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PROLOGUE

It was a Monday afternoon, May 17, 1954, when the news broke.

Bells clanged from wire service teletype machines in newsrooms around the country, signaling a major bulletin. Evening newspapers stopped the presses to rewrite their front pages. Radio and television announcers interrupted daytime programs to rush on air. The news was stunning: the United States Supreme Court had just ruled that racial segregation of public schools was unconstitutional. In their unanimous decision in the Brown v. Topeka Board of Education case, the justices of the high court struck down the legal precedent of “separate but equal” educational facilities, exploding the foundation of state segregation laws.

News of the decision reverberated through the nation, especially jolting the southern states, where political, social, and economic life was built upon Jim Crow segregation policies. Black leaders hailed the decision as “the greatest event since the Emancipation Proclamation,” while southern white politicians and editorial writers immediately denounced the ruling as a catastrophe that could destroy “the southern way of life.” They labeled the arrival of the decision “Black Monday.”

Septima Poinsette Clark would have been teaching in her classroom that afternoon, inside the segregated and overcrowded Archer elementary school on Nassau Street in Charleston. She’d been teaching children in dilapidated Black public schools for almost forty years.

Mrs. Clark was the daughter of a former slave who had been fighting Jim Crow limitations and humiliations all her life. She was a fifty-six-year-old widow, a mother, a veteran teacher, and a community activist with gray streaked through her hair, sensible shoes on her feet, and pointy eyeglasses perched on her nose. Word of the Supreme Court decision thrilled her.

From her position on the executive board of the Charleston branch of the NAACP, she had been keeping close track of the legal proceedings for six years. She had watched the case develop and expand from its roots in a tiny South Carolina town—brought forward by the courage, grit, and tears of Black parents—all the way up to the US Supreme Court.

Yet Mrs. Clark knew that such fundamental change wouldn’t come easily. She understood that the societal reformation promised by the Brown decision would require more than just a court order. It would require a fight. Her own community must be willing to stand together to demand their rights as American citizens.

As in the Bible stories she loved, news of the ruling came to her like a trumpet sounding in the wilderness, a summons to act, and she was ready to heed that call.



On a sea island off the Charleston coast, Esau Jenkins had finished his morning jitney bus route by the time the news was announced. As usual, he had driven his neighbors—cooks and maids, factory and shipyard workers—from Johns Island over the bridge to their jobs in the city. Along the route, he had completed the morning vocabulary lessons he gave to his bus riders and delivered his usual pep talks, spoken in Gullah from the steering wheel, about democracy and political power.

Mr. Jenkins was a barrel-chested, bighearted, forty-four-year-old businessman, a husband and father of eight children, a church elder, and a community leader. He was a serious man with a hearty laugh, a clipped little brush mustache perched over his lip. His evenings were filled with community, church, and NAACP meetings. Afternoons he devoted to his commercial ventures—the motel, the café, the record store. He believed a Black man, a Black community, needed to be economically self-sufficient, under no white man’s thumb. Jenkins was always busy, always planning, always thinking about how to improve conditions on his island.

He was elated to learn of the court’s decision. He had been fighting for better schools on Johns Island for years. He knew how very unequal the ramshackle one-room cabins the state provided for rural Black children really were, with cast-off textbooks, cracked blackboards, and few supplies—not even a toilet. But would the district school board—they were all white men—actually integrate the schools, give an equal education to all children? Jenkins was an optimistic, but not a naive, man. He understood how with-holding proper education from Black children, limiting job opportunities for Black adults, and trapping them in menial labor were essential tools of white control.

Nothing would change unless the white men in charge were pushed. And they couldn’t be pushed until Black people had political power. Until elected officials had to answer to Black voters. But very few people on his island could vote—South Carolina made sure of that: the poll tax, the literacy test, the harassment. It was too hard and too dangerous to try to vote. Most of his neighbors had given up trying, so his island remained neglected and poor.

To Mr. Jenkins’s mind, this Supreme Court decision was very good, but it was just one step. To see desegregation, or any other improvements, really happen on his island, his community needed to gain some political muscle. They needed to have a voice on the school board, a say in their local and state government. They needed to vote.



Bernice Violanthe Robinson was most likely combing and setting her customers’ hair in her Glamour Beauty Box salon on Dewey Street in Charleston that afternoon. The news on the radio would have interrupted the chatter of her clients getting their ’dos, but the women who came to Robinson’s shop were accustomed to having a strand of politics braided into their hair.

The news was heartwarming to Mrs. Robinson. She had grown up in Charleston’s segregated schools, and upper grades weren’t even offered in what were called “Negro schools” then. She had to move to New York City, where she lived with her older sister, to attend high school. In that northern city she learned that Jim Crow didn’t rule everywhere: you didn’t have to ride in the back of the bus there, you could sit wherever you wanted in the movie theater, could eat in restaurants serving white and Black people alike. When she came of age, she registered and voted in New York elections, and no one gave her any hassle. She hated moving back to Charleston, to the restrictions of the South.

But she had to move back home to take care of her elderly parents. The first thing she did was join the Charleston NAACP, and now she was chair of the membership committee. When her salon customers complained about this or that Jim Crow indignity they had suffered, she recommended confronting injustice by joining the NAACP. She convinced those who were nervous about joining, skittish about being associated with such a “militant” race organization, that they could join secretly by having their membership cards and NAACP mailings sent to her beauty shop. That way the mailman or their boss, their husband or their pastor, need not know.

Robinson encouraged her customers to register to vote, too. She was involved in all the local voter registration drives, though she got frustrated when people said they wouldn’t bother registering because voting was “white man’s business.” They had grown too accustomed to being shut out.

Bernice Robinson cheered the court’s decision that day. But as a beautician, she didn’t know what she could contribute toward desegregating the schools, beyond talking to her customers about it, convincing them it was important to get involved in promoting change. When she had her clients in a Beauty Box chair, they were her captive audience, and she could be very persuasive.



Myles Falls Horton was far from his home in the Cumberland mountains of Tennessee when the court’s decision was announced. He was in Washington, DC, to consult with his old friend Senator Estes Kefauver about a political problem. Horton was in a difficult spot.

Some of his fellow white southerners believed he was a traitor to his race; some powerful government officials thought he was disloyal to his country. They were after him—and his school. His persecutors were turning up the heat as the South braced for the Supreme Court’s decision on the Brown case.

Horton was a white, rural southerner, but he believed that racial segregation was morally and legally wrong, corrosive to the soul of the South, and a liability for the nation. He simply rejected the whole idea of it. His Highlander Folk School had been openly and proudly flouting Tennessee’s Jim Crow laws for more than two decades. Highlander wasn’t a traditional school, it was a social justice education and training center for adults, and it was the only place in the South where Black and white people could, for a week or two, live and learn together in a fully integrated community. It was a place where they could, as Horton liked to say, “tea and pee” together. He enjoyed being called a “Radical Hillbilly.”

