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“Peniel Joseph, the preeminent scholar of Black Power studies, has written the definitive biography of Stokely Carmichael, one of the most important figures of the post-World War II era. Exhaustively researched and beautifully written, Joseph’s nuanced biography reveals the crucial interconnections between militants and moderates, nationalists and integrationists, with Stokely emerging as an essential leader of the civil rights movement.”


—John Stauffer, author of Giants:


The Parallel Lives of Frederick Douglass and Abraham Lincoln


“Stokely: A Life is a magisterial biography of one of the most important figures in the history of the black freedom struggle in America. Peniel Joseph paints a vibrant and sweeping portrait of the times that shaped Stokely Carmichael, and in turn, portrays how Carmichael impacted his age with imaginative social activism and provocative ideas. By tracing Carmichael’s ascent through the ranks of black resistance to the front ranks of the struggle for “Black Power”—the slogan he immortalized—Joseph wields his poetic pen to tell a riveting story of a generation hungry for affirmation and influence beyond the outlines of nonviolent protest. If Martin was the King of civil disobedience, then Carmichael was the Prince of black revolution, and Stokely is the brilliant chronicle of his complicated and remarkable reign during tempestuous times.”


—Michael Eric Dyson, author of April 4, 1968:


Martin Luther King, Jr.’s Death and How it Changed America


“Stokely Carmichael made his name with a two word proclamation: ‘Black Power.’ In this compelling narrative, Peniel Joseph, the leading historian of the black power movement, reconstructs Stokely Carmichael’s influential life from his childhood in Trinidad to his involvement in the Freedom Rides and SNCC to his role in the rise of the Black Panthers to his last days as a radical internationalist in Guinea, grappling with the politics of race and resistance, the promise and limits of black radicalism, and the temptations of celebrity. This book belongs on a short shelf of must-read biographies of the era.”


—Thomas J. Sugrue, author of Sweet Land of Liberty:


The Forgotten Struggle for Civil Rights in the North


“When Kwame Ture died in 1998, the New York Times obituary identified him as the ‘Rights Leader Who Coined “Black Power,”’ effectively reducing the most revolutionary voice in the Civil Rights movement to slogan. Peniel Joseph changes all that with this richly documented political and intellectual biography. Without polemics or apologetics, Joseph brings Ture’s radical ideas into clear focus—from his Pan-African socialist vision and his critique of empire to his unwavering commitment to mass-based revolution.”


—Robin D. G. Kelley, author of Thelonious Monk:


The Life and Times of an American Original


“Peniel Joseph has delivered a masterwork for generations to come. Without making the rough edges smooth, Joseph captures the essence of why Stokely Carmichael was the voice who aroused a voiceless generation, the wretched of the earth. We who knew the real Stokely in the many phases of his life always loved him, learned from him, laughed at his wisecracks, and were awed by his risk-taking and courage. He opened our dying culture to new possibilities of freedom.”


—Tom Hayden, Director, Peace and Justice Resource Center


“By tracing the life and work of a brilliant and charismatic soldier for racial change, this beautifully realized biography opens windows into the complex and often vexed ideas, strategies, and contributions of Black Power. As a result, we now possess a richer understanding of how leadership and movement insurgency helped remake modern America under conditions of deep racism and wartime violence, and of how American insurgencies came to possess a global imagination.”


—Ira Katznelson, author of Fear Itself:


The New Deal and the Origins of Our Time


“Peniel Joseph has succeeded in bringing Stokely Carmichael back to life. Stokely transports the reader on an insightful and entertaining journey through postwar New York City, the Civil Rights Movement, and the late Cold War years in the United States and Africa. This is the history of a remarkable individual who embodied many of the tumultuous changes occurring around him. The powerful accomplishments and lingering disappointments of racial reform are elucidated in this beautifully written and deeply researched biography. Anyone interested in recent history should read this path-breaking book.”


—Jeremi Suri, Mack Brown Distinguished Chair for Leadership in Global


Affairs, University of Texas at Austin, and author of Liberty’s Surest Guardian:


American Nation-Building from the Founders to Obama


“Peniel Joseph long has been acknowledged as our premier interpreter of Black Power. And now with the publication of this magisterial book—this exceedingly thoughtful and beautifully written study—Peniel Joseph has been catapulted into the front ranks of historians of Black America.”


—Gerald Horne, John J. and Rebecca Moores Chair of History and


African American Studies, University of Houston
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Preface


STOKELY CARMICHAEL IS A TROUBLING ICON OF AMERICA’S CIVIL RIGHTS years. His Black Power call became a national Rorschach test: whereas many blacks viewed it as righteous, many whites saw violent foreboding. Newspapers brooded over Carmichael’s words, quickly forming a consensus that judged the slogan to be at best intemperate and, at worst, a blatant call for anti-white violence and reverse racism. In 1966, Black Power reverberated around the world, galvanizing blacks, outraging whites, and inspiring a cross-section of ethnic and racial minorities. In 1969, Carmichael left the United States for Conakry, Guinea, where he reinvented himself as a roving Pan-Africanist organizer and professional revolutionary. For the next thirty years, he remained an energetic dissident, a throwback to the heady years of the 1960s. Carmichael turned the quest for black political power into his life’s work. His faith in a style of politics many considered anachronistic came out of the same tenacity and stubbornness that once made him the most effective and controversial activist of his generation. These same qualities, however, limited Carmichael’s efforts as a Pan-Africanist political mobilizer.


Before leaving America, Stokely reigned as Black Power’s glamorous enfant terrible: telegenic, brash, equal parts angry and gregarious. Whether dressed in three-piece suits, leather jackets, sharecropper’s overalls, or African dashikis, Carmichael came to represent the era’s multifaceted identity: a “hipster hero” whose easy grace allowed him to consort effortlessly with both the dignified and the damned.1


The name Stokely Carmichael first came into my consciousness when I was a young boy coming of age in New York City. As the proud son of a Haitian mother who belonged to Local 1199 Hospital Workers union (a part of the Service Employees International Union), I grew up hearing stories of how civil rights activists, Black Power revolutionaries, Pan-Africanist freedom fighters, and trade unionists helped to shape a new world in America and beyond. By the time I was in elementary school I was on my first picket line, accompanying my mother in support of an 1199 strike. Malcolm X, Martin Luther King Jr., and Stokely Carmichael supported 1199 during the 1960s. Stokely’s political importance came into sharper focus when I was in junior high, after the premiere of the landmark PBS documentary series Eyes on the Prize, which featured the twenty-four-year-old Carmichael’s fiery “Black Power” speech and rightly characterized Stokely as his generation’s heir to Malcolm X. Over the course of a decade of research on Carmichael, I would come to understand him as that and much more.


Carmichael’s youth, casual dress, and charisma made him an easily identifiable hero, one whose quick smile and passionate speeches left an indelible impression. An adopted son of the South by way of Trinidad, the Bronx, and Harlem, Stokely adapted to while transforming whatever environment he encountered. As a native New Yorker growing up in the city’s tense racial climate of the 1980s, I found Carmichael’s survival instincts appealing. As a young graduate student in Philadelphia, I had the opportunity to hear him speak and briefly met him afterward. He encouraged me to stay committed to the black freedom movement, a struggle he defined as infinite. With his flowing African robes, gray hair, and white beard he looked like a prince. And he had changed his name. He was no longer Stokely Carmichael. As Malcolm Little had become Malcolm X and later, El Hajj Malik El Shabazz, Stokely had become Kwame Ture. It was a name that paid homage to his two African heroes: men who had been the first presidents of their countries: Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah and Guinea’s Sékou Touré. Kwame Ture spelled the Guinean’s name not as the French did, as white Europeans did, but as Arabs and Muslims did: Seku Ture.


As a college student, Carmichael helped transform America by organizing sit-ins, demonstrations, and voter registration during the civil rights movement’s heroic years, a period that roughly encompasses the decade between the 1954 Brown Supreme Court desegregation decision and the 1965 Voting Rights Act, and has become enshrined in public memory through national holidays, films, commemorations, and monuments. Carmichael’s deep sense of justice contributed to his evolution into Kwame Ture, the Pan-Africanist revolutionary and anti-capitalist organizer who moved to West Africa and remained tenacious in the face of searing political setbacks.


Carmichael ultimately judged America incapable of creating the free and just world he had struggled for as a young man. But despite living in Africa for the final thirty years of his life, Carmichael’s legendary stature as a Black Power activist lingered even if many ignored his lasting contributions to civil rights struggles that included a bruising quest for the vote in the deep South.


Although today largely forgotten, Stokely Carmichael remains one of the protean figures of the twentieth century: a revolutionary who passionately believed in self-defense and armed rebellion even as he revered the nation’s greatest practitioner of nonviolence; a gifted intellectual who dealt in emotions as well as words and ideas; and an activist whose radical political vision remained anchored by a deep sense of history. In a very real sense, Carmichael remains the last icon of the racial and political revolutions that have come to be associated with the 1960s.


In Mississippi and Alabama, Carmichael pursued a vision of radical democracy that he defined as more than ending racial segregation in public accommodations and gaining the right to vote, although he vigorously pursued both of these objectives. Carmichael’s vision of democracy placed rural black sharecroppers and the urban poor as leaders in a new society freed from racial inequality and economic injustice.


As a young man, Carmichael dreamed of becoming a college professor, and his rapid-fire speeches offered a partial fulfillment of these youthful aspirations. Carmichael’s ascendancy to national leadership deepened his friendship with Martin Luther King. Both men took pains to publicly speak well of each other, and Carmichael’s antiwar speeches offered creative space for King to speak out against Vietnam. Their joint antiwar declarations led critics to argue that Carmichael and King represented two sides of the same coin. Carmichael’s words of fire have overshadowed the depth and breadth of his antiwar crusade, which made him, for a time, the nation’s most outspoken critic of the Vietnam War.


By 1966, Stokely Carmichael the civil rights militant had become a Black Power revolutionary. The pace of his political evolution from this point forward seemed to accelerate at breakneck speed; in short order he became a Black Panther; the leader of a Black United Front in Washington, DC; and then a Pan-Africanist revolutionary who made Conakry, Guinea, his new home.


