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		A Chronology of the Civil Rights Movement in the Deep South, 1955-68

		THE MONTGOMERY BUS BOYCOTT

		December 1, 1955—Mrs. Rosa L. Parks is arrested for violating the bus-segregation ordinance in Montgomery, Alabama.

		December 5, 1955—The Montgomery Bus Boycott begins, and Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., 26, is elected president of the Montgomery Improvement Association.

		December 21, 1956—Montgomery’s buses are integrated, and the Montgomery Improvement Association calls off its boycott after 381 days.

		January 10-11, 1957—The Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) is founded, with Dr. King as president.

		THE STUDENT SIT-INS

		February 1, 1960—Four black students sit in at the Woolworth’s lunch counter in Greensboro, N.C., starting a wave of student protest that sweeps the Deep South.

		April 15, 1960—The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) is founded at Shaw University in Raleigh, N.C.

		October 19-27, 1960—Dr. King is jailed during a sit-in at Rich’s Department Store in Atlanta and subsequently transferred to a maximum security prison. Democratic presidential nominee John F. Kennedy telephones Mrs. King to express his concern.

		THE FREEDOM RIDES

		May 4, 1961—The Freedom Riders, led by James Farmer of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), leave Washington, D.C., by bus.

		May 14, 1961—A white mob burns a Freedom Rider bus outside Anniston, Ala. Riders aboard a second bus are beaten by Klansmen in Birmingham.

		May 20, 1961—Freedom Riders are beaten at the Montgomery terminal. Whites riot outside a church where Dr. King, Farmer, and the Riders are meeting.

		May 21, 1961—The Freedom Riders leave Montgomery under National Guard protection and are imprisoned immediately upon arriving in Jackson, Mississippi.

		October 1, 1962—James Meredith becomes the first black man to attend class at the University of Mississippi.

		THE BIRMINGHAM DEMONSTRATIONS

		April 3, 1963—SCLC launches Project “C” (for confrontation) to protest segregation of lunch counters and rest rooms in downtown Birmingham.

		April 12, 1963—Dr. King arrested on Good Friday for defying a state court’s injunction against protest marches. While confined over Easter weekend, he writes the “Letter from Birmingham Jail.”

		May 2–7, 1963—SCLC organizes the “children’s crusade,” recruiting elementary and high school students for its marches. Police Commissioner Eugene “Bull” Connor retaliates with police dogs, fire hoses, and mass arrests that fill the jails.

		May 10, 1963—Dr. King and Rev. Fred L. Shuttlesworth announce that Birmingham’s white leaders have agreed to a desegregation plan. That night King’s motel is bombed, and blacks riot until dawn.

		June 11, 1963—Alabama Gov. George Wallace stages his “Stand in the Schoolhouse Door” in an unsuccessful effort to block integration of the University of Alabama.

		June 12, 1963—NAACP leader Medgar Evers is shot to death at his home in Jackson, Mississippi.

		September 15, 1963—Four black children die in the bombing of Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham.

		FREEDOM SUMMER

		June, 1964—Freedom Summer begins as hundreds of volunteers arrive in Mississippi to work in the Mississippi Summer Project organized by SNCC, CORE, SCLC, and NAACP.

		July 2, 1964—President Lyndon B. Johnson signs the 1964 Civil Rights Act outlawing segregation in public accommodations.

		August 4, 1964—After a six-week search, the bodies of three missing Summer Project workers are found buried under an earthen dam near Philadelphia, Mississippi.

		December 10, 1964—Dr. King receives the Nobel Peace Prize.

		THE SELMA MARCH

		March 7, 1965—“Bloody Sunday.” Alabama troopers and Dallas County deputies beat and gas voting-rights marchers in Selma.

		March 15, 1965—In his “We Shall Overcome” speech. President Johnson responds to the events in Selma by announcing that he is submitting a Voting Rights Bill to Congress.

		March 21-25, 1965—Dr. King leads marchers from Selma to Montgomery. After the march, Mrs. Viola Liuzzo, a marcher from Detroit, is shot to death by nightriders.

		August 6, 1965—President Johnson signs the Voting Rights Act.

		April 4, 1968—Dr. King is shot to death in Memphis, Tennessee.

	
		
			
				Introduction

				This book had its beginning on a gray February day in 1974. From the window of the Atlanta Constitution’s pressroom in the Georgia capitol, I watched a chill rain drizzle down on the statue of Tom Watson, my region’s failed populist hero. Almost a century earlier, Watson had dreamed of creating a Southern politics that did not pander to racial hatred. As it turned out, the dream was greater than the man, and he betrayed it. But I realized on that cold winter’s-end day in 1974 that the fulfillment of Tom Watson’s dream was at hand. For a Southerner who had spent most of the previous decade as a reporter in Alabama and Georgia, the signs were too clear to be mistaken or ignored.

				A black mayor and a black congressman had won election in Atlanta, the spiritual capital of the Old South. In Tuscaloosa, a diminished George Wallace had crowned a black woman as the University of Alabama’s homecoming queen. I had watched from a balcony in the rotunda of the Georgia capitol as Governor Jimmy Carter hung a portrait of Martin Luther King, Jr., in the capital’s pantheon of great Georgians. These events spoke for themselves. But in the sacrifice and unfathomable courage that made such events possible, it seemed to me on that day, lay a story that had not received the telling it deserved. And this story, I was convinced, would be best told by the people who had lived it.