The senator was delayed that Monday morning, pushing back their appointment a few hours. Horton took advantage of the fine spring day to read a newspaper, sitting on a bench on the Capitol grounds very near the Supreme Court building. With time to kill, he walked across the street to the white marble building where the words “Equal Justice Under Law” were chiseled into the front pediment. Horton was surprised that the building seemed quiet and eerily deserted. He wandered through the main corridor alone.

Suddenly, the doors to the court chamber flew open and a noisy crowd of people rushed out. Amid the commotion, Horton spotted NAACP lawyer Thurgood Marshall, who’d argued the Brown case before the court. Horton pushed his way over to Marshall to ask what was happening. “We won, we won!” Marshall shouted. Chief Justice Earl Warren had just announced the decision in the Brown case.

“What are you doing here?” Marshall asked Horton incredulously. The two men had known each other for years. “How did you know to come right now?” There’d been no advance notice of the announcement; even Marshall had relied on a secret tip to alert him. Horton hadn’t known, he admitted; it was purely coincidental that he’d wandered into the building. In this strange way, Myles Horton learned of the Brown decision before the news was reported to the world.

The decision signaled to Horton that it was time to quicken the pace at Highlander. They had already been holding workshops on school desegregation for more than a year, in hopeful anticipation of a positive ruling. The upcoming summer workshops must now tackle strategies for implementing the court’s decree. It was time to bring more Black community leaders to his mountain campus to strategize, sharing tools and techniques to help rally their neighbors for the coming battles over desegregation.

Horton realized that the court’s ruling, striking down the legal foundations of racial segregation, would infuriate the southern states, and likely make him, and Highlander, the target of more virulent attacks. Nevertheless, he was determined to make Highlander the place where Black southerners and their white allies could plan and then build a new world together.




CHAPTER ONE Monteagle Mountain

In the last week of June 1954, just six weeks after the Brown decision was announced, Septima Clark journeyed to a mountaintop. It was a long trip, a bumpy 650 miles from the South Carolina Lowcountry to the Tennessee Cumberland plateau, with a steep, twisty climb up Monteagle Mountain on the final stretch. Mrs. Clark sat in the passenger seat of a sedan driven by a Charleston friend who had told her about this school on the mountain and urged her to enroll. The Brown decision had convinced Mrs. Clark this was the right time to take action and go.

The trip itself was risky: two middle-aged Black women making their way alone across three Deep South states, through expanses of Klan country, careful where they could—and could not—stop along the way. The women’s clothes were dusty and their hair mussed from the hot wind blowing into the car’s open windows, but it was so much better than sitting, or standing, in the back of a long-distance bus.

They were headed to the Highlander Folk School, a racially integrated retreat and training center run by white people, perched above a sundown town, about fifty miles northwest of Chattanooga. The place called itself a school, but it did not sound like any school Mrs. Clark had ever known—there were no formal classes, no tests, no grades. Her friend at the wheel claimed it was the only place in the South where Black and white people could sit down together to talk, really talk, about racial problems. Talk was all fine and good, Mrs. Clark agreed, but she was looking for more than talk. Highlander was offering a workshop on strategies for school desegregation, and she wanted a plan.

Mrs. Clark realized people back home in Charleston might whisper about her coming here, her school principal might get angry, and her family might get upset; it might cause her some grief. But she didn’t care. She was willing to take the risk. She was traveling to this faraway Tennessee mountain to prepare herself for the future. For the tomorrow she’d been waiting for, praying for—working for—all her life. Mrs. Septima Poinsette Clark was riding up Monteagle Mountain to arm herself to vanquish Jim Crow.



The tires of the car crunched on the gravelly road as the final turn brought the Highlander Folk School compound into view. It wasn’t much to look at: a rambling, shingled farmhouse surrounded by a few outbuildings, nestled in a grove of trees, a marshy little lake behind, a few metal chairs scattered on the grass. Young white staffers carried the visitors’ valises to the dormitory; two narrow beds took up most of the space in Clark’s small room. She hardly had time to rinse the dust off her hands and face before an old iron school bell clanged outside, calling everyone to dinner.

Mrs. Clark stepped into the stream of people—a mélange of skin colors, a medley of regional accents—filing into the dining room. There was a buzz of hellos and quick name exchanges as the two dozen or so visitors found places at the long wooden dining tables. The chatter grew louder as platters, bowls, and pitchers were carried out from the kitchen and the food passed down the table, family-style: white hands to black hands, then black to white, everyone sitting shoulder to shoulder. The forbidden act of eating together seemed shockingly natural and ordinary here.

A chair scraped against the floor as a man stood up at his place. He was of medium height and build, his brown hair neatly clipped and parted to the side, his face pale and rather bland but pleasant. His eyes were bright, framed by laugh crinkles, as he scanned the faces around the room. He welcomed everyone to Highlander, his voice somewhat high-pitched and reedy, laced with the sharp tang of the West Tennessee mountains where he was raised. He introduced himself as Myles Horton.

So this was the man Septima Clark had written to, seeking admission to this workshop, listing her qualifications and community affiliations, and requesting a full scholarship. She had been blunt—she couldn’t afford the $48 tuition and board on her schoolteacher’s salary without aid. This was the Myles Horton her Charleston friend raved about, so taken with his earnest approach and progressive ideas. This was also the man the Charleston newspapers had run articles about earlier in the spring, calling him a subversive, an agitator, a Communist agent. It seemed the fashion these days to call everyone you didn’t agree with a Communist, so Mrs. Clark didn’t pay much attention to all that.

Horton launched into his well-practiced welcome patter. He was about to celebrate his forty-ninth birthday and had been operating this social justice training center on Monteagle Mountain for more than two decades. He had launched Highlander in the depths of the Depression in 1932, to help struggling Appalachian communities understand the forces crushing their lives and livelihoods. He understood these mountain people, he had grown up among them, poor schoolteachers’ son. He wanted to teach them how to come up with communal solutions, their own ideas of what they needed, and what they wanted to do to improve their lives.

Horton had helped southern miners and lumbermen, farmers and steel workers, organize, cooperatize, and unionize. He taught them how to run a meeting, stand up for their rights, and push for fair treatment. He was there with them in the union halls and on the picket lines; he’d gotten beaten up, shot at, and run out of too many towns to count. Highlander got involved in all the New Deal programs that could throw a lifeline to the region’s workers and became an official education facility for the Congress of Industrial Organizations. Union training was the center’s bread and butter for years, and hundreds of union workers, both white and Black, had attended Highlander workshops. From the very beginning, Highlander’s policy was to reject segregation both in principle and in practice. Didn’t make a big deal of it, just put everyone together in the meeting rooms, the dining hall, the bathrooms, and sleeping quarters.

For all this, Horton was despised by the region’s mine owners and steel companies, hated by hosts of lumber magnates and factory bosses, cursed by a good many sheriffs and politicians in Tennessee for being a troublemaker. He had already amassed a fat file at FBI headquarters in Washington as well as thick folders in various state office buildings in Nashville; FBI agents were constantly snooping around Monteagle, talking to the neighbors, trying to dig up dirt. Horton was proud of having acquired so many high and mighty enemies, and with the Brown decision reverberating, he expected there’d soon be more.