As Kwame Ture, the leader of a new group, the All-African People’s Revolutionary Party (AAPRP), he launched rhetorical broadsides against American capitalism. He described the nation that he struggled for in his youth as an empire willing to wage war in the name of peace and kill innocents to preserve a vision of democracy that did not benefit African Americans.


Ture would not be surprised by the Supreme Court’s 2013 Shelby County v. Holder decision, which stripped the Voting Rights Act he had fought for of much of its strength. This latest setback would confirm Ture’s belief that nothing short of global Pan-African revolution could secure justice and human rights for black Americans and those African descendants living across the entire world.


Yet his organizer’s instincts made him a relentless optimist. He believed, until his last breath, in the ultimate victory of the masses of humanity over an enemy whose face he had first encountered in the Deep South. Ture came to believe that the contorted visages expressing hate against sit-in activists and sharecroppers were merely instruments of a larger, more dangerous, imperial mindset and system that wreaked havoc on the world.


But ultimately, Stokely Carmichael’s story, from his childhood to his political evolution into Kwame Ture, is that of an organizer. Indeed, this was the aspect of Ture’s personality that drew me to write a critical biography. The fact that the young Stokely more readily admitted to confusion and political errors than the seasoned Ture made him an all the more fascinating and complex political figure. His story, with its many successes and failures, victories and defeats, reminds us, in the Age of Obama, how past struggles for racial justice shape the present. His story reminds us of roads not traveled and outcomes that might have been.


The sheer range of people whom Stokely Carmichael influenced is vast. They include figures as different as Mumia Abu-Jamal, the imprisoned former Black Panther, journalist, and revolutionary, for decades on death row, and Brian Lamb, the founder of C-SPAN. Years after Ture’s death, Abu-Jamal vividly recalled Carmichael’s impact on his generation, and the experience of seeing him in person: “There, standing tall, lean, and black as a Masai warrior, stood Stokely Carmichael, spitting fire and rage, lightly seasoned with his Trinidadian clip of the English tongue.”2


Brian Lamb’s image of Stokely remained indelible for different reasons. After listening to Carmichael speak at a black church during the 1960s, Lamb was shocked to discover how a thirty-minute presentation was distorted by the nightly news. “Well, of a thirty-minute speech, probably, . . . maybe two minutes was incendiary,” remembered Lamb. “The rest of it was thoughtful and intelligent and very well stated.” But the only part of Carmichael’s speech deemed newsworthy by the mainstream media “was the fire and brimstone.” This surreal experience, which Lamb quickly observed to be the norm, inspired him to found a cable channel “where everybody gets to see everything from start to finish.”3


For novelist John Edgar Wideman, Stokely represented a truth seeker and myth buster, one who revealed the contradictions of American democracy to a global audience:


           Kwame Ture’s dreaming was visionary, a countervision, counterreality, to the reigning myths. He shouted, The emperor is naked. Pointed at the emperor with a finger attached to a black hand, stepped forward, stepped away with a black foot. Black not because of their color, but because Stokely Carmichael was an African-descended man, and, yes, it’s his voice, his finger-pointing, his foot, so they’re black and thus negative in the eyes of lots of folks, then here comes Stokely challenging the obscene spectacle of Empire, uh-uh; and call his anger, his critique, his truth, black if you want to, in fact he’s also calling it black, but with a difference—black equals pride, fierce militancy, a determination to pursue the dream of freedom on his terms, black terms if you please, but really a new dream replacing an old one, so try to wrap your mind and heart around that too, recognize the legitimacy of his vision, not its color, acknowledge its applicability, the seeds of clarity, its promise to seek change, to move all willing Americans to a more equitable, fulfilling social order, more freedom for so-called whites and so-called blacks than Stokely found when he arrived here.4


While the entire world commemorates Martin Luther King’s dream, few people know that Stokely Carmichael even had one. Carmichael did indeed have a dream, one deeply rooted in a global vision of human rights. From its initial groundings in black social-democratic traditions and Pan-Africanism through its evolution into revolutionary anti-imperialism and anti-capitalism, Carmichael remained convinced that indigenous people deserved self-rule and that empires could be toppled by political organizing.


This biography, then, represents an act of recovery. Carmichael helped to organize and participate in every major civil rights demonstration and development in America between 1960 and 1965, the second half of the movement’s heroic period. Stokely’s DNA is as much a part of the civil rights struggle as it is of Black Power. His erasure from America’s collective memory is tragic in that it impoverishes our understanding of the most important movement in our national history. For Stokely Carmichael’s story, which took him to African kingdoms, Caribbean ports, European capitals, and assorted global travails is, at its core, also a uniquely American one.




Prologue


STOKELY CARMICHAEL’S VOICE BROKE THROUGH THE HUMID MISSISSIPPI night. He thrived in the heat—especially in the Delta, an area he considered to be a second home.


It was Thursday, June 16, 1966. Less than a year before, President Lyndon Johnson had signed the Voting Rights Act into law, and thirteen months before that had ushered in the Civil Rights Act. They were watershed laws designed to conclude the nation’s unfinished work begun after the Civil War. Carmichael was now in Mississippi to ensure that the federal laws passed with pomp and circumstance in Washington would apply to black sharecroppers living in plantation communities that harkened back to the antebellum South’s bullwhip days. Released from his latest stay in jail, Carmichael immediately returned to Greenwood, where he had first cut his teeth as an organizer. Carmichael intuitively possessed an orator’s gift of speech and a showman’s sense of timing, with inflections of his West Indian heritage, New York upbringing, and recent years in the South. His most obvious asset was his good looks—proverbially tall, dark, and handsome, with wide eyes that conveyed mischief. His long arms sliced through the muggy air to punctuate his words. Carmichael’s mannerisms resembled the loose-limbed energy of Malcolm X, a speaker he had studied up close while still in college.


Stokely Carmichael brought an outsider’s perspective to America’s racial landscape. He was born in 1941 on the Caribbean island of Trinidad and spent his first ten years there. In 1952, he moved to the Bronx to join his family. He had graduated from Howard University in Washington, DC, but it was in rural Mississippi that he found his calling as an organizer. He fell in love with the South’s impoverished black community. Friends noticed he began speaking with more than a hint of a southern accent.


That June night in 1966, as the twenty-four-year-old Carmichael gazed upon the sweat-soaked crowd gathered under the night sky, he spoke out of frustration, anxiety, even anger. But most of all, he spoke from a sense of combative hope. His latest arrest, which took place shortly after the fifth anniversary of his first, completed a circle that had begun in Mississippi.


“This is the twenty-seventh time that I’ve been arrested,” he shouted, “and I ain’t going to jail no more!” With words that echoed through the night, Carmichael urged the crowd to take control of their destiny. “We want black power!” he shouted. A thunderous reply of “Black Power!” emanated from the crowd, sparking a call-and-response chant that gave the event the feel of an outdoor religious revival.1


Like a prosecutor before a surging jury of six hundred, Carmichael made a case for political revolution. “We have begged the president. We’ve begged the federal government—that’s all we’ve been doing, begging and begging.” Racial and economic oppression in the South required something more: “Every courthouse in Mississippi ought to be burned down tomorrow to get rid of the dirt and the mess. From now on, when they ask you what you want, you know what to tell ’em.”


“Black Power,” was the response. “Black Power!”


The speech that night introduced Stokely Carmichael not just to the six hundred people before him but also to the nation and the world. His life changed that night, and so did America’s civil rights movement. Black Power provoked a national reckoning on questions of civil rights, race, and democracy. Carmichael, whose charisma was matched by his ambition, stood at the center of this storm deploying boldly provocative rhetoric with passion and eloquence. He instantly commanded the space previously occupied by Malcolm X, assassinated sixteen months earlier.
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IN THE PUBLIC’S IMAGINATION, Stokely Carmichael stood distant from civil rights. But in fact, that very movement had shaped and nurtured him. Martin Luther King, as much as Malcolm X, influenced Carmichael’s political vision. He cultivated a well-earned reputation as a radical but counted King as a personal friend and a professional mentor. Although he greatly admired Malcolm X, Carmichael spent far more personal time with King, whom he credited with teaching him to confront racial violence with grace and dignity. The two survived disagreements over strategies and tactics to find common ground in connecting black protest to antiwar and anti-poverty campaigns. If King’s regal bearing and biblical rhetoric drew comparisons to Moses, Carmichael’s pugnacious energy resembled that of John the Baptist, an itinerant evangelist whose teachings challenged received wisdom.


Like many in his generation, Carmichael found himself drawn to the power and charisma of Malcolm X. He watched Malcolm speak at Howard University and occasionally bumped into him when he visited Washington. After Malcolm’s assassination in February 1965, Carmichael, both consciously and unconsciously, followed aspects of his political trajectory. Beyond superficial physical similarities in height, weight, and speaking style, Carmichael and Malcolm shared reputations as troublemakers who hid boundless political and intellectual ambitions. Both men took life-altering pilgrimages to Africa, adopted revolutionary Pan-African politics, and changed their names.


In the 1960s, the now largely forgotten name of Stokely Carmichael easily rolled off of the tongues of American presidents, the head and agents of the FBI, college students, ministers, and soldiers. National magazine profiles, television appearances, and hundreds of speeches around the country made Carmichael a revolutionary icon. But three years after unleashing Black Power upon an unsuspecting nation and world, Carmichael seemed to vanish. Considered the heir to Malcolm X at twenty-five, he became by the age of thirty a political nomad operating out of the tiny West African country of Guinea.