				As it happened, my decision to spend my working life in the South had by 1974 delivered me to just the right place to assemble the story of the Civil Rights Movement years in the Deep South. After knocking about with several Alabama newspapers, I was covering the Georgia capitol as political editor of the Atlanta Constitution. Julian Bond, a leader of the Atlanta sit-in movement and a founder of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), was in the House of Representatives chamber, down the hall from the pressroom where I sat. Within a few months, Hosea Williams, the firebrand orator who had led the marchers across the bridge at Selma, would join him there. A few blocks uptown was the office of former SNCC president John Lewis, another veteran of Selma’s “Bloody Sunday,” who was at once the most militant and the gentlest of his organization’s “shock troops.” Down on Auburn Avenue at the old Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) headquarters was Rev. Ralph David Abernathy, who had been with King every step of the way from Montgomery to the Lorraine Motel in Memphis. All of us lived within the congressional district then represented by United Nations Ambassador Andrew Young, another of King’s associates and the first black congressman elected from the Deep South since Reconstruction. As an Atlanta newspaperman, I had met all of these people and written about most of them. I had learned, too, that this disparate group was united by the conviction that they were Martin Luther King, Jr.’s disciples to the future, obligated to see that the story of the Civil Rights Movement was passed on to the generations who would never know the South as it had been. Hosea Williams, bluntest spoken of the lot, told me one day that whenever he was inclined to refuse an interview he reflected on his experience with a University of Georgia student who wanted to write a thesis on the pioneering voter-registration drive Williams had conducted in Savannah. “First, I said to myself, ‘No, I’m not going to tell this white boy all my stuff.’ Then I thought about it and decided if I didn’t help him tell the story, it might never be told.”

				Hosea Williams’ gruff tone masks a generosity of spirit that is colorblind, and I found him and the other Movement veterans unfailingly willing to “tell the story.” And by sharing their memories, they plugged me into a network of people both famous and obscure who had been involved in the Civil Rights Movement. Without their help, particularly that of John Lewis and Julian Bond, I would never have found many of the people whose recollections became important threads in the large fabric of the South’s story.

				Even with their help, the search for people I needed to interview occupied every spare moment in the nineteen months it took to compile My Soul Is Rested. To trace the chain of acquaintances that led from one person to the next, I relied on the suggestions and address files of interviewees, my own alphabetized search lists, luck, and that most fundamental investigative tool of the American journalist—the telephone company’s information service. All of these figured, for example, in my progress from Julian Bond to Lawrence Guyot to Hartman Turnbow. Bond, in telling me about the founding of SNCC, mentioned Guyot as one of the first SNCC workers to venture into the Mississippi Delta. Guyot, once I found him, included in his vivid recollections of SNCC’s forays a suggestion that I seek out Hartman Turnbow, who was to give me so much more than the exceptional interview contained in this book. On his farm between Mileston and Tchula, I spent a memorable afternoon under the spell of one of the most powerful personalities I expect ever to encounter.

				To begin with, that afternoon was part of a week during which I had bounced back and forth between the Delta’s two worlds. I started in the upper Delta, talking to Amzie Moore and Fannie Lou Hamer, heroic and unlettered black leaders whose personal courage and vision of the future had so changed Mississippi. Moving on to Jackson, in the middle of the state, I met a white Southerner who seemed untouched by all that had happened in his state in the previous twenty years. Robert Patterson, a former plantation manager in Mrs. Hamer’s home county, assured me that he still believed as passionately in segregation in July, 1975, as he had in 1954, when he founded the Citizens Council.

				Those reminders of the old and new Mississippi still fresh in my mind, I drove back toward the Delta. As I descended the long ridge that marks the eastern limit of that flat and fertile region, a thunderstorm swept across the fields. I inched northward through white curtains of rain until I reached Holmes County.

				Those who know the South know the charged, dustless light that comes when the afternoon sun breaks through after a summer storm. In such light, Hartman Turnbow stood, surveying from his porch his green and glistening farm. He was not at all what I had expected.

				Lawrence Guyot had cautioned that even among Movement people who admired his courage, Turnbow had the reputation of being difficult to deal with. He was known as a man who, as the Southern saying has it, covered all the ground he stood on. But where I had expected a big man, Hartman Turnbow was no more than five and a half feet tall. Where I had expected reticence and curt answers, I found the eloquence of a born storyteller. And most remarkably, despite all the troubles related in the Mississippi sequence of this book, I found Hartman Turnbow to be a booster of his native state.

				“I tell you, I’m gon’ finish up here in Mississippi,” he told me as we sat in his living room, where holes from the nightriders’ bullets still marked the walls. “I don’t care how it gets, I’m gon’ stay here till they take me to the cemetery, ’cause I was born here, and I understand the Mississippi way of life. You take a real poor person like I am, he can live in Mississippi better than you can in Detroit, Michigan, and Chicago, Illinois, and New York City . . . . Mississippi is still the best bet for a poor Negro or a poor white man, ’cause they can live here.”

				Mrs. Turnbow, who was working in the back of the house, called up to us, “Lots of people comin’ back.”

				“Yeah, they comin’ back,” Hartman Turnbow agreed. “They comin’ back. This is the best place . . . . You can spend your whole life in Chicago, Detroit, or New York or any of those major cities and all you’ll ever have, the height of your growth, will be maybe a car and a house . . . . It take all the best of your life payin’ for it. A car and a house all you wind up with and worked to death. In Mississippi, you can have a car and a house and not work as hard, not work yourself to death. You can have some days to go fishin’. If you like to squirrel hunt, you can have some days to go squirrel huntin’. And you can just enjoy yourself better. It’s just a better livin’. A better way of life. And I’m gon’ finish it right here.”

				Hartman Turnbow ended his paean to Mississippi with an observation that has rattled around in my memory ever since. “I’m just sayin’ for a poor person,” he concluded, “it’s just now gittin’ right.” That sentence explains why I did not find Hartman Turnbow the brusque and difficult man I had expected him to be. He had been difficult when the times demanded it, but the South, by getting right, had at last allowed Hartman Turnbow to be the gentle man it was always his nature to be. The Turnbows’ affection for the state they worked to reform explains, too, why the powerful feelings expressed so candidly by Robert Patterson did not in the end prevail. The Turnbows’ story, repeated thousands of times, is what transformed the South from a region of despair to the new heartland of American optimism.

				People like Mr. and Mrs. Hartman Turnbow don’t need a college professor or a visiting journalist or even Jimmy Carter to tell them about the “New South.” They’ve lived its creation, and after a lifetime in the region, I can only marvel at my fellow Southerners’ accomplishment. It was in the hope of conveying a sense of the magnitude of their achievement that I included a few voices of Southern resistance in this collection.

