one of the most effective civil rights organizations by the 1960s.

Marvie was emphatic. “You must do it because we can’t send Farmer, and our other Black leaders are all in jail or in a hospital.” I was twenty-eight; Malcolm X was thirty-six. To tell the truth, I didn’t need much preparation. As a regional representative, I was a major spokesperson for CORE’s operation in the Northeast. Steeped in CORE’s philosophy, I was extremely active in New York. Jimmy Robinson, our second in command along with Marvin, was available, but Marvin passed over him because Jimmy was White.

I agreed to go because he had no one else to send. Indeed, I was a very good choice. I had debate experience as president of our high school debate club. I spoke at conferences and conventions while active in student government at Bryn Mawr College. In 1956, I represented 6the United States at a NATO Youth Conference in Paris. I was a member of the US Delegation to a World Assembly of Youth (WAY) Conference later in Berlin—also in 1956—and chaired the US Delegation to the World Assembly of Youth Conference in Delhi, India, in 1958. The Cold War was at its height. WAY brought together young people from across the globe. Our group, the Young Adult Council (YAC), represented youth from the non-communist world.

I regularly accompanied James Baldwin—we called him Jimmy—the famous African American writer and civil rights activist, on speeches to raise funds for CORE sit-ins. Targeting wealthy Long Island towns, we raised quite a bit of money. Jimmy Baldwin gave the presentation, and I made the pitch—asking audience members to open their wallets and give generously. Wherever Marvie said, “Evie, you have to go,” I went.

By 1961, Malcolm X was the Minister of Temple No.12 in Harlem after leading Temples in Detroit, Boston, and Philadelphia. As both the regional representative and chairman of CORE’s NYC’s Employment Committee, I was involved in a host of activities, including negotiations with targeted employers.

Malcolm X was tall, good-looking, and charismatic. His petty crimes began at age nine and continued into his late teens. Introduced to the principles of Islam while 7spending six years in prison for burglary and larceny, he was paroled in 1952. Malcolm X quickly became influential in the activist Black Muslim community. Alex Haley’s astonishing Autobiography of Malcolm X describes how he used his prison time to his advantage—reading widely, including the dictionary. A gifted speaker despite being a high school dropout, he used his rhetorical skills to promote the basic philosophy of Black Muslims, which embraced self-esteem, Black empowerment, and the creation of a new Black state in Africa.

His message was new, uplifting, and challenging— particularly for “Negro” men and women, but especially for young Blacks drawn to his ministry. Malcolm X insisted that Black people have no voice in this country. In his view, the rhetoric of the Constitution and Declaration of Independence was meaningless. Freedom, justice, and equality were beyond our reach. The government was both unable and unwilling to protect us.

Malcolm X was most effective in describing the litany of ills Black people in the United States faced decades after slavery ended, along with the burdens of its aftermath. He cited Jim Crow laws, poll taxes, lynchings, poor schools, limited educational opportunities, residential segregation, discrimination in employment, and poor health care. He provided graphic details illustrating how Black men and women in America would remain 8second-class citizens long after his death. He rejected nonviolence, CORE’s hallmark, and insisted that people of color defend themselves when attacked “by any means necessary.”

CORE was first organized and founded in March 1942 in Chicago, Illinois, by a diverse group of integrated graduate students and other activists committed to civil rights. James Farmer was the first national director. CORE accepted Mahatma Gandhi’s principles of nonviolent direct action. Acknowledging society’s shortcomings, CORE insisted that change was possible. Racial justice can be achieved through nonviolent means. Everyone loses in the face of continuing practices that belittle and deny equal opportunity to Negroes.

The radio program broadcasting the debate, titled The Talk of Philadelphia, was hosted by veteran reporter Ed Harvey, a pioneer of Philadelphia talk show programs. Harvey told the Broadcast Pioneers that he was the first person in the Delaware Valley to put callers on the phone. During the show, guests debated among themselves for the first half hour or so, followed by a call-in portion where people raised questions with the debaters or made comments.

