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PART 1 PROTEST




1940–1968






Chapter One THE BOY FROM TROY [image: ]


As a child, John Lewis stood out among his siblings for his love of reading. “He was always kind of a peculiar boy,” his father, Eddie, said in a 1969 interview. “Now, you take a lot of times when the children would all be playing, he got some kind of book. And he would be messing with that book… reading, or doing something with it.” One of John’s sisters, Ethel Mae, known as Mimi, echoed her father’s observations. “He mostly read and he loved to go to school,” she said. “He’d pick up anything that he got to read.… Just a history book or something maybe my sister had when she was going to school.” An uncle who was a school principal gave John volumes of Robert Louis Stevenson and Charles Dickens to read, along with biographies of famous Black figures like George Washington Carver and Joe Louis. Booker T. Washington was a favorite. In later years, Washington’s reputation would suffer as his philosophy of Black self-improvement fell from favor among intellectuals. But Lewis remained an admirer. “After the Bible,” he told a reporter in 1961, “my favorite book is Up from Slavery”—Washington’s classic autobiography.1

Then there was poetry. “He had a poem” that he would recite, recalled Ethel Mae. “I don’t know the name of it, but it began, ‘Out of the night that covers me.…’ When my momma and daddy would go to town or something and leave us all here, then he would start.”

The poem was “Invictus,” a Victorian verse by William Ernest Henley, whose words eerily presaged Lewis’s trials later in life. John would recite its lines around the house:


Out of the night that covers me,

Black as the pit from pole to pole,

I thank whatever gods may be

For my unconquerable soul.

In the fell clutch of circumstance

I have not winced nor cried aloud.

Under the bludgeonings of chance

My head is bloody, but unbowed.

Beyond this place of wrath and tears

Looms but the Horror of the shade,

And yet the menace of the years

Finds and shall find me unafraid.

It matters not how strait the gate,

How charged with punishments the scroll,

I am the master of my fate,

I am the captain of my soul.2



John Lewis was born on February 21, 1940, in Pike County, a rural swatch of southeast Alabama, where his mother’s family had lived for generations. His great-great-grandparents, Elizabeth (Betz or Betty) and Tobias (Tobe), had been slaves, owned by a man named Joel Carter. Many years later, Joel’s granddaughter, Sarah Abernathy, wrote about the emancipation of Tobias and Elizabeth at the end of the Civil War:


Not being a secessionist at heart, Grandfather Carter didn’t answer Jefferson Davis’ call for cotton. He had expected his wealth to be grown in slaves; and too anxious for their health to allow his overseer to drive them, but allowed them to be worked enough to produce their upkeep and a little cotton which he stored. Before the onset of Federal Raiders, his negroes hid it among some difficult hills and gulches, all cotton grown by him after the Federal Blockade. His negroes were loyal to Old Marster. They refused to betray the place where they had cows, hogs, meat and lard hidden. Betz, the cook, armed herself with ax and stood by the door and defied the Yanks to pester Old Marster or the family, or to enter his home. For her loyal and militant protection, with her freedom she and her husband were given a piece of land, a cabin and supplies till they could grow more. Said my grandfather, “They have grown old in my service. My children are young and are able to get for themselves, what Betz and Tobe are too old and feeble to earn for themselves.”



Because Carter had given Tobias and Elizabeth a modest-sized plot, John Lewis’s ancestors possessed land of their own. Over the following decades they bought more of it—76 acres here, 228 acres there. Eventually, though, they were forced to sell the land, and when John was born, his parents were working as tenant farmers for a white man named Josh Copeland.3

Besides claiming their own property when freedom came, the Carters, then in their mid-forties, also claimed their right to marry—on December 16, 1865. Until then, the South’s chattel slavery system had barred slaves from legal unions, although many, like the Carters, were considered married in the eyes of their communities. Even though slaveholders often broke up families—selling a spouse or a child to a plantation or household far away—they could not extinguish the human desire to wed. Black couples took wedding vows and performed rituals like “jumping the broomstick,” a custom long associated with extralegal unions. Informal marriage thrived even as legal marriage was prohibited.4

When the Thirteenth Amendment, abolishing slavery, was ratified on December 6, 1865, Black couples hurried to consecrate their bonds. Some had children whom they wished to make “legitimate.” Others wished to qualify for soldiers’ pensions or land allotments. Others simply wanted to exercise their newly won rights. In some parts of the South, the demand for nuptials was so great that mass weddings took place: as many as seventy couples tied the knot at once. Among the first to obtain a wedding certificate were Tobias and Betty Carter.5

Alabama archives also document yet another step that Tobias Carter took as a free man. In March 1867, three years before the Fifteenth Amendment was ratified, allowing Black men to vote, the U.S. Congress passed the Reconstruction Act, which required Confederate states, as a condition for rejoining the Union, to grant the vote to all men regardless of race. Under military direction, boards of registrars enrolled voters. That summer, Tobias Carter registered.6

Within a generation, however, Tobias and other Black men across Alabama were systematically stripped of their rights. In 1874, white supremacist Democrats took control of the state government and established a Redeemer regime. Through new laws and extralegal violence, they disenfranchised Black citizens. Thus began the Jim Crow era and the long deferral of full freedom for Tobias and Betty and their progeny.



When John Lewis was born, Tobias and Betty Carter’s son Frank—John’s great-grandfather—was still alive. He had been emancipated as a small boy. John was impressed by his great-grandfather’s reputation for immense strength; Frank was known to plow soil and pick crops as few men could. He was also a math whiz who performed financial calculations quickly, which he did on payday to make sure he wasn’t cheated.

John also remembered the old man as “lighter than any other Black person I had ever seen” and having “remarkably straight hair.” John’s mother, Willie Mae, never talked about her grandfather’s skin tone. The subject upset her. The implication was that Frank’s biological father may have been white and may have raped Betty. The silence about the subject always made John uneasy.7

John held more vivid memories of Frank’s wife, Betty Baxter Carter, or “Grandma Bessie,” the matriarch of the extended Carter clan, who was the midwife at his birth. John would endear himself to Grandma Bessie on his family’s Sunday visits to her house by shinnying up a chinaberry tree to retrieve eggs from a hollow where an eccentric hen would lay them.

Bessie and Frank lived near John in Pike County. So did John’s grandparents Dink and Della Carter. So, too, did many other aunts, uncles, and cousins. The area was called “Carter’s Quarters” because of all the family members that lived there. Holiday gatherings sometimes included hundreds of relatives, from Pike County and beyond.8

Although John grew up among Carters, his mother had become a Lewis. In 1931, at age sixteen, she met Eddie Lewis at the Macedonia Baptist Church. Nicknamed “Buddy” or “Shorty,” Eddie was a compact, stocky young man five years her senior. His family had moved to Troy in 1904, although in the subsequent decades the Lewises shuttled around Georgia and Alabama before returning to Pike County in 1928. Eddie’s grandfather, Carie Lewis, had been a sharecropper, and his father, Henry, had been a turpentine man, extracting pine resin from trees to make the solvent for construction projects. Eddie worked on bridges for several years before taking up farming.9

When she met Eddie, Willie Mae was smitten. “We just fell in love,” she told her son. Married in 1932, the couple would have ten children: Ora, a girl; then Edward, who was deaf; and then—on a cold, rainy night in 1940—John Robert, whom they called Robert or Bob. Seven more children followed, with Henry Grant, the youngest, arriving in 1952. They all lived in a shotgun house: three rooms including the kitchen. John recalled that you could stand in one room and see almost all the way through the interior—or fire a shotgun’s bullet from the front door straight through the back.10

All the Carters’ homes were small and ramshackle. Once, when fifteen of the cousins were gathered at the house of one aunt, a fierce storm blew in, dislodging the tin roof. John’s aunt had the children line up, clasp hands, and follow the wind from one room to another, so that each time the whipping blasts rocked the little house, the group would be there to provide ballast. “We just walked with the wind, backward and forward through the house until the storm was over,” Lewis recounted.11

By the time John was four, Eddie had saved $700. With a loan of $100 from the Copelands, it was enough to buy his own place.I The plot Eddie purchased was 110 acres, set on a red-clay hill near a swamp off a dirt road: Route 5, Box 225. “It was a good deal,” John reflected years later. “It was an unbelievable deal.” But it was no ticket to middle-class comfort. The road to the house was steep and rugged. When it rained, cars would get stuck in the mud or slide into ditches. Years later, the county paved its roads, but only up to the point where the Black-owned properties began.12

John remembered the day the Lewises moved. Excitement filled the air as they loaded up a wagon and a borrowed pickup truck, carting everything down the road a few miles. John sat in the back seat, wedged between an old radio and his dog, Riley. His father drove. Even then, John understood that his family was graduating from being sharecroppers—a plight he would compare to slavery—to being farmers. The new house was hardly palatial, but it had two large front rooms, a kitchen, high ceilings, a fireplace, front and back porches, and a tin roof. Near the front porch were pecan trees and a covered well.13

Owning land marked a triumph for Eddie. The plot was in the heart of the Black Belt—the wide, curved swath of fertile land stretching from Virginia through Louisiana, named not for its concentration of African Americans but for the dark soil that made the terrain arable. The Lewises eked out a living growing cotton, corn, and peanuts. They had to go into debt to buy feed or fertilizer, and they always feared losing their land. Eddie took on extra work driving a truck, while Willie Mae did domestic work outside the house.14

Farming required the whole family’s labor. When John was small, his mother would set out a blanket for him and his siblings in the field as she picked. Starting at age five or six, the children were expected to help. John despised the toil and decided at a young age that he wasn’t meant for the farm. “You’ve got to catch up,” his older brother, Edward, would say. “You’re not pulling your load.” John’s father could pick three hundred pounds of cotton a day, his mother two hundred pounds. John criticized his parents for accepting the grueling demands of farming. “I’ve got to raise you all,” his father replied. “I’ve got to do the best I can until I can do better.” John pushed back. “Daddy, you’re just working and you ain’t getting it. I ain’t going to do that. One day all of this is going to change.”15

Luxuries were few. The Lewis house had no running water, electric wiring, insulation, or telephone. To bathe, they boiled water in a kettle and washed themselves in a zinc tub. Or they would take what John called a “bird bath,” using a small basin. The outdoor toilets, noisome in the summer and frigid in the winter, were stocked with old newspapers, discarded Sears, Roebuck catalogs, or corncobs. Clothes were never thrown away, always patched up. Willie Mae could take two threadbare pairs of pants and fashion one good new pair. In later years, the Lewises’ hard work brought about some modest improvements. By 1953, they had saved enough to tear down the ramshackle house and build a bigger one. A few years later, they wired it for electricity. They were able to buy a tractor. After John went to college, they would get a television.16

Despite his frugality, Eddie didn’t want his children to feel deprived. He carried himself with poise and pride and wore crisp, clean shirts that were freshly ironed and starched. On Fridays and Saturdays, he bought fresh fish for dinner; he usually settled for mullet, the cheap fish, but he liked to splurge on red snapper when he could. “My father put a great deal of stress and emphasis on food,” John said. “It was his philosophy that if we died, we would die with a full stomach.… That was his whole thing.”

