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MATTHEW 5:6, 9, 10


Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied….


Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called the children of God.


Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.








INTRODUCTION


“WHO IS BAYARD RUSTIN?”


I have been asked this question enough times to know that “Bayard Rustin” is not a household name in America.


Rustin was not a president, not a four-star general, not a celebrity. He did not die young under tragic circumstances, as did Martin Luther King, Jr., and Malcolm X, two more renowned African Americans whom we do remember. Instead, depending on the circumstances, Rustin was dismissed during his lifetime as a Communist, a draft dodger, or a sexual pervert—and sometimes all three. None are characteristics designed to win a revered place in our nation’s history.


Less than two decades after Rustin’s death, his enormous contributions to American life—in the struggle for racial equality, a peaceful international order, and a democratic economic system—have been covered over, his name mostly forgotten, his contribution to a world worth living in largely obscured. Except for the briefest walk-on part as the man-behind the-scenes of the historic 1963 March on Washington, Rustin hardly appears at all in the voluminous literature produced about the 1960s. Instead, he has become a man without a home in history.


This neglect of Rustin is tragic because he is, I believe, a vitally important historical character. He deserves a place in our national memory as one of the key figures of his time. More than anyone else, Rustin brought the message and methods of Gandhi to the United States. He insinuated nonviolence into the heart of the black freedom struggle. He presided over the transformation of direct action tactics from the cherished possession of a few initiates to its embrace by millions of Americans. He resurrected mass peaceful protest from the graveyard in which cold war anti-communism had buried it and made it once again a vibrant expression of citizen rights in a free society.


Rustin was a visionary. He believed that violence could never bring justice and that war could never bring peace. He stood by these convictions during the “good war” against Hitler, during the first decades of the cold war, and during the years of a spiraling nuclear arms race. Rustin was an internationalist long before globalization became a catchword in American life. He viewed nationalism as a destructive force in human affairs and conducted himself as if world citizenship already existed. He organized and led protests not only in the United States but across several continents as well.


Rustin was smart. His associates recognized him as a master strategist of social change. He dedicated himself to figuring out how human beings, individually and collectively, could do more than simply go about the business of living. He studied the workings of insurgent movements around the globe so that he might better understand how permanently to alter powerful institutions and longstanding national policies.


Rustin was inspirational to the countless thousands who knew him. He wished more than anything else to remake the world around him. He wanted to shift the balance between white supremacy and racial justice, between violence and cooperation in the conduct of nations, between the wealth and power of the few and the poverty and powerlessness of the many. He believed that the most antagonistic human relationships—between a white sheriff and a black sharecropper, between the European colonizer and the Africans he lorded over, between the filthy rich and the struggling poor—could be transformed. He believed that ordinary individuals could make a vast difference in the world, and he communicated this conviction widely.


Rustin was also wildly controversial in his lifetime. He had been a member of the Young Communist League in the 1930s. He refused the call to defend his country after the United States had been attacked at Pearl Harbor. Segregationists, of whom there were many, and anti Communists, of whom there were even more, always had ammunition to fire in Rustin’s direction. Rustin repeatedly found himself the target of the FBI, local police, conservative journalists, State Department officials, and anyone else beating the drums of patriotic fervor during the cold war decades.


Rustin had ways to counter these vulnerabilities. His Quaker beliefs were a legitimate explanation for his pacifism. He publicly broke with and repeatedly repudiated the Communist Party. His pacifist friends and his associates in the black freedom movement applauded his integrity and courage, and they stood by him when cold warriors and defenders of the racial status quo launched attacks on him.


Not so for his homosexuality. If Rustin has been lost in the shadows of history, it is at least in part because he was a gay man in an era when the stigma attached to this was unrelieved. There were no islands of safety, no oases of acceptance in the decades when Rustin was forging a career as an agitator for justice. In the mid-twentieth century, every state criminalized homosexual behavior. Gay men could be—and commonly were—arrested for touching hands in a bar, for asking another man to spend the night, and for doing in parked cars in secluded places what young heterosexuals did all the time. Rustin’s sexual desires brought him trouble repeatedly. Police locked him up. Judges humiliated him in the courtroom. Newspapers exposed him. Worst of all, friends, mentors, and close allies repeatedly abandoned him because how he chose to love and whom he chose to desire put him beyond the pale of what America at that time defined as acceptable.


INITIALLY I CAME to Rustin’s life because I wanted to write about the 1960s. At the time, and forever since, the sixties were recognized as a watershed decade in the United States. Look at a photograph of almost anything from 1958 and find a comparable one for 1972. The visual evidence of change will be striking. It was a time of revolutionary upheavals that left almost nothing in America untouched. Americans fought each other in the 1960s, and they have continued to fight about the meaning of the 1960s ever since.


One common plot line of the sixties traces a trajectory that moves from good to bad. The good sixties were composed of heroic student sit-ins and freedom rides, the crusading rhetoric of the New Frontier and the Great Society, the inspiration of an interracial March on Washington and a war against poverty. Trailing right behind were the bad sixties of war in the jungles of Southeast Asia, American cities in flames and occupied by troops, students shot dead on their own campuses by the National Guard and, when it all ended, the stench of Watergate. Why did sweet dreams of hope metastasize into nightmares?


Rustin first commanded my attention because, just as the good sixties were about to turn toward the bad, he authored a bold manifesto titled “From Protest to Politics.” More than a generation after its writing, it still reads as a compelling piece of political analysis. Rustin addressed himself to the question of how the growing number of Americans who were protesting racial injustice might move from the margins of the political system to the centers of power. He argued that out of the civil rights movement there could emerge a coalition of conscience capable of becoming a new progressive majority in the United States. His strategy rested on a bedrock optimism that the American political system was flexible and responsive enough to embrace change of revolutionary dimensions. He believed that peaceful democratic means were adequate to the task of remaking relations of power. Rustin also had faith that individual human beings themselves were just as flexible and that, over time, they could be moved to recognize the worth of every one of their fellows and act accordingly.


Rustin’s argument was not a mushy utopian exhortation in favor of universal fellowship and peace on earth. It was detailed, thoughtful, logical, and measured in its assessment of the political landscape. Reading it for the first time a quarter-century after it was published, I experienced a thrill of excitement, as if the moment when he wrote was still before me and the opportunities he sketched out still waited to be grasped. Yet the moment was not seized. Militant activists in the civil rights movement and burgeoning New Left scorned Rustin’s analysis. They saw it as evidence that this Gandhian organizer of many years’ standing, seasoned by decades of campaigns and two dozen arrests, had lost his radical edge. In what may be one of the cruelest ironies of this historical era, conservatives on the right rather than progressives on the left took up elements of Rustin’s ideas and ran with them. Conservatives were the ones who used the electoral system to become the governing majority over the next generation.


I knew that Rustin was gay when I began to study his life. It was an important part of what attracted me to his story. I had already written about the history of homosexuality in America, and I knew the intensity of persecution directed not only at Communists and fellow travelers during the McCarthy era but at sexual nonconformists as well. I also knew that Rustin had been convicted for public lewdness in the 1950s and that in the final days before the March on Washington, segregationists exposed the incident. Yet I assumed that “the closet” was so sturdily constructed at this time and that habits of discretion in sexual matters operated so pervasively that Rustin’s sexuality would serve at most as an interesting backdrop to the public career. I expected it to be tucked into the corner marked “private life” and imagined that it would only occasionally intervene in the telling of his story.


I now know differently. The boundary between public and private proved very porous in Rustin’s life. As I dug through the evidence and interviewed those who knew him, it became abundantly clear that his sexuality—or, more accurately, the stigma that American society attached to his sexual desires—made him forever vulnerable. Again and again, Rustin found his aspirations blocked, his talents contained, and his influence marginalized. Yes, he also found ways to carve out a significant role in the movements he held dear. But he had to find ways to do this so that unpredictable eruptions of homophobia might not harm these causes. It is little wonder that so few Americans today know who he is.


And the disavowal of Rustin continues. As I write this introduction, parents of school-aged children in his hometown of West Chester, Pennsylvania, are rebelling against proposals to rename the local high school after its most accomplished alumnus.


THE BOOK THAT I have written is not what I had originally intended. It still has much to say about the 1960s and the stirring events of that decade. But any thoughts I entertained that Bayard Rustin could be a vehicle for my purposes long ago fell victim to the dramatic nature of his story. Lost Prophet is centrally about Rustin—the impact he had on events and the struggles he faced to sustain a role for himself in the most important movements of his times. To take Rustin seriously—and, trust me, he insists that we do take him seriously—requires paying as much attention to the decades when he toiled in obscurity as to the 1960s, when he had his moment as a national figure.


A biographer could not ask for a more compelling subject than Rustin. His story is heroic and harrowing. It abounds with triumphs and trials. It combines the narrative contours of the saint and the sinner. Rustin displays courage under circumstances that are terrifying to contemplate. His life reminds us that the most important stories from the past are often those that have been forgotten and that from obscure origins can emerge individuals with the power to change the world.





CHAPTER ONE “Any Road Will Take You There” 1912-1934



THE CHESTER COUNTY Historical Society occupies a prime location in downtown West Chester, Pennsylvania. Its smartly refurbished space testifies to the importance that community leaders attach to history. In its main research room lie stacks of meticulously kept clipping folders. They track the doings of generations of Darlingtons, Butlers, Taylors, and numerous other Quaker families who settled in that part of the state and gave the town its character. Merchants, public officials, poets, farmers, even some stray military officers are among the peace-loving Quakers. The genealogy of these families, minor characters in history to all but themselves, has been carefully maintained.


Not so for the Rustins. Until Bayard began to distinguish himself as an actor on the stage of world history, no one thought to preserve a record of the weddings and deaths, the births and anniversaries, the school graduations and other small triumphs of an industrious black family not far removed from slavery. Except for Bayard’s own recollections, recounted through the many interviews he gave later in life, only bits of information survive to reconstruct his origins. Like the shards of a pot scattered across a field, they give hints of the whole even as the missing pieces lend mystery to the circumstances that shaped the man.


BAYARD WAS WELL into boyhood before he learned that his oldest sister, Florence, was actually his mother. While still a teenager, Florence Rustin had taken up with Archie Hopkins, a laborer in town. The African American community in West Chester was small enough that Bayard came to know his biological father by sight and reputation. He remembered Hopkins as broad-shouldered, muscular, and tall, with deep brown skin and a penchant for trouble. According to Bayard, Hopkins “drank an inordinate amount, gambled an inordinate amount and played around with girls an inordinate amount.”1 No way would Julia and Janifer, Florence’s sober, hardworking parents, press Archie to marry their eldest child. Bayard never developed a relationship with Hopkins, nor did he have much of one with Florence, who was gone from the Rustin home long before Bayard started school. No letters, and evidence for only one meeting between them, survive for all the years after he reached maturity. Bayard treated Florence’s children by a later marriage not as siblings but as cousins—and distant ones at that.


In every way that mattered, Julia and Janifer Rustin, not Florence and Archie, were his Mamma and Pappa. Julia, a nurse by training, attended the birth on March 17, 1912, and a few days later made the decision with Janifer to raise the newborn as their youngest. Reflecting Julia’s long-standing ties to the Quaker culture of the area, they named the boy after West Chester’s most illustrious son, Bayard Taylor, a local poet and diplomat. They kept the information of his origins from Bayard until, teased by one of his elementary school classmates about his parentage, he came home one afternoon and asked Julia about it.