				No set of interviews presented a more varied set of problems than those collected in the chapter entitled “The Down-home Resistance.” Having spent their lifetimes in politics, Roy Harris of Augusta, Georgia, and former Alabama Governor John Patterson were still as willing for me to interview them as they would have been in the fifties, when they were in the mainstream of Southern political thought. Other conservative Southerners were less cooperative. Many had long since adopted a prejudice against journalists, Yankee and Southern alike, every bit as powerful as that once directed toward “civil rights agitators.”

				My Southern accent—I was born and reared in Birmingham—was sometimes an asset, but it was by no means an infallibly reliable one. Once I drove three hundred miles, thinking I had secured an interview, only to discover that my reluctant subject simply wanted to look me over before deciding if he should talk to me. After what seemed interminable deliberation, he did. In another session, the suspicious interviewee set up his own tape recorder to make sure, so I was informed, that I would not attempt to twist his words. One former intimate of George Wallace, a gentleman of unfailing courtliness, nonetheless refused to tell me anything of consequence about the politician he had come to despise. His wife had made him promise never to criticize Wallace, he later explained, because she was terrified of retaliation by the Wallaceites in their Alabama town. Her fear, unrealistic by the standards of the mid-seventies, was rooted in her very accurate memory of the climate of repression I remembered from my years in Birmingham.

				Fortunately, most Southerners part much more willingly with their recollections, for it is true that the South is a region of storytellers. But an interviewer can by no means be lazy about creating the right atmosphere for storytelling. I remember the frustration I felt after two long sessions with Ralph Abernathy, one of the first Movement leaders I interviewed. My frustration stemmed from my own awareness that, although Abernathy had been responsive and generous with his time, I had yet to engage his interest. Finally, near the end of our third session, I brought up the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. In those days, Abernathy was being asked at every turn if he thought the investigation into King’s death ought to be reopened and about his theories concerning a possible conspiracy. But he had not been asked in a long time, I sensed, about what he and his friend did and said in their last days and hours together. Abernathy’s narrative began to move with an energy and emotional force of its own, but to my dismay his secretary stepped into the room and ended the interview by announcing his next appointment. I asked anxiously if he would make room in his schedule for me to return the next afternoon, and he agreed. To my surprise, he picked up his account the next day as if twenty-four hours had not intervened, because, I later decided, he was telling a story he himself wanted to hear. The lesson of that experience served me well in the months ahead.

				The interviews in this book were conducted between October, 1974, and April, 1976. Except for the multiple sessions with Ralph Abernathy, John Lewis, and a few others, each interview was done in one sitting. Though I learned that most people are good for sixty to ninety minutes of conversation in a session, I seldom asked for that much time when making appointments with busy people. If an interview was going well, it would run on beyond the forty-five minutes I usually requested.

				In transcribing the tapes, my wife Susan and I went over each of them several times to insure the accuracy of the transcription. Later, I edited out, as evenhandedly as I could, many of the repetitious phrases—well, I mean, and uh, and the ubiquitous you know—that many of us use to punctuate our conversation. About one-third of the people I interviewed wanted to see a transcript of the interview before signing the release required for publication of verbatim remarks. In a few cases I was asked to change my renderings of their pronunciations—substituting going to for gonna, for instance, or Negro for what I had rendered as nigra—and I have agreed in order to get permission to publish their remarks. But no one, I hasten to add, asked me to change statements of fact or statements of opinion that the interviewee knew might prove controversial or embarrassing.

				The interview with Lawrence Guyot contains material from two sessions in which we covered much of the same material. I have taken the liberty of blending the overlapping parts of the two interviews into one narrative. The same is true of the remarks of Lonnie King. In several cases, I have paired interviews which are related in subject matter—for instance, Lonnie King’s and Julian Bond’s accounts of the Atlanta sit-ins, and Ben Allen’s and Glenn V. Evans’ accounts of their police work in Alabama. All these interviews were conducted separately, and there is no connection among these people beyond that which I, as editor, have imposed by presenting their accounts together.

				I conducted every interview in the book except the one with Autherine Lucy Foster, the first black person to attend the University of Alabama. Culpepper Clark, a teacher and very able historian at that institution, interviewed Mrs. Foster and helped me secure permission to quote from this, her first extensive interview since she was unjustly expelled from the University.

				The Foster interview and that with Rev. Martin Luther King, Sr., are the only interviews included here that were not conducted expressly for this book. I interviewed Rev. King at the request of producer Adam Abram for a program broadcast over Atlanta’s educational television station, WETV. I excerpted Rev. King’s reflections on the South and his son’s death from that twenty-minute broadcast interview.

				The South, where for generations black and white have lived in the grip of poverty and injustice, has taught those of us who live here to be cautious in our optimism. But when Movement veteran Albert Turner comes in from the fields of Black Belt Alabama and announces that the South has changed, it is a foolish caution that ignores such powerful witness. In the South today, we are living on the frontier of possibility, and it is my hope that this book will in some measure explain how we got there. I’ve been over these tapes and transcripts many times now, yet their stories are still as alive for me as they were at the first telling. I believe that is because most of them are stories of commitment and sacrifice, qualities that are neither transient nor tiresome.

				Merely saying that the South is a land of storytellers, however, does not fully explain why so many of the people who made the Movement have been able to express their experiences so poetically. Rather, there is a mysterious eloquence in people who have lived with greatness. I think, for instance, of Sheyann Webb. As we talked at her home in Selma the summer before she went off to college at Tuskegee, she asked if I would like to see the scrapbook she kept as a child during the Movement days in Selma. It contained a Kodacolor snapshot showing her as a pigtailed nine-year-old sitting on the lap of a young white man she identified as Jonathan Daniels. A few weeks after the picture was taken, Daniels, an Episcopal seminarian, was shot down on the streets of Hayneville, Alabama, for encouraging blacks to register to vote. Martin Luther King, Jr., had also held her in his lap, and he, too, was shot to death by a white man. Thumbing on through her scrapbook, I came upon her essay, “My Pal Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.” The long-legged printing, the childishly erratic spelling and punctuation, were so at odds with the magnitude of the loss the world had forced upon her at so young an age that I have since kept a copy of her essay as a reminder of the suffering that so many have invested in our region.