Just in the past year, Horton had decided to steer Highlander into rough new terrain, straight into the thorniest issue the South faced: race relations. He was convinced there could be no progress, no future for the southern states, without tackling the race issue: the segregation and subjugation of its Black citizens by law, by custom, and by violence. The segregated “southern way of life” was evil and immoral, he was certain, but also socially and politically untenable as the nation entered the second half of the twentieth century.

Horton kept his ear close to the ground, stayed in touch with regional activists and progressive groups, and was sure he felt a stirring, like the little tremors before an earthquake. And now there was the healthy shock of the Brown decision, and that could shake things up but good. Horton was trying to figure out how Highlander could play a role, help his fellow southerners—Black and white—navigate the powerful shifts he sensed were coming, sooner rather than later, peacefully or not.

Highlander was “a school for problems,” as Horton liked to describe the place, where solutions could emerge from the collective experience and wisdom of the participants. Highlander students were encouraged to bring the social and political problems facing their communities to the workshop for discussion by the group, and over the course of a week or two, brainstorming and debate would help develop some practical approaches for the students to take home. Highlander would then support them in executing that plan in their community.

Mrs. Clark leaned forward as he spoke. She tended to put her hand on her chin when she was listening intently. This was just what she wanted to hear. She had brought a bundle of problems with her, the ones her community in Charleston faced but preferred to ignore. To her mind, apathy was the number one problem back home—apathy and passivity—both bitter inheritances from centuries of slavery and repression. But she often got in trouble for saying this aloud. So she was eager to discuss this in the workshop, to brainstorm with the group about possible solutions. There were so few people back home with whom she could share these issues.

One was her NAACP friend Ruby Cornwell, who refused to patronize any shop in Charleston that didn’t allow Blacks to try on dresses, shoes, or hats, or wouldn’t hire Black clerks. Mrs. Cornwell also wrote frequent letters to the editor about the injustices endured by her community—as did Mrs. Clark—and both insisted that the newspapers use their proper titles, including that “Mrs.” designation of respect that white women routinely received but Black women did not. Clark and Cornwell could commiserate about the sorry state of racial relations in their city and the lack of will to change things, something Clark couldn’t do with her fellow teachers or her family, who got jittery whenever she got involved in another campaign.

Yet it was really the second part of Horton’s description of the goals of the workshop that excited Mrs. Clark most: the expectation that each of them would leave with a blueprint, an action plan. They would promise to actually do something to promote desegregation once they got home. This was not just talk.

As Horton wrapped up his introduction, he mentioned that every night singing would be on the agenda—group singing was central to the Highlander experience—tapping the emotional power of melded voices. Myles called up Highlander’s cultural director, his wife, Zilphia.

Mrs. Horton strapped on her accordion and played a few warm-up chords while offering her own words of welcome. She was almost six feet tall and dark haired, with deep-set eyes beneath a fringe of bangs on her forehead. Zilphia was a classically trained musician who had defied her family to marry Myles. She first came to Highlander in 1935, when she was twenty-four, to attend a six-week labor organizing workshop, married Myles three months later, and made her life here on the mountain with him and their two children. Her father, a coal mine manager who stood on the opposite side of Highlander on the picket lines, disowned his daughter.

Zilphia had a rich, sweet alto voice and loved the old-time mountain songs and stories, scouring the hollers, cabins, and churches of the region to bring them back to Highlander. She transcribed the melodies into musical notation, tweaked the lyrics, and put them to use. She taught the songs to everyone who came to the school, carried them along with her accordion to the picket lines and soup kitchens to bolster spirits, and shared them with her folk-singer friends who made pilgrimages to Highlander to refresh their repertoires. These troubadours then carried the songs north and west and around the country, singing them at coffeehouses and festivals, swapping them in jams. Zilphia also brought poetry and drama, dance and visual art into the Highlander curriculum, enhancing the search for social justice with beauty and creativity. Everyone loved Zilphia, called her the soul and spirit of Highlander. She was the warm, creative balance to Myles’s more analytical approach.

Zilphia passed around the mimeographed and stapled pages of a Highlander songbook so everyone could sing along. She began with some bouncy familiar work tunes; as usual, some of the group jumped right in to join, others more hesitant. Then she switched up the mood to a plaintive gospel melody, making the churchgoing folks feel more at home. Then a sweet spiritual everyone knew. Zilphia closed this first sing-along session with a song she called a Highlander favorite, a tune Mrs. Clark might recognize as the old church hymn “I’ll Be Alright,” which had been repurposed by striking women tobacco workers into a rallying song and brought to Highlander in the mid-1940s. The Charleston women workers had changed the “I” in the song to “We” to emphasize their solidarity, and Zilphia and her friend Pete Seeger had modified the melody and the rhythms, written some new lyrics. It would take Clark and the others a few days to learn this new song, now called “We Shall Overcome.”

After dinner, Septima climbed the stairs to her room and met her roommate, a chatty writer from New Jersey. They had a friendly conversation, then turned off the lamps. Lying in the narrow bed in her nightgown, Clark tried to grasp the extraordinary situation unfolding in the dark: her roommate was a white woman who seemed totally unfazed by sleeping in the same tiny room with her, a Black woman, a stranger. They shared a bathroom, too. Clark had never encountered anything like this; it would be so shocking at home in Charleston. If her mother were still alive, she would have been horrified, and frightened. Mrs. Clark found it simply astonishing.



Myles Horton returned to his desk after dinner, as he had done most nights that spring, trying to repair the damage. His upbeat welcome to the new Highlander cohort and full-throated singing to Zilphia’s accordion in the dining room masked his panic. Everything he had worked for, all he had built at Highlander, even the well-being of his family, were suddenly in jeopardy.

Right when the racial reckoning he had advocated was starting to take shape, when the Brown decision was promising to crack open southern segregated society. Right when he was trying to position Highlander as the ideal place to develop new strategies for breaking Jim Crow’s back and enticing donors to support the work. This was the moment he had worked toward; two decades of his and Zilphia’s sweat and sacrifice.

Instead, Highlander was in peril. Horton was having to apologize, or at least explain, why a photo of him—being dragged out of a US Senate hearing—had been splashed on page one of the New York Times and reproduced in newspapers all around the South.

He picked up a microphone, placed it close to his mouth, and began dictating letters into a recording machine.



Mrs. Clark sat in the Highlander library that first morning of the workshop, a whitewashed cinder-block structure anchored by a massive stone chimney, enhanced inside by soaring wooden beams, skylights, and bookshelves. In a physical manifestation of Highlander’s communal spirit, the library was designed by an architect friend, then staff and workshop students built it themselves from local wood and stones.

Mrs. Clark carried into the library a stylish tote bag, a gift from her friend Elizabeth Waring in New York City. It was the kind of luxury item she would never buy for herself, but it seemed very fitting to carry her notebooks, clippings, and pens into this workshop—dedicated to the great potential of the Brown decision—inside a gift from the Warings. Without Judge Waring, there might not have been any such far-reaching court ruling like Brown. Without the support of both the judge and Elizabeth, Septima Clark might not have had the nerve to come to Highlander.