By the time an undergraduate named Barack Obama, who would become a community organizer in Chicago a few short years later, heard him speak at Columbia University in the early 1980s, Kwame Ture was promoting plans “to establish economic ties between Africa and Harlem that would circumvent white capitalist imperialism.” Ture’s unabashed critiques of Reagan-era capitalism and embrace of a style of black radicalism out of vogue since the 1960s perplexed Obama, who found more comforting inspiration in the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC, pronounced “snick”), the group of which Carmichael had been elected chairman just before chanting Black Power into the Mississippi night. “His eyes glowed inward as he spoke,” wrote Obama in his memoir Dreams from My Father, “the eyes of a madman or a saint.”2




CHAPTER ONE
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The Chocolate Fred Astaire


June 29, 1941–February 1960


ON JUNE 29, 1941, STOKELY STANDIFORD CHURCHILL CARMICHAEL WAS born in the family home at 54 Oxford Street in Port of Spain, the capital of the island of Trinidad. The centrally located house in Port of Spain’s Belmont neighborhood rested at the bottom of a set of forty-two government-built steps that were a local landmark. The intricately designed house dazzled Stokely’s young imagination. The porch and roof rested on five levels that gave the entire structure an imposing heft that belied the inhabitants’ working-class origins. Adults were impressed, too, especially by the series of movable walls that, properly shifted, turned several rooms into one large space perfect for hosting the kinds of fêtes that native Trinidadians enjoy. Stokely was the middle child, bookended by sisters Umilta and Lynette, of master carpenter Adolphus Carmichael and the former Mabel Florence Charles, known by all as May Charles. A jewel of the British West Indies, Port of Spain, like Stokely’s ancestry, reflected the diasporic nature of African migration to the New World. May Charles was born in the US Canal Zone in Panama; her mother and father came from Montserrat and Antigua, respectively. Adolphus traced his paternal roots to Barbados; his mother, Cecilia Harris, was born in Tobago. Stokely inherited his father’s bronze color and his mother’s fiery temperament. As a child of the English-speaking Caribbean, he claimed a heritage marked by both voluntary and forced relocation. This pan-Caribbean background made him a citizen of the world who, for the rest of his life, would feel equally at home in Port of Spain, the Bronx and Harlem, Washington, DC, Mississippi, and Conakry.


Living in a home crowded with in-laws proved to be suffocating for May Charles. She left Trinidad bound for relatives in the Bronx when Stokely was three. Adolphus followed, arriving in New York in 1946. Stokely would not see either of his parents again until he was almost eleven. His extended family became surrogate parents to him, and Stokely pragmatically adapted to these less than ideal circumstances. In his parents’ absence, he cultivated an independent streak that he would carry with him for the rest of his life.1


His earliest childhood memories centered on the elegant family home that Adolphus had meticulously built but scarcely enjoyed. The relatively idyllic environment included a local steel band, Casa Blanca, which practiced at the top of the forty-two steps. Cecilia Harris Carmichael, Stokely’s paternal grandmother, became the dominant maternal force during his early years, aided by three willful daughters—dubbed Tante Elaine, Tante Louise, and Mummy Olga—whose clashes with May Charles had accelerated her departure.


Grandma Carmichael doted on Stokely, who suffered from childhood asthma. Tante Elaine was the disciplinarian that the more carefree Mummy Olga could never be. Stokely and his older cousin Austin, Elaine’s son, were inseparable, two small boys in a house dominated by strong women. Weekend trips to Point Fortin, twenty miles from Belmont, exposed Stokely to Trinidad’s lush beauty, with its tropical forests, deep blue seas, and vast sugarcane fields. As an adult, he would call the Botanic Gardens he traipsed through as a child “perhaps the only completely unambiguous good produced by colonialism.” Such bucolic sights coexisted uneasily against Port of Spain’s wartime landscape. American military personnel stationed in nearby Chaguaramas filled the bustling city, as did European sailors whose merchant ships docked in the harbor. Yankee dollars flowed into Port of Spain through means legal and illegal, setting up a short-lived boomtown. Calypso songs surged through the downtown’s thriving nightlife interrupted periodically by blackouts in anticipation of enemy air raids. Eastern Boys School, a British colonial entity free to locals, facilitated Stokely’s unambiguous admiration for Western civilization, European history, and Anglophone culture. The form, if not substance, of this colonial education would prove critical to his future.2


Stokely’s relatively privileged childhood shielded him from the harsh living conditions faced by the typical Trinidadian family. The Carmichaels owned their own home, and their lifestyle was supplemented by incomes from Stokely’s three gainfully employed aunts. They also received regular care packages from the States in the form of clothes and American dollars courtesy of May Charles and Adolphus. Stokely was a precocious student, and his encounters with fellow classmates who trekked to school barefoot reinforced his natural sympathy for underdogs. This inclination dovetailed into his early religious training, where Sundays included visits to Anglican, Presbyterian, and Methodist services. On such occasions, Stokely donned a wide-lapelled suit, accented by a bowtie and handkerchief that earned him the nickname “Little Man” from neighbors who delighted in his dapper attire.3


Stokely came of age in a colonial port city, a dominion of the once sprawling British empire whose darker citizens proudly retained vestiges of their unique Anglophone heritage as exhibited by Carmichael’s middle name Churchill. Port of Spain was, like many parts of the British Caribbean, a place where a hybrid culture flourished, with a predominantly black population cultivating an appreciation for both African and Anglophone roots. Trinidad’s annual Empire Day introduced Stokely to anthems such as “Rule Britannia” and “God Save the Queen” and the pageantry of a decaying empire. In such rare instances, fleeting images of whites penetrated Stokely’s largely all-black community. Empire Day made for a bracing juxtaposition—a world where the white heroes of history books and poetry contrasted with the black teachers, bus drivers, nurses, and laborers who populated Stokely’s neighborhood. Stokely was reared in a majority black city, which made him comfortable from an early age with the idea of black power.


When Princess Margaret paid a visit to the island, ten-year-old Stokely, armed like hundreds of others with tiny Union Jack flags, lined the procession route and waited for hours for an unrequited glimpse of Her Royal Highness. By this time, Stokely was enrolled at Tranquillity Boys’ Intermediate School, where, in addition to his academic studies, he enjoyed playing cricket and soccer. In Trinidad, Calypso songs, steel bands, and carnivals existed comfortably alongside colonial schools, British literature, and Empire Day. But the comfort of this existence soon vanished for Stokely.4


Stokely’s paternal grandmother, Cecilia, died on January 16, 1952, setting off a chain of events that would reunite him with his parents. Adolphus Carmichael returned soon after his mother’s funeral for a brief reunion with the son he had not seen in six years. By the time Adolphus departed back to America, it had been decided that his children would permanently relocate to New York to live with their parents. Adolphus and May Charles had settled into a cramped three-bedroom apartment on Stebbins Avenue in the South Bronx. It was, as she later described it, a “mixed neighborhood kind of on the run-down side.” They identified themselves as forward-thinking West Indian pioneers determined to claim a piece of the American Dream. On May 26, 1952, Stokely applied for an immigration visa at the American Consulate General in Port of Spain, a request granted that very day. His visa application listed his height at four feet, seven inches, his complexion as “dark” with no distinguishing marks, and his occupation as “student.” Stokely, Mummy Olga, Umilta, and Lynette now joined May Charles, Adolphus, and two new siblings, Janeth and Judith, born in the States, swelling the American wing of the Carmichael clan to eight.5


On June 15, 1952, two weeks before his eleventh birthday, Carmichael arrived in New York City. The entire trip to the United States mesmerized Stokely, who, in short order, experienced his first airplane trip, took in the sights and sounds of New York City, and wondered if the speeding cars hurtling down expressways like missiles would arrive home safely. He spent that first summer getting reacquainted with his parents. May Charles would prove to be a diminutive firecracker of a woman in contrast to the more idealistic Adolphus, with his immigrant faith in the possibilities of New York City and America. Adolphus toiled at multiple jobs, including driving a cab, to provide for his growing family. Life as a West Indian carpenter meant seasonal work, “two weeks on and four weeks off,” stretches exacerbated by racial discrimination in the city’s trade unions. Life in New York meant readjusting to parents he loved but hardly remembered. Stokely immediately gravitated toward the outspoken and chatty May Charles over a father whom he remembered as “submissive, quiet, and obedient,” traits that he found more puzzling than endearing. May Charles, on the other hand, projected an air of combative assertiveness, humor, and passion, characteristics that were amplified in her only son.6


Stokely’s arrival in New York City began the process of becoming African-American. The Bronx introduced Carmichael to black America’s cultural rhythms and idioms. There were technological wonders as well, including a black-and-white television unlike anything he had seen in Port of Spain. By mid-August, Stokely found temperatures cold enough to wear a winter coat, a practice he continued despite ridicule from neighbors. Carmichael enrolled in PS 39 in Longwood that September, anticipating, as his parents had assured him, that America’s educational system would prove more advanced than Trinidad’s. Instead, the school turned out to be socially chaotic and absent the academic rigor of his schools in Port of Spain. The new boy from Trinidad easily outshone his fellow fifth graders with an academic focus distinguished by his love for reading and a pronounced writing ability. He befriended the black students, but their scholastic ineptitude made a bad first impression, leading him to privately conclude that “American kids were stupid.” In New York, Stokely fell in love with his mother for the second time. “Mabel Charles Carmichael would become—and remains—a major influence in the lives of me and my sisters,” he would much later write. “This little dynamo of a woman was the stable moral presence, the fixed center around which the domestic life of this migrant African family revolved.”7


The Carmichaels soon departed their overcrowded South Bronx apartment for a house in the predominantly white Morris Park neighborhood. They were the first black family to move into a part of the Bronx still dominated by Italian immigrants. Irish and Jewish neighbors added to the community’s ethnic stew. It was January 1953, the middle of the school year, which forced Stokely to get acclimated to a new school and new neighborhood for the second time in less than a year. Adolphus immediately began renovations on the run-down house on 1810 Amethyst Street, a process that would continue over the next decade in the form of small and large construction projects. Adolphus and May Charles’ thirst for better opportunities for their children marked Carmichael’s entrée into a world that would be filled with interracial contact.