Standing in the kitchen cooking the evening meal, she said, “Well now I think it’s been too long…. Florence is your mother, but we’re one big family and we are all mothers for everybody.” The decision of Julia and Janifer to raise Bayard as their own gave him a secure and loving home. “Never sleep on misery,” Janifer once told Bayard, explaining that he and Julia had never gone to bed with bitterness or anger standing between them. Very late in Janifer’s life, when a friend of Bayard visited the Rustin home, Janifer whispered in her ear: “I’ll be 80, and she is 71—but we’re still courting!” Bayard termed their marriage “the perfect union.”2 The Rustin household was one of the most respected in West Chester’s small black community. Janifer had migrated there as a young man sometime in the 1880s. He had been born in 1864, the last year of the Civil War, in Laplata, Maryland, the seat of St. Mary’s County in the Chesapeake region of the state. His parents, Janifer and Amelia, were slaves. Because Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation applied only to the Confederate states, the infant Janifer was legally a slave until the Thirteenth Amendment became part of the Constitution the next year. Why Janifer chose to leave his kin behind remains a mystery, but the timing for a move across the Mason-Dixon line was propitious. By the 1880s, the hopefulness of the post-Emancipation era was fading for the freed men and women of the South, and a new racial caste system was taking shape in the former slave states. West Chester, Pennsylvania, by contrast, was Quaker country. The whole area remained dotted with houses that had once served as stops on the Underground Railroad shepherding slaves to freedom. And West Chester itself had a small community of African Americans, the descendants of free colored people whose presence in town antedated the Civil War.3


Among those residents when Janifer arrived was the young Julia Davis. Julia’s mother, Elizabeth, had ancestors in Pennsylvania further back than anyone could remember. The Delaware Indians figured in her heritage too, accounting for the high cheekbones that ran in the family. Elizabeth was reared in the household of the Butlers, who produced one member of Congress and, later, a flamboyant army major dubbed the “Fighting Quaker.” She spent most of her life working as a domestic in the homes of Mrs. Butler’s relatives, who saw to it that Elizabeth’s daughter, Julia, received an education in the local Friends School and training as a nurse. Julia was one of the first blacks in the county to have a high school education. Along with her ties to the leading Quaker families, it placed her among what might be considered a local black elite. Though Julia was a member of the African Methodist Episcopal church (AME), she absorbed Quakerism at home and in school, and its influence on her remained powerful.4 Janifer and Julia married in 1891, before Julia was out of her teens. The wedding was held at the home of Julia’s parents, with the Reverend J. C. Brock, pastor of West Chester’s most prestigious black congregation, officiating. Children came often and regularly to the couple. Over the next eighteen years, Julia gave birth to six girls and two boys: Florence, Bessie, Janifer, Jr., Anna, Rhetta, Vella, Ruth, and Earle. Janifer proved a resourceful husband, a proud but reserved man who displayed, in the words of one of Bayard’s associates, “a very strong and lovely spirit.” Bayard recalled Janifer as having “the most erect carriage of any person you’ve ever seen.” His only vices were a bit of bourbon every night before bed and an occasional cigar. “None of us,” Bayard reflected a generation later, after Janifer’s death, “can remember a single unkindness in him.” For more than three decades, he was employed as the steward of the Elks Lodge in West Chester. The job allowed him to draw on the patronage of affluent white families, one of which rented him a large ten-room home in the east end, where many of the African American families lived. Janifer’s work kept the family’s kitchen well stocked, as surplus food from lodge parties, including an array of delicacies, often came his way. The long hours of steady laboring made him just prosperous enough so that, with determination, he could maintain in school those of his children whose interests or ambitions tended in that direction. Bessie, for instance, went to the local normal college and trained as a teacher; Ruth became an accountant.5


While Janifer earned the family’s keep, Julia cared for the family. Just past forty years old at the time Bayard was born, she had her hands more than full with housekeeping and child rearing. Though her oldest children were nearing the point of leaving home, the youngest, Earle, was still a toddler, and two others were not yet in school. Soon after Bayard’s second birthday, tragedy confronted the family with the unexpected death of Janifer, Jr., in his sixteenth year. A year later, the grieving family expressed its loss through a poem of remembrance it sent to the local paper:


Days of sadness still come o’er us,
Tears of sorrow silent flow,
Memory keeps our loved one near us,
Though he’s gone a year ago.
O for a touch of his little hand,
And a sound of his voice that is still.



In the face of this loss, Julia cherished the young Bayard even more. “I have taken care of Bayard since he was 10 days old,” she later wrote in an effort to explain her deep attachment, “so you know how close he is to me.”6


Without question, Julia was the dominant presence in Bayard’s early life, exerting an influence that stayed with him forever. Slender as a young woman, with delicate features and clear brown eyes, she was, according to him, “an extremely dominant personality, but not at all domineering. She towered whenever she walked into a room.” The messages he received from her, both by observation and through long hours of sitting with her in the kitchen and listening to her talk as she cooked, were many: to treat everyone with respect, to hear every side of a controversy, to put oneself at the service of others. Most of all, she impressed on him the need to present a calm demeanor to the outside world. “One just doesn’t lose one’s temper,” Bayard heard often, and it became a lesson he later took to heart as he crafted a public role for himself. “She was a remarkable, remarkable woman,” he told an interviewer near the end of his life.7


Despite heavy responsibilities at home, Julia made time for an active role in the community. Like many other educated women of her generation, she extended her nurturance beyond the immediate family and engaged in a form of “social housekeeping.” Melding a Quaker ethic of service with African American traditions of communal solidarity, Julia devoted herself to community affairs. “A dealer in relieving misery” was how Bayard described her. She founded a day nursery for the children of black working mothers, served on the board of a society of visiting black nurses, was a stalwart member of the local Negro woman’s club, and organized a summer Bible camp that met in a lot near the railroad tracks. Bayard was there every day, absorbing Old Testament lessons of slavery and freedom that Julia and the other volunteers drilled into their young charges. “My grandmother,” he recalled years later, “was thoroughly convinced that when it came to matters of the liberation of black people, we had much more to learn from the Jewish experience than we had to learn out of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.” Those Bible lessons, he said, “made me extremely militant in terms of achieving things on this earth.”8


Bayard’s childhood coincided with the beginnings of the Great Migration, a massive historic movement of African Americans from Jim Crow in the rural South to the cities of the North. The more economically fortunate migrants boarded trains headed for Chicago, Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, and New York; others had to walk all or part of the way. The Rustin home served as a way station for some of those passing through. Bayard remembered that often he and the other Rustin children “would be hustled out of our beds late at night to make room for a family which didn’t have anywhere to go and was passing through town.” Julia’s perception of injustice did not make her bitter: “I decided long ago that I was not going to let people mistreat me, and in addition give me indigestion,” she once told Bayard, but it did nourish a commitment to action. Shortly after the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) was founded in 1909 to protest lynching and other evils of the racial caste system, Julia became one of its first local members. Towering figures of the black freedom struggle such as W. E. B. Du Bois, James Weldon Johnson, and Mary McLeod Bethune stayed with the Rustins when they passed through town.9


But the Rustins did not have to look south to find injustice. Like most other Northern cities of the era, West Chester was riven by ethnic and racial divisions. Massive immigration from Southern and Eastern Europe confronted native-born Anglo Americans with customs, languages, religious beliefs, and modes of dress that both seemed alien and stimulated fears of national decline. Nick Bruno, a child of Italian immigrants and a contemporary of Bayard, recalled how “we stayed more or less to ourselves, just like the blacks stayed to theirselves, the Irish stayed to theirselves, the Polaks or whatever. Jewish people stayed to theirselves. We were all in the west end here. And the blacks were in the other section. The east section. Of course, the Quakers, they were all over.” In Bruno’s experience, assumptions about the criminality of Italians made dating the daughters of the old-line white families impossible. Bayard remembered that when he was a young boy, the Rustins were friendly with a neighboring Italian family, with the mothers sharing food and the children roaming in and out of one another’s home. Yet Bayard had to meet another friend on neutral ground because of the prejudices of that boy’s parents. He also recollected that the most blatant expressions of hatred he witnessed growing up were directed against Jews.10


Within this patchwork of ethnic tension, the experience of West Chester’s colored citizens remained apart. Despite a history of Quaker abolitionist activity in and around West Chester, residents of African heritage, unlike other ethnic groups, faced formal segregation and exclusion. Black children attended the segregated Gay Street Elementary School in the east end of town; too few in number to sustain a separate high school, they mixed with other adolescents in the town’s only public high school. Institutionalized discrimination came at them in a host of ways, Bayard recounted: “Sitting on the side of one theater, sitting upstairs in another, not being able to get food at restaurants, not daring to go into toilets in the center of town, the feeling you had to go home to go to the toilet, where the white kids would go into the restaurants to go, or the shops…. we knew we were not welcome.” In Bayard’s memory of his childhood, “nobody was complaining about it, except my grandmother.”11


Discrimination bred communal solidarity. Particularly at the Gay Street school, Bayard and his peers benefited from a mostly black teaching staff who, in the words of Mary Frances Thomas, a classmate of Bayard in the 1920s, “knew what we were going to face, so they had us very well prepared … we were well-fortified.” Joseph Fugett, the principal during Bayard’s years at the school and a graduate of Cornell, built a team of dedicated teachers devoted to their charges and imaginative in their pedagogy. Maria Brock, daughter of the pastor of the Rustins’ church, instructed her students in reading, elocution, and oratory. Under her influence, Bayard began to experiment with the clipped haughty-sounding diction that set him apart from his peers and led many acquaintances later in life to believe that he hailed from the Caribbean or had attended elite schools. Warren Burton, who taught seventh and eighth grades, encouraged his students to think beyond the classroom. With his assistance, Bayard and some of his friends brought black professionals and skilled artisans to speak at the school. Helena Robinson, who had a degree from Howard University, taught history. “A fantastic lady” in Mary Thomas’s memory, she communicated a heritage of resistance and hope, emphasizing the abolitionist movement over slavery, the support of some whites over the depredations of others. “She taught the underground railway in a very creative way,” Bayard told an interviewer. Robinson shepherded her classes through old Quaker houses, which still had “the hidden areas and the hidden rooms and the cellars dug out” that had sheltered escaped slaves three generations earlier.12


The community watched over its young in a variety of ways. One teacher regularly stopped by the home of a student whose father was alcoholic and whose mother was having “a rough time,” and washed the children, dressed them, and brought them to school in the morning. Mary Thomas’s mother was raising six children alone. She had much to worry about, Thomas recalled, “but she didn’t have to worry about her children, because the neighbors, everybody, kept an eye on everybody else. If we did anything, we knew we dare not because they might give you a spanking and then tell your mother and you’d get another spanking. It was a very secure world for children.” On Sundays, everyone got dressed up for church. “You lived in church then…. You went in the morning and you went at night. It never stopped. But we enjoyed it because it was a social outing for us,” according to Thomas.13


The spacious Rustin home was something of a focal point in the life of the black community, at least among the young. Julia’s activism made her well known and respected. Her warm spirit and Janifer’s generosity beckoned other children into the home. By the time Bayard reached school age, the Rustin brood stretched through several grades, and the house on East Union Street had become a social center for all their friends. “It was a hubbub,” according to Bayard. “People were coming and going” all the time. To the youngsters of the east end, Julia and Janifer were simply “Ma and Pa Rustin.”14


FOR THE GAY STREET pupils who continued their education, high school meant venturing beyond the east end and stepping into an institution dominated by whites. For some, it was a shock. Many black adolescents held down jobs while going to school and were thus cut off from the extracurricular activities that dominated student life. During lunch hour and other open periods when pupils were free to wander from the three-story brick school building, the African American teenagers faced the exclusionary practices of downtown store owners. “We were just a clan, holding on to each other, and surviving this racist atmosphere,” Mary Thomas explained.15


In Bayard’s case, however, all the available evidence indicates that he flourished. He was West Chester’s version of a Renaissance man, excelling in everything. And he did a lot. The yearbook for his graduating class shows him with a longer list of activities and honors than any of his peers. As a freshman, he captured West Chester High’s prestigious oratory award, “the first colored youth to have won it in 40 years,” Julia proudly wrote to the town paper. Two years later, he earned the top honor in a schoolwide essay contest. Bayard won letters in track and football; his poetry often appeared in the school magazine, Garnet and White; he played leading roles in dramatic productions, including that of the Roman conspirator Catiline; and he placed into a classical curriculum that emphasized languages, literature, and mathematics. His peers and teachers recognized his abilities, electing him to student government and naming him one of only a handful of commencement speakers.16


In interviews two generations later, the recollections of Bayard’s schoolmates inevitably reflected the mixture of pride, affection, and awe that his career inspired. They describe him as warm and likeable, with an endearing sense of humor. Mary Thomas remembered him as “fun. Bayard was not a stiff shirt. Not by any means, not with us. Bayard was just part of the gang. We’d tease him and knock him around like we did everybody else, and he did the same. He was just one of us.” John Rodgers scrimmaged with him every afternoon during football season and had the job of blocking Rustin. “I always thought he was funny. Very tender,” he recounted. “I never blocked him once … his bones and his muscles were like steel … he was tough. And beautiful with it.” Yet occasionally memories of a sharper edge, of a way Bayard had of creating distance, seep through the pleasantries. Thomas admitted that “sometimes we got very bored with Bayard because he would be in a book, and he never would look up … he just blocked everything out.” Rodgers too recalled something odd about Bayard’s behavior at practice. “He spoke biblical poetry. And Browning. He would tackle you, and then get up and recite a poem.” Bayard’s antics provoked laughs, yet also seemed to announce that he was different, even superior, to the rest of the team. On a football squad whose members had such lighthearted nicknames as Skatz, Kiggy, and Alky, Bayard was the rare player without one. In his yearbook, the editors wrote a humorous narrative of an imagined future for him that combined in a single paragraph intense giggling, strenuous work habits, and excessive dignity. They were among the few to joke about the armor of protection that he erected around himself. Then and later, Bayard was something of an enigma to his classmates at West Chester High.