Eddie also resolved to keep his family safe, whether from the Ku Klux Klan or violent neighbors. “I grew up in a home with a shotgun over the door and a rifle in the corner,” John said. He remembered Willie Mae once remonstrating with Eddie not to charge out of the house with the gun. She also warned her children to avoid the rowdy nightlife of Troy, especially around Love Street. “On a Saturday night, you heard where people were being shot, where people were being cut and killed,” John recounted. It bred a hatred of violence. John avoided guns, even toy ones, and abstained from hunting. He never picked up a firearm until he was in his fifties.17

John also never played with—indeed, had no interaction with—white children. “The world I lived in was completely Black,” he remembered of his earliest years. “I cannot even recall seeing somebody white.” It was, he said, “two worlds—a Black world and a white world.” The extended Carter family provided a bounty of playmates for John, even if he had to walk a mile or two to meet them. Siblings and cousins played marbles, dodgeball, jump rope, and Cowboys and Indians. Other pastimes were games of make-believe, like “house” or “church,” where the only props needed were a few oak chairs from the house. John invested these games with his hopes for a better existence. One of his cousins, Della Mae, shared his fantasy life. “We had a dream,” John recounted in the final weeks of his life. “We were going to cut down the large pine trees near my house and make a bus. And we were going to leave Alabama. We would use the round part of the trunk to make wheels, and we would travel to Buffalo.” Two of Willie Mae’s brothers had moved there during World War II, and in John’s family, Buffalo had acquired a reputation as a faraway land of opportunity, a bustling big city of excitement and possibility. “We knew there was a better life,” he said, “a better place.”18



Another recreation was going into Troy on Saturdays to window-shop or see a movie. John enjoyed watching Superman, the Lone Ranger, Hopalong Cassidy, and Tarzan—during which he and his siblings would cheer for the African tribesmen. But at an early age, John realized that he and his family had to sit in the balcony because the theater was segregated. He felt humiliated. (“I don’t go to many movies today because of that,” he said decades later. “It’s a shame.”) He felt the same way at the segregated bathrooms and water fountains; or at Byrd’s Drugs, where he and other Black kids had to drink their Cokes outside; or at the Pike County Fair, which they could attend only on “Colored Day.” At first, John would mount little protests, drinking a lot of water before going into town so he wouldn’t have to use the segregated fountains. But mostly, he said, “I stopped going.”

Segregation intruded as well onto his favorite pursuit: reading. At a young age, he went to the county public library to check out some books, but was denied. The library, he was told, was for whites only. To protest, John gathered up some classmates to draft and sign a petition, but no one at the library ever replied to their request.

The steely determination that was evident in John from early on was always mixed with an unmistakable gentleness. The combination gave him his distinctive temperament. He could be insistent and stubborn when it came to boycotting the Jim Crow facilities in Troy or in resisting the toil of manual labor, but overall his family considered him a sweet and stoical child. Soft-spoken and even-tempered, he was, for all his vaunted courage later in life, easily frightened. The snakes he came across while farming scared him. So did a strange black fish that his mother once tossed his way while fishing. Thunder and lightning upset him so much that during rainstorms he would hide in a steamer trunk. He retained that fear his whole life.19

John’s religious devotion reinforced his serene temperament. He inherited that devotion mainly from Willie Mae, a godly woman and relentless optimist who believed in prayer and salvation. She went to church “all the time,” John said, and incorporated religious observance into the family’s daily life. The children memorized Bible passages; at meals someone always said grace and recited a verse.20

The Lewises attended the Macedonia Baptist Church, in Troy. But because their preacher made the rounds among many congregations in the region, he was in Troy only on the third Sunday of each month. On other Sundays they went to Dunn’s Chapel, a Methodist congregation near their farm, which also served as the children’s elementary and Sunday school. John loved the singing, which was conducted without any musical instruments, and learned all the hymns and spirituals. The congregation, he said, exhibited “some of the best singing that I’ve heard in my life.”

One evening in July 1949, John attended the church’s annual revival meeting. The minister was beseeching the congregation to come to Jesus and be saved. John decided it was time. One of his older cousins, called “T-Baby,” escorted him to the front. John and the minister clasped hands. At that moment the lights suddenly went out, filling John with a jolt of fear that he associated with accepting Christ as his savior. When the lights came back on a moment later, an old lady in the congregation hollered, “Thank you, Jesus!”21

As much as church services, Willie Mae recalled, “he loved the Bible.” John remembered opening a Bible his uncle had given him as a present, and his mother reading him the words “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” He was reading by himself by age five, and perusing the Bible became his favorite pastime. Especially after he lost interest in the movies, he said, when others in the family went into Troy, “I would stay behind… reading the Bible someplace in a corner.”22

Christianity also provided grounding for John’s belief that race shouldn’t affect how anyone was treated. “Very early in Sunday school, we discussed the fact that the whole question of color according to the Trinity is not relevant,” he said. “If God is supposed to be the God of all Mankind and Jesus is the brother of all Mankind, color isn’t an issue.”23

His admiration for the church was not total. He saw that its strict moral codes could inculcate insensitivity or callousness. The church took a dim view of drinking, dancing, playing cards, going to the movies, and sex. Once, John remembered, T-Baby’s little sister, a high school student, became pregnant and was excommunicated. She begged the church to come back, in vain. “Because of human nature,” John sighed. “It was very sad. And I’ve never forgotten it.”24



John’s piety also led him to develop an unusual relationship with his family’s chickens—a story he would recount his whole life. From a young age, he preached to the chickens on the farm as if he were a minister and they were, literally, his flock.

At about eight years old, John was put in charge of the five dozen chickens his family owned. Each morning he would step into the henhouse and whisper to them before providing them food. He tended to their nests and the fencing of the yards. He would mark the eggs with a pencil, to indicate which should be left to hatch. Because of his family’s frugal habits, he also used a farmer’s trick to get a hen to “set” on more eggs than she had actually laid, surreptitiously swapping in extra eggs under the hen. This method was unfair and even cruel to the hens; sitting on eggs was actually arduous work that caused the birds to lose weight and feathers. He felt guilty about it, and each month when the Sears, Roebuck catalog came in the mail—John and his siblings called it “the Wish Book”—he would linger longingly over the photographs of an $18.95 incubator. If only he could buy it, he wouldn’t have to “cheat” the hens.25

Besides tending to the chickens, John also began preaching to them. For several years, with a Bible in hand, he would gather the fowl and settle them on their roosts before putting them into bed. He would read his favorite prayers or Bible verses as the chickens clucked and shook their heads. John gave each one a name—“Big Belle” or “Li’l Pullet”—and even baptized them. Once, he accidentally drowned a bird. The episode gave him nightmares, and one of his little brothers thereafter refused to be baptized. When a chicken died, John would hold a funeral, placing the bird in a lard can and rounding up his brothers and sisters by a pecan tree near a swing and benches. After John’s eulogy they would march off to a little cemetery. John would say prayers and cover the grave with fertilizer, flowers, and a cross.26

Sometimes Eddie had to cook a bird for dinner. Or he might trade one for sugar or flour to the “rollin’ store man,” a dry-goods merchant who came by the house in his truck. The loss of a chicken caused John no end of distress. He would become irate and refuse to eat or even to speak to anyone in the family for days. It was, he would later reflect, his first nonviolent protest.27

By age twelve, John had stopped preaching to the chickens. But by now his affinity for the ministry was obvious to all. Nicknamed “Preacher,” he decided to enter the clergy. At sixteen, at Macedonia, he preached his first trial sermon. He wore his best suit, dark blue, with a white shirt and blue tie. He chose an Old Testament passage about Hannah, a woman past childbearing age who prays for a son and is rewarded with Samuel, whose name in Hebrew means “God heard.” It was a simple message, one of keeping faith in God despite long odds, and the congregation rejoiced in John’s telling of it. Lewis later recalled that the Montgomery Advertiser ran a story about him, along with a picture of him in his Sunday suit, though no such story has been found.28

For the next two years John would preach at Methodist and Baptist churches around Pike County. In 1956, he was licensed as a minister and in 1957 was ordained—a higher honor that authorized him to perform weddings. He also began to teach at Sunday school and soon became its supervisor.29



Besides church, John’s other great love was school. His parents, who never graduated high school, saw education as the route to a better life. “Go to school and get an education so you won’t have to work as hard as we did,” his mother would tell him.30

John’s elementary school was at Dunn’s Chapel. It had been built and funded by Julius Rosenwald, the Sears, Roebuck mogul who, with Booker T. Washington, created five thousand schools for Black children around the South. Although the Rosenwald schools were better than most Black schools, the education at Dunn’s Chapel was mediocre. In one room, John recalled, students of all six grades massed together “like a herd,” with the teacher unable to give much attention to anyone. The “old, shaggy building,” John said, was beautiful in its simplicity, painted white with a green roof. A potbellied stove heated the school in winter, and kids would rest their lunches on top to heat them up. Drinking water was in another building. Each child had a glass with his name written on tape, and they had to take their own glass home now and then to wash them. “The glasses would stay there for a very, very long time,” John remembered, “and get very, very dirty.” Some of his happiest experiences were field trips, including one to the Tuskegee Institute, an hour north, to see where George Washington Carver had carried out his agricultural research.31



Just before seventh grade, in 1951, John’s uncle Otis offered to drive him to visit their family in Buffalo for the summer. The trip would be John’s first outside Alabama.

Early on a June morning, Otis pulled up to John’s house. They packed the car with fried chicken, sandwiches, and pound cake so they wouldn’t have to stop at restaurants in Alabama, Tennessee, or Kentucky. Neither John nor Otis had heard of the “Green Book,” the guide for African American travelers, but Otis had made the trip before and knew the gas stations where they could safely stop.32

When he arrived in Buffalo, John was enchanted. The city offered a glimpse of the better world outside Pike County he had always envisioned: tall buildings, fancy clothes, busy streets and shiny cars, sidewalks thrumming with activity. His aunts took him to Sattler’s, a department store, where John rode an escalator and took in the gleaming displays and candy counters. They went to Niagara Falls and to Crystal Beach in Canada.33

What struck John most was the simple fact of Blacks and whites living side by side. The North was hardly free of discrimination, but it was categorically different from the South. White neighbors lived next to the Carters, on both sides, without friction. Blacks and whites sat together at lunch counters, at the movies, and on city buses as if, John said, “it were the most natural thing in the world.” He missed his family, and when he arrived back home at the end of the summer, he cried with joy. But after Buffalo, Pike County never felt the same again. It was his first taste of independence—and of something close to racial equality.34

Coming back to Pike County meant coming back to second-class status. In the seventh grade John began attending Banks Junior High School, ten miles away. The dilapidated secondhand buses struggled to get John and other Black students there because of the rutted roads, which became impassable when it rained. John might leave his house at seven in the morning and not reach school until noon. Or troubles might come on the ride home, causing John to arrive after nightfall.35

John did reasonably well at school and continued to read avidly, his interest encouraged by a teacher and librarian named Coreen Harvey. “Over and over again, she would say, ‘Read, my child. Read.’… I tried to read everything,” he recalled. He was also now following current events. His grandfather got the Montgomery Advertiser and would pass on day-old copies to the Lewises. John pored over the papers, especially a section called “Colored Events,” written by a Black editor named E. P. Wallace.36

During harvest times—maybe twenty days a year—the Lewises would keep their children home from school, John said, “to pick cotton or pull corn or what we called ‘shake the peanuts.’ ” John would pout and cry, begging to go to school. His mother would tell him he was needed in the field, but one of his younger brothers would take his side. “Just let him go, Mama,” he would say. “All he’s going to do is complain.” John devised a ruse. He would dress for school and hide under the front porch with his books until the bus pulled up—and then dart aboard before his parents knew what was up.37

For high school, John went to the Pike County Training School in Brundidge, twenty minutes south by bus or car. The curriculum focused on vocational agriculture. John again spent his time in the school library, reading. He discovered racks of periodicals, including Black newspapers like the Baltimore Afro-American, the Pittsburgh Courier, and the Chicago Defender and the magazines Ebony and Jet.

John was too introverted and, in his word, “puritanical” to have any romantic life, though he went to the prom in eleventh and twelfth grades with dates. Once, he recounted, a girl wrote him a letter and another girl found it, leading them to fight over him on the bus ride home. But that was as exciting as his love life got. John chalked up his failure to date to his inability to drive (he didn’t get his license until he was forty-two). “The girls I knew,” he said, “lived halfway across the county.” In truth, he was shy and serious and not yet ready for the amorous pursuits of a young man.38



John’s teenage years coincided with the emerging civil rights movement, in which he took a special interest. The instinctive revulsion he felt toward the patent unfairness of the Jim Crow system fed that interest. So did the attitudes he learned from his parents, who taught John that there was goodness in people of all races—and meanness in people of all races, too. Over the years the Lewises had made some white friends, and if a Lewis family member died, white neighbors would come to pay their respects.