Clark listened as her classmates introduced themselves: a professor of economics and dean of men at Morehouse College; another professor from Atlanta University; a liberal-leaning white editor of a Little Rock newspaper; an official of the American Friends Service Committee; an assortment of northern writers and teachers, and community activists from across the South.

When it was Mrs. Clark’s turn, she would describe herself in her clear, well-modulated teacher’s voice, cultivated over many semesters at the front of classrooms. She always sat erect in her chair, the way she insisted her students do when she called upon them. She was a handsome woman, her skin the color of coffee with a bit of cream, her face smooth and open, accentuated by the high cheekbones of Native American ancestors on her mother’s side. Her eyes were soft and expressive, topped by shapely arches of brow

She was a widowed schoolteacher, a church lay leader, sorority sister, and officer in the NAACP, she could tell them in the soft, rounded vowels of her native city. She belonged to a long list of community organizations, boards, and committees—her evenings and weekends were consumed with meetings—but she was probably too modest to mention them all. When the introductions had gone all around, Myles Horton asked the signature first question that opened every Highlander workshop: What do you want to learn during your time here?

Mrs. Clark’s ambitions were straightforward but not simple: she wanted to learn how to get people in her Charleston Black community, parents and teachers, excited about the prospect of school desegregation, and willing to work for it. She knew there was some strong reluctance, especially among her fellow teachers, who feared desegregation would jeopardize their jobs. She also hoped to learn how to pressure Charleston’s all-white school board to implement the Supreme Court’s order, as she was sure they’d dig in their heels. More broadly, she wanted to learn new methods to make her community wake up, stand up, seize this historic moment to demand their rights. She saw the Brown decision as a great opportunity, and she wanted to learn how to make good use of it.

Clark hadn’t known what to expect at Highlander. What living in an intense, secluded little community of strangers—white and Black strangers—might be like. She was surprised by how much she liked it. She found the workshop discussions tremendously stimulating, even if they sometimes bounced off topic. Even these detours were profitable, as her classmates brought such varied experiences and perspectives into the mix. Hearing white people speak so frankly, so passionately, about racism was fascinating.

Myles Horton gleefully provoked debate, questioned, challenged, poked; Mrs. Clark loved that. She rarely raised her voice. She possessed a calm, supremely dignified, demeanor, but she wasn’t shy about expressing her opinions either. She always raised her hand and spoke up in meetings, and she didn’t let misapprehensions, sloppy thinking, or downright lies slide. People didn’t always appreciate her candor and corrective comments—her fellow teachers in Charleston certainly did not—but here at Highlander, that sort of honest disagreement was welcome as they grappled with the ramifications of the Brown decision, including the role of Black teachers and clergy.

So often over the years, when she had tried to convince others to stand up with her against Jim Crow injustice, Mrs. Clark had encountered paralyzing apathy and fear among her fellow teachers, her friends, neighbors, pastors, and even within her own family. While she understood the root of their reluctance—a Black person who stood up could very well be shot, or lynched, by their white neighbors—there was also the stickier matter of complacency. Many of her fellow Black citizens, she was convinced, had been beaten down so long they had given up, took their second-class citizenship as immutable, and couldn’t see the benefit of risking their lives to put up another losing fight.

Others—and this enraged her—had grown comfortable with the Jim Crow system, made their own accommodations to it, and even established some base of power within it. They seemed just fine with maintaining the status quo. The Black minister who received gifts from the white merchants in town in exchange for keeping parishioners quiet. The Black school principal who enjoyed status by not rocking the boat of unequal education for his students. She couldn’t accept this stance; she viewed it as craven. There were many fronts in the battle against Jim Crow, and different strategies were required to attack each flank.

Clark was heartened to see that people at Highlander didn’t just talk and posture, the way they did at many of the NAACP, YWCA, PTA, and other board meetings she attended—they worked. They brainstormed and argued, designed and planned strategies. She joined a project compiling a desegregation handbook for community activists, detailing the nuts and bolts of how to build grassroots support and push for change. Her classmates wrote skits and did role-playing exercises dramatizing the kinds of difficult encounters they might expect to face back at home. They analyzed documentary films that Horton projected on a screen in the library. They learned aspects of federal law and practiced public speaking and communications tools for advocacy.

Beyond the substantive training, Clark enjoyed the informal, spontaneous chats that came so easily at Highlander. They were the sort of friendly yet substantive interactions between Black and white people that were made impossible under the talons of Jim Crow. Mealtime chatter was lively, sometimes boisterous, laughter bouncing off the walls. Private conversations were thoughtful and occasionally candid. Groups gathered on the lawn, reading newspapers and magazines, trading comments, singing.

The food was fresh and plentiful; vegetables grown in the Highlander gardens, eggs from the farm chickens; there was a cow for milk, and some pigs. Like everyone else, Mrs. Clark did stints in the kitchen and dining room, amused to be washing up or setting tables, the kind of work church women like her did all the time. But here she was, doing it alongside Black men—ministers, professors—and all manner of white folks, all of whom were not usually found in kitchens.

They took hikes to Eagle Cliff for picnics, sitting on the rocks, admiring the expansive vista of hills, valleys, and rivers spread out below. Before dinner, the group often stretched out on the grassy banks of the little Highlander lake (more like a pond) to swim and splash together, or stand knee-deep in the shallows to chat. These late-afternoon tableaux at the lake were especially poignant to Clark, who had fought for years to win access to the local beaches for Charleston’s Black residents. The city was surrounded by water, but the lovely sand beaches were restricted to whites. The public swimming pools and most of the parks were also totally closed to her.

In the evenings they sat around campfires, danced, and sang together, coming together in a more personal way, united in a realm beyond words. There was square and circle dancing, with lively fiddling and someone calling the figures. It was fun to try: the steps, the swings, the do-si-dos; Black hands holding white. Mrs. Clark used to like to dance way back when, but she never even dreamed of this kind of mixed dancing. It was the sort of thing Black parents warned their children about, frightening them with what could happen if they tried. Perhaps, someday, if the potential of the Brown decision could be fulfilled, the next generation would be able to dance together like they did at Highlander.

After dinner, Zilphia Horton led them in medleys ranging from gospel hymns to mountain folk ballads, union fight songs, and even a few show tunes. She had a gift for getting everyone to join in, sometimes accompanying the singing from the piano; other times roaming the room with her accordion. It hadn’t taken long for everyone to learn the words to “We Shall Overcome.”

The final day of the desegregation workshop was July Fourth, and the Hortons hosted a barbecue at their house celebrating both the holiday and the Brown decision. Independence Day had a special meaning this year. Before Septima Clark and the other workshop participants departed, Myles sent them off with a reminder that they had work to do in their communities, and it would not be a simple, one-dimensional task. Beyond the strategies for school desegregation they’d hammered out and their responsibility to promote these ideas in their own towns, there was a broader goal to keep in mind. For desegregation to be successful, there needed to be more democratic representation, more Black citizens on school boards and in public office. And for that to happen, a next step would be required.

“We will have better schools only when all citizens register and vote,” Horton insisted. Septima Clark headed home to Charleston, knowing what she had to do.