Bayard’s poems and essays tell something about his character. They are not the product of an emerging literary artist. They are often awkward, trite, and sometimes pretentious. His work suggests a serious, intellectually precocious youth who was wrestling with contending emotions, trying to find his place in the world, and reaching for purpose beyond the confines of a provincial town. In a poem written just before graduation, Bayard rejects the quest for fame. But the tone is wistful and tinged with regret. One can hear in the rhymes a yearning for some kind of legacy, some way to express his passions and ambitions:


I ask of you no shining gold;
I seek not epitaph or fame;
No monument of stone for me,
For man need never speak my name.


But when my flesh doth waste away
And seeds from stately trees do blow,
I pray that in my fertile clay
You gently let a small seed grow.


That seed, I pray, be evergreen
That in my dust may always be
That everlasting life and joy
You manifest in that green tree.


His yearbook editors recognized in Bayard the reach for something great. “Yes,” they wrote, “a hero on many a field, rising to the sublime in all because of a determination to be the best and to give the best.”


Bayard himself acknowledged the intense emotions that at times stirred inside him when he approvingly ended an essay with a quote from Emily Dickinson: “If I read a book and it makes my whole body so cold that no fire can warm me, I know that it is poetry.”17


By his senior year, Bayard’s star was shining brilliantly. While academic success and artistic creativity impressed some, his athletic prowess made him a big man in the high school and in the town. As a junior, Bayard’s performance on the football team had merited selection as an all-county lineman. The next spring, he was part of a mile-relay team that won the state championship and set a record time that stood for decades. Charles Porter, a team member, later boasted that they were “the hottest things on the best track team they ever had.” With many starting players on the football team returning, Bayard’s senior year proved even better. As the autumn progressed and victory followed victory, the town responded with crowds in the thousands. After one contest the local paper reported that “Bayard Rustin played his usual fine game at left tackle, working splendidly with left end, Bruno.” Soon, coverage shifted from the sports page to the front page, with a full-width headline announcing the final victory in a perfect season.18


It was the stuff of celebration and local myth. The team won both the county and the Philadelphia suburban championships. Sixty years later, no other team from the area had yet matched the unbeaten, untied record. After the players returned home from the game that sealed the championship, boisterous students rode through town on a truck. “They stopped at Bayard’s house, Charlie Melton’s house. All of them. They gave it a ‘one, two, button your shoe’ stuff and left,” Nick Bruno remembered. “It was pretty good.”19


But none of these triumphs came without bitterness. The indignities of white intolerance were never far away. In an era when most African Americans still lived in the South and only a few large Northern cities had substantial black populations, athletes like Bayard, Charles Porter, and Charlie Melton were unusual in southeastern Pennsylvania. Their presence sparked reactions from white coaches who refused to field their teams against the integrated West Chester squads. At events requiring overnight stays, securing accommodations sometimes proved thorny. In one case, at a state track contest in Altoona, the black athletes made it clear to their coach, Harold Zimmerman, that they would not participate in the meet unless they could stay in the main hotel with their teammates. Zimmerman ran a tight ship and did not take challenges lightly. “He was the kind of man,” one of his athletes recalled, “who would grab a player and throw him against a locker if he didn’t perform properly.” He fought for their entry, but also later retaliated by denying them the gold running pins that were their due. Even while the local newspaper heralded the performance of outstanding black competitors, those same players and their friends faced restrictions in their home town. If high school athletes wanted to keep playing after the school gymnasium closed for the day, they could continue their practice at the High Street YMCA—except for the African Americans, who were not allowed entry. After a big game at home, students might congregate downtown at the popular Warner Grill—but not the black students.20


Friendships created another set of problems. Bayard’s best pal in high school was John Cessna. They both ran on the mile-relay team and shared interests in writing, public speaking, and dramatics. As the two male students in their class who excelled across the board, their friendship was to be expected. But Bayard was not allowed in the Cessna household, and in order not to create trouble for John at home, they elected not to meet at the Rustin place either. Besides the gym and the classroom, the only safe neutral territory was the public library, where they spent many hours. The sight of an interracial pair of buddies was so unusual in the social world of West Chester in the early 1930s that their schoolmates referred to them as “whitey” and “blackey.”21


The most hurtful racial slights could sometimes be the most subtle. For all his academic and athletic success, Bayard’s deepest passion was music. As an adolescent, he developed a beautiful tenor voice that captivated audiences. He sang in the choir of his AME congregation and in a gospel quartet that performed in churches throughout the area. Early on, Bayard’s interests expanded beyond hymns and spirituals to the Western operatic tradition. At high school assemblies, he displayed his talents, leaving behind indelible memories. A generation later, a classmate, Vera Bostelle, could still recall his rendition of “Una Furtiva Lagrima,” an aria from Donizetti’s L’Elisir d’Amore. “Whenever I hear it sung I can close my eyes and see him standing up there,” she remembered in the 1960s. “I will never lose that memory.” In the commencement issue of the Garnet and White, the editors described Bayard’s “Ardent Aspiration” as “to be a Lawrence Tibbett,” the celebrated Metropolitan Opera star of the 1920s and 1930s. But as if tacitly recognizing that no black American had ever sung at the Met, they listed his “Anticipated Achievement” as “Cab Calloway’s Close Second.”22


In the interviews that aging West Chester residents gave after Rustin’s death, stories of his resistance to discrimination abound. They tell how, denied service one time in a restaurant that he and his teammates had entered, Bayard refused to budge until he was finally ejected. In another incident, he violated custom by sitting in the main section of the downtown Warner Theater. These events and fragments of many others survive as memories reshaped by the knowledge of his later rise to prominence as a civil rights activist. None can be firmly corroborated. But their recurrence, whatever the particulars might actually have been, alludes to a larger truth: even before he finished high school, Bayard had formed a decision, made a moral resolve, not to accept from white America the restrictions it sought to impose. He would go in town where he pleased. He would have anyone he chose as his friend and intimate. He would lay claim to the intellectual heritage of Europe and the culture and creativity of African American traditions. As a teenager, Bayard read Will Durant’s The Story of Philosophy, which he described as akin to “taking a whiff of something that simply opens your nostrils except that it happened in my brain.” For his prize-winning oration in his school’s speech contest, he chose “The Creation,” one of a series of poems, written in the idiom of the Negro preacher, by James Weldon Johnson, an acclaimed writer and NAACP leader who had once stayed in the Rustin home. Bayard’s reach was already large.23


The graduation ceremony in spring 1932 was a fitting close to what was, overall, a triumphant time for Bayard. A high school diploma in the early 1930s carried the aura of a special achievement, and the local paper covered the commencement with frontpage articles on successive days. The graduating class of 110 was among the largest in the school’s history. The girls were all fitted in white evening dresses, “many of them sweeping the floor in the most approved modern style,” and each carrying a bouquet of roses. Bayard and the other boys wore white trousers and dark jackets with a pink rose in the lapel. Along with Cessna, Bayard was among the six speakers (the school did not choose a valedictorian or salutatorian) in a program that revolved around the theme of “recreation.” Described in the town paper as “the young colored man who has won honors in his class,” Bayard spoke on the ability of music “to appeal to the higher emotions in a way that nothing else can and to lift one out of the fatigue and monotony of everyday life.” Rustin performed a solo before the assembled graduates and their families, he received special recognition for winning letters in more than one sport, and he scored highest among the graduates in “honor points.”24


RECREATION WAS AN odd theme for a graduation in 1932. The nation was approaching the fourth year of the worst economic crisis in its history, and no good news lay on the horizon. Close to a quarter of the workforce was unemployed. States were exhausting their meager welfare funds. Banks had failed by the thousands, closing their doors and wiping out the savings of millions of families. The lines outside soup kitchens were growing longer. In urban parks and on the outskirts of many communities, makeshift shantytowns sheltered the homeless. Violence and disorder spread through cities and the countryside, as unemployed factory workers, angry miners, and displaced farmers expressed their discontent. At the time of Bayard’s graduation, veterans from around the country were massed in Washington, D.C., demanding from Congress a special bonus to carry them through the Depression. Before the summer had ended, President Herbert Hoover ordered the army to scatter them and had their campsites burned. In these circumstances, the normally prized high school diploma meant little. Certainly for the few African Americans in the graduating class, prospects must have appeared grim.


Bayard, of course, was no ordinary graduate. But unlike his best friend, Cessna, whom the yearbook recorded as heading toward the University of Pennsylvania, Bayard had no prospects commensurate with his talents. No scholarship offers arrived from colleges, and the Rustin family did not have the means to support him at a school away from home.


At the last minute, an opportunity came to Bayard through the good offices of Dr. R. R. Wright, a wealthy leader of the AME church in nearby Philadelphia. Wright had just accepted the presidency of Wilberforce University, an African American institution in western Ohio with a famed music school and choir. Julia, an active AME member, approached him about her grandson; Wright, who had heard Bayard sing, arranged for him to receive a music scholarship to Wilberforce. And so, in September 1932, “with a pair of chino pants, three shirts and … $100” in scholarship money from Wright, Bayard set off by train for college.25


Established in 1856 by the Methodist Episcopal Conference of Cincinnati, and named for William Wilberforce, an English statesman and abolitionist, Wilberforce was the first college for Negroes in the United States. Many of its earliest students came from the South, the offspring of male planters and female slaves. When the Civil War cut off this supply of students, the young institution closed temporarily, until officers of the AME church bought the property. Wilberforce thus became the first institution of higher learning in the United States owned and managed by Americans of African descent.26


The 500-mile journey to Wilberforce took Bayard farther away from home than he had ever been. Located midway between Columbus and Cincinnati, the campus was a few miles outside the small town of Xenia. The train stopped a short distance away from the school, leaving a twenty-minute trek by foot amid a landscape of gently rolling farm country. The campus consisted largely of two-and three-story brick buildings, including Jones Auditorium, which sat 2,500; Galloway Hall, which housed the theater and music departments; and Beacom Gymnasium. Joining Bayard on campus were students from thirty states, as well as a small contingent from abroad.


Although Wilberforce’s offerings included a broad array of liberal arts courses, the school’s catalogue betrayed its aspirations. The heaviest concentration of classes could be found in commerce, education, home economics, industrial arts, shopwork, biology, and chemistry. Bayard enrolled in the College of Liberal Arts. During his first year, the school’s bulletin listed him with a science concentration; by his second year, he had switched to “classical.” Wilberforce was the only black college in the United States with a Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC). For male students, course work in the first two years involved mandatory participation in military training. Thus, Bayard, despite his Quaker-influenced background, faced over a hundred hours of drill and command, dozens of hours in rifle marksmanship and musketry, and additional hours in combat principles and military indoctrination.