Stokely’s enrollment at PS 34 to finish the fifth grade made him the school’s second black student. He quickly befriended the Italian kids in the neighborhood and traipsed around the surrounding blocks with his best friend, John DiMilio. A self-described miniature “paisano in blackface,” Stokely came to appreciate Italian cooking and the culture’s dramatic flair for self-expression. His friends called him “Sichie,” a play on the word “Siciliano” to describe their new dark-skinned playmate. For a time, Carmichael’s friendship with the local kids drifted into small acts of petty theft and juvenile delinquency. He ran with a neighborhood gang, the Morris Park Dukes, but quit after a half-hearted participation in a minor burglary. The most important event that happened to Stokely that first year came courtesy of his father. On April 27, 1953, Adolphus, who had entered the United States illegally on July 15, 1946, became a naturalized citizen. Thus ended legal proceedings that had threatened to split the Carmichael family apart. Adolphus had secured the intervention of a government immigration agent sympathetic to his plea that his deportation would economically harm May Charles. That Monday, under the provisions of the Immigration and Nationality Act and most likely while attending classes at PS 34, Stokely Carmichael became an American citizen.8


Carmichael’s citizenship arrived on the cusp of revolutionary transformations on America’s civil rights front. In the fall of 1954, less than four months after the Supreme Court’s historic May 17th Brown v. Board of Education desegregation decision, Stokely enrolled at PS 83, a school for junior high school students that drew a relatively diverse mix of ethnic students (although he was one of only two blacks in the entire school). Placed on the high-achieving academic track with white classmates who excelled in their studies, Stokely thrived. In the eighth grade, he was elected vice president of the student council. Despite his popularity among local neighborhood toughs, ease in acclimating to his academic surroundings, and acceptance by his peers as a chocolate-hued paisano, Stokely’s family stood apart from his predominantly Italian neighborhood. Black Methodists from Trinidad living in a largely Italian Catholic community, the Carmichaels kept to themselves, rarely socializing with neighbors. Stokely’s process of assimilation proved more complete than his parents’. He attended Sunday school nearby at Westchester Methodist Church in the Bronx, where he played piano and became a Boy Scout.9


Harlem, where Stokely accompanied his father to a barbershop on 145th Street, became a personal sanctuary and political classroom. From 1953, until departing for college seven years later, Stokely traveled to Harlem to get a haircut every few weeks. It was a world away from his Amethyst Street home. It was a world where black culture flourished in the routine activities of passersby, in barbershop conversations (sometime political, sometimes humorous, and always interesting), and in the photos of black heroes that lined the walls of restaurants and businesses. Two subjects of political debate made their way inside the barbershop during Stokely’s junior high years. The Brown decision triggered fierce discussions about the probability of integrating public schools in the South and whether or not the reverberations, both good and ill, would reach north.


And then a terrible event reminded everyone how dangerous racism was. Emmett Till was the same age as Stokely, fourteen. He was from Chicago and visiting relatives in Mississippi, when his summer vacation turned tragic. He had talked to a local white woman, and that simple act suddenly snowballed. Some white men seized and tortured him, shot him fatally in the head, and threw his body in the Tallahatchie River. Jet magazine placed Till’s mutilated corpse on its cover, instantly turning the murdered teenager into a civil rights martyr for Stokely’s generation and beyond.10


Stokely was coming of age in a world where race shaped hope and opportunity, and where life chances made the ability to adapt a necessary survival skill. His charisma and intuitive gift for observation augmented a keen intelligence. For Stokely, the worlds of Morris Park and Harlem became social and political laboratories where he fashioned distinct identities for separate audiences. He did more than just blend into the black and white worlds he inhabited; he became among their most popular representatives.


This talent served him well upon enrolling at one of New York’s best public schools. Stokely entered the prestigious Bronx High School of Science in September 1956, joining a small group of black students at the academically intensive school. Stokely’s acceptance into Science kept pace with Adolphus’ dream of his son becoming a physician and returning to Port of Spain to work in a family-run medical clinic.


Bronx Science’s promise of intellectual excellence and educational rigor, however, masked political and racial minefields. On the surface, the student body accepted the few black students without complaint. Some liberal students went out of their way to openly embrace their darker classmates, who reveled in the attention, invitations, and friendships crafted along the way. But social acceptance carried a steep cost. Assimilation into the school’s politically liberal social and intellectual culture cast the precocious Stokely as an exceptional Negro, talented enough to consort with the scions of liberal Jewish New Yorkers, but, however remarkable, an outlier destined to be one of the few brown faces at Bronx Science and its surrounding political and social milieu. A short-lived romance with a white classmate hastened the discovery of this paradox. Stokely overcame his initial reluctance to ask her to a school dance only to be overwhelmed by the harsh stares on the subway they received and disappointed by the response of Bronx Science’s liberal faculty to the budding interracial romance. The disapproving “looks of my teachers” coupled with his self-consciousness about violating “this real taboo” led to the relationship’s abrupt end. Stokely’s closest friends at school were Jewish students, although he had cordial relations with several black and Puerto Rican students.11


Initially, Bronx Science’s competitively rigorous intellectual environment knocked the preternaturally confident Stokely off balance. His new classmates were already well versed in the works of William Faulkner, Ernest Hemingway, and John Steinbeck while Stokely had been poring over detective mysteries and Reader’s Digest. When on his first day of classes, a teacher asked about their summer reading, one student confidently announced he was reading Karl Marx’s Capital, a book Stokely added to an ad hoc reading list that he would use to catch up to his peers. Gene Dennis, who on the first day of school claimed to be reading both Steinbeck and Marx, became one of Stokely’s best friends. Gene’s reading list was no accident. Eugene Dennis Sr. served as a high-ranking Communist Party official, and young Gene belonged to the Young Communist League. Stokely and Gene bonded as soccer teammates and over a love of books and intellectual debates. Shared subway rides to soccer practice cemented a deep friendship, and Gene became a frequent dinner guest at the Carmichaels’. Gene soon invited Stokely to a party at his house in Harlem, where the sight of interracial revelers surprised Stokely, by now used to being the lone Negro at the soirées hosted by liberal classmates. Stokely, Gene, and several other scholar-athletes formed a social club, Kokista, to discuss personal and political issues, organize parties, and provide self-defense against neighborhood bullies.12


Gene Dennis introduced Stokely to New York City’s left-wing political subculture. As their relationship grew, Stokely discovered Gene’s political background, which included Eugene Sr.’s political affiliation. The revelation made Carmichael’s parents nervous, but the friendship remained intact. The Dennises’ apartment on West 151st Street in Harlem became a second home for Stokely, where he witnessed the interracial bonhomie between high-ranking Communist Party officials, freelance radicals, and independent agitators gathered to discuss politics, plan demonstrations, and debate the prospect for revolution. The discovery that Gene’s father was a communist drew Carmichael deeper into the orbit of New York’s left-wing Jewish intellectual culture—a community steeped in the struggle for social justice and dripping with Ivy League–credentialed doctors, lawyers, and professors. Emboldened by Adolphus and May Charles yet slightly intimidated in comparison to his new peers, Stokely set out to “beat everybody” at Bronx Science.13


In short order, he began attending Young Communist League meetings, study sessions that grappled with the economic roots of social and political oppression, and rallies. In essence, association with Gene offered the intellectually curious Stokely an opportunity to develop a more systematic political worldview. But while these new relationships broadened Stokely’s political vision, he remained firmly rooted in the black experience, especially on religious matters. The casual atheism of his friends initially shocked him and over time, even as his own personal religious beliefs waned, struck him as counterproductive to the black community, which regarded the church as its personal and political headquarters. “I did not want to be alienated from my people,” Stokely ruefully noted, “because of Marxist atheism.” Carmichael would spend much of the next several years negotiating what he perceived to be a tension between the religious faith that enveloped the black community and more secular Marxist strivings.14


As a student at Bronx Science, Stokely became a fixture at radical meetings, youth marches, and rallies sponsored by groups whose various campaigns revolved around issues of poverty, nuclear proliferation, civil liberties, education, and civil rights. Bronx Science’s rich intellectual milieu of socially conscious students and precocious young activists provided a model of active engagement. Carmichael studiously explored a parallel curriculum that took place at suburban political camps, Harlem rallies, and New York City house parties. Long days of discussion turned into parties, which ended in “singing ‘Hava Nagila’ and dancing the hora.” After Carmichael’s youthful support for Israel switched to an unbending advocacy for Palestinian rights, these episodes would provide defensive comfort against charges of anti-Semitism that critics routinely hurled at him.15


Carmichael quickly discovered that leftist politics was not merely the terrain of white radicals; he became immersed in the rich tradition of black socialism. Bayard Rustin, perhaps the nation’s most well-known black socialist, stood out as a leading figure of New York City’s Left. A former disciple of the white pacifist A.J. Muste, Rustin briefly joined the Young Communist League in the 1930s before hitting his stride in the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR) and the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE)—two groundbreaking civil rights organizations that combined nonviolent activism and civil disobedience during the Second World War. As a young organizer, Rustin worked with A. Philip Randolph, the legendary labor leader (and former socialist) whose March on Washington Movement (MOWM) leveraged the threat of massive disruption in the nation’s capital to compel President Franklin Roosevelt into signing an executive order banning racial discrimination in the nation’s wartime plants and factories. Rustin was born in West Chester, Pennsylvania in 1912, and grew up there, but his elegant style of speech led people to believe he was from the Caribbean, an erroneous assumption he chose to cultivate rather than correct. He continually reinvented aspects of his biography to friends, reporters, and the general public, giving him an air of mystery that only added to his gifts as an organizer, political strategist, and raconteur. A talented student at Wilberforce University in Ohio, Rustin left school in 1934 in the wake of what would prove to be the first of many scandals related to his homosexuality. After a brief membership in the Communist Party, Rustin aligned himself with Randolph’s MOWM and then Muste’s FOR. He served a three-year prison sentence for refusing to register for the Selective Service in the mid-1940s. After his release in 1946, he spent the next five years as an increasingly well-known peace activist. He accepted invitations to speak in India, where he worked with Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru. He also visited West Africa, where he tutored Kwame Nkrumah and Nnamdi Azikiwe (who would become in the early 1960s the first presidents of, respectively, Ghana and Nigeria) on the finer points of nonviolent resistance to British colonial rule. Publicity surrounding Rustin’s 1953 arrest for lewd conduct found him struggling to separate his personal life from his political ambitions. By 1956, Rustin had refashioned himself again, this time as a middle-aged adviser who swooped in clandestinely to school a young Martin Luther King in nonviolence at a pivotal moment of the Montgomery, Alabama, bus boycott.16


Stokely was blissfully unaware of Rustin’s biography when he first heard him speak at a Young People’s Socialist League meeting. Rustin’s typically masterful and highly theatrical speaking style was on display, including his pinched, vaguely British accent, which lent him an air of sophistication. Mesmerized as much by Rustin’s showmanship as his political manner, Stokely asked Gene Dennis who the speaker was. Informed that it was “Bayard Rustin, the socialist,” Stokely replied, “That’s what I’m gonna be when I grow up.” Rustin’s race impressed Stokely as much as his politics. Memories of predominantly black Trinidad still stirred within Stokely, despite his increasing forays into the overwhelmingly white cultural and political milieu of New York’s radical circles. Carmichael encountered the tiny coterie of high-ranking black communists at Gene’s house, but none struck him as politically engaged and attuned to the everyday rhythms of black life as Rustin, whom he befriended while in high school. Their relationship drew Stokely closer to Rustin’s social-democratic politics and gave him access to one of the most brilliant organizing minds of the era.17


Carmichael imbibed black America’s customs, traditions, and rhythms through popular culture. A naturally gifted mimic and perceptive observer, he absorbed black language, idiom, and vernacular through a set of personal experiences that shaped his political outlook. Through his family’s shortwave radio, which he commandeered, Stokely enjoyed gospel, rhythm and blues, jazz, classical, and African music. Adolphus’ prodigious personal collection of Caribbean calypso records supplemented his growing musical appetite. He noticed the difference between white disc jockey Symphony Sid’s sophisticated music editorials and black deejay Jocko’s entertaining, but intellectually unsatisfying, raps.