For this debate, Malcolm X, Eustace Gay—treasurer and general manager of the Philadelphia Tribune, the oldest continuously published African American newspaper 9in the United States—and I were the guests. Despite the passing years, I remember quite a bit about the debate. We each made opening statements. Like Malcolm X, I was (and remain) a very good speaker without notes. Malcolm X started by making statements and asking me questions. I responded to his questions and asked him questions. When he took a position, I didn’t wait for him to finish but jumped right in. Mr. Gay, the third guest, had little to say because neither Malcolm X nor I gave him an opportunity. It wasn’t a very orderly debate. Every time Malcolm X made a point that I disagreed with, I interrupted him and said, “I don’t agree with you.” Then I told him why.

For example, he insisted, “The Bible says money is the root of all evil.” I immediately countered, “Malcolm, the Bible doesn’t say that. The Bible says in Timothy I:6:10 that the love of money is the root of all evil.” That really stopped him in his tracks. I went to Sunday School for many, many years and knew the Bible quite well. When he quoted additional Bible verses, I retorted, “Now, wait a minute. That’s not what is written in the Bible; this is what it says.” I could cite the chapter and verse he was referring to, which really surprised him.

We went back and forth. Of course, Malcolm attacked the basic principles of CORE, including: Love your neighbor. When someone does something you disagree with, 10discuss it with them, as a neighbor. I would use the word “confront,” but CORE would never employ that word. Marvin was committed to CORE and to the principles of nonviolent direct action. I wasn’t at the very beginning and said, “Look, this is not how I was brought up; if someone hits me, I’m going to hit them back!” Marvin replied, “Well, you can’t do that. You have to turn the other cheek.” I answered, “Marvin, where are you coming from? That doesn’t make any sense.”

By 1961, we had been married for almost five years. Over those years, I watched him repeatedly implement nonviolent direct-action principles. I must admit, grudgingly, that I saw them work. I was shocked, because I was highly skeptical. Marvie insisted on living his life according to these principles. Determined to convince me that I should live my life that way, he finally converted me, but it did not come easily.

In any event, Malcolm X made comments about the White “devil,” how terrible he was, and how we would always be oppressed as Black people. “Negroes” was his term. I argued, “Well, I agree with you about the oppression, but I also believe that we can really begin the process of persuading and showing them that there is a different way to treat people.” Marvin taught me that whenever you are in a difficult situation with someone, use the techniques described in our CORE Rules for 11Action pamphlet—which specifically lays out procedures for interaction with an opponent. (CORE’s papers are at the Wisconsin Historical Society.)

Marvin also taught me that you have to give your opponent an opportunity to save face. Give them a way out of the situation without belittlement. As Malcolm X and I debated back and forth, he made statements, I came right back at him, and countered, explaining what a CORE person would do in that situation.

When the debate ended, some callers agreed with me. Others did not. However, I thought I did a good job presenting CORE’s point of view, further publicizing not only the sit-ins and freedom rides, but CORE’s underlying philosophy for promoting political and long-lasting social change.

Years ago, I was contacted by a man who listened to my debate with Malcolm X on YouTube. I was shocked for many reasons. First, I had never heard of YouTube. Second, I tried for years to obtain the debate transcript but was told it wasn’t available. I contacted Broadcast Pioneers, the organization in which Ed Harvey, the debate’s moderator, had been active. I reached out to the Philadelphia Radio Archives without luck. I called the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture in New York City. I contacted the Homberg Library at the University of Maryland and the American Archives 12of Public Broadcasting. The Paley Center of New York City was my most recent attempt. I was unable to find a transcript. So, I just couldn’t believe it.

In retrospect, when I listened to the debate on YouTube, I discovered that much was omitted. The YouTube clip is twenty-three minutes long, whereas the actual debate and call-in portion was slightly less than an hour. I suspect that whoever acquired the tape and created the transcript censored parts of it. For example, the debate was posted on YouTube on June 24, 2016, by the Disciples of Malcolm X, a group of his followers that included Elijah Muhammad, Clarence (13X) Smith, and Louis Farrakhan. They supported him in his heyday before Malcolm X made the life-changing trip to Mecca.