Despite his success as a high school track and football star, Bayard devoted his extracurricular energies to music, for which Wilberforce was well known. As a member of the chorus and its more exclusive octet, he had an opportunity to shine musically. He became, as he recalled, “more deeply entrenched” in composers like Palestrina, Bach, and Mozart.27 The octet traveled widely during the school year. The yearbook for 1933 shows a posed picture taken during a midwestern tour; President Wright and Robert Abbott, the editor and publisher of the Chicago Defender, are included in the photo. Bayard is seated in the front of the group, on the floor, his long legs bent at the knees, his eyes staring directly at the camera. The dark suit and tie that he sported suggest that he had acquired more clothing since his arrival—or that he exaggerated in later years the poverty of his wardrobe. A newspaper in Jacksonville, Florida, where the Wilberforce Singers performed, described Bayard as “undoubtedly one of the greatest tenors that the race boasts.” His hometown paper also commented on his triumphs, reminding its readers of his earlier accomplishments as a student at West Chester High School. It mentioned the possibility of a European tour in 1934, but by then Bayard was no longer a Wilberforce student. “The school did not stretch me,” he reminisced. “I sang in the choir and quartet [sic] and traveled all over the country making money for the school, but there was really no academic challenge to the place for me.” Accounts of his departure betray inconsistencies, though all suggest that he had placed himself at odds with the school’s authorities. A letter written only a decade after the events attributed his departure to conflicts stemming from the required participation in ROTC activities and the consequent loss of his scholarship. In interviews he gave late in his life, he claimed to have been asked to leave after organizing a student strike to improve the quality of the food.28


The return to West Chester was disheartening. Bayard was twenty-two. With the Depression still blanketing the country, he had neither direction nor prospects. “I really didn’t know who I was,” he reflected many decades later. “I really was one of those kids who didn’t quite know what he wanted to do.” During the summer after his first year at Wilberforce, he had stayed with Bessie, Julia’s eldest daughter, who was then living in New York, and he went back again after leaving Wilberforce. Harlem was thrilling to him. “A totally exciting experience,” he recalled. “I’ll never forget my first walk on 125th Street…. I had such a feeling of exhilaration.” But there was no work to be found, and the city seemed too much to handle. Confused and lonely, he responded to Julia’s entreaties to come home. “You know, Bayard,” she told him, “if you don’t know where you’re going, any road will take you there.”29





CHAPTER TWO “A Young Radical” 1934-1941



IN THE FALL of 1934, Bayard enrolled in school once again, this time just a few miles away from home at Cheyney State Teachers College, a Quaker-founded school for black students. Dr. Leslie Pinckney Hill, its Harvard-educated president, was the most eminent African American in the county, respected for both his learning and the uncompromising standards he held out for his students. Impressed as Bishop Wright had been with Bayard’s talent and potential, Hill too offered the young man a music scholarship so that, along with his studies, Bayard resumed the local singing he had done in high school. Meanwhile, he also returned to Gay Street Elementary School as a student instructor in the classroom of one of his former teachers, Warren Burton.


In Dr. Hill, Bayard had finally found someone to guide and stretch him intellectually. Hill had studied at Harvard when such major philosophers as William James, George Santayana, and Josiah Royce graced its faculty. Through Hill’s tutoring, Rustin wrote to a friend, Santayana became “the first philosopher I read at any length.” About this time Santayana’s only novel, The Last Puritan, was published, and Bayard read it avidly. “I came,” he said, “to respect Santayana not only for his prodigious mind and his contributions to thinking but also because he seems to defy being stamped or pigeonholed. He writes with a poetic feeling that is simultaneously lyric and intense.” Rustin also absorbed some of the work of William James, particularly a slim volume titled Talks to Teachers. One of its chapters, on habit formation, made such an impression that, years later, “in a crisis situation it came back to me almost word for word.”1


Hill encouraged not only intellectual inquisitiveness in Bayard but a political consciousness as well. By the mid-1930s, world events were impinging ever more insistently on an isolationist United States. Hitler’s rise to power and German rearmament, Japanese aggression in East Asia, the Italian invasion of Ethiopia, the eruption of a civil war in Spain that pitted democratic forces against a fascist military: these events portended a slide toward a war as destructive as the Great War two decades earlier. In the years before Pearl Harbor, a vigorous peace movement in the United States resisted the rush toward militarism. Congress enacted a series of neutrality acts to keep the United States out of war. On college campuses, students mobilized in large numbers. Campaigns against compulsory ROTC, peace rallies at scores of schools, and mass declarations of support for the Oxford Oath (a promise not to support any future war) swept the country. In April 1936, while Bayard was at Cheyney State, close to half a million students participated in a simultaneous antiwar strike.2


President Hill saw to it that Cheyney State added its voice to the chorus of concern. In 1937, he had the campus play host to the Institute of International Relations sponsored by the American Friends Service Committee (AFSC) and the Emergency Peace Campaign. Bayard was the only Cheyney student to participate, but a hundred others, a majority of them college students drawn from across the country, arrived for the institute. He rubbed shoulders with students from many of the nation’s elite colleges and universities. He also had access to a prominent faculty assembled specially for the event. Institute teachers attributed the drift toward war to nationalism, economic imperialism, secret alliances, and the stockpiling of armaments. They urged that class consciousness be substituted for nationalism, and blamed the divisions incited by capitalism for the tensions that led to war.3


The heavy antiwar message of the institute must have sat well with Bayard, for just the year before, he had formally decided to declare himself a Quaker. Through Julia, Quaker beliefs had circulated in the Rustin household and informed some of her approach to community activism and spirituality. In high school, Bayard had come under the influence of the local librarian, a Quaker woman who directed his reading and discussed with him books about war and peace. His experiences with ROTC at Wilberforce brought the issue of pacifism to the foreground. The Quaker influence at Cheyney, the public debates in the mid-1930s about war, peace, and economic injustice, and Bayard’s youthful search for a focus to his restless energy and capacious intellect increased the attractiveness of a socially engaged spirituality. A lecture by Rufus Jones, a professor of philosophy at nearby Haverford College, provoked “one of the vital turns” in his spiritual development, and by the time of the Cheyney Institute, Bayard was, in Quaker fashion, “depend[ing] upon my daily quiet periods for guidance.”4


SHORTLY AFTER COMPLETING the AFSC-sponsored campus program, Bayard left West Chester for the summer, with $100 voted him by the college, to participate in a Friends student peace brigade in Auburn, a small city in the Finger Lake district of upstate New York. With a few other college students, Bayard joined what was then still a relatively new experiment among the activist wing of the Quakers: peace education through immersion in the life of a local community. After a training seminar in Philadelphia, he and the others settled into the local YMCA. He worked in a playground as an athletic and craft director, helped with a regular radio broadcast on peace and international relations, and produced a ballet whose theme was nonviolence. Reflecting back a few years later, Bayard claimed that “I would never have come to certain social concerns had I missed the experience with the AFSC.”5


While in Auburn, Bayard also made the acquaintance of Norman Whitney, a Quaker activist from the area. Whitney was the first of a series of older men to whom Bayard attached himself and who were father figures to him. Two decades Bayard’s senior, the balding, bespectacled, and somewhat portly Whitney was single and had lived in a household with his unmarried sister, Mildred, since he started college twenty-five years earlier. A professor of English at Syracuse University, he had come under the influence of Frederick Libby, a national peace activist who was one of Bayard’s instructors that summer and “a man of Olympian proportions” in Whitney’s telling. The contact with Libby propelled him to found the Syracuse Peace Council, which he directed for decades. Whitney’s pacifism was rooted in a religious sensibility, so much so that he was affectionately known as “the bishop.” For Bayard, he became something of a spiritual mentor and confessor.6


How much Bayard revealed of himself that first summer of their acquaintanceship is uncertain. But the outgoing Whitney certainly won his trust enough that Bayard later, and perhaps even then, confided in him about the homosexual longings that increasingly preoccupied him. Nothing in their later correspondence suggests even a hint of condemnation on Whitney’s part. Whatever misfortunes Bayard later encountered because of his sexuality, Whitney remained steadfastly loyal. In the words of one who knew them both for many years, “Norman was almost a father to Bayard…. He loved Bayard like a son and they were very very close.” Over the years, the relationship was as important to Whitney as it was to Bayard. “Norman used to say that if he ever doubted the existence of God, he always thought of Bayard because Bayard had come from nowhere, had no opportunity as a young man and he really educated himself. He was so brilliant and so articulate. Norm always said this was beyond human comprehension that anyone could rise to that level.”7


Bayard’s sexuality seems to have played the decisive role in finally propelling him out of West Chester. When he returned home from the summer peace brigade, he was within striking distance of finishing college. With forty-six hours of credit from Wilberforce and sixty-four semester hours from Cheyney State, he needed only one more year of classes to graduate. Yet he finally left West Chester in the fall of 1937 and moved to New York City, where he remained for the rest of his life.


The precise circumstances of his departure remain murky. Bayard was of the generation of gay men for whom homosexuality was something to be lived but not spoken of. Although large cities were already home in the 1930s to elaborate gay social networks and public meeting places, a culture of discretion prevailed. Gay men spoke in coded language in mixed company and sometimes even among themselves. The open acknowledgment of one’s homosexuality was likely only to invite difficulty. Over the course of Bayard’s adulthood, his sexuality would make him the target of punishment and hostility again and again. It became second nature for him to deflect questions away from personal matters, to construct a life story that gave no notice to the shaping force of gay oppression. Even much later, after a militant gay movement had provoked some welcome changes in the social climate, Bayard continued the habits of a lifetime. When Milton Viorst, a journalist, interviewed him in the 1970s for a major profile of his career, Bayard explained the decision to leave West Chester as if it were an offhanded impulse: “I was making all A’s and my sister who was really my aunt, my sister Bessie, was teaching in New York City. She said to come to New York because ‘I want you to have an experience where your mind is stretched,’ so I came to the city and went to City College.” In fact, Bayard did not enroll in City College until three years after moving to New York, and then completed only one course. To August Meier, a historian who interviewed him around the same time as Viorst, Bayard conflated his departure from Cheyney State with the circumstances that made him leave Wilberforce: his role in campus protests. In this telling, “tears came to [Dr. Pinckney’s] eyes and he said he wouldn’t put anything bad in [his] record.”8


In the last year of Bayard’s life, he gave an interview to Mark Bowman, a gay man active in efforts to make American Protestantism more accepting of homosexuality. Pressed by Bowman, Rustin spoke in great detail about the sexual desires that assumed definable form in late adolescence and early adulthood. He remembered two male high school students who were “fairly outrageous creatures” and whose flamboyance, more than any overt sexuality, made them social outcasts. Bayard, in contrast, was “very much one of the boys, on all the teams, all that sort of thing. Although I felt a certain physical attraction for one or two of the chaps on the team, it never translated itself into any conscious sexual thing.” Only when he went to Wilberforce and then, more strongly, when he returned to West Chester did these amorphous desires take shape in his mind as clearly sexual. His family seemed accepting, recognizing a special bond with some of the male friends he brought home, although sex was never the subject of conversation. Once, he remembered, Julia broached the subject obliquely. “‘I want to recommend something to you,’” she told him. “‘In selecting your male friends, you should be careful that you associate with people who have as much to lose as you have.’” When Bayard pushed her to explain, she said, “‘You have a very good reputation so you should go around with people who have good reputations…. People who do not have as much to lose as you have can be very careless.’” Bayard sensed that Julia was telling him something very important.9


Julia’s advice was not sufficient to protect him from trouble. Davis Platt, a young man who became Bayard’s lover in 1943, recalled a story that Bayard told him but never wrote about or spoke of for the record: “There was a family named _____, and there was a son named _____, Jr., I guess who was about Bayard’s age, who was white of course, and they were a leading family of the town. And Bayard and he had sex together in a public park, on the edge of a golf course, I’m not exactly sure. And they got caught. I forget what happened to Bayard, but it was very very unpleasant. Nothing happened to the white guy.” Platt was not able to pinpoint exactly when this happened, but it most likely occurred while Bayard was a young man attending Cheyney State rather than while he was a high school student. The incident made its way to both Bayard’s family and the authorities at the college. Platt remembered Bayard’s telling him of his grandmother’s acceptance, but it did not sit as well with Dr. Hill. The tears that Bayard recalled from his last meeting with Hill and the reference to preserving his good record suggest his sexuality as the spur to his departure. An episode of this kind would have made Bayard a continuing object of interest to the local police, not an attractive prospect for a young colored man in a city as small as West Chester.10 If this scenario is correct, Bessie’s offer to let him live with her in Harlem promised a welcome rescue.