Sid’s biggest impact on Stokely came through the introduction of South African singer Miriam Makeba, whose voice Carmichael fell in love with while still in high school. Makeba’s African name, “Zenzi,” was a play on the word “Uzenzile,” which roughly translated into “This is your own stubborn fault.” Makeba’s maternal grandmother had repeated this word during her daughter’s difficult, almost fatal, delivery of Miriam. Zenzi’s outwardly calm demeanor masked a stubborn and independent will that matched Stokely’s.18


The South African singer had burst onto the American music scene in 1959. A chance meeting in London with Harry Belafonte had set her on course to becoming an international star. Her appearance on national television, on The Steve Allen Show, announced her as a beguiling new musical sensation. When Makeba played the legendary Village Vanguard jazz club in New York City, Belafonte arranged for a line-up of special guests in the audience—Miles Davis, Nina Simone, Duke Ellington, Diahann Carroll, and Sidney Poitier—that left her almost speechless. The enamored teen-aged Stokely predicted (correctly) to his sister Janeth that he would one day marry the singer. Meanwhile, summers spent running his Uncle Stephen’s Atlantic City record store turned Stokely into an amateur sociologist. He observed the growth of a burgeoning youth market aided by the increasing popularity of 45 rpm singles, which he convinced his uncle to play on Friday and Saturday nights as a successful marketing tool.19


On visits to his cousin Inez in Harlem, Carmichael encountered the neighborhood’s radical street-speaking tradition. It dated back to Hubert Harrison, the intellectual powerhouse who helped facilitate the rise of Marcus Garvey—the Jamaica-born Pan-Africanist whose Back-to-Africa movement galvanized millions of blacks in the years after World War I. They were New Negroes, proudly defiant and visionary black leaders who promised to usher in a new era of militant intellectual, political, and social struggle. On Harlem’s famous 125th Street corridor, Stokely encountered Richard Moore, Lewis Michaux, and Eddie “Porkchop” Davis, all of whom offered rich historical insights not found among young communists or at dinner parties hosted by Gene Dennis’ family. These griots rejected a “scientific” solution to black misery. Instead, like intellectual and political provocateurs, they highlighted revolutions taking place throughout Africa, the Caribbean, and the larger Third World. In a remarkable burst of freedom twenty-five African nations had declared independence between 1957 and 1962. On stepladders draped with the black nationalist colors of red, black, and green on one side and the American flag on the other, speakers introduced Carmichael to contemporary African revolutionaries. Improbably, two of the leaders most often mentioned, Ghana’s Kwame Nkrumah and Guinea’s Sékou Touré, would become Carmichael’s political mentors within a decade.20


In Harlem, racial matters anchored political affairs, and activists reveled in exposing American lies. They substituted narratives of forward national progress with a starker political reality that portrayed America as a modern-day empire whose foreign and domestic policies imperiled dreams of black liberation at home and abroad. The political revolution that Carmichael’s white friends discussed frequently relegated blacks to a supporting, rather than a central, role. Practically, he recognized that their talk of interracial class solidarity failed to acknowledge the entrenched racism in labor unions that he overheard his father privately rail against.


Carmichael’s activism progressed to include attending youth marches organized by Rustin, where he first heard Martin Luther King speak. Socialism shaped Carmichael’s political and organizing sensibilities, and for a time he organized black paint-factory workers on Rustin’s behalf. Through the eyes of the teenaged Stokely, Rustin managed the improbable feat of connecting radical theory to practice in service of civil rights agitation. He never formally joined any particular group, preferring instead to rally with black nationalists, socialists, and young communists as an independent political activist. Conversations with Benjamin Davis, a black communist and former New York City councilman imprisoned for over three years for his political beliefs, exposed Carmichael to the political cost associated with radical politics. Stokely idolized Paul Robeson, the black Marxist singer-actor-activist who, during the 1940s, could bring tens of thousands of Americans together for concerts that were as much about politics as art. Robeson’s defiant support of the Soviet Union had turned him, virtually overnight, from an American hero to a pariah. The State Department stripped him of his passport and, in the process, curtailed his financial opportunities and almost broke his spirit. The 1958 publication of his autobiography, Here I Stand, marked a small comeback for Robeson, who mentored a generation of black cultural activists, including the playwright Lorraine Hansberry and Harry Belafonte. In a few short years, Stokely would embrace what Robeson, “one of my early heroes,” had characterized as “Negro power,” the collective and unified political strength of black Americans, in a fashion that would thrust him onto the world stage.21


Frequent visits to Lewis Michaux’s African National Memorial Bookstore opened up new intellectual worlds. Diminutive, agile, and outspoken, Michaux was a mentor to Malcolm X, the dynamic Nation of Islam national spokesman who frequently held large rallies outside the bookstore. Nicknamed the “House of Common Sense and the Home of Proper Propaganda,” African National Memorial served as a headquarters for black radicals during the 1950s and 1960s, a living testament to Garvey’s legacy and the New Negro. Michaux introduced Stokely to a classic text, Pan-Africanism or Communism?, written by George Padmore, a writer, organizer, and adviser to African revolutionaries and a principal founder of postwar Pan-Africanism. Though Padmore was dismissed as a traitor in Marxist circles for his embrace of African nationalism, Carmichael came to admire him as a fellow Trinidadian who had grown up near his old neighborhood. Padmore was not the only black radical conspicuously absent from the reading lists of Carmichael’s study groups. C.L.R. James, another Trinidadian, remained marginalized as a Trotskyite, despite his renown as one of the most important and innovative radical thinkers of his generation. James’ The Black Jacobins, an eloquent and moving history of the Haitian Revolution, would lead Carmichael to a further exploration of black history at one of Harlem’s most famous institutions, the Schomburg Center, perhaps the most important repository of black history in the country.22


Carmichael’s intellectual curiosity made him aware of the significance of global events that paralleled domestic civil rights struggles. In Harlem, the name Kwame Nkrumah rolled off the tongues of street speakers and newspapers announcing Ghanaian independence in 1957. Carmichael found himself transformed that summer, following his freshman year at Bronx Science. “Sichie,” the honorary black Italian, part-time neighborhood tough, and exotic became Stokely, the cosmopolitan black teenager who played tennis and enjoyed swimming with friends from Bronx Science. Carmichael’s old crowd responded by calling him a “fag,” but by his sophomore year he had severed old neighborhood ties for good. Handsome, intelligent, and charismatic, Stokely became the most popular student at Bronx Science, and teachers and students predicted great things for his future. “I thought I was going to be brilliant, I was going to solve the race problem,” Carmichael recalled years later.23


He increasingly occupied dual social worlds, careening between Bronx Science’s formal parties and Harlem’s grittier pleasures. These divergent realities seemed to converge in Greenwich Village, where white beatniks adopted black vernacular, listened to jazz, and romanticized ghetto life in hopes of “becoming completely Negrofied.” The racial complexities of class politics momentarily jarred the senses of the sixteen-year-old Carmichael, who offended black sensibilities each time he lapsed into the Lindy Hop in Harlem and sparked enthusiasm by dancing the Slop around whites. During his sophomore year, he found himself “being ashamed of being a Negro” and temporarily stopped listening to gospel music. The white kids at Bronx Science considered Carmichael their “chocolate Fred Astaire.” Already a budding maverick, he simply decided against choosing sides. “I resolved the problem by just going wherever I wanted to go,” he recalled. “If I felt like going to Harlem, I’d go to Harlem, if I felt like going down to the Village, I’d go down to do whatever I wanted to do.” This decision proved an important turning point for Stokely, one that allowed him to shed whatever anxieties remained over his immigrant background, intellectual sophistication, racial identity, and comfort around whites. Carmichael adamantly resisted narrowly focusing on a singular part of his multifaceted personality. His outward exterior of cool repose hid his ambition to make a political mark on the world, one that events in North Carolina would soon make possible.24




CHAPTER TWO
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Howard and NAG


February 1960–June 1961


STOKELY CARMICHAEL’S GENERATION CAME OF AGE IN THE WINTER OF 1960. A Monday afternoon sit-in at a segregated lunch counter on February 1 by four black students in downtown Greensboro, North Carolina, triggered rolling waves of similar protests that, in a matter of weeks, shook much of the South. The decision by Joseph McNeil, Ezell Blair, Franklin McCain, and David Richmond, students at the local black college, North Carolina A & T, to sit in at a Woolworth’s lunch counter reserved for white customers turned that Monday afternoon into a watershed historical moment. Refused service, they returned the next day with more than two dozen allies and sat in for two hours in quiet protest that attracted local media. They returned each day in more numbers, and one week later, demonstrations broke out in five more cities in North Carolina, and by the end of the month sit-ins had burst out in Baltimore, Lexington, Richmond, Chattanooga, and Montgomery. By the early spring, an estimated fifty thousand people in more than seven states had engaged in the movement. The sit-ins provided the nation with a unique experiment in moral theater, where black protesters (at times with white allies) nonviolently withstood verbal and physical abuse. The movement did not simply give young people inspiration to participate in protests that were now bubbling around the nation; it galvanized them to action.1