				“I met Dr. King at the age of 9 [in] 1965 at Brown Chapel Church, . . .” she wrote. “Every time he come to Brown Chapel Church he will ask me to sing some songs for him and I will do that. Me and him have talk together walk together ate together song together and pray together. When ever he get ready to leave he will kiss me and give me an autograph . . . . He died, but I will never forget him, as he said Free at Last Free at Last Thank God of mighty I’m Free at Last.”

				Free at last. The words which ended Sheyann Webb’s tribute to her friend began our new life in the South. Of all the lessons Martin Luther King, Jr., tried to teach us, the hardest for white Southerners to understand was that the Civil Rights Movement would free us, too.

				As a newspaperman covering the 1976 campaign, I heard Jimmy Carter affirm the truth of that teaching many times in many cities. “I could not stand here today as a candidate for president of the United States,” he said in Watts and the black wards of Philadelphia, “had it not been for Martin Luther King, Jr.” When Jimmy Carter was elected, John Lewis wept for joy and wished aloud that his mentor had lived to see what the Movement had accomplished.

				If he had lived, Martin Luther King, Jr., would see a South still burdened with inequities in housing, education, and distribution of wealth. But I believe he would look beyond those problems to see a region changed in a way that millions of us who lacked his vision would have thought impossible twenty years ago. He would see a South where we are all free at last to become what we can.

				St. Petersburg, Florida
 February 8, 1977

			

		

	
		Anybody hada just told me ’fore it happened that conditions would make this much change between the white and the black in Holmes County here where I live, why I’da just said, “You’re lyin’. It won’t happen.” I just wouldn’t have believed it. I didn’t dream of it. I didn’t see no way. But it got to workin’ just like the citizenship class teacher told us—that if we would redish to vote and just stick with it. He says it’s gon’ be some difficults. He told us that when we started. We was looking for it. He said we gon’ have difficults, gon’ have troubles, folks gon’ lose their homes, folks gon’ lose their lives, peoples gon’ lose all their money, and just like he said, all of that happened. He didn’t miss it. He hit it ka-dap on the head, and it’s workin’ now. It won’t never go back where it was.

		—Hartman Turnbow

	
		
			PRELUDE

			James Farmer

			On Cracking White City

			In 1941, fresh out of Howard University’s theology school, he hired on as race-relations secretary with the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR), a staid, old-line pacifist organization in Chicago.

			In the course of my work there, I began studying Gandhi, Gandhi’s program, his work in India in nonviolence . . . I sent a memorandum to A.J. Muste, who was executive director of the Fellowship of Reconciliation, proposing that the FOR take the lead in starting an organization which would seek to use Gandhi-like techniques of nonviolent resistance—including civil disobedience, noncooperation, and the whole bit—in the battle against segregation . . . .

			The decision was that the FOR would not sponsor it and assume that measure of responsibility for its outcome, its success or failure, but . . . I was authorized on their payroll to try to set up a local group of the sort I had suggested—in one city—and the FOR would not sponsor it. They would just pay my salary, fifteen dollars a week, while I was doing that.

			He convened the first meeting simply by calling together his friends—“most of them graduate students at the University of Chicago . . . pacifists and socialists who were similarly studying Gandhi.”

			That was an all-night session by the way, deciding what the name was going to be. And one fellow—I have no idea where he is now—name of Bob Chino, who was half Chinese and half Caucasian, came up with a name during this all-night meeting. He said, “Why don’t we call it CORE because it’s the core of things. It’s the center around which all else is built.” Then the problem was, what does C-O-R-E stand for? [Laughs] We then decided that it should be Committee of or on Racial Equality. A lengthy debate transpired on whether it was to be on or of Racial Equality. And my side won . . . it became of.

			Our first project then was a sit-in, or stand-in, I guess you’d call it, at a roller skating rink that was appropriately named White City Roller Skating Rink [laughs], which was at the corner of Sixty-third Street and South Park Avenue in southside Chicago . . . . This was in the ghetto, really, several blocks within the ghetto, but all white. Blacks were not admitted.

			I should say that at this same time we met and consulted with an Indian, a Hindu, a Brahmin named Krishnalal Shridharani, who had been a disciple of Gandhi’s in India, was with Gandhi on the famous march to the sea, the Salt March.[*] He at this time was working on his Ph.D. at Columbia in sociology and his dissertation was a book analyzing Gandhi’s technique, Gandhi’s method. It was entitled War Without Violence, and this caught our imagination because that was precisely what we were aimed at. It was not acquiescence, as most people at that time, when they heard of nonviolence, assumed that it was . . . In this book Shridharani had outlined Gandhi’s steps of investigation, negotiation, publicity, and then demonstration. And we adopted those steps as our method of action.

			At White City we first investigated in order to confirm what we already knew existed by having blacks go in and try to skate and they were stopped, of course, and told, “I’m sorry, we can’t sell you tickets. You can’t come in.” This was done several times to be sure that there was no mistake about the policy . . . . Then we had whites, several whites, try to go in, with no apparent connection with the black group, and they were promptly admitted and skated around. Then we had an interracial group go in and seek admission, and this threw White City persons into confusion. Obviously they were part of one group, so what were they going to say?

			So finally they had to use the club-night line and they said, “I’m sorry, it’s club night, and you can’t come in unless you have a club card.” And our group said, “Are there no exceptions?” “Absolutely no exceptions, nobody gets in without a club card.” “You know, that’s strange. Some of our friends are already skating in there, and we know that they have no club card. They are not members of a club.” “Well, are sure of that?” “Yes, we are sure of that. We see them skating right through the door there, and one of them waved at us.” So they then consulted with the manager and everything else and said, “I’m just sorry, you can’t come in.”

			We stood in line for a while, . . . then went back every night to do the same thing, and finally tied up the line so that nobody else could get to the gate, and it became pretty rough. A little violence when some of the young tough whites wanted to skate badly . . . . This campaign against White City went on for several months before there was a conclusion, and finally we were victorious. White City admitted everybody after [our] picket lines and standing in line and cutting down on their profit, virtually bringing things to a halt. They began admitting blacks.