CHAPTER TWO Henrietta Street

Septima Poinsette Clark returned home to Charleston, to the house she shared with her sister Lorene, on the street where they’d grown up. She was energized, fizzing with excitement, ideas pulsing through her mind and a plan of action taking shape. Lorene always got a bit nervous when Septima launched into a new crusade, and this time would be no different.

The house at 17 Henrietta Street was a modest, wood-shingled version of the classic Charleston architectural style known as the “single house,” featuring a two-story porch, called a piazza, running along the side, with a small entry door in front. The house was Septima’s proudest possession, purchased in 1948 when she returned to Charleston and could finally afford it. Her mother would no longer be at the mercy of white landlords who had so often humiliated the Poinsettes when they couldn’t pay the rent on time.

As soon as Septima returned from Highlander, Lorene could sense a new attitude in her sister. She watched Septima at the dining room table, doing her Highlander homework, sketching out her schedule for action. She was drawing a lesson plan to guide her fellow teachers, her students, and their parents into the new—but frightening—promise of integrated schools. She had returned from her week at Highlander with a jolt of confidence and an expanded vision of what was possible. Her time on the far mountain had also made her feel less lonely, as if she were now part of a new team, surrounded by a wider circle of comrades who shared her zeal for breaking down racial barriers.

“I thoroughly enjoyed the week I spent at Highlander,” Septima wrote to her friends the Warings, “It was so new, so different, and living and learning there together meant so much to me.”



Victoria and Peter Poinsette named their second child Septima Earthaline when she came into the world in Charleston in May 1898, just two years after the Supreme Court’s Plessy verdict pronounced racial segregation constitutionally legal. Septima wasn’t the seventh child—she had no obvious connection to the Latin term for seven—but was named for a maternal aunt in Haiti, where septima, in the local dialect, meant “sufficient.”

As the family expanded, they moved to a rented house on Henrietta Street, parents and eight children crammed into four rooms and a kitchen with no running water, an outhouse in back. It was an integrated street, as some Charleston neighborhoods were at that time, but Victoria forbade her children to play with the white children on the block. She imposed her own segregation; she did not trust white people.

Victoria Anderson had been born free in Charleston, but after her mother died, she was raised by relatives in Haiti, in an independent Black nation where she did not live under the indignities of Jim Crow and even received a decent education. She never quite adjusted to moving back to the American South when she was eighteen; she could never accept being treated like dirt by whites, and resented it always.

Peter Poinsette was a house slave on the plantation of Joel Poinsett, a South Carolina legislator and diplomat who brought home from his time as ambassador to Mexico a showy red flowering plant, which gained popularity as a Christmas-season decoration bearing his name. Young Peter worked alongside his mother in the big house and was assigned to accompany the master’s sons to school, carrying their books while they rode on horseback to and from the schoolhouse. Peter waited outside with the horse, through heat, chill, or rain for hours as the boys received their lessons. He never learned to read or write himself, and for most of his life he used an X to sign his name. During the Civil War, when he was in his teens, Peter served as a slave servant to those same master’s sons in the Confederate Army. During the long Union siege and bombardment of Charleston, Peter delivered water and supplies to Confederate troops defending the city, defending his enslavement.

Peter never expressed bitterness about his years of slavery, which he accepted as God’s will, and he was proud to bear the name of Poinsette (somehow the extra flourish of a final e was tacked on) as it carried some degree of status in Charleston. Stripped of their own family ties and names while enslaved, freemen like Peter often took the surnames of their owners after emancipation. And in the postbellum South, Black families’ social standing in their own communities could still be tied to the wealth and reputations of the families who had once possessed them.

Peter emerged from slavery a gentle and passive man, without a trade or literacy skills, ill-equipped to provide for his large family. Victoria needed to work, and though she was very clever and moderately educated, as a Black woman, her options limited to poorly paid domestic service work. “She was never a servant, and she wasn’t going to be one,” Septima said of her mother. “She used to boast that she ‘never gave a white woman a cup of coffee’—because she felt that would make her a servant.” Instead, Victoria took in laundry to wash and iron at home, and the Poinsette house was constantly filled with steaming tubs of clothes. Septima and her sisters slept in the bedroom where their mother heated her heavy irons on the hearth and pressed clothes long into the night. Peter worked at various jobs as a waiter, cook, and janitor.

Church and faith were Victoria’s anchors and solace, and she marched Septima and the other children almost a mile down Calhoun Street to Old Bethel Methodist Church every Sunday for services and two classes of Sunday school. Victoria was the undisputed boss of the family, capable and strong, but also difficult: demanding, rigid, temperamental, even volatile. Septima learned to bow her head and hold her tongue to avoid inciting her mother’s flashes of anger, to duck the risk of a whipping or slapping.

The attribute that Septima would eventually come to appreciate most in her mother was fearlessness. Victoria always acted unafraid, or at least she never allowed others to see her fear, even when facing down hostile white men or policemen. She refused to cast her eyes down when passing a white person on the street, step into the gutter to allow them to pass, or allow them to invade her home. She was a powerless Black woman demanding to be seen and refusing to acquiesce to an evil social compact. Septima would absorb these lessons in resistance from her mother, combining them with the humility and kindness displayed by her father, putting her inheritance to good use.

From the time she was a little girl, Septima wanted to be a teacher. Teaching was a highly respected profession, with a modest but steady income, a path into the middle class. She played teacher with her siblings and cousins, gaining the affectionate nickname Little Ma. By the time she finished seventh grade in the “Negro” public school and took an exam that allowed her to skip eighth grade, she could qualify for a basic teaching certificate; she was only fourteen years old.

But Victoria would not allow Septima to end her education so early and insisted she attend the distinguished Avery Normal Institute, a private school for Black students run by the American Missionary Association, which had trained Charleston’s Black teachers and civic leaders since Reconstruction. How the Poinsettes could possibly pay the $1.50 monthly tuition, Victoria didn’t know, but she simply declared that Septima would go to Avery. The Lord would provide. As in some Biblical parable, Victoria’s prayer was answered. A young housewife living on Henrietta Street offered to pay Septima to watch her children after school and on evenings, and this arrangement allowed Septima to earn enough to cover Avery’s tuition.

Septima considered Avery a paradise: an imposing redbrick building with a cupola on top, a grand, polished wood staircase in the entry, bright classrooms with tidy rows of desks. Best of all, there was a spacious library where she could explore a world of books not possible before. She excelled in her studies, graduated with excellent grades, and passed the state examination for a teaching license. But her teachers believed she was “college material” and visited her parents to convince them to send their daughter to Fisk, the famed Black college in Nashville. Septima realized this was financially impossible for her family. She would have loved to go to college, but she argued against it. Rather than college, she told her parents, she could immediately realize her dream of becoming a teacher, with the added benefit that her salary could contribute to the family income. The only catch was that she couldn’t teach in Charleston—Black teachers were not permitted, even in the Black schools.