In his Autobiography of Malcolm X, Haley underscored that Malcolm was amazed when he went on his first pilgrimage to Mecca, which all Muslims are supposed to do, and encountered White people treating Black people as equals. He couldn’t believe this, because he had not been in a situation where White people treated and accepted Black people as equals. During the debate, I predicted he would have such encounters in the future.

In an exchange, left out of the YouTube version, Malcolm X argued, “Evie, in this country, there have traditionally been what we call ‘house niggers’ and ‘field niggers,’ and they are pejorative terms of course for 13Blacks and our history of slavery and oppression. The ‘house nigger’ worked for the White man in his mansion and the ‘field nigger’ worked for the White man in the field planting the crops and harvesting them, and that has been our history.”

I remember stating, “Yes, that has been our history, Malcolm, but this is 1961, and now we don’t have ‘house niggers’ and ‘field niggers.’ We have old Negroes and new Negroes.” I continued, “The ‘old Negro’ continues to accept discrimination and segregation, while the ‘new Negro’ is leading a movement, asserting his dignity, his respect and his willingness to fight for right and justice. We must make a choice; what are you going to do? Are you going to be an old Negro or a new Negro? I’m a new Negro! What kind of Negro are you?”

I remember that vividly, more than sixty years later, because he was speechless, pulling himself together to respond. Malcolm X and I, along with the audience, had a very interesting interchange, very little of which is in the debate as it currently appears on YouTube. When I first listened to the debate years ago, Eustace Gay, the third man, was listed as a participant. But when I listened to it a second time later, Eustace Gay’s name had been removed. The caption says, “Malcolm X debates Evie Rich.” I therefore wrote to WCAU requesting the full transcript but was told that it is unavailable. I will try again.

14I returned to my mother’s home in positive spirits. We had dinner, and I caught a bus back to New York City. Marvie asked, “So, how do you feel about the debate?” I replied, “Well, I think I did okay. I didn’t let him intimidate me.” I then promptly forgot all about it. Almost sixty years later, I realized that I had successfully challenged the indomitable Malcolm X.

Malcolm X was assassinated on February 21, 1965. Clarence (13X) Smith was assassinated on June 13, 1969. Elijah Muhammad died on February 25, 1975. Louis Farrakhan is still alive. Malcolm X rightfully remains a great leader in African American history and in the civil rights movement. Yet, ordinary people like me have also played our small parts. Over my ninety-two years, I have had many adventures. The debate with Malcolm X is surely one of them.
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Falling In Love and Correcting the Freedom Rides Record


Who would believe that during the fight against racial discrimination, so evident in the 1950s and 1960s, I would fall in love with and marry a White man! All the odds were against it, but it happened anyway. Let me back up and tell you that story.

I joined Students for Democratic Action (SDA), the student affiliate of Americans for Democratic Action (ADA), in 1950 on my first day as a freshman at Bryn Mawr College. SDA was founded in 1947 by Eleanor Roosevelt and others as a liberal political organization dedicated to building a just society through education 16and political advocacy. I was recruited after delivering a brief speech—given to meet the speech requirement for graduation—opposing the McCarren-Walter Immigration Act of 1951.

I met my future husband, Marvin Rich, in 1955 at a dinner party organized by SDA alumni days after I moved to Washington, DC, to take up my duties as executive secretary (director) of SDA. These SDA alumni—including Marvin—knew one another from their years in the student organization supporting liberal principles and programs. They were part of a newly organized ADA-led campaign to verify the end of de facto segregation in DC public facilities (following an Executive Order promulgated by President Dwight Eisenhower). Marvin introduced me to Wally Nelson, a CORE field secretary, who joined the ADA campaign in early 1956, infusing it with CORE’s landmark principles of nonviolent direct action.