			
				. . . during White City—the thing was dragging on for several months—somebody suggested, “Well, why don’t we sue? Let’s go to court and sue on the basis of century-old civil rights laws.” We rejected this because that would be reverting to the old techniques which we knew could work under certain circumstances, but it would not tell us whether nonviolence would work here, direct-action techniques. In the meantime we sat in at restaurants. The first restaurant, which turned out to be the first CORE success, was at a little place in southside Chicago near the University of Chicago at Forty-seventh and Kimbark Avenue called Jack Spratt Coffeehouse or Coffee Shop, and we discovered discrimination there by accident.[*]

			

			The “accident” occurred one evening after a CORE meeting. He and a white member named Jimmy Robinson stopped by Jack Spratt to continue a discussion of establishing CORE chapters in other cities.

			The manager walked over and said, “I can’t serve you,” to me. And I said, “Why not?” And he said, “I just can’t serve you.” And I said—here again I was going back to the old legalistic approach—“I suppose you realize you are violating the state law.” And he walked away, and I then called and asked him if he would give me his name and his title, his responsibility there. It was the implied threat of a suit, you know. [Laughs, as if at his own innocence] We were not imaginative enough—then.

			He then walked back to me and said, “Whaddaya want?” I said, “Coffee and a doughnut.” And he said, “The doughnuts will be a dollar apiece.” Now this was the day of five-cent doughnuts, or two for five, you know. I said, “That’s pretty steep for doughnuts, don’t you think?” He said, “That’s my price.” Robinson said, “I know better. I’ve gotten doughnuts here many times and it’s a nickel for a doughnut and not a dollar.” So we went on and ate, and when I paid the bill with a dollar, the man gave me correct change, charging the nickel rather than the dollar for the doughnut.

			We decided we owed it to him to return to his place of business, and we went back in a group of about, oh, six or eight and ordered food, and he thought for a while and then had us served. And we said, “Well, I guess there’s really no problem here.” We put the money on the counter near the cash register and started to go out and he raked the money off the counter, rushed to the door behind us, and hurled our money out into the street, screaming, “Take your money and get out of here. We don’t want it.”

			We left the money there scattered in the street so he couldn’t charge legitimately that we had refused to pay our bill and taken the money or had stolen money from him. So we then went into a session, battle session, to decide how we would proceed on Jack Spratt.

			“We tried to negotiate then—the Gandhian technique, the Gandhian step.” The Jack Spratt management refused all overtures, hanging up when CORE members phoned, ignoring letters. Two members were dispatched “to try to negotiate on the spot, without any appointment.” They found in place of the original manager a woman who was apparently his superior. Hers was an argument which twenty years later would be repeated by white businessmen all across the South. “She said, ‘Of course, I have no objections to serving you, personally, but it’s just a matter of business. We’re here to make money; we’re not crusaders. We’re trying to make a profit and we wouldn’t make a profit if we serve you because we’ll lose all our white customers.’ ”

			Still clinging to the “Gandhian goodwill bit,” the CORE negotiators offered to stand good for any money lost in a one-month trial integration. But finally, the woman said she was sorry, she simply didn’t want to talk about it anymore.

			We went in with a group of about twenty—this was a small place that seats thirty or thirty-five comfortably at the counter and in the booths—and occupied just about all of the available seats and waited for service. The woman was in charge again. She ordered the waitress to serve the whites who were seated in one booth, and she served them. She ordered the waitress to serve two whites who were seated at the counter, and she served them. Then she told the blacks, “I’m sorry, we can’t serve you, you’ll have to leave.” And they, of course, declined to leave and continued to sit there. By this time the other customers who were in there were aware of what was going on and were watching, and most of these were university people, University of Chicago, who were more or less sympathetic with us. And they stopped eating and the two people at the counter she had served and those whites in the booth she had served were not eating. There was no turnover. People were coming in and standing around for a few minutes and walking out. There were no seats available.

			So she walked over to two of the whites at the counter and said, “We served you. Why don’t you eat and get out?” They said, “Well, madam, we don’t think it would be polite for us to begin eating our food before our friends here have also been served.” So a couple of minutes went by and she announced that she would serve the blacks, the Negroes, which was the term used then, in the basement. We, of course, declined and told her we were quite comfortable. She then said, “If all of the Negroes will occupy those two booths in the back we will serve you there.” We declined again. She said, “I’ll call the police.”

			Then I said to her, “Fine, I think that might be the appropriate step.” By the way, we, still following the Gandhian motif, had called the police in advance, being completely open and above board, everything, in notifying the authorities. We called the police department and told them what we were going to do. In fact, we read the state civil rights law to them. They weren’t familiar with that. [Laughs] They assured us that if we followed the pattern which we outlined to them over the phone, there was nothing they could do to arrest us. They’d have no grounds for making an arrest because we were within our rights to insist upon service. And we asked them if they would see that we were served as they were obligated to do by law, but this they would not do. No, they wouldn’t do that, but they wouldn’t arrest us.

			So we said, “Perhaps you should call the police.” She did. Two cops came a few minutes later, looked the situation over, said, “Why, lady, what did you call us for? I don’t see anybody here disturbing the peace. Everything seems to be peaceful.” She said, “Won’t you throw these people out on the grounds that we reserve the right to seat our patrons and would serve some of them in the basement?” The cop didn’t know. He went to a telephone booth and made a call. I guess he was calling headquarters to see if they could do that. Came out and said, “Nope, sorry lady, there’s nothing in the law that allows us to do that. You must either serve them or solve the problem yourself.” And the cops then walked out. On the way out they turned around and winked at us. [Laughs]

			We stayed there until closing time and then got up and left and went back the next day, a little bit earlier, and stayed until closing time. And so on. Then tried again to negotiate—without success. We went back in, oh, several more times and tied up the whole afternoon, tied up all the seats. They were doing no business at all.

			Finally they cracked. The next time we went in, they served everybody. And accepted money. Did not overcharge us. We then sent an interracial group, a smaller group, in the next day. Everyone was served. We then sent an all-black group in and they were served. We waited a week and sent another black group in, and they were all served. We sent individual blacks in and they were all served without any problem. So we then wrote them a letter thanking them for their change in policy . . . .