Septima Poinsette set off on her first teaching assignment in September 1916, soon after her graduation from Avery. She made her way to Johns Island, sitting in a motorboat winding its way through the rivers and marshy creeks separating the Charleston peninsula from the Sea Islands off the city’s coast. Her mother had accompanied her to the Tradd Street dock, fussing over her bags, both of them trying not to cry. It wasn’t a very long trip, about fifteen miles as the gull flies, but it might as well have been a journey to the moon.

The boat held about a dozen passengers and boxes of freight, making stops along the way as it puttered down the serpentine inlets to the island. The trip normally took about nine or ten hours if the tides were favorable and the boat wasn’t stranded on the mud flats. What Septima found when she finally arrived on the island was shocking to her: a place so close to the city, yet isolated, desperately poor, and, to her mind, primitive.

Johns, like most of the Carolina and Georgia Sea Islands stretching in a chain along the Atlantic coastline, was once the home of Indigenous peoples who farmed its fertile soil and fished its waters. Waves of European settlers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries drove out the native tribes and began cultivating lucrative crops of indigo, rice, and cotton, importing West African and Caribbean slaves to do the backbreaking work. But the swampy, subtropical islands were also fertile breeding grounds for malaria and yellow fever, prompting white land owners to decamp to Charleston, leaving their Black overseers to manage the plantations. With few white masters living on the islands, the enslaved communities were able to retain many elements of their African cultural traditions.

During the Civil War, the Carolina Sea Islands were the first areas to be captured by Union forces in the siege of Charleston, and the islands’ slaves were the first to be freed. During Reconstruction, parcels of the abandoned plantations were distributed to the formerly enslaved residents, allowing for a greater degree of Black landownership on the islands than other areas of the state. But with no land route to the mainland, Johns Island farmers couldn’t engage in much trade or commerce, and the island remained an isolated hinterland.

Septima’s lodging was in a drafty attic room, lit by a single kerosene lantern hung from bare rafters, in the crowded home of a family willing to take in boarding teachers. Her accommodations were luxurious compared to the rough shacks of most of the island’s Black residents, walls papered with newspaper pages, not even an outhouse; they had to relieve themselves in the backyard, fouling the groundwater. Such poor sanitation made infection, disease, child mortality, and premature death facts of life on the island.

She was assigned to teach at Promise Land School on the Bohicket Road, on the western side of the island, a two-room log and mud cabin serving 132 students in grades K–7. By virtue of her graduation from Avery, Septima, still a teenager who had never taught a class before, was made the school’s principal, supervising another teacher who handled the younger children. Septima was paid $35 a month, most of which she sent home to help support her family, and she was greatly annoyed to learn that the teacher at the white school across the road earned $85 a month for teaching the only three white children in the vicinity. She would learn that sort of disparity was not unusual.

There were no desks in the classrooms of Promise Land, only rows of backless benches for the students to sit on, and to write they crouched on the floor using the benches as desks. There was no blackboard when she first arrived, and the few textbooks were outdated and worn, cast-offs from the white schools. Children walked miles from their homes to the school—some without shoes—across creeks and deep mud. Attendance was erratic, as children as young as seven were forced to work in the fields, bound by the sharecropping contracts their families had signed with the landowners. The older children were kept in the cotton fields until December and could attend classes only until early spring when planting season began. There was good reason why most Black adults on Johns Island and the other Sea Islands were illiterate. White landowners and officials, who ruled over the majority-Black Sea Islands, wanted to keep it that way.

Septima was appalled by the crude conditions she encountered on the island, but she came to love the people of Johns. As she became more fluent in their Gullah dialect’s lilting patois of West African, Caribbean, and Low-country phrases, she grew closer to the islanders. Soon everyone was calling her Miss Seppie. At night she gave reading lessons to the parents of her students and other adults, patiently instructing them by lantern light. Miss Seppie found great satisfaction in bringing the magic of the written word to adults who’d never mastered their letters, and her gentle and affirming teaching style put her hesitant older learners at ease. She was embraced, invited to family parties and neighborhood celebrations. She visited homes to give cooking and sewing lessons, helped make christening gowns and wedding dresses, sat in the church pews and swayed in the ecstatic worship services of the island’s praise houses. She became part of the community.

But life for the young teacher was “quite a struggle,” she admitted. Teaching so many children on different levels with scant resources was exhausting. Her diet was poor, and she suffered frostbite on her feet from trudging to school in icy mud and standing in the damp chill of the schoolhouse. With no doctor on the island, folk medicine—a mix of herbal knowledge and voodoo—was the usual treatment for all ailments. But the prescription given to Miss Seppie, a hot potato applied to the frostbitten area, made matters worse; she almost lost her toes. Victoria visited her daughter on the island just once, and was horrified by Septima’s living and working conditions. But Septima had grown attached to the islanders, if not the island, and was determined to see her assignment through. She taught on the island for two years. It was only the irresistible offer of a teaching position at Avery—which as a private school could hire Black teachers—that lured Miss Seppie from her shack schoolhouse back to Charleston.

When Septima Poinsette returned to teach at the Avery Institute in the fall of 1918, her family did not know that she had already secretly joined the NAACP. They didn’t know that she and a few fellow teachers had dared to enroll in the newly formed Charleston chapter by furtively slipping the dollar bill of their membership dues into the upturned parasol of a local NAACP organizer on the street. “We didn’t want anyone to see us putting it in,” Septima recalled, “because we knew the trouble it would cause.”

The willingness of the NAACP (which was established in 1909 by a coalition of Black and white progressives) to publicly confront racial injustice made the organization dangerous in the eyes of southern whites. But it was also controversial among many Black people, some of whom feared NAACP activities invited violent reprisals.

To her family’s distress, sweet and decorous Septima seemed very willing to court trouble. In her first term at Avery, in fall 1918, the Charleston NAACP launched a campaign to overturn the ban on Black teachers working in the city’s “Negro schools.” Charleston was the last remaining city in the South to bar Black teachers from its classrooms, exiling them to the impoverished rural districts like Johns Island, and leaving Black city children without role models at the blackboard.

When the all-white school board rejected the local NAACP’s request for a policy change, the NAACP took the daring step of carrying their demand directly to the state legislature and bolstered its campaign with a massive petition drive. Septima enthusiastically joined the door-to-door canvassing effort, collecting signatures in support of hiring Black teachers. She even recruited her sixth-grade Avery students to knock on doors with her, giving them an early lesson in political involvement. The petition drive collected signatures from almost two-thirds of Charleston’s Black residents, and those signature sheets were dramatically carried through the streets of the state capital in Columbia into the legislative chamber as part of the NAACP’s clever maneuvering in the statehouse. The following school year the first Black teachers were hired in Charleston city schools, though they were paid less than half the salary of white teachers.

Septima considered this campaign her initiation into political action, but it also marked her first brush with resistance from her own community. Some of her fellow teachers at Avery disapproved of her involvement, and she claimed her principal did not support the effort. But Septima had witnessed the power of collective action to force change and the ability of the NAACP to take up the fight against injustice. And win. It convinced and emboldened her.