Notwithstanding their liberal beliefs, the Lewises were not especially political people. John remembered that his father admired Franklin Roosevelt for helping the poor, but there usually wasn’t much discussion of politics around the house. When it came to the civil rights movement, Eddie and Willie Mae both worried about the consequences of challenging the system too aggressively. Activism, his mother would explain, was a recipe for “trouble.” It was better to let white people do certain things than to “get in the way.” Trouble could mean any number of things, from defying the strictures of segregation to venturing into violent spots like Love Street in downtown Troy. Once, a relative named Thomas Brewer, who was a leader in his local NAACP, was shot in cold blood in retaliation for his activism. The killer, who owned a store beneath Brewer’s office, was never indicted.

As John got older, he concluded that his parents avoided trouble to protect their family and their livelihood. But he couldn’t suppress the resentment he felt toward the “White Only” and “Colored Only” signs or the naked discrimination he faced at the library, movie theater, or ice cream parlor. He came to understand, too, that the shabbiness of his schools and buses and books was also a result of the Jim Crow system. He didn’t need a judicial opinion to tell him that separate was inherently unequal.39

John was now following the national events that were starting to change life for African Americans around the South. He kept a scrapbook with clippings of Jackie Robinson, Ralph Bunche, and other Black heroes, and as his enthusiasm for politics grew, he would listen in on those occasions when the adults did talk about current affairs. He wrote to the NAACP, asking to become a “youth member.” In May 1954, when the Supreme Court handed down its decision in Brown v. Board of Education, declaring segregated public schooling unconstitutional, John was elated. “It was like a day of jubilee,” he said. He was convinced that his school would soon be desegregated or that he would go to a better school. He was crestfallen when nothing changed.

Nothing made a greater impact on John in his teenage years than the murder of Emmett Till. In 1955, white racists in Mississippi lynched Till, a fourteen-year-old Black boy from Chicago visiting relatives in the town of Money, for allegedly calling a young white woman “baby.” For his supposed insolence, Till was pistol-whipped, shot, and thrown in the Tallahatchie River. A witness who saw the killers abduct Till testified at their trial, but the all-white jury acquitted the men. The story made national news, and John followed it through the Advertiser and the Black newspapers in his school library. He was very much aware that Till was just one year his junior.40

Equally important to John’s growing awareness of civil rights activism was the time he happened upon Martin Luther King Jr. on the radio. The Lewis family usually kept the dial tuned to WRMA, a Montgomery-based soul station. “We listened to it every day, and we talked about what we heard,” John said. One day, he remembered, “I heard this voice on the radio, and that changed my life.”

The smooth, low, arresting voice was King’s. He was delivering a sermon called “Paul’s Letter to American Christians” in which he applied Jesus’s precepts to the discrimination pervading the South. “Segregation,” King declared, assuming the voice of Paul, “is a blatant denial of the unity which we all have in Christ.” At the end of the broadcast, the announcer mentioned King as the minister who had just spoken. John remembered his name.41

Soon he was seeing it everywhere. In 1955, Black citizens of Montgomery launched their historic bus boycott, a collective refusal to ride public transportation until it was desegregated. The campaign resulted in a monumental victory one year later. John followed it all avidly. The boycott, he later said, “lifted me, gave me a sense of hope.” It also spurred his own activism. His senior year, he initiated a drive to replace his school’s broken-down buses, getting six hundred people to sign a petition to the county requesting new ones. A year later, after he graduated, the county agreed to provide them.42

King’s sermons reinforced the tight connection Lewis saw between Christianity and the fight for racial equality. By his teenage years, he had come to see Jesus in modern terms, as “more or less simply another human personality who was so in love with people,… with what was right, and what was true.” This quality, John concluded, was what “made him a powerful force for good.” The Black freedom struggle stemmed from these same teachings. “What I saw in Montgomery during that period was the whole idea of a people… rising up,” John remembered, “and saying… that they are going to take something from the heart of the Christian faith and make it real.”

Finally, King offered Lewis a model of how he might spend his life. “Race was closely tied to my decision to become a minister,” he said. “I wanted to use the emotional energy of the Black church to end segregation and gain freedom for Black people.” He had dabbled with the thought of becoming a lawyer, helping his people “gain first-class citizenship,” as he wrote in an early testament, “by fighting for them in the courts of Alabama.” But he kept returning to King as his ideal and inspiration.43

Given his goals, John knew he should go to college. “My Uncle Otis, probably more than anyone,” he recalled, “said, ‘You’ve got to go to college. You’ve got to get an education.’ ” John had his eye on Morehouse College in Atlanta, King’s alma mater, whose president, Benjamin Mays, was active in the movement, and he asked his homeroom teacher for an application. But Morehouse catered to the Black elite, and John concluded that a poor farm boy would never be admitted, nor be able to pay the tuition. Another option was Alabama State, a teachers college in Montgomery, but neither Otis nor John’s high school teachers thought well of their experience there.

Then one day Willie Mae, who was cleaning in an orphanage, brought home a publication from the Southern Baptist Convention. In some accounts, John described it as a pamphlet or a conference program; in another, it was a magazine called Baptist Home Mission. The publication contained a notice about a Nashville seminary that boasted of “no tuition, room and board.” On December 10, 1956, John sent away for an application, signing his name as “Rev. John R. Lewis.” The academic dean wrote back, saying that he would “pray that it will be in God’s plan for you to come and study with us.” John, however, lost the application form.

Three months later he wrote to the school apologetically for another one. In April, he sent in his transcript, recommendation letters, and a medical report vouching for his “good physical condition” (although, the doctor added, “he needs to have some dental work done”).44

He was accepted. John would be the first of Eddie and Willie Mae’s ten children to earn a college degree.

In early September John hugged his brothers and sisters and watched his mother’s eyes well up as he prepared to leave. Uncle Otis handed John a hundred-dollar bill. Eddie drove him to the Greyhound station in Troy, where they shook hands. From a seat in the back of the bus, Lewis pressed his face against the window, hoping for a final moment of eye contact.

His father had already driven away.45


	
I. John Lewis always said that his father bought the land for $300, but in a 1969 interview Eddie said it was $800.








Chapter Two NASHVILLE [image: ]


Sunday, September 8, 1957. John Lewis stepped off a Greyhound coach in downtown Nashville. At seventeen, he was traveling alone for the first time. Stooping down to the bus’s undercarriage, he retrieved his bulky wardrobe trunk, a gift from his uncle Otis, and peered around the station. He went outside and found a taxi with a Black driver—no white cabbie would drive him—climbed in the backseat, and rode north across the snaking Cumberland River, his footlocker tied to the roof with rope. After fifteen minutes, the driver dropped Lewis at a quiet cluster of small redbrick buildings on Whites Creek Pike.1

Lewis had arrived at American Baptist Theological Seminary, where he would study for the next four years. Perched near the riverbank on a knoll called Holy Hill, the fifty-three-acre college was an idyllic spot. An expansive, well-kept lawn sloped down from the road to the river. A thickly wooded grove of pine and oak trees stood off to the side. Lewis thought the campus looked beautiful in the September light—a world away from the red-clay and sandy-brown landscape of his rural Alabama.

Since its founding in 1924, the seminary had trained African Americans for the ministry. The all-white Southern Baptist Convention and the Black National Baptist Convention jointly funded the school; when it opened, the Nashville Tennessean expressed hope that it would lead to “the higher development of the Negroes of the nation through providing them with a better trained leadership in their preachers.” In fact, the whites’ motives were less than pure: in founding the school, Lewis later learned, they hoped “to keep Black Baptists from going to the white seminary in Louisville,” two hours to the north. Still, American Baptist built an interracial faculty and brought in both white and Black ministers to preach. By 1957, when Lewis arrived, it was home to seventy students—of whom he knew precisely none.2

Lewis walked over to Griggs Hall, a three-story brick dormitory that included offices, classrooms, and a basement with dining and recreational space. As he entered his second-floor dorm room, Lewis saw something he had never seen before: a bed of his own. Lewis had always shared a bed—or a floor—with one of his six brothers. He unpacked his trunk: khakis, blue jeans, some old suits, army underwear from Uncle Otis, long johns.

Lewis also met his roommate, a freshman named Ellis Toney, a G.I. from La Fayette, Illinois. Like most of the other boys at American Baptist, Toney was intent on becoming pastor of his local church. The school was, Lewis could see, a “highly religious place,” full of young men bound for the ministry. A few had served in the army. A few others were married and lived by the river in cinder-block bungalows.

As a scholarship student, Lewis had to take a campus job. During his first year he worked in the dining hall, peeling potatoes and cracking eggs. Sometimes he set the tables or served breakfast. Worst of all, he had to wash the heavy, industrial-sized cast-iron pots and pans—an “awful sight,” he would later recall, once the cooking was through. The pots were so big that if they were filled with water, Lewis—five foot six and 135 pounds—could hardly lift them. He would scrub the insides to scrape off the potatoes, eggs, and liver. Each night for the first few weeks of school he would collapse into bed, his strained muscles throbbing.3

One benefit of cafeteria work was that Lewis got to meet everyone. Still, he had trouble fitting in. Reticent by nature, Lewis spoke haltingly and with a mild speech impediment. He stumbled over or mispronounced words, and his thick rural Alabama accent was hard even for many Southerners to understand. Next to classmates from big cities like Cleveland, he felt unsophisticated. Bernard LaFayette of Tampa, Florida, who would arrive the next year and become one of Lewis’s best friends, described Lewis as “pure hick.”4

In his solitude, Lewis indulged his love of reading. “He was very committed to his academic work, very devoted,” LaFayette said. “We all studied, but John really studied.” His favorite subjects were history and philosophy, and his course syllabi included works by Plato, Aristotle, St. Augustine, and Kant. Lewis found these texts demanding, full of arguments that made him think. His professors, too, seemed to be founts of knowledge. One teacher, John Lewis Powell, would dart around the classroom, scribbling on the blackboard as he held forth about Hegel. “Daring” and “courageous,” in Lewis’s telling, Powell was steeped in the work of Walter Rauschenbusch, who advocated a body of thought known as the social gospel: the application of Christian teachings to social problems. Powell used Hegel to illuminate the plight of Blacks in the South, putting an optimistic gloss on a dark history. Out of the struggle between segregation and its enemies, Powell argued, would emerge a synthesis of a harmonious, integrated nation. Lewis never mastered the finer points of Hegel, but he did, he later said, start believing in a “Spirit of History.”5

The most important influence on Lewis at school was Kelly Miller Smith, the minister at First Colored Baptist Church, Nashville’s largest African American congregation, and a local civil rights leader. Popular with students, Smith taught Lewis in homiletics. Smith could see that Lewis “had some rather rough problems in speaking” as well as a mediocre education; once, Smith recounted, Lewis turned in an assignment with “a lot of grammatical errors in it.… I marked it up quite a bit with red pencil, and he thanked me for it, thanked me for the comments.” Despite his uneven prose, Lewis impressed Smith as “resourceful,” “creative,” and capable of “great thoughts.” He had a first-rate intelligence, although it could be easy to miss.6

A fault line, Lewis discovered, ran through the faculty and student body. On one side were those strictly interested in the ministry, the boys like his roommate Ellis Toney who wanted to return home and save souls. They were called “whoopers,” given to the emotional, evangelical style of the Black church. On the other side were those, like Powell and Smith, who preached the social gospel. These men brought current events into the classroom and raised questions about the relationship of theology to societal change. Smith taught a class on the theologian Howard Thurman, whose ideas synthesized Gandhian nonviolence and Christian activism. The divide was noticeable even outside the classroom. If Lewis was showering and a classmate in another stall was preaching—far from an uncommon occurrence at American Baptist—Lewis could instantly tell the man’s approach to theology.7