			At this time, this period in history, it was more the rule than the exception that places of public accommodation in Northern cities excluded blacks. It was more the rule. It was quite exceptional to find any restaurant in downtown Chicago that would serve blacks. And we took on some big ones . . . Stoner’s Restaurant that seated, oh, five hundred or six hundred people downstairs and upstairs, and we had such experiences as being served garbage sandwiches and having trays of hot food spilled over our heads, and some of the members were kicked in the shin by the owner and such things as that. Finally all the Negro busboys quit their jobs in protest, and they hired Negro busgirls, and they finally quit in protest. Stoner’s finally changed, but this took several months of activity, and they began serving everybody. Later they went out of business. I don’t think there was any connection, although I couldn’t be sure. [Laughs]

			Were you having any success in the publicity component that you mentioned?

			No, we were not. We’d get a little item, a small item in the Chicago Defender, which was a black newspaper . . . a small article, and they would come in and take a picture occasionally. As I recall they never used the pictures really. They were not really interested because this was a rather bizarre technique to them . . . . “They hit you and you are not going to hit them back? . . . What is this nonviolent crap?” They had not warmed up to it, and we had discussions then with a number of the Negro leaders of the time, and they simply could not see nonviolence: “No, no, that is just unrealistic. If they hit you, you’ve got to do something. Hit them back. It just won’t work.”

			White press displayed no [interest in you].

			. . . if we were lucky, we would get a small paragraph on the back page of the Chicago Tribune saying in effect that a half-dozen nuts and crackpots sat-in this restaurant—they didn’t say “sat-in” because there wasn’t such a phrase then—tried to get service in this restaurant and refused to leave and stayed there for two hours or three hours or until closing time or until they were thrown out, whichever came first. That was all, but there was no TV then, no TV coverage, anything. The thing did not spread by itself, but we moved from restaurant to restaurant. We also had stand-ins in cafeterias. We had wade-ins at public beaches, and since there was no owner there to put us out or order us to leave, we had to confront hoodlums who tried to throw us out or tried to drown some people, literally. On some occasions it was difficult to stick with nonviolence, so we did have training sessions. In those days, since we were comparatively small, we had training sessions in the discipline of nonviolence, using sociodrama and so forth. And our members at that time were largely young, largely intellectuals, and I would say more means-oriented than ends-oriented. They were concerned with nonviolence as a technique and proving that it worked. We were not a rank-and-file movement, not a mass movement, and had not begun at that point recruiting from the, quote, lower classes, unquote. We were middle class, all of us, students.

			What racial make-up?

			Largely white. I would say two-to-one or maybe even three-to-one white, because it was difficult to find blacks who were willing to go through that. In the first place, you had to be some sort of a crusader to go in there and put up with all of this when the focus was on you. You were the person being told you couldn’t be served. And how many people had skins that thick, to deliberately walk into that kind of situation, especially when they weren’t gonna fight back? . . . We found more whites who were cued in to the idealism of the technique and thus willing to do it.

			By the following summer, there were three or four CORE chapters, enough to have a “national convention” in Chicago. He was elected president. By the second year there were chapters in New York, Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, Detroit, Los Angeles, Seattle, and San Francisco.

			We debated at each of our conventions, annual conventions, whether we were going to move into the South. This was in the forties, the early forties. The term we used was, quote, invade the South, unquote, since we were Northerners. I opposed it at that point, and we did not do it. I opposed it on the grounds that we were new. We did not have the support of the black community or the white liberal community or any masses. We were just a few individuals. I thought the violent reaction we would encounter in the South would be overwhelming, that the movement, the organization—it was not a movement then—would be destroyed and its participants probably killed, if we had begun sitting-in in Birmingham or Montgomery in the early 1940s or sitting-in in waiting rooms or freedom riding then.

			I should say that there was a kind of a Freedom Ride that was cosponsored by the FOR and CORE in 1947. This was called the Journey of Reconciliation . . . . This was stimulated, sparked, by the Irene Morgan Supreme Court decision in 1946, where the court ruled that segregated seating on the buses was unconstitutional, should not be allowed. So this group of reconcilers rode the buses with the blacks sitting in the front and the whites sitting in the back through the upper South. They did not venture into the Deep South. They went through Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, West Virginia. That was it. And there were arrests. In North Carolina, in fact, a number of people spent thirty days on the chain gang for refusing to leave the bus. That was in 1947.

			The organization continued to be small. At one point we wondered whether we had to give up the ghost because we weren’t growing, and it was hard to keep the chapters alive. We weren’t getting any publicity—oh, a little paragraph here and there. There seemed to be no interest in the black community or anyplace else. Nonviolence was still an unknown technique and the word caused adverse reaction. It only began to grow at the time of the Montgomery Bus Boycott of King in 1956 . . . .

		

	
		
			BOOK ONE

		

	
		
			I

			THE BEGINNING

			MONTGOMERY, 1955–56

			E.D. Nixon

			“I’m an old man now, but I’m so proud that I had a part in what happened here in Montgomery.” He is, in fact, a year older than the century, and although retired from the railroad, he works every day as recreation director of a public housing project in Montgomery. From his office window he can look out over the playground he built. It is teeming with black children who attend the daycare center he founded. He leans back in his chair, props one leg atop his desk to ease an arthritic knee, and recalls the night he was invited to Madison Square Garden to tell the story of the Montgomery Bus Boycott.

			There were eighteen thousand people in the Garden that night. He sat between two of his favorite people, Eleanor Roosevelt and A. Philip Randolph, the founder of Nixon’s union, the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters. It was past midnight when he was called to speak, and as he approached the lectern, he threw away the speech he had written.

			
				I don’t know how, it just came to me all at once. I said, “I’m E.D. Nixon. I’m from Montgomery, Alabama, a city that’s known as the Cradle of the Confederacy, that had stood still for more than ninety-three years until Rosa L. Parks was arrested and thrown in jail like a common criminal.” [Breaks into a singsong] I said, “Fifty thousand people rose up and caught hold to the Cradle of the Confederacy and began to rock it till the Jim Crow rockers began to reel and the segregated slats began to fall out.” Said, “I’m from that city.” And man, people just fell out. I coulda sat down then. Right then.