IN SOME DEEPER SENSE, Bayard’s move requires no explanation. Whatever the specific reason for the push out of West Chester, the pull to New York was magnetic. In Harlem, he found the largest, most concentrated black community outside of Africa. Although the Depression had removed some of the luster from life there, in 1937 the neighborhood was still near in time to the glory days of the Harlem Renaissance, when artists, writers, musicians, and singers sustained a flourishing cultural scene. If economic hard times had dimmed that earlier hopefulness, they had replaced it with something equally enticing: a vibrant left-wing politics. Councils of the unemployed, organizations of tenants, consumer cooperatives, boycotts of businesses that refused to employ African Americans—all this and more filled the daily lives of many Harlem residents during the Depression. The Communist Party in particular had established itself as a force on the streets. Its spirited defense of the Scottsboro Boys, a group of young black men convicted of sexually assaulting two white women in Alabama, had won it respect, as had its willingness to fight the eviction of families down on their luck and to organize the jobless. 11


What was true of Harlem was broadcast on an even grander scale in the city as a whole. New York was awash with political radicalism in the 1930s, with every version of left-wing militancy competing for influence. Manhattan was also the cultural capital of the nation. Besides the creativity to be found in Harlem, Bayard had at his disposal the theaters of Broadway, the cabarets of Greenwich Village, the museums, the bookstores, and the agit-prop dramatics of street corner artists. He also had available a thriving “gay” or “queer” subculture that overlapped spatially with his other worlds. Drag balls, rent parties, and cabarets in Harlem, the street cruising scene along 42nd Street in the theater district, the clubs in Greenwich Village: the neighborhoods and settings that sustained Bayard’s racial, political, and cultural identities also enabled his sexual desires to find expression. True, New York City in the mid-1930s was experiencing something of a backlash as law enforcement officials, in reaction against the loose times of Prohibition, cracked down on the most visible manifestations of homosexual life. Yet in comparison to West Chester, New York offered the anonymity—and, hence, safety—that only a large, cosmopolitan city could have provided a full generation before gay liberation.


Arriving in the city, Bayard stayed with his aunt Bessie and her family on St. Nicholas Avenue in Harlem. He was able to find employment through the Works Progress Administration, a New Deal agency that gave jobs to millions. In his first two years in New York, Bayard taught English to the foreign born at Benjamin Franklin High School in East Harlem and then became an assistant recreation director at a youth organization in his neighborhood. By then, he had moved out of Bessie’s apartment, to a place farther north on St. Nicholas Avenue, an arrangement that furnished him with more privacy and independence. A later FBI investigation checked the records of the credit bureau for those years and found that he “rented his apartment on a monthly basis and met his bills promptly.”12


These first years in New York also allowed Bayard to form, for the first time, an extended network of gay friends and acquaintances. In those years, by his recollection, Harlem did not sport separate gay clubs. Instead, there were “hangouts for artistic people” where patrons mingled comfortably and the gay men used “a certain telegraph system among themselves” to identify one another. Soon he found himself invited to private parties where the guests were mainly literati and musicians, some gay, some not. These circles enabled him to have greater personal freedom than was possible in West Chester. Yet there were limits. One could be gay “so long as one did not, as it were, publicize gayness.”13


The fall of 1939 saw a pleasing turn in his fortunes. He was hired as a member of the chorus in a musical starring Paul Robeson. John Henry was to be the vehicle for Robeson’s return to Broadway after an eight-year hiatus. During that time, he had established an international reputation as a singer and actor and as something of a political radical. As just one member of a cast of seventy-five, Bayard did not have much intimate contact with Robeson, but he was close enough to make an acquaintance and watch the master at work. He remembered Robeson as “so large, so full of life, so warm, and so totally respectful of everybody.”14 The production tried out in Boston and Philadelphia before opening at the Forty-Fourth Street Theater in January 1940. While the reviewers were generous in their assessment of Robeson, they were unkind to the play. Brooks Atkinson in the New York Times called it “an uneven show with music that is also of mixed quality…. [The play is] hardly more than a series of miscellaneous pictures in the career of a man of muscle—a desultory narrative, underwritten and put together in a perfunctory fashion.”15 Disappointingly for Bayard, John Henry closed after only five performances.


Yet the experience opened other doors. One of the key cast members and the writer of some of the play’s music was Josh White, a blues and folk guitarist-singer who later acquired legendary stature in his trade. White had done some recording earlier in the thirties and then disappeared from the music scene. His role in John Henry represented his rediscovery, and afterward, Leonard De Paur, who had tracked White down, encouraged him to resume his career. White formed a group, Josh White and the Carolinians, of which Bayard became a member. Several months of rehearsals led in June 1940 to a recording session at Columbia Records and the release of Chain Gang, which White’s biographer, Dorothy Schainman Siegel, describes as “both a critical and financial success.”16


Soon the group had secured a regular gig at Cafe Society Downtown. Located just off Sheridan Square in Greenwich Village, it was one of a new breed of cabaret that opened in New York after prohibition. Despite the Cole Porter connotations of the name, its owner was a partisan of Depression-inspired leftist politics and he sought to make his clubs (there was a second Cafe Society uptown in the West 50s) venues where art and politics mingled easily. In comparison to many other places in Manhattan, where de facto segregation still reigned, the patrons and performers were a racially integrated lot. The downtown club also projected a bohemian air, encouraging a crowd that was mixed in other ways as well. Bayard’s status as a performer gave him some cachet with the regulars, enabling him to meet like-minded folks, black and white, homosexual and heterosexual, who appreciated both his tenor voice and his striking good looks.


And good looking he was, as the few surviving photographs of this era suggest. A bit over six feet tall, he still had the lean, muscular body of a track star. Depending on his mood or the personality he wished to project, his long, somewhat angular face could appear darkly brooding, or light up the room with a broad smile, or with a turn of his lip suggest the rapier wit that friends and colleagues—and, later, political opponents—remembered so well. Above all there were his eyes—large, dark brown, staring out from his somewhat lighter, caramel-colored complexion. They demanded attention and won Bayard admirers.


By the time he was performing at Café Society, Bayard had groups of friends around the city. Then and later, associates commented on how numerous his circles of acquaintances were and, significantly, how often they remained distinct from one another. Throughout his life, Bayard maintained a catholic set of interests. He refused to honor the lines that marked and separated individuals and that stratified American society. Gay worlds and straight, black worlds and white, spiritual communities and secular political ones, artistic expression and grass-roots activism all appealed to him. Friends who knew him in only one or two of these spheres were surprised to discover the many other milieus in which he moved.


One clique of companions revolved around a cooperative house in Greenwich Village not far from Café Society. Bayard entered the world through Dick Strachan, a young, slender, “soft-looking” man of Scottish descent who was his lover for a time. The dozen or so residents initially formed around a group of New York University students, but its composition had shifted, and what held the group together was an eclectic combination of leftist politics and literary conceit. Charlie Bloomstein, one of the residents who became a lifelong friend of Bayard, remembered it as “a motley group. Most of the guys had leftist roots.” The heart of their social life were cheap dinners that often lasted for several hours, with talk ranging from the war in Europe to literature. Bloomstein recalled that Bayard’s interests “in the early times were literary. He used to talk about Shakespeare a lot and other books.


And he had very good insights and very good literary criticism. He was a master of the language too.” The members also shared in the political enthusiasms of the times and expressed them occasionally by participating in the soap-box tradition of street corner speaking that was still very much a part of working-class life in the 1930s. Bayard, Bloomstein claimed, “was a great speaker.”17


During these first few years in New York, political activism competed with artistic endeavors for primacy in Bayard’s life. Decades later, when he had become enough of a public figure so that journalists and historians came to him wishing to record the story of his life, Bayard had a standard version of those years, often repeated, that went something like this:


Living in Harlem, he saw that whenever blacks got into trouble, it was invariably the Communists who were willing to defend them. Other radical groups, like the Socialist Party or assorted Trotskyist organizations, promised gains only after the revolution. So he joined the Young Communist League (YCL), agitated on the City College campus, helped the YCL take over the American Student Union (ASU), the major organization of the national student movement, and soon was traveling all over New York State establishing ASU “cells” on dozens of campuses. Bayard and his young cronies read Marx and Lenin and Bakunin; they volunteered in the district office of Vito Marcantonio, the left-wing member of Congress from East Harlem; and they organized against racial discrimination in the armed forces. When Hitler invaded the Soviet Union in June 1941, the Communist Party dramatically shifted direction and insisted that, in the interest of national unity against fascism, Bayard stop agitating on behalf of racial justice. That became “the straw that broke the camel’s back,” and Bayard left the YCL rather than comply. For the rest of his life, he remained deeply suspicious of the Communist Party, its autocratic nature, and its subservience to the Soviet Union.18


There is no reason to doubt the bare contours of this story—that is, his involvement with the Communist Party through its youth section and his subsequent break with the party in June 1941. During the 1930s, the Communist Party held greater appeal for Americans of conscience than at any time before or since. The magnitude of the Great Depression shook the faith of many Americans in the ability of capitalism to meet even the basic needs of the population; Communists had both an explanation for the crisis and a solution. The Communist Party was also one of the few white-dominated organizations that made the fight against racial injustice a priority. Members agitated not only on the streets of Harlem but in the South too, where support for racial equality carried serious risks. Moreover, as fascism in Europe and Asia gained strength in the 1930s, Communists were among its most vigorous opponents. American Communists in these years were willing to tone down sectarian polemics and work with the broadest coalition of progressive forces, a “Popular Front” that ranged from New Deal liberals to other elements of the left. It meant that a young black man who bristled at racial discrimination and who was coming to a socialist understanding of class could work with ease in the orbit of a political organization that opposed fascism, racism, and economic inequality. Even the Hitler-Stalin Pact and the invasion of Poland in September 1939 might not have tarnished the allure of the party for Bayard. Abandoning the Popular Front, the party began in 1939 to work vigorously against U.S. involvement in the conflict and to sow pacifist sentiments in the population, including spreading discontent among African Americans over segregation of the military, positions that Bayard would have found attractive.


Yet there is also reason to believe that Bayard retrospectively exaggerated his engagement with the YCL. For one, in the thousands of pages that the FBI accumulated on him in the course of a quarter-century of recurring surveillance, his membership in the YCL rarely merits more than a line of mention. Considering the triple jeopardy that Bayard’s identity and beliefs created—leftist, black, homosexual—it seems likely that J. Edgar Hoover’s agents would have accumulated more details had his communist involvement been extensive. Moreover, Bayard’s interests in this period—especially during the two years when Hitler and Stalin were putative allies and the U.S. Communist Party consequently had much to explain to its American supporters—seemed unusually eclectic for someone deep in the party’s culture. He sang in church choirs in Harlem. He attended Quaker meetings. He maintained his connection with the AFSC and loyalists to it like Norman Whitney. He sought out a relationship with A. Philip Randolph, the most prominent black labor leader in the country and a socialist who was often the target of Communist ire. He was developing ties with pacifists such as A. J. Muste, whose opposition to fascism was uncompromising and who had no kind words to say about the Communist Party. In other words, Bayard was an eager young explorer of the American left, broadly defined, in the decade when the left was at its strongest and most varied, in the city where its many varieties were on display. In the words of Carl Rachlin, another young activist similarly exploring progressive politics, Bayard simply “never was a good Communist.”19


So why might Bayard later have embellished his relationship with American communism? Perhaps because of the aura it would have created in the circles in which he came to travel. Among the Christian pacifists who constituted Bayard’s family and community in the 1940 s, communism conjured images both alluring and repellent. Communists were deeply committed to fighting against obvious injustice and promoting revolutionary change, yet their moral sensibilities—the ruthless tactics, the sharp polemics, the skeptical, even hostile, attitude toward religion and spirituality—made them seem threatening. To have entered the lair and escaped added a touch of excitement, of daring, to the persona that Bayard soon began to construct for himself.


At the same time, the readiness with which Bayard harkened back to his Communist experience attests to the power and value of it. Even if he was less fully absorbed in the party’s work than some of his statements suggest, it nonetheless affected him. As much perhaps as any other radical organization, the Communist Party functioned as a school, teaching its members and supporters valuable lessons. As Bayard described it decades later: “I learned many of the most important things I learned about organization and detail and writing clearly and the like from my experience as a communist…. I’m happy I had it. It taught me a great deal, and I presume that if I had to do it over again, I’d do the same thing.” They were sentiments echoed by many other young radicals of the 1930s, including those who never joined the party. Dorothy Height, who came to lead the National Council of Negro Women during the glory years of the civil rights movement, recalled the political environment of the Depression decade in ways that resonate with Bayard’s assessment: “I learned so much from the Communists. Those were some of the best minds that I ever came upon. And the tactics, the tactics I learned. I think that has something to do with my staying power.”20


Whatever Bayard’s degree of engagement with the Communist Party, he was already moving in another direction when Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union, on June 22, 1941, led him to drop whatever remaining ties he had. Throughout the winter and spring, Bayard had been devoting some of his time and energy to A. Philip Randolph’s March on Washington Movement, an effort by the labor leader to pressure the Roosevelt administration into banning racial discrimination in defense employment. The association with Randolph, which after fits and starts would endure until the older man’s death in 1979, could only have exerted a strong pull away from the Communist Party. Randolph had previously tangled openly with the Communists over their role in the National Negro Congress; he distrusted them and harbored no reservations about saying so. Moreover, he could claim the mantle of leader in a way that few Communists could. He had built a successful union in the face of fierce capitalist opposition. Now, in 1941, Randolph was mobilizing the working people of Harlem and other black urban communities to confront the national government.