On March 5, nine veterans of the sit-in demonstrations held a press conference at the 125th Street headquarters of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters in New York City. That same day, pickets gathered outside of Woolworth’s Seventh Avenue Harlem store in a CORE-sponsored demonstration. Three of the southern students followed their press conference with an appearance at Abyssinian Baptist Church on 138th Street, where pastor and Congressman Adam Clayton Powell Jr. called for a national boycott of Woolworth’s and of the Kresge and W.T. Grant chain stores by citizens of all races. The sit-in movement transcended the racial fault lines that separated the two political worlds Stokely Carmichael operated in. The same day that black students rallied in Harlem, three hundred white students picketed outside Woolworth’s Herald Square store on 34th Street. Sponsored by the predominantly white National Student Association, the sympathy demonstration confirmed earlier comments by the southern black students touring Harlem that whites were providing vital moral and financial support.2


By March 16, President Dwight Eisenhower, whose public discomfort addressing racial matters remained a hallmark of his presidency, called for “biracial conferences in every city and every community of the South” during a press conference. Eisenhower’s comments, which made The New York Times front page, reinforced the view from the White House that race remained, even during times of national crisis, a regional matter best left in the hands of local political and civic groups. Yet the president admitted that the sit-ins, as long as they remained nonviolent, were a constitutional form of protest that had “been recognized in our country” since the nation’s founding. The sit-in movement altered the nation’s political and racial equilibrium, forcing a reticent sitting president to address the matter, despite his lame-duck status. That summer, John F. Kennedy, the dashing forty-three-year-old Massachusetts senator and presumptive Democratic presidential nominee, positively referenced the sit-ins during a meeting with African diplomats: “It is in the American tradition to stand up for one’s rights—even if the new way to stand up for one’s rights is to sit down.”3


That fall of 1960, Stokely enrolled at Howard University. It was the start of four intense years of civil rights activism that events in Greensboro made possible. Carmichael’s keen intelligence and voracious reading made him both a budding scholar and activist who recognized Washington’s political contradictions, where black poverty coexisted alongside the wealth of power brokers and politicians. He crammed in a lifetime’s worth of experience during his time in college. Time spent in Washington taught him to recognize the depth and breadth of political power. Beyond the city’s obvious symbols and monuments to American power lay an undiscovered country, one populated by African and Caribbean embassies, the collective will of university students, and the heroic example of ordinary black people that Carmichael would claim as his own.


Armed with little more than a sharp mind and endless reserves of confidence, Carmichael formally began the political journey that would make him an icon. He soon found himself captivated by Malcolm X’s revelatory speeches, yet increasingly drawn to Martin Luther King’s deep and abiding love of black culture. Guided by an expansive vision of democracy, heavily influenced by Bayard Rustin’s social-democratic teachings and his own personal empathy for downtrodden southern Negroes, Stokely became an outlier: a militant civil rights organizer whose allegiance to nonviolence rested more on practical than on moral considerations. An unexpected trip to Mississippi, where he endured his first arrest for civil rights activism, transformed Carmichael, beginning the journey that would turn him into a full-time organizer.


Carmichael initially greeted the news coming out of Greensboro with skepticism. “Niggers will do anything to get their names in the paper,” he grumbled to himself at the time, using a word that whites frequently deployed as a racial slur but many black folks used among themselves as a term of endearment. The demonstrations’ apparent spontaneity rankled Stokely, who believed that such protests required organization in order to be effective. But he would soon change his mind. “Negroes, like the spring, are breaking out all over,” he told himself.4


Newspaper reports that characterized the sit-in movement as spontaneous were true but missed important nuances. Greensboro anticipated a nationwide surge in nonviolent direct action. The movement’s unofficial architect would be James Lawson, a Vanderbilt University divinity student who led nonviolent training workshops in Nashville, Tennessee. He was a colleague of Martin Luther King, and his gentle demeanor hid a burning resolve to dismantle Jim Crow. By the end of February, Nashville students organized parallel demonstrations that resulted in their arrests and, after they refused to pay fines on moral grounds, their incarceration. Diane Nash, James Bevel, and John Lewis were three of the most impressive young leaders, all destined to become legends of the movement’s early days. The crush of publicity surrounding the sit-ins created new activist networks at once attuned to local politics and mindful of national implications. Atlanta, Nashville, and Washington, DC, emerged as distinctive centers of student activism and future SNCC strongholds.5


Martin Luther King tried to bridge the divide between two generations of civil rights activists. He cautiously supported the movement and huddled with advisers on how best to harness the power of the young demonstrators. During the week of March 7, 1960, Ella Baker, the outgoing executive director of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), the civil rights group founded after the Montgomery Bus Boycott and a political ally of King and Rustin, began making plans for an April conference at Shaw University in Raleigh (her alma mater) that would organize student protests. Behind the scenes, Baker insisted that the SCLC underwrite an Easter weekend meeting of student activists at Shaw. Born in Norfolk, Virginia, in 1903 and reared in tiny Littleton, North Carolina, Baker received an unusually rich and well-rounded education for someone whose maternal and paternal grandparents had been slaves. In 1927, she graduated from Shaw as valedictorian and immediately made her way to New York City to begin a lifetime of civil rights activism. She was director of branches for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in the 1940s, and her activism flourished into the next decade. Her political acumen inspired Rosa Parks, who would become an effective local activist in her own right before fate stepped in and cast her as the unassuming heroine of the Montgomery Bus Boycott in 1955. Baker would prove a savvy mentor, brilliant strategist, and outspoken proponent of collective action and leadership for Stokely’s generation. Her time in Harlem during the Great Depression and war years made her a reservoir of living history: she had organized alongside the activist Pauli Murray (who would go on to be one of the founders of the National Organization for Women), Garveyites, and socialists. In short, Ella Baker was a pioneering radical black feminist.6


The April 15–17 gathering in Raleigh, North Carolina, followed fast on the heels of a conference at the Highlander Folk School, in Monteagle, Tennessee, with almost one hundred student activists. Highlander’s gathering leaned heavily on radical political energies that could be traced back to the Depression and were reflected in their newly acquired protest songs, some of which would become major anthems of the movement.7


Baker proved to be Raleigh’s most important organizer. She mentored students during closed-door strategy sessions and encouraged them to organize as equal partners in the civil rights struggle. Her affinity for frank talk and firmness in dealing with Dr. King impressed students in the process of forming impressions about the very nature of leadership. Baker’s plainspoken brilliance irritated some of her colleagues, but younger activists recognized the presence of genius. Baker’s speech, titled “More Than a Hamburger,” characterized the sit-in demonstrators as advance troops in a battle over the meaning of American democracy. Baker’s poise could be traced back to a stellar background as a professional civil rights organizer and trade unionist whose past ties to the NAACP and SCLC made her a kind of political sage capable of imparting wisdom to even the most recalcitrant. Baker’s experience as an organizer made her wary of charismatic leadership. She objectively recognized Martin Luther King’s enormous political talents yet inspired student activists to become independent thinkers capable of existing outside of King’s large shadow. Baker’s ideal of radical democracy emanating from ordinary people instead of famous political leaders would capture the imagination of an entire generation of student activists.8


The name they chose for themselves, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), reflected a commitment to nonviolence, their generational role as the movement’s youthful face, and a pragmatic understanding of the sacrifices that lay ahead. In a display of the precocious political gifts that would lead him to become, in 1979, mayor of Washington, DC, Fisk University student Marion Barry claimed the chairmanship of the new group while King and Lawson became advisers.9


SNCC’s activism would inspire key white student radicals. Tom Hayden, a University of Michigan junior, found himself drawn to the romantic and pragmatic sides of unfolding events. Determined to be both a participant and an observer, the twenty-year-old Hayden penned editorials for the Michigan Daily, networked with other activists, and made plans to attend the Democratic National Convention in Los Angeles, where he met with a delegation of SNCC activists. Hayden would serve, in 1962 and 1963, as president of the largely white Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), a group whose antiwar and civil rights activism would place it at the center of left-wing struggles as the decade progressed. Over time, Hayden’s outspoken political radicalism made some characterize him as the white Stokely Carmichael.10


That spring, Stokely encountered a group that would change his life. As civil rights demonstrations gripped the national imagination, he met the Nonviolent Action Group (NAG) during a trip to Washington organized by Bronx Science’s Young Communists to protest the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC). Noticing a very energetic group of black picketers, he asked them whether they were socialists or communists. They belonged to neither group, they said, but were students at Howard University affiliated with SNCC; they struck Stokely as “smart, serious, political, sassy—and they were black.” Carmichael hopped into line and decided, in that instant, to attend Howard University.11


Carmichael graduated from Bronx Science in June, one of sixteen blacks in a class of almost four hundred seniors. His yearbook photo, which noted his appointment as soccer team captain and student council representative, failed to mention the laundry list of off-campus activities that made him one of the school’s most popular and visible students, a political and intellectual prodigy who seemed destined for professional success. Carmichael spent the summer after high school graduation making frequent weekend trips to Washington and joining sit-in demonstrations in Virginia. Ultimately, the opportunity to engage in civil rights activity overcame his initial hesitation about enrolling at “an all Negro school,” psychological residue from a young lifetime of messages that suggested the inferiority of black institutions.12


As Carmichael later wrote, Howard “opened vast new horizons” for him. Howard’s student body hailed primarily from the South, as did most of its staff, and the university’s cafeteria served the black southern cuisine known as “soul food.” A born sociologist, natural anthropologist, and budding philosopher, Stokely observed the cultural variations between blacks in Harlem and Washington, from the superficial differences in accents to more remarkable behavioral contrasts. He found black southerners to be for the most part “relaxed, friendly, and courteous, not at all as hard-edged and in-your-face as in Harlem.”13


Howard is located in the predominantly black neighborhood off of Georgia Avenue in the city’s Northwest section. Its sprawling campus extends toward a hill that houses the Founders Library and assorted other buildings where liberal arts classes were held. As a pre-med major, Stokely found himself in “the valley,” the lower campus that headquartered the natural sciences.