Yet her family’s fears of white backlash in response to NAACP victories were tragically borne out that following summer, in 1919. In the economic dislocation and recession following the end of World War I and the acceleration of the Great Migration of southern African Americans to the North, whites found themselves competing with Black people for jobs and housing, heightening tensions. That summer, enraged white mobs rampaged through Black neighborhoods in twenty-six American cities. An estimated 250 Black men, women, and children were shot, lynched, or burned alive in these bloody race riots, which tore through Charleston in May. The fighting reached the edge of Henrietta Street, where the Poinsette family stood on their porch and could hear the mob “bursting down the street, screaming and hollering,” as Septima later recalled. Her frightened family retreated into their house, locked the doors, and stayed safe, but several of their neighbors were beaten or shot, two Black Charlestonians were killed, and many more were injured or arrested.



Tensions were also high in the Poinsette household that summer. Septima lived under her parents’ roof as a twenty-year-old working woman, but she was still treated as a child. She chafed under her mother’s strict rules and judgmental attitudes. The Great War was over, Charleston was a bustling port for returning Navy ships, and women were not only on the cusp of winning the vote, they were also shedding their corsets—and, to Victoria’s mind, their morals—in a bid for greater freedom. There was, no doubt, some element of good-daughter rebellion in Septima Poinsette’s mind when she fell for a sweet-talking sailor at a USO dance downtown.

Neri Clark was a Navy cook with a sixth-grade education, a “mountain man” from North Carolina, a snazzy dresser almost a decade older than Septima. He swept her off her feet at the dance, but his ship was sailing the next day, so she assumed nothing would come of the encounter. But when Clark sailed into Norfolk four months later, he used his three-day pass to visit Septima in Charleston, and a romance quickly bloomed. Mr. Clark was the kind of man her mother had warned her about. “Somebody must have put some voodoo on you,” Victoria Poinsette scolded her daughter, so besotted by a man she hardly knew, a low-class stranger from another state.

Septima was a very attractive young woman, her hair fashionably coifed and tucked behind her ears, her dresses simple but stylish, but she was, as her mother feared, quite naive about men. The stress on Henrietta Street grew unbearable, and at the end of the school year, Septima left Avery to take a job in a fishing village north of Charleston, where she could double her monthly salary, but more importantly, be free of her mother’s constant criticisms. Months later, when Neri was back in port again, he hitched a ride to the village where Septima was teaching and, after a few days of courting, asked her to marry him.

She brought her boyfriend to Henrietta Street to obtain her parents’ blessing but did not receive it. “You marry him over my dead body,” Victoria told her daughter. Septima defied her mother and married Neri Clark in the fishing village where she was boarding; her parents did not attend. Soon after the wedding, Neri sailed off again, and while he was at sea, Septima gave birth to a baby girl, whom she named Victoria to honor, and assuage, her mother. But the midwife hadn’t noticed that the baby was born with a serious defect. By the time doctors operated to correct the condition, it was too late; baby Victoria lived just twenty-three days.

Septima was despondent. She was convinced that losing the baby was punishment from God for disobeying her mother. She had violated the Fifth Commandment; it was her sin. Returning to Charleston, she walked down to the Battery, at the tip of the peninsula where the Ashley and Cooper Rivers flow together, stared at the water, and contemplated drowning herself. Her deep religious faith told her that suicide was also a sin, but her pain overwhelmed any qualms. It was only the arrival of her younger brother on his bicycle, dispatched by Victoria, who sensed her daughter was in deep despair, that distracted Septima from her violent intention, snapping her back from the brink.

She walked home to Henrietta Street with her brother, still heartsick, but grateful for being rescued from her own destructive impulses. From that day onward, she would search for the reason why God had spared her that afternoon at the Battery, for the purpose the Lord had in mind for her life.

Neri soon left the Navy and insisted the couple move to Dayton, Ohio, where he had once worked. Septima, expecting again, was willing to move to this strange city, far from her southern roots, thinking of it as a fresh start for them both. The marriage was proving to be rocky; she found Neri was vain, selfish, often mean. She could only hope that the new baby, the prospect of building a family together, would smooth things. Not long after they arrived in Dayton, Septima gave birth to a healthy baby boy, naming him for his father.

Septima was still in the hospital when she learned that her husband held secrets. He was one of those sailors who, quite literally, had a woman in every port. He had already been married and separated (likely not legally divorced) before wedding Septima and was also keeping a mistress in Dayton. When Septima confronted her husband about his betrayal, he told her to leave.

She couldn’t face her mother, who had been right about Neri, so she sought refuge with her husband’s family in North Carolina, who graciously took her and the baby in. Ten months later, Neri died of kidney failure in Dayton.

It was, in many ways, easier this way. Septima was freed from the shameful status of an abandoned wife and took on the more acceptable role of a grieving widow. Yet she felt she still could not return to Charleston, could not abide the side glances, the whispers, the gossip at church, or on Henrietta Street. She could not stand her mother’s I-told-you-so lectures. She would insist upon being called Mrs. Clark for the rest of her life, though her time as a wife had been very short, and she chose never to marry again. Mrs. Clark became a widowed, single, working mother who needed to find a new home, a new job—and a new purpose.

She seriously considered becoming a Methodist missionary, finding meaning in a life devoted to service to God. But how could she leave her baby to go off to some corner of the world, and how could she support little Neri on a missionary’s subsistence pay? She must be practical, so she settled for a less exotic career as a teacher, uplifting Black children in the segregated schools of the South. She became an evangelist for learning.

Homesick for the Lowcountry, Miss Seppie, now Mrs. Clark, returned to Promise Land School on Johns Island in the fall of 1927 with toddler Neri, boarding in a cramped and drafty house. The boy soon came down with whooping cough, measles, and other illnesses and was tormented by the ubiquitous swarming mosquitoes. The island still lacked adequate medical care, forcing Mrs. Clark to admit this was not a healthy environment for her son. She made the wrenching decision to leave little Neri with his paternal grandparents in North Carolina.

For the next two decades she would live alone while her son was lovingly raised by her in-laws. The separation caused her “a lot of sorrow,” but it was a necessary arrangement; the best for her boy. She sent money for Neri’s care; she visited when she could; she cried many nights.



It was during this second teaching stint on Johns Island that Mrs. Clark encountered a fourteen-year-old boy named Esau Jenkins. He came to her classroom and asked her to give him reading and writing lessons, help him go beyond the few grades he had been able to complete in the island schools. He was working full-time by then, helping his father grow cotton on the family’s patch of land, using his rudimentary math skills to catch the cotton ginner trying to cheat his father.

Esau was a young man with big ideas: he wanted to convince his dad to switch from cotton, which he realized was a doomed crop (the exhausted soil, the invading boll weevils) to growing and selling vegetables to the greengrocers in Charleston. Esau had a businessman’s mind, but he needed better skills, and looked to Mrs. Clark for help. She mentored Esau, and he made good progress, but after three years, she left Johns Island again, lured to Columbia, the state capital, by better pay and the chance to teach at what was considered the premier Black public school in South Carolina.