More significant, by late June Bayard was casting his lot with pacifism, the very part of the American left for which the Communist Party, now eager to have the United States come to the aid of the Soviet Union, had the least tolerance. Through Norman Whitney, his pacifist mentor in Syracuse, he had come to the attention of A. J. Muste, the recently appointed head of the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR), a Christian pacifist organization. Muste was aggressively recruiting Bayard to the staff. Meanwhile, Bayard had signed on to another summer project of the AFSC, this time in Puerto Rico, and was already making plans to leave at the time that he quit the YCL.


During his time in Puerto Rico, Bayard performed a mission for Muste and the FOR: an investigation of the conditions faced by conscientious objectors in Puerto Rico and a search for contacts on the island who might help defend them. In San Juan, he met at Muste’s suggestion with a minister, the Reverend J. R. LeBron Velasquez. Though they spoke freely about “the New Testament basis of pacifism,” Bayard also reported deep distrust of him in San Juan, in part because of youthful radical activities that had once led to rioting and violence. He doubted that LeBron was the best contact for the FOR, but also wrote—in phrases as easily applicable to himself in 1941 as to LeBron—“certainly a man is not to be judged through life on his activities as a young radical.”21


When Bayard returned to New York on August 28, there was a firm job offer waiting for him. He was to begin working at the FOR as one of its youth secretaries. The position would lead him out of obscurity.





CHAPTER THREE “A Way of Life” 1941-1943



RUSTIN STARTED work at the FOR in September 1941, scarcely a propitious moment to embark on a pacifist career. To many Americans, evil itself seemed to be on the march. Hitler’s armies blanketed Western Europe and were beginning the work of isolating, identifying, and exterminating the Continent’s Jews. In North Africa, the Germans were heading toward the Suez Canal; in the east, they were sweeping across the Soviet Union. The Pacific war was spreading as Japanese military forces moved down the coast of East Asia and its navy extended its reach in the Pacific. Although the United States remained technically at peace, President Roosevelt’s campaign promise of 1940-to keep American boys out of the fighting-sounded increasingly thin. Congress had enacted FDR’s Lend-Lease program in March 1941, allowing the United States to provide first the British and then the Russians with ships and munitions to resist the German onslaught. American and German ships confronted one another in the North Atlantic, while American and Japanese diplomatic exchanges grew sharper. As late as the fall of 1941, Americans remained divided about the wisdom of entering the war. But the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor transformed public sentiment, giving World War II the distinction of being the country’s one “good war.” No other American war ever enjoyed such broad support.


Yet even good wars can spur pacifists. The FOR grew during these years. Its budget expanded an average of 30 percent annually. At the close of 1943, it had 14,000 members and 450 local chapters. Since most members were ministers with a wide circle of influence in their congregations and communities, the FOR’s reach was potentially larger than the numbers might suggest. But the financial boon simply reflected that the faithful, in a time of adversity, were redoubling their commitment. In fact, the chasm separating pacifists from the rest of America had never been as deep and wide as in the war years.


Paradoxically, many younger pacifists of the era remember it as a thrilling time. The mobilization for war stripped the ranks of the peace movement down to its hard core, leaving only those for whom opposition to violence was like a holy crusade. Homer Jack, a young seminarian from Chicago who would later work with Rustin, described these years as “a pregnant moment in peace history.” For Glenn Smiley, a California minister who joined the FOR staff soon after Rustin did, “the whole world opened up … I had a gospel at last that meant something.” Smiley portrayed these times as “the golden age of the FOR…. Not only the staff, but the executive board was composed of giants.”1


ABRAHAM JOHANNES MUSTE towered over all of them. “AJ,” as his friends and associates addressed him, came to the FOR as executive secretary the year before Rustin joined the staff. Even as Rustin arrived, Muste was in the process of transforming American pacifism. For an organization like the FOR, founded in 1915 as part of the revulsion against the Great War, pacifism had been above all about personal moral witness, a refusal to take up the gun and violate principles of universal Christian fellowship. Muste, by contrast, was interested in revolution. “Our only valid objective,” he wrote, “is the transformation of society, not the building of a shelter for the saints.” He wanted to create a nonviolent mass movement in which resistance to war was one small, almost incidental, aspect. Muste could be blunt about his convictions. “In a world built on violence,” he once announced, “one must be a revolutionary before one can be a pacifist … a nonrevolutionary pacifist is a contradiction in terms, a monstrosity.”2


Not many Americans could voice such sentiments and retain their credibility, but Muste’s decades of engagement in struggles for social justice gave him a moral authority that few disputed. Born in 1885 in the Netherlands, he migrated as a young child with his family to Grand Rapids, Michigan, where other Dutch had preceded them. Educated in the stern Calvinism of the Dutch Reformed church, he trained for the ministry and quickly displayed a penchant for losing his pastorates. His first position came to an end over his refusal to invoke the literal truth of Scripture. Later, while minister of a liberal Congregational church outside Boston, Muste joined the newly formed Fellowship of Reconciliation as a protest against the war in Europe. Once the United States entered the conflict, members of the congregation with sons fighting abroad expected their minister’s support, not his advocacy of peace.


The end of the war brought a period of intense labor agitation and government repression. Muste found himself drawn into local labor disputes, and before long, he had made the cause of the working class his own. He helped found, and then headed, the Amalgamated Textile Workers of America, which espoused a militant industrial unionism. “I do not recall a week when there was not a strike on somewhere in our union,” Muste wrote in a memoir. “There was no strike without labor spies; no strike in which we did not encounter arbitrary, and usually violent, conduct on the part of the police.”


In 1921, Muste shifted from labor organizer to labor educator. Along with a group of what he called “small s” socialists, he established Brook-wood College, a pioneering worker education project set on a rural campus north of New York City. For twelve years, Brookwood gave Muste a base from which he built relationships not only with rank-and-file union activists, but with a broad spectrum of progressive leaders. His position at Brookwood allowed him to agitate within the labor movement. He often found himself the target of vitriolic attack, ranging from right to left. Matthew Woll, an American Federation of Labor (AFL) vice president, called Brookwood “a breeding ground for Communism,” while the Communist Party’s Daily Worker labeled Muste’s initiatives “class collaborationist.”3


A decade’s involvement on the front lines of class warfare forced Muste to take a searching look at the religious foundation of his commitments. “I had lost faith in the Church’s relevance,” he recalled. “The churches were identified with the status quo.” The hardships of the Great Depression intensified his disillusionment and encouraged a shift toward the left. “When you looked out on the scene of misery and desperation during the depression,” he wrote in the late 1950s, “you saw that it was the radicals, the Left-wingers, who were doing something about the situation…. It was on the Left … that one found people who were truly ‘religious’ in the sense that they were virtually completely committed … the Left had the vision, the dream.”4


Muste immersed himself in left-wing politics. He organized the jobless, participated in unionizing drives in basic industries, and faced police violence and arrest for treason. In 1933, he helped launch his own version of the revolution by founding the American Workers Party. Muste experienced firsthand the vicious sectarian battles within the left. Eventually, he found himself disenchanted not only by the totalitarianism of the Soviet Union but also by the amorality of Communist Party organizers and Trotskyist dissidents in the United States whose ruthlessness was limited, he sometimes felt, only by their lack of power.


In the summer of 1936, after a stretch of particularly ugly factionalism, Muste and his family went to France for a much-needed vacation. Sightseeing in Paris, he walked into one of its many churches. “I sat down on a bench near the front and looked at the cross,” he recalled. “Without the slightest premonition of what was going to happen, I was saying to myself: ‘This is where you belong.’ … I felt as if the hand of God had drawn me up … and catapulted me back into the Church.”5 Unlike many others who journeyed to the left and back in the thirties, Muste did not turn away from the dream of revolution, but his inspiration now came from the texts of Christianity. He reestablished his ties not simply to Christianity, but to the sector of it committed to pacifist nonviolence. By 1940, his odyssey had carried him into the offices of the FOR, where he assumed the role of leading it through the era of a new world war.


Muste’s credibility among his church-oriented constituents came from his passionate appeal to their religious sensibilities. On the eve of the nation’s entry into the war, when American pacifists had to look into the face of Nazi malevolence and still say no to violence, Muste told his followers: “To know in one’s inmost being the unity of all men in God; to express love at every moment and in every relationship, to be channels of this quiet, unobtrusive, persistent force which is always there … this is the meaning of pacifism.” For Muste, resistance to war was part of a larger Christian commitment to a life of love and nonviolence tied to political engagement. “Either we ought to resign from the world … or else we must resolutely carry our political task to its end.”6


In imagining an effective nonviolence, Muste increasingly drew sustenance from the model of Mohandas Gandhi in India. In Muste’s view, the Gandhian movement combined revolutionary goals with a perspective that was deeply and thoroughly religious. “Pacifism with Gandhi,” he wrote, “[is] not a tool that you pick up or lay down, use today but not tomorrow…. It was a way of life.”7 To Muste, it was also the key to building from the ashes of a war-engulfed globe a new world of peace and justice.


Forceful as his personality and vision were, Muste still had to face the hard reality of an organization whose ways of approaching its mission stopped far short of the fiery rhetoric of revolution. John Nevin Sayre, the FOR’s elder statesman, was cut from the mold of the traditional pacifist. Steeped in social privilege, Sayre came from a wealthy, old-line New England family. One young staffer described him as “sort of staid, stolid, solid in that position where he respected government to the point of almost idolizing it. He didn’t do much that was opposed to the government, except the war. He wouldn’t get in there and carry a musket. … He tried to get everybody else not to…. But his message didn’t go as far as changing society.”8 Sayre’s outlook reflected the state of the FOR in 1941. While Muste rhapsodized about Gandhi’s campaigns of civil disobedience, the majority of the National Council, the governing body of the FOR, were wary of countenancing direct action campaigns at home. As one staff member recollected, “On social activism they were conservative. They did agree that they would not participate in war, and that was the only cement. These were people who lived very comfortable middle-class lives.”9


To create a counterbalance to this traditional pacifism, Muste quickly built a staff of radical activists with the same “lean and hungry look” that he had once seen among labor organizers. Between 1940 and 1942, he fashioned a group of about a dozen, virtually all of them young men, with some working out of the national headquarters in New York City and others located in regional offices around the country. Most were rooted in the Christian social activism of the 1930s. The ranks of student activists in the National Council of Methodist Youth, the most militant Christian youth group of the 1930s, was one fertile source. John Swomley, who became Muste’s second in command, had been a national officer of the Methodist group; through him, Muste also came to know Jim Farmer and George Houser. The intellectually precocious Farmer was a Howard University divinity student who was one of thirty youth leaders invited by Eleanor Roosevelt to a White House meeting, which turned messy when Farmer challenged the president’s support of British colonialism. Houser, meanwhile, had achieved another kind of notoriety. As one of the “Union Eight,” a group of students at the prestigious Union Theological Seminary in New York City, he refused to cooperate with the registration requirement of the military conscription system that Congress enacted in 1940. Their trial, conviction, and sentencing received prominent coverage in the press. Other staff members included Doris Grotewohl, a Berea College graduate who had worked for the YWCA, and Caleb Foote, who in the 1930s had been swept along by the Oxford Pledge campaign and moved on to work with migrant farm laborers on the West Coast. And, finally, there was Rustin.10


AS ONE OF THE FOR’s youth secretaries, Rustin’s charge was to see that the message of pacifism and nonviolence settled into a generation that had not experienced the horrors of the previous European war. He spent much of his time on the road-rallying the spirits of local FOR groups, lecturing on college campuses and at high schools, running workshops at conferences of church-affiliated youth organizations, or speaking at the Sunday school of churches whose ministers were FOR members. After Pearl Harbor, when the United States formally entered the war, he also began to visit the Civilian Public Service (CPS) camps to which conscientious objectors were assigned and the relocation camps in the West, where the federal government forcibly confined Japanese American citizens.