Lewis himself was drawn to the social gospel. He had arrived on campus already invested in the political fight for racial equality, which was continuing to shake up the South. That fall, the Little Rock Nine made national headlines with their bid to enroll at the all-white Central High School in Arkansas. Closer to home, a high school integration battle was underway in Clinton, Tennessee. Nashville, too, had begun integrating its schools, but at the slow-motion pace of one grade per year. Gradual though it was, the Nashville plan sparked vehement opposition, including death threats to the participating families. “We’ll beat your little girl to death and string her up by her toes,” one father was warned. One night that year, white supremacists dynamited the Hattie Cotton Elementary School. Lewis was “very conscious” of all these incidents, he said, following it all in the Tennessean, Nashville’s liberal paper.8

As the semester went on, Lewis later said, “going to class, meeting the teachers, going to chapel like three times a week… it just didn’t hit me.” Before the term was out, he said, “I started sort of rebelling against the whole idea of somebody going to chapel and preaching to me and singing and all of that. I just couldn’t take it.” He began, he later said, to “drift away” and “question for the first time the ritual, the ceremony, the creeds and beliefs of the church” and sought out something else to “get involved in.” He tried to organize a campus chapter of the NAACP. But Maynard Turner, the college’s president, quashed the idea. Turner explained to Lewis that the Southern Baptist Convention, the network of white churches that funded the seminary, would never tolerate it.9

Instead, Lewis started going to meetings of an off-campus NAACP chapter. He also began to explore Black Nashville, with its thriving civil rights community, under the tutelage of an older student named Harold Cox. Cox brought Lewis to events at Nashville’s other Black colleges, such as Fisk and Meharry Medical College. “It was just an eye-opener to go to Fisk, to, say, a Christmas concert, and see the interracial climate,” Lewis said. Fisk had an exchange program under which white students from around the country would come for a semester, make Black friends, and learn about Black history and culture. In February 1958, Cox and Lewis attended a Lincoln’s Birthday event where Lewis met Martin Luther King Sr. Over the next few months, they heard talks from Thurgood Marshall, Roy Wilkins, Daisy Bates, and Coretta Scott King, who had come in place of her husband after an assailant stabbed him with a letter opener. One time Cox and Lewis saw W. E. B. Du Bois crossing the Fisk campus and hurried over to shake the old man’s hand.10

Lewis’s friendship with Cox was one of a few new relationships. On his first day in Griggs Hall, Lewis heard a booming voice echoing out of the bathroom. A balding, light-skinned man stepped into the hallway, Lewis recalled, “buck naked and dripping, not a trace of self-consciousness about him,” asking, “Can you preach, boy?” This was James Bevel, a slightly older student who had been at American Baptist since the previous January. Confident, charismatic, and always chasing women, Bevel loved discussion, argument, and, Lewis said, “stirring the pot.” A recurring argument between the two men centered on King. Bevel would ask Lewis, “Lewis, why are you always preaching this social gospel, and not the Gospel gospel?”

Bevel would also try—and fail—to enlist the straitlaced Lewis in his amorous pursuits. Sometimes Lewis went along because, he said, “there was a shortage of young ladies at American Baptist Seminary. A great shortage. Most of the parties that I attended were actually sort of Christian-oriented-type parties.” But they were not his speed.11

Another Nashville student whom Lewis would soon befriend, Angeline Butler of Fisk, found Lewis’s innocence in matters of the heart endearing. “I was fast with boys. I always had boyfriends around,” she recalled. “John was always a bit baffled by this.” Colia Clark, who would later marry Bernard LaFayette, said that Lewis didn’t approach girls the way his friends did. “They were young men. They were chasing women. Some of them had a lot more experience, had been in the service. They were bent on finding women wherever they could find them,” she said. “But John would report them to the dean.” His prudishness led his friends to rib him and occasionally retaliate with a prank. One afternoon they tied Lewis to a small tree near the Cumberland River, told him that the Ku Klux Klan was coming, and ran off. A classmate dressed in a white sheet appeared in the distance. Lewis bolted, Clark said, pulling the sapling out by its roots as he scrambled to escape.12

Eventually Lewis found a female companion named Helen Johnson. They took walks by the river and shared thoughts about life, but the relationship remained platonic. It was the start of a pattern. Lewis’s shyness and sweetness would lead many girls to regard him with motherly protectiveness, but passionate romance was not in the cards.13

Anyway, he was more interested in the political ferment around Nashville.



Tennessee, a Jim Crow state, was not liberal in the common sense of the word. But compared to other states of the old Confederacy, it had pronounced progressive leanings. During the Civil War, pro-Union loyalties pervaded its eastern counties, and it was the last Southern state to secede. Tennessee’s citizens provided more regiments to the Union army than the rest of the South combined. In 1956, the state’s senators, Al Gore Sr. and Estes Kefauver, refused to sign the “Southern Manifesto,” in which other Dixie legislators vowed to defy federal desegregation decrees in the wake of the Brown decision.

Forty-three percent Black, Nashville was the most tolerant city in the South. As the activist minister Cordy Tindell (“C.T.”) Vivian said of Nashville’s liberals, “They tried to set a tone far different than most cities. They tried to set a tone of cultivation and of being civilized human beings. The rest of the South didn’t necessarily do so.” Even so, Black Nashvillians endured second-class treatment, racist humiliations, and stunted opportunities. Northern whites who relocated to Nashville—like Marian and Nelson Fuson, a Fisk faculty couple who hosted integrated salons for students to discuss race relations—found the racism of Nashville shocking.14

In Nashville, these progressive and reactionary impulses jostled, resulting in a patchwork of selective prejudice. Nashville did not have separate “white” and “colored” facilities in its state capitol; neither did it have racially segregated lines at the post office, nor distinct seating areas in the courthouse, nor different ticket windows at the train station. On the other hand, the same post office forbade Blacks from working the service window, consigning them to sort mail in the back room. Court officers expected Blacks to keep their distance from whites. The railway station kept separate bathrooms and waiting rooms. Blacks had to sit in the back of the streetcars and the balconies of theaters. Restaurants and hotels were segregated, and even the Grand Ole Opry clung to the dictates of Jim Crow.15

The city’s progressive tendencies were fostered by its many universities, home to some fifteen thousand students. Fisk, Meharry, American Baptist, and Tennessee A&II were notable among the Black colleges; Vanderbilt, Scarritt, and the George Peabody College for Teachers among the white ones. The abundance of schools gave the city its nickname “the Athens of the South.” The Tennessean also exerted a liberalizing force. It crusaded in favor of school desegregation and against the poll tax, and it hired young, open-minded reporters, among them a talented Harvard graduate named David Halberstam.II16

Nashville also nurtured a tradition of civil rights activism. One of its mid-century leaders was the sociologist Charles S. Johnson, the first African American president of Fisk, who made the school into a center of research on race. As early as the 1940s, Johnson was arguing that racial inequality “should no longer be viewed as a Negro problem but as a problem of American democracy,” and he used his perch to elevate the issue. Also active in challenging the city’s white supremacist laws was Z. Alexander Looby, a Black attorney from Antigua, who held degrees from Howard, Columbia, and New York University. Working with the NAACP Legal Defense Fund, Looby led successful fights to desegregate Nashville’s airport, golf courses, and schools.17

In the 1940s and ’50s, Blacks in Nashville began to pursue elective politics. Their votes proved decisive in the 1943 mayoral race, and after a coalition of Blacks and liberal whites enacted major voting reforms in 1950, Looby and attorney Robert Lillard won seats on the city council—the first Blacks elected in forty years. Black voters also played a key role in electing Mayor Ben West, who nudged the city toward egalitarian practices.18

Most important of all was a cadre of Black social gospel ministers, led by Kelly Miller Smith. Six foot one and dapper, with a stately demeanor, Smith had moved to Nashville from Mississippi in 1951 to lead the First Colored Baptist Church. He and his wife, Alice, appalled that their children had to attend segregated schools, joined Looby’s successful lawsuit against the Nashville Board of Education. Smith also led the local NAACP chapter. In 1954, Ebony magazine named him one of the country’s “ten most outstanding Negro preachers.”19

Close to Martin Luther King Jr., Smith helped found the Southern Christian Leadership Conference in 1957 and served on the SCLC’s board. In Nashville, he organized an SCLC affiliate called the Nashville Christian Leadership Council. In January 1958 he wrote letters to Nashville’s Black ministers, summoning them to a meeting to craft a civil rights agenda based on social gospel principles. Smith became the group’s president, with Vivian assuming the vice presidency. Other ministers, both Black and white, who would be central to the group’s efforts—Metz Rollins, Andrew White, Will Campbell—were also present at the founding.20

The group created a position called “social action leader.” To this role they appointed James Lawson, a twenty-nine-year-old Vanderbilt divinity student. A Methodist from Massillon, Ohio, Lawson had worked for the Fellowship of Reconciliation with the pacifist A. J. Muste and was jailed for refusing to serve in the Korean War. Lawson then lived in India for three years where he studied satyagraha, Gandhi’s nonviolent resistance philosophy. On coming home, he enrolled at Oberlin College for a master’s degree.21

At Oberlin, in 1957, a campus chaplain, Harvey Cox, later a celebrated theologian, hosted a visit by Martin Luther King. Cox introduced King to Lawson. They bonded over their commitment to nonviolence. King told Lawson that he hoped to replicate the Montgomery bus boycott approach across the South. Lawson shared with King his plans to pursue a doctorate at Yale and then come south to work on racial issues. “Don’t wait!” King replied. “Come now! We don’t have any Negro leadership in the South that understands nonviolence.” Lawson was persuaded. He got a job with the Fellowship of Reconciliation and transferred to Vanderbilt to complete his studies.22

Smith and Vivian allowed Lawson a strong hand in setting their new group’s agenda. Lawson envisioned making Nashville into the center of a major nonviolent desegregation campaign, a showcase city, the way Montgomery had been with the bus boycott. With Glenn Smiley, a forty-seven-year-old white minister and veteran civil rights activist also with the Fellowship of Reconciliation, Lawson began offering workshops and lectures on nonviolence. The first ones were held as part of a three-day conference, March 26 to 28, 1958, at the Bethel AME Church.

Only about ten ministers attended. But it was a start.23



One day on the American Baptist campus in the fall of 1958, Kelly Miller Smith invited Lewis to services at his church. Lewis was honored to be asked. “Kelly Miller Smith was such an unbelievable, inspirational speaker and preacher,” he said. “He had emerged as a leader in Nashville. He had these famous speakers come to his church.” Lewis struck Smith as markedly different from any other student he had taught. Lewis didn’t speak much, but he unfailingly chose his words with thought and care. They had a gravity and wisdom, Smith thought. “That young man is pure of heart,” he would tell others. C. T. Vivian, who was a teaching assistant at American Baptist, felt the same way. “There is a kind of depth of sincerity, a profound sense of commitment and understanding,” he said of Lewis, “not simply of issues but understanding of the human situation, that made Lewis a very real person to us all.”24

Lewis had been attending services at the Spruce Street Baptist Church. But when he visited First Baptist, he found the services to be intellectually richer, more stimulating, more exciting. Black lawyers, doctors, and intellectuals from around Nashville—professors from Fisk and Meharry—populated the congregation. Mingling with these people made Lewis aware of the intelligence and distinction in Nashville’s African American community. The worshippers never made Lewis feel like a poor kid from Alabama who didn’t belong. From the pulpit, Smith would hold forth on politics, for which Lewis had an insatiable appetite. “He didn’t talk about… pie in the sky when you die,” Lewis said. “He didn’t talk about Hell. But his gospel, his message, had some social relevance. He was concerned about the way people were living and being treated in Nashville.” Smith opened First Baptist to evening meetings of the Nashville Christian Leadership Council, which were held in the basement. The church, Lewis noted, “became a rallying point,… a sort of haven where people could come on a Sunday evening at 6 o’clock and discuss social action, debate the question of segregation and social discrimination.”25

Despite having found a home at First Baptist, in the middle of his sophomore year Lewis was missing his family. He had the idea that he should transfer to a college closer to home, Troy State. He could live at home and commute by bus. There was just one problem: Troy State was all white.26

Lewis didn’t see this as an insurmountable challenge. On the contrary, he was emboldened by the new mood taking hold in the South. Blacks were testing segregation at public universities. In 1956, Autherine Lucy had enrolled at the University of Alabama—only to face vicious harassment, which gave the university an excuse to suspend her in the name of her own safety. Though Lucy’s story ended unhappily, other challenges seemed sure to follow. Lewis sent his application materials to Troy State. But no reply came.27

Lewis then wrote a letter to Martin Luther King. Since hearing King on the radio in high school, Lewis had regarded the minister as a hero, an inspiration, and a role model. Before long, a return letter came from Fred Gray, King’s lawyer. Gray agreed to appeal to Troy State on Lewis’s behalf and sent the college a letter by registered mail. Still no answer came. Lewis also spoke with Ralph Abernathy, King’s lieutenant. Abernathy remembered the phone call a decade later. “He said he was a Negro,” Abernathy said, “and was a little stammering in his speech. And he said, ‘I want to enter Troy State Teachers College.’ ” Abernathy and Gray invited Lewis to Montgomery. They would pay his bus fare.28

Lewis made plans to visit once he was back in Troy. He told his parents about his opportunity. Although Eddie wasn’t enthusiastic, he agreed to let Lewis go to Montgomery. On Saturday, June 13, 1959, they drove to downtown Troy in silence, and Lewis boarded the bus.