By 1960, Howard enjoyed a rich history of civil rights advocacy and racial uplift dating back to the nineteenth century. Founded in 1867 as a national university open to all, it was named after Oliver O. Howard, a general in the Union army during the Civil War. After the war, Howard headed the Freedmen’s Bureau, the government agency charged with integrating former slaves into American society, and helped found the university. It quickly became the most comprehensive institution of higher education open to blacks in America.


A new Howard president, James Nabrit Jr., was installed a few months before Stokely’s arrival. Small, neatly dressed, and outwardly unimposing, Nabrit possessed a quiet fire and intellectual integrity that cautiously embraced an era of academic freedom and institutional reforms undreamed of under his predecessor, the imposing and fiercely dictatorial Mordecai Johnson.14


In a sense, Howard was a darker-hued version of Harvard. At Howard, the black sons and daughters of the Talented Tenth attended dances and balls, joined fraternities and sororities, and planned lucrative professional futures. Sports, drinking, beauty pageants, and popularity formed the core of Howard’s social life as did long-standing traditions of “class and color snobbery” that made the university stand apart from the lives of ordinary black Washingtonians.15


Howard’s contingent of international students provided tangible cultural and diplomatic links with newly emerging African and Caribbean nations. Carmichael’s freshman roommate, for example, hailed from Jamaica. Directed to orientation for foreign students because of his Trinidadian birthplace, Stokely listened to a campus representative warn about the crime-ridden black community that surrounded Howard and of the cultural distance between West Indians and black Americans. Carmichael “resolved then and there” to nurture relationships with African students in what would be a lifelong effort to bridge real and imagined political and cultural divides between black America and the Third World. Trinidad and Jamaica achieved independence within two years of Carmichael’s arrival at Howard as did various African countries, none as prominently or as poignantly as the Congo, whose prime minister, Patrice Lumumba, would become a symbol of anti-colonial resistance following his assassination on January 17, 1961. The initial success of African and Caribbean independence movements buoyed Carmichael’s optimism about the world’s political future, and living in Washington afforded him the opportunity to consort with African and Caribbean nationals, diplomats, and political activists.16


Howard’s faculty impressed Carmichael as both brilliant scholars and politically engaged intellectuals. The Howard tradition was luminous and included Alain Locke, the leading philosopher of the New Negro and Harlem Renaissance era; Charles Hamilton Houston, the architect behind the NAACP’s successful legal challenge against Jim Crow; and Ralph Bunche, former chair of the political science department, United Nations diplomat, and winner of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1950. E. Franklin Frazier, the towering black sociologist and author of the classic work The Black Bourgeoisie, was one of the school’s most beloved professors. Frazier’s expertise in black history and culture were widely covered in the university’s student newspaper, The Hilltop. Frazier’s unusual combination of erudition and humor made him a favorite among students, including Stokely. But he disagreed with the professor’s contention that American blacks no longer possessed enduring African roots. Carmichael sympathized with the work of one of Frazier’s intellectual combatants, the white scholar Melville Herskovits, of Northwestern University, whose writing on African American’s cultural retentions broke new historical and anthropological ground.17


Conversations with historian Rayford Logan opened up new ways of imagining slavery and antebellum America’s impact on contemporary race relations. The presence of William Leo Hansberry (uncle of Lorraine Hansberry), Frank Snowden, and Chancellor Williams offered creative students the chance to study Africa from antiquity to the age of decolonization. African artifacts on display in the university’s art gallery set Stokely’s mind ablaze with questions about black people’s racial and ethnic origins, while plays at the Ira Aldridge Theater gave dramatic expression to black literary productions that, for Carmichael, reached the level of Greek tragedy.


Sterling Brown, the scholar, poet, and critic, took a special interest in Carmichael. Brown counted as friends and acquaintances the musicians Paul Robeson, Huddie Ledbetter (Lead Belly), and Duke Ellington, and the pioneering Pan-Africanist W.E.B. Du Bois. His earthy demeanor and razor-sharp wit instantly endeared him to undergraduates. Brown frequently invited Carmichael to his office for chatty reminiscences about literary and historical figures. Stokely and fellow students Mike Thelwell, Courtland Cox, Butch Conn, Ed Brown, and Tom Kahn eagerly accepted invitations to Brown’s home on occasional weekends, when they listened to jazz and indulged in his rare book library. Brown urged them to pay careful attention to the voices of not just the dignified but also the damned: the poor, rural and urban, grassroots and street-corner inhabitants. He would credit Brown “for first showing me how to really appreciate and love our people’s culture.”18


At fifty-nine, Brown was old enough to be Carmichael’s grandfather, but Howard’s younger faculty also provided inspiration. Toni Morrison, who would later win the Pulitzer and Nobel Prizes, taught Stokely’s freshman English class. If Howard’s internal contradictions proved disorienting they also produced a new sense of intellectual balance for Carmichael, whose professors combined scholarly erudition with a progressive black intellectual orientation. Although Howard lacked a formal Black Studies program during his undergraduate years, Carmichael dove into curriculum choices beyond his designated major, which changed from pre-medicine to philosophy, and included a deep interest in black history, politics, and culture.19


Beyond the mentorship of some of Howard’s best professors, Carmichael’s most important association came by joining the Nonviolent Action Group. Composed of some fifty core members, less than half of whom were women and eight white, NAG was propelled by “the conviction that youth could change the world” and set out in a determined fashion to do so. Most members were Howard students, but some, like Paul Dietrich, a white socialist who owned a jazz club that served as a NAG hangout, were local activists. By the time Stokely arrived, the older students Thelwell, Cox, Brown, Kahn, Bill Mahoney, Dion Diamond, and Hank Thomas were already NAG veterans.


NAG members were considered racial and political mavericks. Ed Brown had enrolled in Howard after expulsion from Southern University in Louisiana for organizing sit-ins and wound up living across the hall from Stokely and became a trusted ally. Hank Thomas was a native of St. Augustine, Florida. His parents sent him to Howard to escape the state’s racial problems. The six-foot-five-inch Thomas had been offered a football scholarship from the University of Wisconsin. He chose Howard out of a commitment to the movement that he traced back to his high school years in segregated schools, where his teachers nurtured an appreciation of black history and contemporary African independence movements. Mahoney combined striking physical features—high cheekbones, olive skin, and almond-shaped eyes that gave him the look of a Native American—with a casual penchant for discussing obscure philosophical issues. Tall, light-skinned, articulate, and sternly handsome, Thelwell stood out as the group’s most talented literary propagandist and a future novelist. Born in Jamaica to a politically minded family, Thelwell grew up discussing independence movements flourishing all over the Caribbean and took particular interest in the Cuban Revolution. Thelwell’s stylish goatee, pipe smoking, and confidence lent him an aura of cosmopolitan insouciance. With his thick Jamaican accent, encyclopedic literary knowledge, and serious demeanor, he could be easily mistaken for one of Howard’s young professors, and his habit of delivering pro-Cuban lectures to fellow students earned him the nickname “Castro.” As a sophomore Thelwell roomed in the same dormitory as Stokely. Carmichael’s engaging demeanor, wicked sense of humor, and charisma marked him as a unique personality—both larger than life and down to earth. “He was,” Thelwell would recall, “just a very spirited young man.”20


Carmichael’s fellow Trinidadian and New Yorker Courtland Cox exuded intellectual energy and inner calm. Prone to offering ingenious bits of philosophical wisdom (“Blackness is necessary,” he once remarked, “but it is not sufficient”), Cox cultivated a reputation for maintaining grace under pressure. The trio of Stokely, Brown, and Cox functioned as a rump group within NAG. Some, like Carmichael, traced their activism back to high school or earlier, while others had found inspiration in the lunch counter sit-ins that had set the nation on fire the previous spring.21


At his first NAG meeting, the sophisticated level of discussion exhilarated Stokely. Members talked about how to organize Howard’s campus and challenge Jim Crow in Washington and the neighboring states of Maryland and Virginia. Concerned with the intellectual and theoretical matters that lay at the core of the practical struggle for civil rights, members quoted Martin Luther King and linked individual civic action to a larger vision of collective social justice.22


NAG members read Bayard Rustin’s 1942 essay “The Negro and Nonviolence” as part of their training. Citing Gandhi’s observation that “freedom does not drop from the sky,” Rustin argued that nonviolent direct action could tap into existing black church networks and assist in dismantling racial segregation. He dared American pacifists to extend their antiwar activism to the struggle to end racism. “This demands being so integral a part of the Negro community in its day-to-day struggle, so close to it in similarity of work, so near its standard of living,” observed Rustin, “that when problems arise he who stands forth to judge, to plan, to suggest, or to lead is really at one with the Negro masses.”23


Carmichael read Rustin’s words with pride that turned into astonishment. Racial violence, fear, and racial resentment had grown worse since Rustin’s essay. Rustin’s prophetic words raised his stature in Carmichael’s eyes, as did another essay, “Nonviolence vs. Jim Crow,” a moving account of Rustin’s refusal to obey segregation laws during a bus trip from Louisville to Nashville. Carmichael’s admiration for Rustin grew into a kind of reverence after reading these essays, a feeling that gripped many in NAG.


Armed with Rustin’s words, Carmichael spent his freshman year attending classes (armed also with stethoscope, thermometer, and rubber hammer supplied by Mummy Olga for the future physician), NAG meetings, and following news from the national civil rights front. In an era where Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC) drills were compulsory, Carmichael staged fainting spells that earned him a permanent stay from such activity. Impatient to earn his stripes in southern civil rights demonstrations like some of NAG’s veterans, Carmichael settled for attending local demonstrations, planning future organizing drives, and studying the nuances of nonviolence, sometimes under the direction of Julius Hobson, an outspoken local CORE leader.24


In a remarkably short time, Stokely became a leader among equals. His knack for turning competitors into friends made him an effortless politician, one whose gift for mimicry could soothe a wounded ego and whose words could alternately flatter, tease, cajole, and admonish. Carmichael’s ability to simultaneously project an aura of bold confidence, reckless nerve, and laid-back cool made him something of a phenomenon on campus. Six years before he would become a national political leader, Carmichael began, as natural leaders often do, to transform his environment. Howard University would, in many ways, never be the same. Stokely’s activist legacy would impact future generations of students long after his time as an undergraduate had concluded.