Marvin was a founder of St. Louis CORE, as well as St. Louis ADA. Born into a working-class Jewish family in St. Louis, his parents emigrated from Hungary at the turn of the century after the St. Louis World’s Fair. Although his family was extremely conservative, Marvie held different views. Attending segregated schools, a vegetarian and a loner, he spent his free time reading. He had many brothers and sisters, as he explained to me, because in the Jewish religion 17children were prized. If a spouse dies, the surviving spouse remarries to provide a father and mother to the children. Marvie’s father was a widower with three children who married a widow with three children. Then they had Marvie and his sister Rosie. Marvin had two brothers named Harry—Harry Rosenbloom and Harry Rich.

Enrolling at Washington University after graduating from Soldan High School, Marvin fell in with a group of veterans returning from fighting in World War II. It was 1946 and his new friends—some had lost body parts in overseas battles “to save the world for democracy”—could not fathom a segregated university refusing to enroll Negroes.

He immediately joined the Student Committee for the Admission of Negroes (SCAN), soon linking up with veteran student members of Teamsters’ Local #688, which initiated—along with CORE—the struggle to integrate public facilities in St. Louis. I was wary of the Teamsters due to their reputation for corruption and violence. When I learned that Marvin was a Teamster, I backed away, telling him that I did not associate with bad people. Marvin assured me that Local #688 was different. Led by Harold Gibbons, the local was progressive and in the midst of challenging policies and practices that discriminated against Negroes. Today, St. Louis and its 18metropolitan area are still bad places for Blacks. Imagine what it was like at the end of the 1940s.

After receiving his AB (Artium Baccalaureus) in 1950, Marvin was active in the trade union movement, participating in various Teamster-CORE projects to desegregate St. Louis’s public facilities. Preparing economic briefs for submission to the Wage Stabilization Board, he served as an organizer, research analyst, and administrator for the Teamsters at both local and national levels. He chaired the Teamsters Democratic Rights of Members Committee, as well as the committee that wrote the Teamsters’ Plan to desegregate the St. Louis public schools. He taught nonviolent resistance at the Kentucky Labor School.

In 1955, he moved to Washington, DC, to work as a researcher for the Teamsters Union in its new building, which he termed “The Marble Palace.” Reporting to then-president Dave Beck, Marvin immediately reached out to his old friends in SDA. Our small group, augmented by local DC ADA members like Charlie Mason, coalesced to conduct regular tests of public facilities in Washington during the fall, winter, and spring of 1955–1956. Restaurants, movie houses, theaters, swimming pools, bowling alleys, etc., we tested them all. The picket lines we encountered did not last long before the offending facility’s resistance faded, and it quickly accepted compliance. We were official troublemakers.

19I met Charlie Mason in 1954 at a New York City meeting about race relations in the Church sponsored by the Unitarian Universalist Church. A budding SDA activist, I attended events, meetings, demonstrations, picket lines, conventions, etc., organized and executed by progressives in the metropolitan Philadelphia area.

Marvie, Charlie, and I became a threesome. Charlie was the quintessential WASP—White Anglo-Saxon Protestant. He was very tall with blue eyes and gray hair. Raised by a maternal aunt after his mother died, he was an only child born into a Boston family of privilege. Charlie had three degrees from Harvard, including a bachelor’s degree in engineering and two master’s degrees. His engineering degree was awarded in 1933, while he earned a master’s degree in applied physics in 1934. Charlie’s liberal family raised him with progressive ideals. He was working in the US Naval Research Laboratory in DC when we met.

I liked Charlie from the first minute. A bachelor, he wore Boy Scout shoes, rumpled suits, and carried his green bag wherever he went. I learned from Charlie that Harvard undergraduates packed their paraphernalia in these green bags—books, pencils, and whatever. Long after Charlie graduated, he still carried that green bag.

Charlie Mason, Marvin Rich, and I tested restaurants, theaters, bars, and other establishments. Sometimes 20we met for lunch to test a restaurant. Members of our team, usually David Williams, who was editor of the ADA World—ADA’s official newspaper—would join us. At other times we ate at Scholl’s Cafeteria, one
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