In Montgomery, Lewis walked the four blocks to Gray’s Monroe Street office. Gray greeted him in a spiffy suit, grabbed his briefcase, and drove them to Abernathy’s First Baptist Church, ten blocks away. Entering the pastor’s study in the church basement, Lewis was thrilled to see, sitting next to Abernathy, Martin Luther King himself. The great minister was perched behind a large desk, with Abernathy to the side. Gray and Lewis took chairs facing them.29

“So you’re John Lewis? The boy from Troy?” King asked in a jovial tone. “Who is this young man who wants to desegregate Troy State?”

Lewis was tongue-tied. He could feel his heart beating. “Dr. King,” he said deferentially, “I am John Robert Lewis.” He did not know why he gave his full name.30

The three men talked with Lewis about a lawsuit. They were willing to file it, they said, and would cover Lewis’s expenses. But it wouldn’t be easy. Powerful men were determined to uphold segregation. “If you do this, something could happen to you,” King warned, launching into a litany of possible harms. Lewis’s parents could be targeted. “They could lose work, lose their jobs,” King continued. “They could be assaulted. Your home could be attacked. The farm could be burned.”31

In Alabama, King noted, anyone under twenty-one needed a guardian’s permission to file a lawsuit. Lewis would have to talk it over with his parents and return to Montgomery with them. With that, they stood up and shook hands.32

Lewis had impressed his elders. “I just couldn’t believe that this unimpressive-looking rural boy… could possess the courage to really want to go to Troy State Teachers College,” Abernathy recalled. “I thought he was the bravest man that I had the privilege of meeting.” Abernathy reached in his pocket and gave Lewis bus fare for the ride home.33

As Lewis rode back in the darkness, he couldn’t stop telling himself that he had just met Martin Luther King. At the Troy bus station, Eddie was waiting. Father and son drove home together, again in silence.34

The next day John told his parents everything King had said. They could see his enthusiasm. But it became clear that they were afraid of what could happen—to their son, themselves, their friends, their neighbors. Whenever African Americans had sought equality in the South, they had faced retaliation, whether from the law, the Klan, the banks or shop owners to whom they owed money, or the employers on whom their livelihoods depended. Even though Eddie owned his land now, he was in debt to the bank for his tractor and machine tools, and he worried that the bank might call in his loan. Or that he might lose his bus-driving job, or jeopardize his credit at the feed-and-seed store. Willie Mae worried, too, about their friends and neighbors. Finally, they told their son that they wouldn’t go along with a lawsuit.35

Lewis was heartbroken. But he wasn’t about to cross his parents. He wrote to King, telling him that he would be returning to American Baptist in September after all.36



The fall of 1959 turned out to be a critical moment for Lewis and for many others in Nashville.

For months, the NCLC ministers had been debating what sort of campaign to wage. Should they prioritize voter registration? Police brutality? The paltry job opportunities for Blacks in Nashville? Lawson and Smith convinced their group to start with what would come to be called sit-ins to desegregate Nashville’s downtown lunch counters. Lawson had been hearing from Black women who had no place to get a cup of coffee or a sandwich when they shopped downtown. It was degrading. In Harveys department store, one woman told him, white children rode on a gorgeous carousel while their mothers rested comfortably nearby. Black children were forbidden to ride.

A strategic calculation also lay behind this decision. “Our view was that the sit-ins would lend themselves to a kind of public presentation of the issue,” Smith later said. Lunch-counter protests had the potential, like the Montgomery bus boycott, to get a great deal of attention and educate white Nashville about the blatant injustices Blacks faced.37

As they planned their campaign, Smith recalled, “at first there were no students involved anywhere.” Then Lawson heard that the students at the Fusons’ salons wanted to get involved.

“Can they participate?” he asked Smith.

“Yeah, why not?” Smith answered.38

When the colleges reopened that fall, the ministers began recruiting students. Smith invited Lewis to come hear Lawson speak one Sunday evening.39

It was a riveting performance, and Lewis was enchanted. In a small room at First Baptist Church, he recounted, Lawson projected “an aura of inner peace and wisdom that you could sense immediately upon simply seeing him.” The minister spoke about the great religions of the world—Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism—and their shared belief in justice. Lawson told the group that he would be holding regular Tuesday night meetings, where they would explore questions of religion, justice, nonviolence, and social and racial progress.40

About fifteen or twenty students from Nashville’s colleges began coming to these sessions, first held at Bethel AME, and then, as the numbers grew, at the Clark Memorial Methodist Church on the corner of Fourteenth Avenue and Phillips Street. “The students became very interested and outnumbered the adults, quickly and easily,” Smith said. “And so it came to be known as a student movement, which we didn’t particularly mind.”41

Lewis never missed a session. Initially, they seemed unfocused. “For a long time it appeared to me that we were just theorizing,” he said. Lawson taught the group about the theory and practice of nonviolent resistance. He spoke about nonviolence as a tool in history, from Jesus to Thoreau to King. Lawson discussed obscure chapters in the American past, like the abolitionist activism of Adin Ballou, a Rhode Island Unitarian who preached nonviolent resistance in the 1830s. The group talked about Jews who fought back against the Nazis and about Gandhi’s quest for Indian independence. “Jim was really the thinker in this group,” Lewis said. “We regarded him as our real teacher in nonviolence. I think he could have been the most important man in the civil rights movement, if he wanted.” To Lewis, Lawson “came across as the embodiment, as the personification of the philosophy and the discipline of nonviolence. He was not just preaching a sermon. In a sense he was living it.” C. T. Vivian dubbed Lawson their “guru of nonviolence.”42

By the time Lawson began his workshops, two generations of Black leaders had been developing ideas about nonviolent resistance rooted in Gandhi. King was a devotee, but so were such movement figures as Bayard Rustin, James Farmer, Benjamin Mays, and even to some extent predecessors as disparate as W. E. B. Du Bois and Marcus Garvey.

The core principle was satyagraha, often translated as “soul force” or “truth force”: the idea that a righteous movement, in challenging state policies or a governmental system, should abjure not only violent responses to oppression but the very feelings of anger and hatred that the oppression induced. In the hands of Black ministers like Howard Thurman—and, later, King, Smith, Lawson, and others—these Gandhian precepts mingled with the Christian social gospel teachings of Walter Rauschenbusch and his intellectual descendants. Lawson explained that the Christian Bible “infused all of my reading of Gandhi.” Or as King said: “Christ furnished the spirit and motivation, while Gandhi furnished the method.”43

According to this philosophy, only nonviolence could bring about what was called “the beloved community.” That phrase, coined by the nineteenth-century philosopher Josiah Royce, a cofounder of the Fellowship of Reconciliation, referred to an ideal arrangement of human relationships, founded in love, that could transform a society, uniting former adversaries in peace and harmony. It envisioned a world that was racially integrated, rooted in equality, and capable of resolving conflicts without violence. “The aftermath of nonviolence,” King explained in a 1957 speech, “is the creation of the beloved community.”44

Coming from an intellectual powerhouse like Lawson, this was heady stuff. Yet not everyone who attended his classes was enthralled. Some, accustomed to a more flamboyant style, found Lawson cerebral, serene, and detached—more like a white college professor than a Black preacher. When he talked about oppression, some of his would-be disciples thought, it was as if these horrors were being inflicted on someone else, not their fellow Black Tennesseans.

But Lewis was hooked. “The whole idea of nonviolence was based on the love ethic of the New Testament,” he explained. “We really accepted what the great teachers said: Turn the other cheek, and be willing to accept the beating, to suffer, because it’s redemptive. It can change the oppressor, but it also can change you and help, in the process, to change the larger society.”45 Lewis also heard in Lawson’s lectures echoes of King—more reason to take it seriously.

The workshops excited Lewis more than his college classes did. “Dr. King talked about the moment when the different parts of you come together, and this was it for me,” Lewis said. “This was what I’d been waiting for. This was what I’d been called to do.” For the rest of his life, Lewis would rank Lawson second only to King in the influence he had upon Lewis’s young self.46

Lawson, for his part, saw Lewis as an apt pupil. “John Lewis was at the first workshop and went to all the workshops. Lewis was ripe. He knew the horror of segregation; he just needed to fasten on the philosophy and ideas and tactics. He was one of our keenest students.” The wholehearted commitment was unmistakable from the start. “He realized,” Lawson said, “that he was on the right path.”47

Lawson was not alone in observing Lewis’s intense affinity for Gandhi, King, and the social gospel. It was commonly remarked that Lewis was drawn to nonviolence as a way of life more completely than anyone else. “John Lewis, perhaps as much as any man I’ve ever known, unless it’d be Jim Lawson, really believes in nonviolence,” said Will Campbell, a white minister active in the NCLC. “I think you could kill him and he wouldn’t resist. I don’t think this is true of very many people.”48

Eager to share his passion, Lewis recruited friends from American Baptist. At first, he said, “we had the most difficult time. People thought we were crazy, going down and encouraging people to attend the workshops. That we were going to have a big movement.” But he found a few takers. Bernard LaFayette remembered dorm room discussions with Lewis about the conflicts percolating around the South. “This is what we talk about in the meetings!” Lewis told him with exasperation. LaFayette, who had protested that his schoolwork and jobs kept him too busy, finally relented. Soon Lewis was making the trip from American Baptist to Nashville’s downtown with a small group of friends. Even Helen Johnson got involved.49

One holdout was Bevel. A self-described “chicken-eating, liquor-drinking, woman-chasing Baptist preacher” whose friends called him “Devil,” Bevel fancied himself too cool for such virtuous work. Besides, he had a regular gig on Sundays preaching at a little church in Dickson. “He could not see the validity, the necessity, of being involved in the workshops,” Lewis said. But Lewis kept asking, not least because Bevel possessed something valuable: a car. Lewis and LaFayette had been rising early to walk all the way to Lawson’s sessions in town, so Lewis began to corral Bevel and beg him for a ride. But Bevel did not attend himself for many months.50

The numbers grew. “It was word of mouth, mostly,” Lawson said. “I don’t think we ever put up a poster.” A white Fisk student named Paul LaPrad recruited friends from the Fusons’ salons, including several other whites, creating a racially integrated group.51