Carmichael’s leadership qualities, which were cultivated in NAG, would be tested as a Freedom Rider. In the spring of 1961, an interracial group of civil rights activists, a mixture of student leaders and veteran organizers, launched Freedom Rides throughout the South in defiance of Jim Crow. The plan grew out of the 1947 Journey of Reconciliation, a project co-sponsored by CORE and FOR, whose architects included Rustin, Ella Baker, and African-American journalist William Worthy. Ironically, although the initiative contained his fingerprints, Rustin observed the proceedings from London, having been temporarily excluded, once again, from advisory capacities because of sexual and political indiscretions.25


Designed to test the recent Supreme Court ruling that banned Jim Crow at interstate bus terminals, “Project Freedom Ride 1961” sparked a national crisis through benign provocation. Riders were instructed to enter southern bus and train terminals and simply defy segregated spaces. Black volunteers would sit in waiting areas and enter bathrooms reserved for whites. Hank Thomas’ decision to volunteer as a Freedom Rider, following a typically charged NAG debate, drew Carmichael closer to joining the mission. CORE’s Washington headquarters became the staging point to train twelve volunteers who would travel down south, accompanied by national director James Farmer. Carmichael met John Lewis at a dinner, remembered as the Last Supper (because of the twelve) honoring volunteers. The soft-spoken, impeccably dressed Lewis impressed Stokely as calm and courageous. A devout Christian who had practice-preached to chickens as a boy growing up in Alabama, Lewis patterned his humble manner after Martin Luther King. Within two years he would become SNCC chairman and emerge as the youngest nationally recognized civil rights leader of the era.


The next day, May 4, Carmichael and a group from Howard and CORE activists escorted the volunteers to the bus station. He watched the group of thirteen board two buses (one Trailways, one Greyhound) with a mixture of admiration and apprehension. There were good reasons to be concerned. Spectacular waves of violence would confront Freedom Riders ten days later in Anniston, Alabama, where a mob set fire to the Greyhound bus and injured several riders, including Hank Thomas. A photo of the burning bus accompanied evening newspaper coverage and catapulted the Freedom Rides into global significance. In Birmingham, violent ambush—coordinated between the local branch of the Ku Klux Klan and Birmingham’s commissioner of public safety, Eugene “Bull” Connor, and tacitly abetted by FBI agents aware of the impending attack—greeted the Trailways bus.26


Carmichael followed these developments from Howard with a sense of horror that grew into rage. From Nashville, the hot-tempered Diane Nash drifted into cool precision. After Farmer succumbed to White House pressure for a moratorium on future rides, Nash organized a new contingent of riders. No sooner had the Freedom Riders hopped a prearranged flight to New Orleans than word leaked that a fresh wave of volunteers were heading to Alabama. NAG responded to Nash’s plea for volunteers with fresh recruits, including a past skeptic, the white club owner and socialist Paul Dietrich. Stokely, Bill Mahoney, and fellow students Travis Britt and John Moody rescheduled finals so they could join soon after.27


On June 7, NAG volunteers prepared to go south. Stokely was embarking on a dangerous mission, so he called his mother from the Washington airport. “May Charles, this is for real now. Something I gotta do. I only ask one thing. If the press should contact you, just tell them you’re proud of me.” May Charles rebuked him for “chatting nonsense” and putting his life on the line “for people who don’t care about you,” but Stokely held firm. He made the call just as he and other volunteers prepared to board a night flight to New Orleans. Julius Hobson, NAG member Travis Britt, and the Greene sisters, Connie and Gwen, whom Carmichael knew from Baltimore-area demonstrations, joined him. Dispatched with strict instructions from Hobson, they boarded the plane with carry-on luggage and quickly deplaned in New Orleans for a prearranged rendezvous with two CORE workers. At New Orleans, this group would be the first to test restrictions at a train station bound for Jackson, Mississippi. Carmichael alleviated his own fear of dying by philosophically reasoning that “somebody will die, but it won’t be me, it will be the guy next to me.” As the years passed, this personal mantra would hold true.28


Carmichael’s Freedom Riders arrived in New Orleans at three in the morning. They hoped their middle-of-the-night arrival would throw off suspicion of civil rights activity. The plan worked and a CORE escort drove them to the city. Stokely marveled at the warm air and inhaled sweet smells that reminded him of his childhood. As the group drove to the edge of town to spend a fitful night’s sleep, Carmichael noted the sight of strange trees glittering with Spanish moss, a picture that evoked images of a gothic South teeming with lynch mobs. Billie Holiday’s “Strange Fruit” might have come to mind. The sense of poverty was overwhelming. Well acquainted with housing projects in Harlem, Carmichael considered the ghettoes in New Orleans to be “absolutely appalling.” It was the furthest south in the United States he had ever been.29


In the morning, a large mob convened outside the New Orleans train station, forcing Carmichael’s group to scurry onto the train for Jackson through a blur of concentrated violence. Once safely on the train, they were too relieved to dwell on cuts and bruises sustained during the frantic boarding. The image of an elderly white woman shaking a cane in rage would remain with Stokely for the rest of his life.30


On June 8, Stokely and eight volunteers entered a white waiting room in Jackson, Mississippi, and were quickly arrested and put in Hinds County Jail. Seven of the nine were NAG members. The group’s interracial makeup, which included several white women, caused one officer to snap as they spilled out of the paddy wagon: “We got nine: five black niggers and four white niggers.” Prisoner 20978 stared into the camera pensively, his remarkably expressive eyes fixed straight ahead as if contemplating a future too distant to fully comprehend. Carmichael’s profile betrayed youthful acne and a slightly oversized suit jacket. The trip marked his first visit to “the enemy’s stronghold,” Mississippi, a place he would soon call home. While being processed, he discussed Henry David Thoreau’s ideas on civil disobedience, insulted racist police officers and prison guards, and adopted a general tone of open defiance. Hinds County Jail housed notable movement figures: the devout Nashville contingent led by Jim Lawson and the seminarians James Bevel, John Lewis, and Bernard Lafayette; Reverend C.T. Vivian, who managed to retain his defiant eloquence even amidst repeated beatings at the hands of authorities; and a group from NAG that included Hank Thomas, Dion Diamond, John Moody, and Nashville student Freddy Leonard. Joan Trumpauer, a white Southerner from Georgia who had transferred from Duke University to historically black Tougaloo Southern Christian College, near Jackson, after accepting the movement as her calling, was also on hand. She kept a diary of her time in jail, where riders were segregated by race and sex. The devoutly Christian Trumpauer longed to be housed with the black women who shared her love of spirituals. “I think all the girls in here are gems but I feel more in common with the Negro girls & wish I was locked with them instead of these atheist Yankees—particularly when they sing,” she wrote. “The boys have devotions twice a day. Sigh!”31


In New York, May Charles listened to the radio for news of her son. To neighbors who asked, “Is that your boy Stokely they’ve got down there?” she responded as her son had instructed. “Yes, that’s my boy and I’m so proud of him I don’t know what to do!” Adolphus Carmichael frowned upon his son’s activism but took Stokely at his word that he would earn a college degree before devoting his life to the movement. His parents learned early on to compromise with Stokely, who proved more willful, mischievous, and political than his four sisters. If May Charles identified with her son’s independent streak, Adolphus retained a stubborn faith in God, hard work, and a hope in the promise of America’s immigrant roots that conflicted with Stokely’s ingrained skepticism.32


While May Charles put on a good public face, Carmichael remained in jail. In the middle of the night on June 15, Carmichael and forty-four other male prisoners were transferred by bus to Parchman Farm, Mississippi’s notorious prison. They sped across Highway 49. Bill Mahoney remembered seeing two children who were walking through a cotton field stop in their tracks at the sight of the speeding convoy. Parchman’s tower and concrete buildings formed tiny specks against the Delta’s stark landscape, where flat-lands stretched as far and wide as the eye could see. Barbed-wire fences and shotgun-toting sentries made entrance into Parchman memorable, as did the warden’s threat to unleash the prison’s “bad niggers” on the Freedom Riders. Herded to the maximum-security wing, the bleary-eyed group listened to a profanity-filled tirade from Deputy Tyson, whom Carmichael later described as “a massive, red-faced, cigar-smoking cracker in cowboy boots and a Stetson who strutted and stomped about blustering out orders and ‘promises’.” Tyson fit the stereotype of southern law enforcement as a grotesque caricature complete with an incongruously high-pitched voice that contrasted with his extra-large size.33


Parchman’s legendary brutality had reached Carmichael in Greenwich Village, through the heartbreaking laments of guitar-strumming folk singers. Carmichael and his cellmate, Nashville’s Freddy Leonard, were the two youngest riders, and in the next cell was the forty-one-year-old James Farmer, chastened, but relieved to be in the thick of things after his absence from Anniston. In his rich baritone, Farmer shared war stories and tall tales and debated Stokely over the nuances of nonviolence. They found a collective bravado in freedom songs they sang from their concrete windowless cells. A “moral stubbornness” united the strong group of personalities who stayed in twenty-four-hour lockdown relieved by twice weekly showers. Hank Thomas led an exercise routine after breakfast each day and doubled as music conductor for songs the men sang to pass the time and raise their spirits.34


The singing tested the patience of guards, who ordered it halted. When the Freedom Riders refused, the guards removed their mattresses, leaving them to sleep on the floor or on steel box springs. Guards and inmate trusties snatched Stokely’s mattress and, after a brutal effort, Freddy Leonard’s. The brutality inspired Carmichael to join in song later that day in a religious service that would be interrupted by water hosing. The more spiritually inclined strove to imbue their suffering with a sense of higher purpose. James Bevel refuted complaints over prison garb with a line that he spoke as if delivering a newsflash: “Gandhi wrapped a rag around his balls and brought the whole British Empire to its knees!” Hank Thomas evoked the biblical examples of Paul and Silas “bound in jail” as a salve against depression.35
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