Initially working mainly in New York State, where he had many campus contacts from his days as an organizer for the American Student Union, Rustin exhibited such an affinity for the work that Muste quickly made wider use of his talents. In a summary of activities that he wrote in September 1942, Rustin reported that, since the spring, he had traveled to twenty states, logged over 10,000 miles, spoken to more than 5,000 people, visited eight CPS camps, attended ten denominational conferences for high school students, lectured on seventeen college campuses, and conducted classes on nonviolence at the summer camps of four historic peace churches. A work log composed three months later showed no sign of a slower pace: 7,000 miles across twenty-four states, including a visit to the Manzanar Japanese concentration camp in the southern California desert and speeches to Rotary and Kiwanis clubs, courtesy of well-placed FOR members. He counseled numerous young men on the decision to become a conscientious objector and especially made contacts “among Negro groups, attempting to create an interest in non-violent direct action.”11


Though ostensibly preaching the message of pacifism, Rustin inevitably encountered the harsh landscape of the nation’s racial mores in his travels. In the South, segregation was maintained with all the force of state power. But in the North and West, too, racial discrimination remained common practice, pernicious in the unpredictability of its appearance. On one swing through the Midwest, Rustin visited the barber shop at the University of Chicago, only to be denied a haircut; meetings with school administrators and the threat of a student boycott soon led to a change in practice. In a small midwestern college town, he sought lunch at a local diner. After the waitress persistently ignored him, Rustin engaged her and the manager in a conversation about the reasons. Having eliminated the plausibility of every argument except the loss of business, he proposed an experiment: serve him at the counter right near the door and see if anyone coming into the restaurant left because of it. When no one did, the manager brought him a fresh hot meal and continued to serve blacks in the future.12


Travel in the South posed much greater risk. On a bus trip from Louisville to Nashville in 1942, the price of Gandhian resistance rose dramatically. “I was riding in a bus,” he recalled,


and I was wearing a red necktie-it was hot and I had it open and it was dangling-and as I boarded the bus, a woman was sitting with a child on her lap. And the child, as I was jiggling for my ticket and my tie was flying and my bags were going, the child reached over and grabbed my tie and the mother hit it and said, don’t touch a nigger…. I had not seen this kind of thing before, so I went in the back and sat down and I began doodling in the back seat by myself, and all of a sudden something began to happen. Next to me was a Negro couple who had a box with chicken in it and having the best time on earth. And I said, how many years are we going to let that child be misled by its mother-that if we sit in the back and are really having fun, then whites in a way have the right to say they like it in the back…. I vowed then and there I was never going through the south again without either being arrested or thrown off the bus or protesting.


So Rustin moved to the section reserved for whites, and patiently explained to the driver, who at every stop insisted that he move, that his conscience would not allow him to obey an unjust law. The driver finally called the police, who reached the bus thirteen miles north of Nashville. When Rustin still refused to move, the four officers proceeded to beat him in front of the other passengers. Hustled into the back of the police car, he found himself “shaking with nervous strain” as the police verbally abused him on the way to the station. Once there, the police forced him through a gauntlet. “They tossed me from one to another like a volleyball,” ripping his clothes along the way. Throughout the ordeal, Rustin maintained a Gandhian posture of refusing to fight back physically, attempting to communicate with his assailants, and holding out the religious grounding of his disobedience. Mystified by this strange behavior, the police captain told him, “Nigger, you’re supposed to be scared when you come in here!” and left muttering, “I believe the nigger’s crazy.” In the end, Rustin emerged “considerably rumpled” but with some small victories. A few of the white passengers were moved enough to urge the police to desist from beating him, and one took the trouble of coming to the police station to speak up on his behalf. Meanwhile, Ben West, the assistant district attorney who interviewed Rustin at the station, released him without pressing charges, addressing him as “Mister.”13 Stories such as this, as well as other tales of his exploits, circulated quickly among white pacifists and stirred the imagination of this beleaguered community. “He had almost unbelievable courage,” recalled Ernest Bromley, an FOR member in North Carolina.14 In the course of his wartime travels, Rustin made an indelible mark virtually everywhere he went. A couple with whom he stayed in Bismarck, North Dakota, wrote to the office that he was “one of the finest spirits it has been our pleasure to know…. He made a profound impression.” Margaret Rohrer, who met him when he passed through Colorado, recalled that “he had such charisma that you cannot imagine … we were enchanted by him.” Steve Cary, a lifelong activist with the AFSC, thought he had “an electrifying presence.” Ernest Bromley remembered “his way of speaking, his gestures, his tone of voice and inflection, his whole bearing.” Caleb Foote was always keen to have Rustin come to California because “he was a huge hit, he was always a huge hit.”15


Electric. Charismatic. Prophetic. Magnetic. The words occur again and again as his associates recalled those early encounters with him. To Larry Gara, a young pacifist who later did jail time with Rustin, he was “one of the more dynamic pacifist speakers. He was very very charismatic, his personality was just electric.” Shizu Asahi, a secretary in the New York office, recalled how, one evening, he “magnetized and charmed” an audience at Union Theological Seminary. Homer Jack, who in the course of a long career met leading Gandhians in Asia, Africa, and Europe, thought Rustin was “a prophetic type, even within the peace movement.” Helen Winnemore, a Quaker activist in Columbus, Ohio, saw him as “charismatic … a kind of person who was the embodiment of something.” Glenn Smiley remembered him as “a sensation. … There was a magic about Bayard…. He sang like an angel.” Smiley, who later served as a confidant to Martin Luther King, Jr., said of Rustin, “He was my guru and I learned practically everything that I knew at that time of importance about nonviolence from Bayard…. I would never have had the courage to have started … without the impetus that Bayard gave me.”16


Vivid in the memory of all who knew the young Gandhian pacifist was Rustin’s singing. His musical talents enlivened pacifist conferences. He could take a pliant group of young activists and meld them into a harmonious choir with an afternoon of rehearsals. He often moved gracefully from speech to song and back again, and he used this ability to great effect. Doris Grotewohl described it as “a beautiful singing voice. He could calm an audience. It was a quiet listening when you heard Bayard sing. Just spell-binding.” He had at his disposal a raft of Elizabethan ballads, which he performed in more intimate gatherings, but in his lectures and workshops he most often sang Negro spirituals. Emily Morgan came with him to a speaking engagement in Brooklyn one time during the war. “At the end-most memorably!-Bayard sung from the top of the church balcony in his high tenor voice ‘Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child.’ Hearing that lone voice out of the darkness was so poignant.” To stalwarts in the peace movement, it became over time his signature song, provoking those who knew his family history to wonder, as Morgan did, “if Bayard might be as lonely as he sounded.”17


Rustin also displayed an attachment to principle within the precincts of the peace movement itself. He confronted not only the oppressor on the outside but also the waffler on the inside. When word reached him on the road that his Quaker meeting in Manhattan was considering a proposal to provide hospitality and services to American military personnel, he fired back a firm response: “The primary social function of a religious society is to ‘speak the truth to power.’ The truth is that war is wrong. It is then our duty to make war impossible first in us and then in society. To cooperate with the government in building morale seems inconsistent with all we profess to believe…. The greatest service that we can render the men in the armed forces is to maintain our peace testimony.”18 At other times, Rustin exhibited the ferocity of Jesus driving the money changers from the temple. On the same tour that saw his arrest and beating by Nashville police, he visited conscientious objectors (COs) in a number of CPS camps. The product of a carefully crafted compromise between the federal government, peace movement organizations, and historic peace churches, such as the Mennonites and Quakers, CPS was intended to avoid the disastrous situation of World War I when COs found themselves jailed and physically brutalized. This time, the government allowed religious objectors to be assigned to work camps run by the churches. But as CPS was implemented in 1941 and 1942, its flaws became apparent. To Roy Finch, a college radical of the 1930s who later worked at the War Resisters League, it became a matter of “the iron fist of the selective service in the velvet glove of the Quakers.” The work was often meaningless. The men labored without pay and hence had to finance their own stays; the families of COs without financial means were left to fend for themselves; and protests against conditions were suppressed. Listening to the testimony of the men and observing their living and working conditions aroused Rustin’s indignation. He reported back to the office the desperate need for a “pacifist emergency fund.” COs were in need of clothing, and in one camp the men did not have enough to eat. “How much longer,” he demanded to know, “are we going to take care of these needs on a fumbling charity basis?”19


When he traveled into the South and realized that the church-run camps were racially segregated, he became enraged. Soon he was counseling men in the camps to follow their moral intuition and refuse to cooperate with the system. He sharply criticized CPS in his talks to Southern FOR chapters. He ruffled the sensibilities of an older generation who, remembering the much worse conditions of the previous war, were loathe to scuttle the fragile new system. While Rustin’s stand appealed to many younger pacifists who faced the draft, it left Muste having to compose diplomatic responses to letters of complaint, even as he assured his fiery protégé that FOR policy was one of “intransigent opposition to racial discrimination.”20


The tensions that sometimes surfaced as a result of Rustin’s militancy were not primarily a conflict between one youthful firebrand and the FOR’s old-timers. Rustin’s views reflected the strategic redirection that Muste wished to implement and that staff like Houser, Farmer, and Smiley supported. The differences were stark and had major implications for what it would mean to be a pacifist in mid-twentieth-century America. Where pacifism in the FOR had once been a message to preach, Rustin, Muste, and their comrades understood nonviolence as a path toward action. Where the Christian pacifists of the FOR sought to end war, Rustin wished to eliminate injustice. The religious pacifists of the previous generation drew their inspiration from the teachings of a man who lived two millennia earlier, in a world that was long dead. The new breed of pacifist increasingly turned to the example of Gandhi and the anticolonial movement he had spawned. Rustin was in the vanguard of this new confrontational approach that adapted Gandhian nonviolence to attacking racism in the United States.


WORLD WAR II brought America’s racial wrongs into bold relief. Alongside the declarations of the Atlantic Charter and political rhetoric deploring Nazi ideology stood a military whose branches either segregated or barred African Americans, a private sector economy that kept most blacks in menial jobs, and a region where disenfranchisement, segregation, and systemic violence mocked American claims about freedom and democracy. Put these conditions in the face of a young staff at the FOR, and the pull toward racial justice became irresistible.


As the two black field secretaries on staff, Rustin and Jim Farmer were especially attuned to the strategic opportunities at hand. In a memo written near the end of 1942, Rustin reported that “my recent experience indicates that we shall have less and less opportunity to present the direct pacifist message in school, church, and club. However, these institutions are quite open to the presentation of non-violence as a solution to internal and domestic problems.” He described meetings in the course of his travels “with local Negro and Jewish leadership, representatives of the AFSC and with FOR people to discuss the use of nonviolence in facing the almost universal rise of racial tension between negro and white, Jew and Gentile.” Where peace as a theme went nowhere, racial and religious reconciliation through nonviolence stimulated the formation of action committees almost everywhere he went. Farmer wrote in a similar vein. “By and large,” he reported, “the pacifists with whom I have come in contact feel that in the light of present international and domestic circumstances, pacifism can make no greater contribution than that which it can make in the interracial field. They are clamoring for an action program.”21


In urging a shift toward race relations work, Rustin tried to communicate both urgency and optimism. Detailing several examples of successful, even if modest, nonviolent campaigns, he portrayed a nation facing the emotional stresses of war, of blacks functioning as scapegoats for white grievances, and of an oppressed people deeply disillusioned with national policy, searching for new methods and leaders. “Today,” he argued,


wildcat strikes where white workers resent negroes, violent anti-negro outbursts by southern politicians, an unwise negro press advocating economic and political justice now with or without violence and general economic depression have created fear and increased tension…. There is a growing feeling that the negro must solve his own problem. Black nationalism is rampant…. Negroes have generally lost faith in the “pink tea social methods” which I have heard described as “well meanin’ but gettin’ us nowhere.” … I have heard many say they might as well die right here fighting for their rights as to die abroad for other people’s. It is common to hear outright joy expressed at a Japanese military victory. Thousands of negroes look upon successes of any colored people anywhere as their success. As one negro student said, “It is now a question of breaking down white domination over the whole world or nowhere.”