The students resolved to make decisions by consensus—the “Quaker model,” some called it. But leaders have a way of emerging. One woman whose initiative and skill became evident was a Chicagoan named Diane Nash. Having transferred that fall to Fisk from Howard University, Nash had never been to the South before. On an early date she was horrified to see “white” and “colored” signs at the Tennessee State Fair. She shared Lewis’s steely determination, but also came across as polished, worldly, and commanding. Poised, even genteel, she had grown up in a middle-class Catholic family and once hoped to become a nun. She had also won a few beauty pageants. Many of her Nashville friends would comment on her looks before anything else. “The first time I saw her,” said Rodney Powell, part of the student group, “it was like looking at Maria from West Side Story.” Lewis called her “just about the most gorgeous woman any of us had seen.” Some joked that the Nashville group grew so rapidly in the fall of 1959 because men were drawn to Nash. But it wasn’t her beauty that made her the choice to lead the group. As Lewis put it, “She was dead serious about what we were doing each week, very calm, very deliberate, always straightforward and sincere.”52

After the weeks of study came a phase that Lewis termed “sociodrama.” Sitting in rows of folding chairs, the students practiced the techniques of nonviolent protest, with an eye toward staging sit-ins at Nashville’s lunch counters. “We actually acted out roles,” Lewis said, “trying to foresee the variety of possible alternatives, and how we could apply nonviolence to different situations.” One student might play the part of a protester, learning to control his temper and mute his reactions, while someone else acted as a racist antagonist, yanking at the student’s lapels, cursing him out, dumping drinks on him, spitting on him, or calling him “nigger” or, for a white student, “nigger lover.” It was crucial, Lawson said, not to shy away from that hateful word; its cruel, totemic power had to be destroyed. During the sessions, a Black student might play the part of a white, or vice versa. The participants sought to dehumanize each other, break each other’s spirits, and in so doing build up their own capacity to resist. “Jim was encouraging us to grow up, to dig deep inside us and let the true self, the best self, come out,” Lewis said.53

“We’d try to stage it realistically,” Lawson said. “I said, ‘You have to cuss them out, call them bad names. Put yourself in that mood and act it.’ ” Lawson also taught them how to curl their bodies to protect their organs from kicks and blows, and how to keep eye contact with their assailant all the while. More important, he taught them, “You have to do more than just not hit back. You have to have no desire to hit back. You have to love that person who’s hitting you.”54

Even as the students’ ranks swelled, Lewis stood out. Some friends, like Angeline Butler, noted how shy he was and how he spoke with difficulty. But she sensed something strong and good in his character. “John had this overwhelming sincerity,” she recalled. “John never had an ego.” To Smith, Lewis naturally “assumed kind of a position of leadership” rooted in “the quality of his fearlessness. He was always as steady as a rock. He was pretty clear what he was about.”55

The Nashville students drew tighter. They ate together before the workshops and shared rides back to campus. Marian Fuson drove groups downtown, then waited for a call from the church secretary to pick them up. In informal moments, they opened up about their backgrounds and families. Lewis thought that the Nashville group was, in its own way, becoming a “beloved community unto itself.”56

In late November 1959, the group planned some dry runs at the downtown department stores. The Nashville ministers had lobbied these establishments to desegregate voluntarily, without success. Now the idea was to stage a dress rehearsal—not to confront the store management yet, but simply to assess how aggressively the Jim Crow rules would be enforced. They would seek service at the lunch counters, but would not, for now, press the issue.57

On Saturday, November 28, Lawson, Smith, and a dozen students including Lewis met at First Baptist. Everyone dressed up: coats and ties for the men, blouses and skirts for the women. They wanted to show that they weren’t an unruly mob, that they weren’t intending anything violent. Lewis was excited but also suddenly felt scared. Since childhood he had seethed at being relegated to “colored” facilities yet had always complied. Now he would act differently.

The group walked from the church to Harveys department store downtown, where shoppers crowded the streets. Inside the store, Lewis bought a handkerchief—a gesture to signal that he was a legitimate customer. Then the group sat down at the Monkey Bar, which served hamburgers and fast food. A waitress took their orders. But after a minute or two she returned.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “We can’t serve you here.”

Nash asked to see the manager. The waitress disappeared in the back. A middle-aged white man in a suit came out. “It is our policy not to serve colored people here,” he said. Nash asked if their white companions could be served. No, the manager said, because they were part of an interracial group. Nash thanked him, and they filed out. Lewis was impressed with her equanimity. Only later did she tell him she was trembling inside. Back at the church, Lawson debriefed the students and praised them for their execution. On campus that afternoon, Lewis had a hard time containing his enthusiasm. Most of his classmates, however, remained uninterested, preferring to work on their sermons.58

The next week, Lewis and his friends repeated their exercise at Cain-Sloan, another department store. This time Lewis led the way, asking to talk to the manager and saying thank you when service was denied. Again, he went back to his dorm on a high, infused with a sense of anticipation. Though they had final exams to study for, he and LaFayette couldn’t stop talking about what lay ahead.

When the semester ended, just before Christmas, the two friends boarded a Greyhound to Montgomery, where Lewis planned to transfer to a bus for Troy and LaFayette would continue on to Tampa. They took seats behind the driver.

The driver whirled around. “You can’t sit there. You sit in the back,” he ordered. The young men didn’t flinch or budge. “I’m going to get off and go inside,” the driver told them. “When I come back, you better be out of there.”

Both worried about what might happen to them when they parted ways. “He was concerned something was going to happen to me,” Lewis remembered. “I was concerned something was going to happen to him.”59

But they stayed put. When the driver returned and saw them unmoved, he snarled. Clambering behind the wheel, he jammed the seat back—hard, as far back as it would go. Lewis and LaFayette rode to Alabama with their knees pushed up against their chins.60


	
I. In 1968 Tennessee A&I became Tennessee State.

	
II. “David Halberstam was a very young, Jewish reporter at the Nashville Tennessean, very pro-movement,” Lewis said in 1967. “He was really with us all the way.… He became very close to quite a few of us in the early days.”








Chapter Three THE SIT-INS [image: ]


Before John Lewis returned to Nashville in January 1960, the ministers of the Nashville Christian Leadership Council were already at work. James Lawson and Kelly Miller Smith had reopened talks with department store owners to persuade them to integrate. But the owners refused, and Lawson said he wouldn’t wait much longer. On January 5, the Chicago Defender, the nation’s leading Black newspaper, described the fruitless attempts in November to obtain service at Harveys and Cain-Sloan. “The group plans to continue the pursuit of the problem,” the article noted matter-of-factly, “until a morally defensible solution is discovered.”1

After the holiday break, Angeline Butler felt a stirring, a coming to life, as students returned to campus. “We were ready to seize the opportunity and keep the story alive,” she said. Lawson was planning sit-ins for late January, but, busy with his own doctoral work, he procrastinated. The workshops resumed, but there were no trips downtown.2

Then, before the Nashvillians could act, four freshmen at North Carolina A&T in Greensboro stole their thunder. On February 1, the students occupied a Woolworth’s lunch counter and refused to leave. Activists before them had attempted sit-ins (or “sit-downs,” as they were also called) in sixteen cities over the previous three years. But those demonstrations hadn’t set off tremors the way Greensboro did. Covered in the Black press and the national media, the North Carolina students captured the imagination of the country. In Harlem, Bob Moses, a high school math teacher, saw a picture of the students and felt a calling. “These were kids my own age, and I knew this had something to do with my own life,” he said. In Atlanta, a seventeen-year-old Spelman College undergraduate, Ruby Doris Smith, rushed home to watch a report about Greensboro on the evening news. In Orangeburg, South Carolina, Chuck McDew, a Black Ohioan who had converted to Judaism, thought about the words of the sage Hillel: “If I am not for myself, then who is for me?” In Birmingham, minister Fred Shuttlesworth, a King confidant, implored Ella Baker, executive director of SCLC, “You must tell Martin that we must get with this!”3

Word of mouth mattered as much as the press in spreading the news. “A brother may have been in school, let’s say in Greensboro,” Baker said, “and a sister was in school somewhere else. And he would write and tell her, ‘Why shouldn’t they do something?’ This is the way it escalated.” Students in Charlotte, Raleigh, and other cities began their own sit-ins.4

But just as the fable of Rosa Parks, the mild-mannered seamstress too weary to move to the back of the bus, omitted the backstory of the Montgomery community’s long-standing work fighting segregation, so, too, the tale of the Greensboro students’ spontaneous action left out the role of the veteran activists who had been preparing the ground. Those activists included Kelly Miller Smith, James Lawson, and the other Nashville ministers, as well as people like Douglas Moore, a Durham pastor active in the Fellowship of Reconciliation and SCLC. Moore called Lawson early in the morning on February 10. “What can the students in Nashville do to help the students in North Carolina?” he asked.5

When that phone call came, John Lewis asserted, “we were ready.” The Nashville campuses were already humming with talk about North Carolina. Lawson summoned Lewis, Nash, and other student leaders to a meeting. The next day, seventy-five students showed up at a room in the Fisk University chemistry building. Some knew nothing about Gandhi or satyagraha, and when Lawson expounded in his raspy whisper about nonviolence, the newcomers laughed. That reaction disturbed Lawson and Smith, who considered postponing their sit-ins until they could train everyone properly. But Lewis and the students, now keen to strike, prevailed.6

On Friday night, February 12, two hundred students filled the pews at First Baptist. Lewis by now had come to share his mentors’ concern that the neophytes wouldn’t adhere to Lawson’s methods. He worried about unleashing hundreds of untrained, keyed-up college students upon the five-and-dimes. An unruly crush of students would create a very different impression than a disciplined cadre pointedly exposing the injustice of segregation. The effort could fail or backfire.7

Under the solution they devised, Lewis said, “the people who had been attending the workshops were to be the leaders” and go first. Others would watch and learn. On Friday night, Lawson administered a crash course in satyagraha into the wee hours. “We tried to catch them up on the essentials,” Lewis said. “They were instructed not to engage in any form of aggression or retaliation, to sit right up at the lunch counters and be quiet, literally to study, to do their homework.” After midnight, Lawson told everyone that when they came the next morning, they should dress neatly, bring books, and be ready to go to jail.8

“Once Jim Lawson had spoken,” Lewis said, “at that moment the way was clear. It was like he illuminated everything.… Our consciences had been activated, and there was no way you could then not act.”9

When students gathered at the church on Saturday morning, a wintry light filled the skies and eight inches of snow coated the sidewalks. Lewis had never seen so much snow. Local churchwomen brought sandwiches and hot drinks. More than a hundred students streamed in, dressed in coats and ties, stockings and heels. Lewis, wearing a fine white shirt, print tie, and his high school graduation suit, felt as if he were going to Sunday services. Then the students set off two abreast for the Arcade, a covered passageway linking Fourth and Fifth Avenues downtown, for a rally. Afterward, they fanned out to Kress’s, Woolworth’s, and McLellan’s. Each team mixed students from the different schools, to forge unity and to guard against cliques.10

Lewis led the Woolworth’s contingent. As he walked in, he felt a knot in his stomach. But he became aware of an inner faith guiding him. It was, he said, a “faith that God would not allow his children to be punished for doing the right thing.” Yet it was also a faith in much more—in Lawson, in Lewis’s friends, in the justice of their cause, and in the conviction that Americans would respond well to their action. That faith prodded him to soldier on.11

Lewis drew on all he had learned in recent months. He and his friends bought notebooks and handkerchiefs to show that they were legitimate customers before sitting down at the counters. Then the room grew quiet. “No one got up,” Lewis remembered. “No one said anything.” One waitress stopped “dead in her tracks” and pierced the silence with a racial slur.12

Lewis placed an order. The waitress refused him. He and his comrades then sat in place—for hours. As the clock ticked, they stayed on their best behavior, even brushing cigarette ashes from the countertop. Lewis immersed himself in a history of Greek philosophy. What Lawson called “a delusive calm” prevailed. The white patrons seemed less angry than confused. In the ladies’ room, two Black students encountered a flustered white woman who blurted out, “Oh! Nigras, Nigras everywhere!” and ran away. Eventually the waitresses shut off the lights. But the store stayed open, and the students stayed put.13

Friends occupied the other stores. Lawson and a few of the adults moved “from place to place and kept our eyes on things,” the minister recalled. “The police were orderly. The managers kept people from congregating without shopping.” Plainclothes detectives monitored the scene. So did the movement’s undercover white allies—“in case we needed witnesses,” Lawson said. But apart from a minor incident at McLellan’s, in which police came but arrested no one, there were no disturbances. If anything, Nash said, the day was intermittently comic. The waitresses were so nervous, she said, “they must have dropped two thousand dollars’ worth of dishes.”14

When Lewis and his friends got back to First Baptist, he recounted, it was “sheer euphoria, like a jubilee.” People were “whooping, cheering, hugging, laughing, singing.” Everyone wanted to do it again. They picked Thursday, February 18, to hold another round of sit-ins.