Clark taught in Columbia for eighteen years, from the time she turned thirty until she was almost fifty years old, living in boardinghouses or tiny rented rooms. She spent her summers working in children’s camps or caretaking jobs for extra money, while also taking classes to slowly accumulate the credits for her college degrees. It took decades. She earned a bachelor’s degree from Benedict College in 1942, then her master’s from Atlanta University, where she studied with W. E. B. Du Bois. She actually enjoyed living in Columbia; it was more open and exciting than Charleston, less class-conscious and clannish. Without the burdens of childcare, she joined an array of professional societies, Black women’s clubs, charities, and civic groups. She attended interesting lectures, played bridge, had a social life for the first time.

    The Second World War brought her sleepless nights: her son was drafted into uniform, and she was terrified he would be killed. She occupied her restless evenings with a specialized type of war work: teaching young, illiterate Black soldiers stationed at Fort Jackson to sign their names and read basic instructions and road signs. She worked under the guidance of an expert in adult literacy education, Wil Lou Gray, who trained Clark in simple but effective teaching methods tailored for grown-ups. (Clark had already worked with Gray during the Depression years, when New Deal programs promoted adult remedial learning, and she could earn extra money teaching night classes.) At Fort Jackson, she taught young men going off to fight for democracy the rudimentary skills their rural segregated society had failed to provide.

Mrs. Clark joined the Columbia chapter of the NAACP soon after arriving in the city, and it was with this group that she would undertake what she called her first “radical act”—working on the campaign to win salary equalization for South Carolina’s Black teachers. Black teachers in the state were paid less than half the salaries of their white counterparts with the same educational credentials and classroom duties. The US Supreme Court had already upheld a federal court decision that race-based pay disparities within school systems were unconstitutional, but South Carolina was ignoring the ruling. The NAACP brought a suit to force compliance; Legal Defense Fund attorney Thurgood Marshall came to argue the cases.

Clark tried to rally her fellow Columbia teachers to sign a petition supporting the suit, but she met significant resistance from those unwilling to put their jobs, and possibly themselves, at risk by pressing legal action. Undeterred, she made impassioned pleas at teacher meetings and helped gather key evidence for the case, including affidavits from both white and Black teachers. She also procured the most valuable documents, copies of the paychecks of sympathetic white teachers, proving the stark racial disparities in pay. Federal Judge J. Waties Waring ruled in favor of the NAACP and the Black teachers, and Septima Clark was proud to have played a small part in the victory.

She might have stayed in Columbia, but for her mother’s stroke. After a year of commuting to Charleston by bus every weekend to help Lorene care for their mother, Septima moved back to Henrietta Street in 1947, found a job teaching in the city’s segregated schools, and managed to buy the house a year later. She joined the boards of local civic organizations, from the YWCA to the Tuberculosis Society. She also joined the Charleston branch of the NAACP and was soon brought onto its executive committee. Her mother and sister watched warily as Septima brought her “militant” ideas back to her hometown.

Lorene had followed Septima into a teaching career, never married, and after the death of their mother in 1952, kept the household going while Septima went out into the world. Septima relied upon Lorene to drive her to meetings and events, as Septima owned a car but had never learned to drive. “I was always too impatient to drive a car,” Septima would say. Lorene didn’t like to get involved in politics and race matters. She sympathized but didn’t get as worked up about such things as her sister. And since Septima had returned from Highlander, she was on a tear.

Septima plunged into her agenda, making telephone calls to set up meetings, crisscrossing the city to visit contacts, arranging to give presentations. Her strategy was based upon her deep knowledge of her hometown, her extensive community connections, and strongly influenced by the new methods she had learned at Highlander.

Within two weeks of coming home in mid-July, Septima reported to Myles Horton that she had already spoken to the Tobacco Workers Union and the International Organization of Longshoremen, the Charleston Voters Clinic—as well as her colleagues on the NAACP Executive Committee and the Interracial Committee of the YWCA—about organizing the city for school desegregation.

Like some revivalist pastor or stumping politician, Clark made open-air speeches on the campus square of South Carolina State College in Orangeburg, extolling the virtues of Highlander and the importance of supporting school desegregation. She didn’t ask permission to speak, she didn’t clear it with the college administration, she “just stole the chance, a kind of soap box on the corner affair,” she proudly reported to Horton. “Every chance I get I’ll sell Highlander,” she promised him.

She urged her audiences to send delegations to Highlander for inspiration and training, as soon as the next workshop in early August. This would help them prepare for the new school year, the first since the Brown decision. She encountered hesitation. To be fair, it was very short notice to ask people to set aside a week and make a long trip to Tennessee in the middle of summer. But Mrs. Clark was never patient with wishy-washy excuses. “They like the ideas, listen attentively, but to me that’s not enough,” she wrote to Horton. “I want action.”

There was one person she was especially eager to recruit to Highlander: her former student on Johns Island and colleague on the Charleston NAACP executive board—Esau Jenkins.

Mrs. Clark caught up with Jenkins in the latter part of July 1954—it wasn’t easy, he was a very busy man—and tried to convince him to go to Highlander in August. By then, Jenkins was a forty-four-year-old husband and father, a successful small businessman, and a civic leader on Johns Island. Mrs. Clark was sure he was just the sort of person Highlander was looking for, and that the school could be of real benefit to Jenkins, too. Mrs. Clark knew he was doing great work on the island, but she also knew he needed more help and support.

At first, Jenkins told her he couldn’t take off for a week to go to some mountain in Tennessee. This was the height of the summer season for his motel and cafe, and he couldn’t afford to be away. He had insurance payments due, bills to pay. But Mrs. Clark would not let her former student off the hook so easily. It won’t cost you a nickel, she told him. She would arrange for Highlander to pay his way, and she would even go with him. Jenkins tried many more excuses, but Mrs. Clark summoned her teacherly persuasive skills: Highlander might be able to help you with the bus, Esau, she told him.

Days later, Esau Jenkins and Septima Clark were on their way to Monteagle Mountain.




CHAPTER THREE Esau’s Bus

Esau Jenkins had a reconditioned school bus that he drove from Johns Island over the bridge to Charleston every weekday morning and evening, carrying his neighbors to and from their jobs in the city. But it was more than just a vehicle, it was the engine of his great plan.

Jenkins began driving his bus in the mid-1940s, transporting Johns Island students, including his own children, to Burke Industrial School, the “Negro public high school” in the city. There was still no school beyond seventh grade for Black students on Johns. Educational facilities had barely improved since Miss Seppie was teaching at Promise Land, and a generation later most Black adults remained illiterate and trapped in menial labor.

To break the cycle, Jenkins and his fellow islanders pressed the Charleston County school board for a proper high school for their children. At first, school authorities ignored them, then came up with a bucket of excuses, and finally tried to placate the parents by allowing Black island students to attend Burke—if they could get there.

Jenkins promised to get them there. He bought a used bus and began driving the Black students to Burke, but he didn’t think that was a real solution. The Black islanders still needed their own high school; the white students had three. Jenkins and his fellow parents kept pushing, nimbly climbing over every bureaucratic obstacle thrown in their path. By this time South Carolina was trying to fend off the NAACP’s legal
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