			

			I’ve known times for years and years I was the only person in Montgomery saying anything about the mistreatment of Negroes—to the end that it got to the place that most people looked on me as a leader, even though I wasn’t never designated as such, because I could call a meeting. Say it was necessary that we have a meeting, I bet you I could call forty ministers at that time, at least thirty would be present. And I could appoint a meeting at any church. See, people think because Rev. King was selected and the meetings started at his church, that he done it, but I selected the spot. I called the people together, and I told them we was going to meet at that Dexter Avenue Baptist Church . . . .[*] If we’da met on the suburbs, insurance mens and doctors and things who were working downtown wouldn’t leave the office to go away out. But with it right downtown in the heart there wasn’t no question they could walk right around the corner to it, and that’s why the meeting was set up there, but a whole lot of people don’t know that. They just think Rev. King come in, organized the Montgomery Improvement Association at his church and all. That isn’t true. But the question is—we’re not arguing the point, I’m just giving you the facts—that the job was done and that’s the important thing.

			How did the bus boycott get started?

			First of all, we’d talked about a bus boycott all the year. We had three other people prior to Mrs. Parks arrested who reported their incidents to us, but you couldn’ta found nobody in Montgomery would agree to have a bus boycott—and I’m not patting myself on the shoulder—unless it was approved by E. D. Nixon. The first one was a minister’s daughter. Her name was Mrs. Wayne. After I talked to her I discovered that she would not make a good litigant. Now you are on the outside here. You think that anybody that got arrested would be good. Now you would think that, the average person would think that, but my training with NAACP and the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters taught me different. I’ve handled so many cases that I know when a man would stand up and when he wouldn’t. So after I talked to her, I told the group, “No use in me going to court with this case, we can’t win it.”

			“Then we had the second case; she was a young girl, a school girl. When I got home, two or three carloads were out in front of my door waiting on me, said, ‘We got the right case now.” He rejected this girl, too. The same thing happened a third time. One of the girls had personal problems which he knew a clever lawyer could exploit in court. Another was vetoed when he visited her home and found her father “sitting there drunk and half-dressed” on the front porch. He believed that any black who challenged segregation had to be above reproach.

			So then some of the people were getting disgusted with me, see. Some of them said they didn’t know whether I was making the right approach or not. This was in October when this last case was. Then, on December one, Rosa L. Parks was arrested. When she was arrested, a friend of hers called my wife and told my wife they’d arrested Mrs. Parks and Mrs. Nixon called my office . . . .

			She said, “Arrested Mrs. Parks,” and I said, “For what?” She said, “I don’t know. Go get her,” just like I could go get her. I called down there and asked them what was the charge against her, and the desk sergeant said to me, he said, “None of your so-and-so business.” Of course, no use of me arguing with him, so I called a white lawyer. Our black lawyer was out of the state at the time, Fred Gray. I called a white lawyer by the name of Clifford J. Durr.[*] I said, “Mr. Durr, they arrested Mrs. Parks.” He said, “For what?” and I said, “Something about on the bus. What I want you to do is to call up down there and find out the charges against her.” So he called up down there, in a few minutes called me back and said, “The charge is violating the Alabama segregation law.”

		

	
		Rosa L. Parks

		
			I had had problems with bus drivers over the years, because I didn’t see fit to pay my money into the front and then go around to the back. Sometimes bus drivers wouldn’t permit me to get on the bus, and I had been evicted from the bus. But as I say, there had been incidents over the years. One of the things that made this get so much publicity was the fact the police were called in and I was placed under arrest. See, if I had just been evicted from the bus and he hadn’t placed me under arrest or had any charges brought against me, it probably could have been just another incident.

		

		I had left my work at the men’s alteration shop, a tailor shop in the Montgomery Fair department store, and as I left work, I crossed the street to a drugstore to pick up a few items instead of trying to go directly to the bus stop. And when I had finished this, I came across the street and looked for a Cleveland Avenue bus that apparently had some seats on it. At that time it was a little hard to get a seat on the bus. But when I did get to the entrance to the bus, I got in line with a number of other people who were getting on the same bus.

		As I got up on the bus and walked to the seat I saw there was only one vacancy that was just back of where it was considered the white section. So this was the seat that I took, next to the aisle, and a man was sitting next to me. Across the aisle there were two women, and there were a few seats at this point in the very front of the bus that was called the white section. I went on to one stop and I didn’t particularly notice who was getting on the bus, didn’t particularly notice the other people getting on. And on the third stop there were some people getting on, and at this point all of the front seats were taken. Now in the beginning, at the very first stop I had got on the bus, the back of the bus was filled up with people standing in the aisle and I don’t know why this one vacancy that I took was left, because there were quite a few people already standing toward the back of the bus. The third stop is when all the front seats were taken, and this one man was standing and when the driver looked around and saw he was standing, he asked the four of us, the man in the seat with me and the two women across the aisle, to let him have those front seats.

		At his first request, didn’t any of us move. Then he spoke again and said, “You’d better make it light on yourselves and let me have those seats.” At this point, of course, the passenger who would have taken the seat hadn’t said anything. In fact, he never did speak to my knowledge. When the three people, the man who was in the seat with me and the two women, stood up and moved into the aisle, I remained where I was. When the driver saw that I was still sitting there, he asked if I was going to stand up. I told him, no, I wasn’t. He said, “Well, if you don’t stand up, I’m going to have you arrested.” I told him to go on and have me arrested.

		He got off the bus and came back shortly. A few minutes later, two policemen got on the bus, and they approached me and asked if the driver had asked me to stand up, and I said yes, and they wanted to know why I didn’t. I told them I didn’t think I should have to stand up. After I had paid my fare and occupied a seat, I didn’t think I should have to give it up. They placed me under arrest then and had me to get in the police car, and I was taken to jail and booked on suspicion, I believe. The questions were asked, the usual questions they ask a prisoner or somebody that’s under arrest. They had to determine whether or not the driver wanted to press charges or swear out a warrant, which he did. Then they took me to jail and I was placed in a cell. In a little while I was taken from the cell, and my picture was made and fingerprints taken. I went back to the cell then, and a few minutes later I was called back again, and when this happened I found out that Mr. E.D. Nixon and Attorney and Mrs. Clifford Durr had come to make bond for me.