The students christened themselves the “Nashville Student Movement.” Lewis and the most dedicated members formed a “central committee” to make decisions. They met before and after class, in the early morning and evening. They formed a finance committee, a publicity committee, and a work committee to paint signs and provide food.15

Outside Nashville, the sit-in movement also gained strength. Students from Norfolk to Tallahassee joined in. Ministers in other cities conducted workshops modeled on Lawson’s. On Northern campuses, students raised funds and picketed in solidarity.

The sit-ins were front-page news. But the press misread the movement. It tended to portray the students as embodying a strain of protest different from Martin Luther King’s or as posing a challenge to his leadership. Yet the sit-ins were a direct outgrowth of King’s philosophy and strategy of nonviolent direct action, guided by social gospel ministers affiliated with the SCLC. The sit-ins had only happened, Lawson argued, “because of King and the Montgomery boycott.” Ministers “clustered around King,” he said, “had emerged, preaching and teaching direct action and nonviolent action.” Far from seeing the sit-ins as a threat, King endorsed them. “The demonstrations reveal that the Negro will no longer accept segregation in any form,” he told the New York Times.16

In Nashville, the second set of sit-ins, held on February 18, made clear that the first foray had made an impact. Diane Nash now found herself a local celebrity, as well as a target. As she walked downtown, a gang of whites recognized her from a photograph in the Tennessean. “That’s Diane Nash!” someone yelled. “She’s the one to get!” The dime stores also changed their behavior. They blocked off their counters, unscrewed the barstools, or covered counters with wastebaskets and frying pans.17

The students came anyway. Two hundred students showed up for the second round of sit-ins; for the third round, on February 20, three hundred came. They expanded their sights to include W. T. Grant’s, Walgreens, and Cain-Sloan. They also attracted more enemies. Young white provocateurs now hovered around the students, taunting them. The protesters sat politely and did their schoolwork. One Tennessean article mentioned “a ministerial student at American Baptist Theological Seminary,” John Lewis, toiling on a sermon as he occupied the lunch counter.18

Late in February, white Nashville began to change its tune. Uncertain how long the disruptions would continue, the merchants lost patience. They asked the mayor to stop the students from entering their stores and to arrest them if they occupied closed-off counters. West waffled, afraid to alienate either the businessmen or the Black voters, whose support he also needed.19

Other local whites were also mobilizing. The menacing crowds at the sit-ins were growing. Bernard LaFayette and several other students met with Police Chief Douglas Hosse to ask him to restrain the mobs. Hosse claimed he lacked the manpower and urged the students to back down. “Is this all worth a twenty-five-cent hamburger?” he asked uncomprehendingly.

Around the South, other sit-in actions were met by rough tactics. In Chattanooga, demonstrators less well-trained than Lawson’s legions were baited into a brawl, which police put down with fire hoses. As the third weekend of protests arrived, rumors circulated in Nashville about impending violence. The next sit-in, scheduled for February 27, was being dubbed “Big Saturday.” Will Campbell, who would “mill around and hear what the cops were saying,” warned the students not to go back to the shops that day. A friendly local woman whose husband worked at Harveys had told the ministers that Ben West had agreed to let the white hoodlums work their will for a few minutes while the cops would look the other way.20

Lewis worried again about maintaining discipline. If violence broke out, how many of the students would control themselves? The night before Big Saturday, the students and ministers gathered to decide how to proceed. Lewis volunteered to draft guidelines to hand out the next day. From King’s Stride Toward Freedom book about the Montgomery campaign, Lewis adapted a list of rules to observe during nonviolent actions. Using keys to the American Baptist supply room (his dining hall duties having given way to janitorial ones), he and LaFayette pilfered a ream of mimeograph paper. A schoolmate’s wife typed up the list. All night long, they printed and cut their leaflets to size. The instructions read:

DO NOT:


	Strike back or curse if so abused.

	Laugh out.

	Hold conversations with floor walker.

	Leave your seat until your leader has given permission to do so.

	Block entrances to stores outside; nor the aisles inside.



DO:


	Show yourself courteous and friendly at all times.

	Sit straight; always face the counter.

	Report all serious incidents to your leader.

	Refer information seekers to your leader in a polite manner.

	Remember the teachings of Jesus Christ, Mahatma Gandhi, and Martin Luther King. Love and non-violence is the way.



“MAY GOD BLESS EACH OF YOU.”21

Early on Big Saturday, the ministers and the central committee leaders met at First Baptist. They gathered in the basement around what Kelly Miller Smith described as an “age-worn table in the Sunday School department.” The adults advocated caution. “If you go downtown, you will probably be beaten,” Campbell said. “There are a lot of young hoodlums on the streets. And you will probably be arrested.” Lawson and Smith agreed. “Perhaps we will all be locked up before this thing is over,” Smith said. He added that the NCLC lacked the funds to bail everyone out. According to its treasurer, the organization had only $87.50 left in its coffers. Nor had the ministers lined up the lawyers they would need in case of mass arrests.22

Cracks opened in the students’ united front. “They may have a point,” said Paul LaPrad. “If anybody else goes, I will probably go too, but I can see what they mean.” Angeline Butler called it “a difficult moment for all of us.” The students knew that they might end up with a criminal record, get expelled from school, face violence, or subject their families to retaliation.

Searching for consensus, they kept talking. Finally, an impassioned James Bevel—who only recently had begun coming to the meetings—seized the floor. “We woke up this morning with the roosters,” he said. They had come ready to act and it would be wrong to delay. “If we wait until next week,” he said, “we may be asked to wait until next month, and then the next month and on and on. Personally, I’m tired of this business of waiting.”

Lewis nodded. Others now spoke up, too. They couldn’t let the moment pass.

There was no point in continuing to argue, Smith realized. The adults gave in. “We are all in this together,” he said. “When you go down to the stores, you will go with our full support.”23

The students hurried upstairs to the sanctuary. It was now packed with around three hundred foot soldiers. God has spoken, LaFayette thought to himself. Lewis distributed his handouts. “You are to follow these instructions to the letter,” Lawson commanded. “And remember this: Violence of the spirit is even worse than striking back.”24

The students in the front pews set off first. If they were arrested and reinforcements were needed, the rows behind them would go next, and so on down through the rows. As they left the building, the students stopped by the church office and divested themselves of pocket knives, nail files, and anything that might taint their nonviolent image. Then, with what Smith described as the “casual haste” of young people hustling to a Saturday matinee or a football kickoff, the troops headed for their stores.25

When managers at Grant’s and Cain-Sloan saw the wave of students coming, they closed up shop. Kress’s had preemptively roped off its lunch counter. But thanks to the rumors of an impending showdown, Woolworth’s, McLellan’s, and Walgreens were all teeming with spectators, as were the sidewalks along Fifth Avenue.

The first incident occurred at McLellan’s. LaPrad was the initial target; racist whites were often angriest at the white activists, whom they saw as betraying their race. LaPrad was sitting next to Maxine Walker and Peggi Alexander, both Black women, when several goons taunted him with the cry of “nigger lover.” One seized LaPrad from behind, pulled him off his stool, and pummeled him with clenched fists. As he curled up on the floor, a wire service photographer took his picture, which ran in newspapers nationwide.26

At Woolworth’s, when Lewis arrived, a crowd was waiting—almost 350 people, according to reporter David Halberstam’s contemporaneous account, “all watching the counter like spectators at a boxing match.” Reporters and photographers encamped on the mezzanine. The police stood outside. Lewis took a seat with his unit at a lunch counter upstairs, while a different faction claimed the downstairs bar.27

The altercation started downstairs. “Go home, nigger,” jeered the hostile whites. “What’s the matter, you chicken?” Name-calling escalated into spitting, slapping into punching. Lewis’s group hurried down to join their friends. Some assailants threw merchandise. Others burned the students with cigarettes or stuffed butts down their collars. The white youths began yanking the sit-in students off their seats and hitting them. Someone slugged Lewis in the ribs, doubling him over. But no one fought back. Finally, Lewis stumbled out of Woolworth’s into the daylight. At that point, he recalled, “I think we heard about the arrests at McLellan’s and we walked there.”

Police were keeping traffic off Fifth Avenue. Amid the mostly peaceful onlookers, a boisterous throng was hooting and yelling. “We walked to McLellan’s and we got over the ropes,” Lewis said. He found himself face-to-face with a cop. “You’re under arrest,” the policeman said. He frisked and handcuffed Lewis and others and led them into a paddy wagon. The crowd cheered.28

It was the first time Lewis had been arrested. He felt a twinge of fear. His mother’s admonitions not to get into trouble with the law echoed in his head. But after a few moments he relaxed—and then realized that what he was feeling was exhilaration, even liberation. He had “crossed over,” he later said, “from being afraid to feeling free.” He took comfort in the camaraderie of his friends, the cosseting sense that “we have each other and we have our discipline and we know why we’re there.”29

As police vehicles drove the first round of students off to jail, new reinforcements claimed their seats. At McLellan’s, Butler saw that after the beating of LaPrad, the manager was moving to lock the door; she rushed over to hold it open for the next wave of students. Word of the arrests filtered back to First Baptist, where the ministers dispatched more replacements. “We’re going to fill their jails,” Earl Mays, a Fisk student, excitedly told a reporter. “That’s a promise.” Students sang and rejoiced when they were arrested. Kelly Miller Smith was amused by the onlookers’ bafflement. The police, faced with unfamiliar tactics, became belligerent. But the students maintained their poise. “We understand your problem and have nothing against you,” one told a cop. “We know you’re merely trying to do your duty.… We will not resist in any way.”

By evening, Lewis and eighty companions were crammed into jail cells, segregated by race. Twenty people shared cells built for no more than four. None, so far as Lewis knew, had been in jail before. Yet the students were jubilant, cheering each batch of new arrivals at the lockup. Into the night, they sang and laughed. Eventually the police realized they had to stop arresting students. Professors from the colleges came to the jail to urge the students to let their bail be paid. But the students declined. The police, realizing it was in their interest to clear out the jails, cut bail from $100 to $5. Still, the students refused to pay. Finally, after 11:00 p.m., bail was waived and the students went home.30

The arrests galvanized the wider Black community. On Sunday, at six in the morning, eighty-five Black ministers met at Smith’s church to take up the NCLC’s demand for a meeting with the mayor. Lewis then went to an assembly in the Fisk chapel, where the university’s president, Stephen Wright, pledged his solidarity to the students as well—“a great shot in the arm,” Lewis said. Still later, the central committee gathered a thousand people for a rally.

Around the city, in barbershops and bridge clubs, sympathy for the students surged. Alexander Looby, the local Black lawyer, agreed to represent them in court with a team of twelve attorneys. Fifty thousand dollars in donations poured in to the NCLC.31

Two people who were not happy about Big Saturday were Eddie and Willie Mae Lewis. They learned about their son’s arrest from a dean at American Baptist. Willie Mae wrote John a letter, repeating her old warnings about staying out of trouble. She told him to “get out of this mess,” he recalled. “We send you off to get an education and we’re terrified for what’s going to happen to you.… You’re going to get killed.”