Rustin concluded that “only a spark is needed to create a terrible explosion.” Yet he coupled this with the more hopeful message that “no situation in America has created so much interest among negroes as the Gandhian proposals for India’s freedom.”22


As Rustin suggested, Gandhi’s work was rousing the imagination not only of white pacifists but also of some within the black community. For more than two decades, the African American press had paid attention to Gandhi. Daring as he did to challenge the world’s greatest imperial power, the brown-skinned hero made an appealing subject of study. He had developed his philosophy of satyagraha (“holding to the truth”) in South Africa, fighting against the treatment of colored people by the white supremacist government. When he returned to India during World War I, he refined both the spiritual basis of his approach and its practical application in a struggle for independence. As early as 1919, W. E. B. Du Bois, who edited the NAACP magazine, The Crisis, was directing the attention of his readers toward India, telling them, “We are all one-we the Despised and Oppressed, the ‘niggers’ of England and America.”23 By the 1930s, as the Indian independence struggle escalated, Gandhi’s way was a regular topic of commentary in black newspapers.


More direct connections were established as a small but steady stream of travelers flowed back and forth between the two countries. Some of Gandhi’s disciples came to the United States with the explicit purpose of reaching into the black community with the message of satyagraha. Some white American missionaries returned to the United States transformed by their encounter with Gandhi and India. They became tireless proponents of Gandhian nonviolence and racial equality. Black leaders also went to India to observe and learn. In 1935, Howard Thurman, the dean of Rankin Chapel at Howard University, and Sue Bailey Thurman, on the national staff of the YWCA, spent several months there. Returning to the United States, they lectured widely on Gandhi’s crusade, especially before black colleges, churches, and clubs. As a divinity student at Howard just a few years later, Farmer came under the influence of Thurman.


Gandhi’s articulation of satyagraha also infiltrated the American pacifist movement, especially the religious wing represented by the FOR. Richard Gregg, an American Quaker who spent several years in India in the 1920s, published The Power of Nonviolence in 1935. A detailed exposition not only of how Gandhi employed nonviolence but also of the philosophy behind it, Gregg’s book became an essential primer for Rustin and other young religious-minded pacifists. Gregg himself served on the FOR’s national council and worked with the AFSC. Another influential book was War Without Violence: A Study of Gandhi’s Method and Its Accomplishments (1939) by Krishnalal Shridharani, a graduate student at Columbia who had accompanied Gandhi on the March to the Sea in 1930 as a protest against the British salt tax. His presence on the Morningside Heights campus, just a couple of blocks from the FOR’s Broadway office, facilitated an active interchange with Rustin, Farmer, and other FOR staff. Finally, J. Holmes Smith, a Methodist missionary who spent nine years in India, returned to the United States in the late 1930s eager to plant satyagraha on North American soil. Serving on the FOR’s national council, Smith established in 1940 the Harlem Ashram, an experiment in interracial living and a launching pad for nonviolent direct action campaigns. Farmer and other FOR staff lived there for varying periods of time; Rustin visited often. Activities ranged from a largely symbolic interracial trek from New York to Washington, D.C., to efforts to change employment practices at the YMCA, downtown department stores, and Manhattan restaurants.


With Muste’s encouragement, FOR staff intentionally injected Gandhian nonviolence into the struggle for racial justice in the United States. In Chicago, George Houser, fresh out of a year in prison for refusing to register for the draft, organized a series of “cells” to address social justice and nonviolence. One, focused on race discrimination, investigated landlords near the University of Chicago as well as businesses such as barber shops, restaurants, skating rinks, and theaters that barred African Americans. As these experiments developed, Farmer, a member of the original cell, sketched out a plan for a national organization to apply Gandhi’s method against racial inequality. Rustin, meanwhile, had become FOR’s “one-man nonviolent army” through his single-handed exploits around the country.24


In April 1942, at a meeting in Columbus, Ohio, FOR’s National Council debated the merits of Farmer’s “Brotherhood Mobilization.” With Rustin, Houser, and Muste adding support, Farmer outlined the need for “a distinctive and radical approach” to American race relations. He called for a creative use of Gandhi’s philosophy, tailored to American conditions. “Pacifists must serve as its nucleus, its moving force,” his proposal argued, yet the movement “cannot be limited to pacifists.” The goals were big: “Not to make housing in ghettos more tolerable, but to destroy residential segregation; not to make Jim Crow facilities the equal of others, but to abolish Jim Crow; not to make racial discrimination more bearable, but to wipe it out.”25 Though some older FOR members raised objections about the “conflicts” that nonviolent direct action might provoke, the council pledged resources for a racial justice organization.


The launching of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), as the organization was called, was historic. Although African Americans had been resisting racial oppression in nonviolent ways for generations, this marked the debut of an organization-indeed, a movement-for whom active nonviolent resistance was not, in Rustin’s words, “just a policy,” but instead “a way of life.”26 Consciously dressing themselves in the garb of Gandhian philosophy, the young crusaders at the center of CORE made nonviolence a spiritual road to follow. In the years to come, more and more Americans decided to take this road. CORE’s founding also marked a formal commitment by FOR to a racial justice mission. The FOR was announcing to its constituents-and to anyone else who would listen-that peace was more than a matter of relations between governments. It also involved fundamentally the social basis of human relationships, the nature of the ties between peoples and communities. The cruelty, exploitation, and indecency inherent in racial caste systems were as much implicated in violence as were declarations of war and the maneuvers of armies. Over the next two decades, the pacifist movement became a key source of personnel and ideas in the black freedom struggle.


In practical terms, the creation of CORE meant that FOR staffRustin, Houser, Farmer, Caleb Foote, and others-could dedicate themselves to race relations. It was a thrilling time for all of them, as they engaged in laboratory-like experiments in the efficacy of nonviolence. “We had, really, very little precedent to go on,” Houser reminisced. “We felt we were really plowing new ground. If other experiences had taken place, we had heard about them only from a distance. So, when we got together and planned our strategy of sitting in in a particular restaurant, we felt that this was something that we were doing for the first time.” Based in Chicago, Houser almost completely centered his work on local experimentation with Gandhi’s methods. Foote, the FOR regional secretary in northern California, effectively redefined his job as building CORE in the San Francisco area. “I could do anything I wanted and AJ would support me,” he recalled.27


Rustin too found ways to parlay his role as an FOR youth secretary into laboring for racial justice. He was already exhibiting the skills of a gifted movement builder. He could move people with his singing, impress them with his analytical powers, awe them with his courage, inspire with his vision—and leave a functioning CORE chapter behind. After Rustin made a month-long visit to northern California, Foote wrote that “all around here in San Francisco are the results of what you have done…. The CORE group is doing very well.” According to Hope Foote, Rustin started them working on restrictive housing covenants, which were commonplace in wartime San Francisco, and on segregated bowling alleys and restaurants. Rustin was “very effective,” she recalled. “He had tremendous vitality, and conviction, which was contagious.” Little wonder, as Caleb Foote wrote to Rustin a few months later, that he made “converts” among some of the black shipyard workers who had attended his workshops. To one of them, Foote reported, “You are for him what the Bible is for a fundamentalist.” Similarly, on a trip to the University of Colorado, Rustin trained students how to conduct nonviolent sit-ins and left behind an animated CORE chapter. One of his pupils, Margaret Rohrer, was so impressed with him that she decided she “wanted to work for the FOR. I met him and had another meeting and that’s when I decided to work there.”28


Rustin neither sugarcoated nor romanticized nonviolence as a means of striking at American racism. “To act with true non-violence in the face of terrific conflict such as race riots demands a great deal of discipline,” he told one audience. “Non-violence will be a difficult message to give the Negro people.” The required discipline came not by talking about it but “by doing … by gradually building it up through the performance of little actions.” Nonviolence was not an escape from conflict, he told audiences. He could be witheringly critical of those who embraced it as a passive form of disengaged spirituality. He derided individuals like the philosopher Gerald Heard and the British novelist Aldous Huxley for aiming at “perfection, at perfect love which is a kind of automatic force.” Emily Morgan remembered once saying in Rustin’s presence, when she was still a “greenhorn” FOR staffer in Chicago, “something about LOVE being the way to go the key thing in peace making. EEK!! Can’t you just hear Bayard’s fiery explosions?!! He shouted (screamed!) Love is not enough!” No, argued Rustin. “You will,” he told one group, “act in certain situations because you are forced to act when confronted with social issues. Furthermore, you must confront others with social issues…. Nor must we stop with social issues. We must raise political issues more than we do. In the past nonviolence has been too close to non-resistance with its fear of action.”29


As Rustin moved about the country, word of this young Negro began to travel beyond the groups he met face to face. In Washington, D.C., Pauli Murray was a student at Howard University in the early 1940s when, she recalled, “nobody had ever really seriously studied non-violent direct action in terms of group participation. But there were people like Bayard Rustin, and James Farmer, who was [sic] doing that same thing that I was doing, and I was reading things about Bayard Rustin and he inspired me…. And so I began to experiment with nonviolence.” With other Howard students, Murray began using the “stool-sitting technique” at restaurants in black neighborhoods that served only whites. Emboldened by some successes, the students then turned their attention to downtown restaurants with the aid of the campus NAACP chapter.30


WHILE CORE CHAPTERS were serving as laboratory settings to test Gandhian techniques, an opportunity emerged within the black community to reach a much larger working-class constituency. At the end of 1942, A. Philip Randolph announced that his March on Washington Movement (MOWM) would convene a national conference to explore nonviolent civil disobedience as a means of striking at Jim Crow. As Pauline Myers, one of his deputies, explained, “If the national conference adopts this method the Negro people will be called upon to boycott trains, street cars, buses, restaurants, waiting rooms, rest rooms, hotels, schools and institutions that have jim crow laws…. The aim is to harness the flow of rising resentment and indignation on the part of Negro Americans that has become intensified due to the war.”31 Randolph’s announcement electrified the Gandhian enthusiasts in the FOR. Muste told the staff it was “as epoch-making as the launching in 1906 of Gandhi’s own campaign in South Africa.” J. Holmes Smith, who ran the Harlem Ashram, saw it as a “sensational development.” It portended, he thought, “thrilling opportunities” to spread Gandhian revolutionary resistance.32


The excitement among pacifists was readily understandable, since Randolph enjoyed an eminence that no other black leader could claim. Born in 1889 and raised in Florida, he had come to New York City in 1911 with hope for a career on the stage. But socialism soon claimed him, and he turned his life toward leftist politics. He edited the Messenger, a labor magazine; ran for public office; and developed a reputation in Harlem as a great soapbox orator. One who heard him recalled that Randolph “just seemed to carry the young people in his palms.” In the mid-1920s, he was invited by some Pullman porters to help them organize a union, and he devoted himself to the task. In 1935, the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters won a federally supervised election to represent the porters, and two years later Randolph successfully negotiated a contract. He remained head of the Brotherhood until his retirement.33


Early in 1941, Randolph called for a march on Washington to protest Jim Crow in the military and racial discrimination in defense employment. It was a gutsy move. Not only did it inject racial discord into issues of national defense, but it risked a large public failure since no comparable national mobilization had ever occurred before. Organizations like the NAACP and the Urban League at first distanced themselves from the proposal. Their wariness had little to do with disagreement about goals, since leaders of both organizations were sharply critical of government policy. Instead, they worried about the capacity to control a large crowd, feared the backlash it might provoke, and disapproved of Randolph’s intention to make the march a black-only mobilization. To middle-class organizations committed to interracialism, an all-Negro march of the masses spelled trouble.


Although both organizations eventually lent support, their caution meant that when Randolph’s bravado bore fruit, he won the plaudits. The prospect of a march so distressed Franklin Roosevelt that after failing to persuade Randolph to cancel the event, he issued an executive order establishing the Fair Employment Practices Committee and prohibiting job discrimination not only in the federal government but in defense industries as well. Having achieved a significant part of what he sought, Randolph then proved willing to call the march off. While some were displeased-the youth division of the organization, in which Rustin had been active, condemned Randolph’s decision-the whole episode made him the man of the hour. The editorial in the Amsterdam News, a paper serving New York’s African American community, was not unusual. “The rise of A. Philip Randolph to a new and loftier position in the affairs of the race,” it commented, “appears to presage the passing of the leadership that has controlled the Negro’s destiny for the past 25 years…. Randolph, courageous champion of the rights of his people, takes the helm as the nation’s No. 1 Negro…. Already he is being ranked along with the great Frederick Douglass. His name is rapidly becoming a household word.”34
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