		In the meantime before this, of course . . . I was given permission to make a telephone call after my picture was taken and fingerprints taken. I called my home and spoke to my mother on the telephone and told her what had happened, that I was in jail. She was quite upset and asked me had the police beaten me. I told her, no, I hadn’t been physically injured, but I was being held in jail, and I wanted my husband to come and get me out . . . . He didn’t have a car at that time, so he had to get someone to bring him down. At the time when he got down, Mr. Nixon and the Durrs had just made bond for me, so we all met at the jail and we went home . . . .

	
		E.D. Nixon

		Then we went on up to the house and I said to Mrs. Parks, “Mrs. Parks”—her mother had some coffee made—I said, “Mrs. Parks, this is the case we’ve been looking for. We can break this situation on the bus with your case.”

		She said, “Well, I haven’t thought of it just like that.” So we talked to her mother and her husband, and finally they came ’round, said they’d go along with it.

		She said, “All right.” She said, “You know, Mr. Nixon, if you say so, I’ll go along with it.”

		I said, “Okay, we can do it.”

		What was there about Mrs. Parks that made her the right litigant as opposed to these others?

		Mrs. Parks was a married woman. She had worked for me for twelve years, and I knew her. She was morally clean, and she had a fairly good academic training. Now, she wasn’t afraid and she didn’t get excited about anything. If there ever was a person that we woulda been able to break the situation that existed on the Montgomery city line, Rosa L. Parks was the woman to use. And I knew that. I probably woulda examined a dozen more before I got there if Mrs. Parks hadn’t come along before I found the right ’un. ’Cause, you see, it’s hard for you to see it, it’s hard for the average person—it’s hard for the black people here in Montgomery to see. It’s hard for a whole lot of people far away from here to see it. But when you have set ’cross the table and talked with black people in investigations as long as I have over a period of years, you just know it . . . . Well, I spent years in it and I knew it . . . when I selected Mrs. Parks, that was the person.

		E.D. Nixon and Rosa Parks first met when he was president of Montgomery’s struggling NAACP chapter. Nixon: “Mrs. Parks came to a NAACP meetin’. When she joined the NAACP, she got to the place she never missed, and I selected her secretary. I ran her for secretary; she was elected. And one year, she didn’t run, they elected somebody else, and then I hired her.” As Nixon’s employee, she ran the office from which he operated as state NAACP president and as a regional officer of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters. Nixon recalls that on one occasion, without consulting him, Mrs. Parks drafted a letter over his signature protesting an Alabama politician’s statement that passage of a federal antilynching law would “destroy the peaceful relations between the two races.”

		Despite this background, Mrs. Parks has been inaccurately characterized in many accounts as a simple drudge who, though temporarily emboldened by the bus driver’s abuse, had no concept of the larger struggle for racial justice. Such characterizations are based on her much-quoted remark that she refused to stand because “my feet hurt.”

		Actually, “I had almost a life history of being rebellious against being mistreated because of my color,” and although no one could have predicted that moment on the bus, Rosa Parks’ “life history” had prepared her for it. Only a few months before, in the summer of 1955, she had received through her work in the NAACP an invitation to visit Highlander Folk School, an integrated retreat in the Tennessee hills. (See also Roy Harris and Myles Horton.) “That was the first time in my life I had lived in an atmosphere of complete equality with the members of the other race, and I did enjoy going up there, and I felt it could be done without the signs that said ‘White’ and ‘Colored’—well, without any artificial barriers of racial segregation.”

		And so after we agreed, oh, I guess we spent a couple of hours discussing this thing. Then I went home and I took a sheet of paper and I drew right in the center of the paper. I used that for the square and then I used Hunter Station, Washington Park, Pickett Springs, all the different areas in Montgomery, and I used a slide rule to get a estimate. I discovered nowhere in Montgomery at that time a man couldn’t walk to work if he wanted to. I said, “We can beat this thing.”

		I told my wife about it and I said, “You know what?”

		She said, “What?”

		I said, “We’re going to boycott the buses.”

		She said, “Cold as it is?”

		I said, “Yeah.”

		She said, “I doubt it.”

		I said, “Well, I’ll tell you one thing. If you keep ’em off when it cold, you won’t have no trouble keeping ’em off when it get hot.”

		She shook her head. She said, “My husband! If headaches were selling for a dollar a dozen, my husband would be just the man to walk in the drugstore and say, ‘Give me a dozen headaches.’ ” [Laughs]

		So anyhow, I recorded quite a few names, starting off with Rev. Abernathy, Rev. Hubbard, Rev. King, and on down the line, and I called some of the people who represent peoples so that they could get the word out. The first man I called was Reverend Ralph Abernathy. He said, “Yes, Brother Nixon, I’ll go along. I think it’s a good thing.”

		The second person I called was the late Reverend H.H. Hubbard. He said, “Yes, I’ll go along with you.”

		And I called Rev. King, was number three, and he said, “Brother Nixon, let me think about it awhile, and call me back.”

		When I called him back, he was number nineteen, and of course, he agreed to go along. I said, “I’m glad you agreed because I already set the meeting up to meet at your church.” ’Course, he didn’t even know Mrs. Parks at that time. I couldn’t attend the meeting,[*] and I asked another man, another minister, Methodist minister, to chair the meeting with the understanding that no permanent officers be elected until I come back, and there wasn’t any elected.

		Why did you make that stipulation?

		I wanted to be shore the right people was in office, and I felt that I was, with my work in the community, better prepared to know who the right person would be than anybody else. So nobody was elected. They set up a temporary meeting for Monday evening. So I came back Sunday morning and my wife met me at the station. I got in about nine o’clock. She give me the morning paper. They had an article, a two-column spread wrote by Joe Azbell,[*] on the front page of the Advertiser, talking about the bus boycott, a favorable article. The kind of article I’m almost sure that that’s what got him fired. But anyhow, he wrote a good article, kept his promise.

		Had you tipped him off?

		Oh, yes, I knew him personally.

		How did you handle that?

		I just called him and told him I had a hot lead, a story. I said, “Now, if you promise me you would write a good story, I would fill you in on it. I’ll be at the station at two o’clock.”[*] He met me down there and we talked about it and I made him promise he’d write a good story, and knowing him like
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