It bothered John that his mother was treating his arrest as though it were for public drunkenness. He tried to reassure her in a return letter. “Dear Mother,” he wrote, “I’m doing fine.… I’m acting according to the dictates of my conscience and I’m only acting on what I think is God’s will, and I can do no less.”32

The Lewises weren’t the only worried parents. C. T. Vivian recalled hysterical mothers and fathers phoning and writing college administrators. Bernard LaFayette’s mother reproached him that the white friends of the LaFayettes who were paying for his schooling would frown on his activism. “Remember,” she said, “God will straighten out everything if you give him time. You don’t have to eat with the white people.… You’re just making disturbance.”

LaFayette, Bevel, and Lewis commiserated on the American Baptist campus near the Cumberland River. They had become a “trinity,” LaFayette said. “Three people who had totally different kinds of personalities and also different kinds of theologies, but we were able to blend them together.” As they sat, they repeated feelings about their parents that they had been sharing with one another. “I know she loves me,” LaFayette said about his mother, “but she just don’t understand.” Ruptures like these were not easily healed. Lewis’s conflict with his parents marked the start of several difficult years with his family—not an estrangement but a breach, a drift apart.33

Lewis now saw his friends in Nashville as something like a replacement family. In some respects he felt closer to them than to his family in Troy. Through the crucible of the last months, the movement had become Lewis’s defining purpose, fueled by politics, faith, and his quest for personal dignity. As much as he wished to put his mother at ease, he could not desist from the struggle.34



Having been released from jail Saturday night, John and the other students still had to report to the city courthouse on Monday to face charges. A crowd of 2,500 gathered downtown, singing spirituals and freedom songs. Inside, Judge Andrew Doyle dismissed the loitering charges against the students, but not the charges of disturbing the peace, disorderly conduct, or sitting at a closed counter. Doyle then turned the proceedings over to a colleague, John I. Harris.

Harris was a crotchety, old-school judge who did little to conceal his biases. Surrounded by newspapermen, photographers, lawyers, defendants, witnesses, and spectators, he felt hard-pressed to control his courtroom. Representing the students, Looby asked that all eighty defendants be tried collectively, but Harris chose to try them in small bunches—dragging the proceedings out all week long. Overall, he treated Looby with disdain; at one point, the judge turned his back on the attorney midsentence. “What’s the use?!” Looby cried. “You are so prejudiced,” he told the judge, “that you can’t rule on this case.” Smith called the proceedings “farcical.”35

The students were convicted of misdemeanors and fined $50 each. They refused to pay. “We feel that if we pay these fines,” Nash explained, “we would be contributing to and supporting the injustice and immoral practices that have been performed in the arrest and conviction of the defendants.” They would go to the city workhouse instead. Lewis and the men had to shovel snow. The women had to shine the courthouse marble.36

While this drama played out at the courthouse, Mayor Ben West was angling for a political solution. On Monday he met with the NCLC ministers and their new allies among the Nashville clergy at First Baptist. West sought forbearance. He was known never to judge people by their skin color, he reminded everyone. Yet as mayor he also had to uphold the laws. He added that he had instructed Hosse, the police chief, to prosecute the hooligans who had assaulted the students on Saturday.

James Lawson, sitting in the back of the church and quietly gesturing to his colleagues, emerged as the public face of the sit-ins. After West spoke, Lawson pushed back vigorously. “Young men were there with indications of getting rough,” he said of the scene on Saturday. “The police were there and then withdrew.” What was more, Lawson added, closing the lunch counters in advance of the sit-in was a transparent “gimmick” intended to criminalize a legitimate protest. Under those circumstances, he said, he would keep counseling the students “to violate the law.” When Lawson finished, his colleagues rose in an extended standing ovation.37

When the Nashville Banner reported Lawson’s remarks, critics pounced. The newspaper’s publisher, James Stahlman, who opposed integration, set out to demonize Lawson. “Leader Says He’ll Advise Group to Break Law,” the paper’s inflammatory headline read. The editorial page labeled the mild-mannered clergyman an “agent of strife” and a “flannel-mouth agitator.” The next day—even as C. T. Vivian oversaw more sit-ins, with adults from Nashville’s Black community joining in—Lawson felt compelled to clarify his comments. He was neither advocating “lawlessness” nor seeking to incite a riot, he explained in a prepared statement, just encouraging defiance of unjust laws in keeping with the time-honored principles of civil disobedience. “When the Christian considers the concept of civil disobedience as an aspect of nonviolence,” he said, “it is only within the context of a law or law-enforcement agency which has in reality ceased to be the law.”38

But the Banner’s sensationalist framing gave the sit-ins’ opponents ammunition. Stahlman and Cain-Sloan executive John Sloan, both members of Vanderbilt University’s board of trustees, convinced the university’s chancellor, Harvie Branscomb, to dismiss Lawson from his doctoral program. The expulsion letter cited the minister’s “strong commitment to a planned campaign of civil disobedience.” The police also arrested Lawson on the dubious charge of conspiracy to disrupt trade, which carried a potential sentence of almost a year in prison. Photographers snapped pictures as cops led Lawson down the front steps of Smith’s church to a squad car. One image unintentionally delivered an ironic commentary, containing within its frame the church’s marquee board, which read “Father, forgive them”—a reference to Luke 23:34 in the New Testament: “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”39

The persecution of Lawson backfired. Catapulted to national renown, the minister became a martyr in the eyes of civil rights advocates. Vanderbilt’s divinity school dean and most of its faculty voiced solidarity. Other divinity school deans invited him to finish his degree at their universities. Students turned out on his behalf en masse, and national news coverage brought a flood of letters, donations, speaking requests, and words of encouragement to Nashville.40

West felt obliged to de-escalate the situation. He had Lewis and the other students freed from their court-ordered work assignments. District Attorney Harry Nichol suspended the other prosecutions. Coming back to campus, Lewis felt triumphant. West also convened what was called a “biracial committee” to negotiate a lasting solution, though Lewis was upset that the mayor had not named any of the NCLC clergymen to it. The students agreed to a brief moratorium while the new committee deliberated.41

When no progress was forthcoming, however, the students resumed their activities. On March 15, they expanded their sights to the lunch counters at the Greyhound and Trailways bus stations. They claimed a small victory when the Greyhound station dinette served coffee to two students encamped there; the proprietors acknowledged that a 1955 Interstate Commerce Commission ruling required them to do so. The next day, Diane Nash, Peggi Alexander, and two male companions returned to the station and were again served, although when a photojournalist tried to document the moment, a waitress charged him with a knife. A gang of white youths then beat the two Black male protesters, generating more headlines. Several days later, Lewis and others were again arrested and jailed for sitting at a Moon-McGrath drugstore counter.42

With each episode, Lewis’s utterly serene style was distinguishing him even from his disciplined colleagues. “He always kept a level head,” said Frankie Blakely, the executive secretary of the NCLC. “I never even saw him get angry.” He not only stayed perpetually calm but kept others calm. “John, he stayed cool and would control them better than anyone,” she recalled.43

On April 5, West’s biracial committee produced a report. In an astonishing misjudgment, it recommended a ninety-day period in which the stores would allow Blacks to sit at their counters—yet also maintain separate Black and white sections. Lewis was stunned. It showed him how little those in power understood the students’ demands or the very problem of segregation. The new plan was “separate but equal” all over again. Trying to be conciliatory, the students and NCLC ministers held a two-hour meeting and asked to meet with the store owners to “bridge the gap,” as Smith put it. But when that meeting yielded no progress, the students rejected the committee’s proposal. “Only a system based on integration is acceptable in a 20th century democratic society,” they declared.44

Demonstrators also added another tactic to their campaign: a boycott of the downtown shopping area. With Easter shopping season approaching, Fisk University economist Vivian Henderson had argued for an “economic withdrawal,” based on research he had done showing that Blacks constituted one-fourth of the stores’ clientele and contributed $7 million annually to their revenues. “We realized that another way to get their attention was needed,” C. T. Vivian said. “I knew that the business community would take us seriously if we stopped buying from them.” Meanwhile, in an election for sheriff, Black votes were instrumental in defeating Ben West’s preferred candidate. At a time when Blacks were deprived of the vote in much of the South, their effective use of the ballot in Nashville was another sign of their still-unrealized electoral power there.45

On April 6, amid sit-ins, boycotts, and the disappointing committee report, Thurgood Marshall of the NAACP, the famed lawyer who had argued Brown v. Board of Education and other landmark desegregation cases before the Supreme Court, arrived in Nashville for a speech. Some 4,500 people packed the Fisk gymnasium to hear the great litigator. Lewis and Nash spoke for the students; it was the biggest audience Lewis had ever addressed. He was still very much the country boy; Will Campbell, who later realized he had badly underestimated Lewis, thought that Lewis was “barely able to speak a whole sentence in the English language.” But he was gaining confidence, and he delivered opening words that were passionate if anodyne.46

Marshall was not altogether popular with the student audience. Some younger activists considered his strategy of pursuing equal justice through the courts to be conservative and slow-moving. Marshall was also known to have disparaged the sit-ins, calling the youngsters “impatient.” But on this night he made it clear that he and the NAACP fully backed the sit-ins, praising “these young people for exposing the whole hierarchy in the South.” He added, “They are no more impatient than the people who threw the tea in the harbor at Boston.” He pledged that the NAACP would assist any student who was arrested.47

Where Marshall differed with the students was over their policy of refusing bail. “Once you’ve been arrested,” he said, “you’ve made your point.” Lewis thought that the comment showed that Marshall didn’t understand the students after all. They were rebelling against more than racial discrimination; they were up against the “traditional Black leadership structure.”48

More pressing at the moment, however, was the intransigence of the city’s white segregationists. Violent incidents were still occurring downtown, and the grapevine carried stories about bomb scares and death threats. In recent years, hard-core white supremacists had planted bombs at the Hattie Cotton Elementary School and Nashville’s Jewish Community Center, as well as elsewhere around the South. The new threats could not be written off as mere talk.

That possibility became reality on Tuesday, April 19. John Lewis was up early that morning when the phone in his dormitory hall rang. A friend told him that just before daybreak a motorist had flung a bomb at Alexander Looby’s residence, destroying half the house. Lewis roused LaFayette and they hurried to Clark Memorial Methodist Church, where the students often met. Consternation reigned. Lewis learned the details of the blast, which was so powerful it shattered 147 windows at a Meharry Hospital building a block away. Yet somehow Looby and his wife, asleep in the back bedroom, were unhurt. “We lived every day in fear that something like this would happen,” said Octavia Vivian, C.T.’s wife. “These were killers,” a police inspector concluded. “You don’t throw that much dynamite to scare someone.”49

The students decided to march. They sent a telegram to Ben West asking him to meet them that afternoon at city hall. Everyone skipped class that day; high school students did, too. By one o’clock, a massive procession, between four and six thousand people strong, was snaking from the Tennessee A&I campus to city hall. The human train advanced in virtual silence. C. T. Vivian, at the front, realized that all he could hear was the sound of thousands of footsteps. Lewis judged the scene “stupendous.” He had never seen anything like it.50

At the plaza, Guy Carawan, a white musician who worked at the nearby Highlander Folk School, a camp for political organizing, strummed his guitar and led everyone in an old labor song rooted in an earlier gospel tune, “We Shall Overcome.” It soon became the civil rights movement’s anthem. The voices of the students washed over the plaza. When the singing subsided, Ben West, standing on the building steps, pledged to bring the bomber to justice. But the crowd was not letting him off easy. Vivian read from a statement, denouncing the biracial committee’s feeble proposal and faulting West for dragging his feet. He and the students peppered West with questions. Lewis, standing in front, heard every word.51

West declined to make any promises. “We are all Christians together,” he said. “Let us pray together.” To which one student called out, “How about eating together?”

“Is segregation moral?” Vivian asked the mayor.

“No,” West conceded, “it is wrong and immoral to discriminate.”

Diane Nash thought West was filibustering. She asked the mayor to use “the prestige of your office” to stop discrimination. When he said he would, she then asked about the lunch counters. “Little lady,” he chided, “I stopped segregation seven years ago at the airport when I first took office and there has been no trouble since.”

“Then, Mayor,” she countered, going in for the kill, “do you recommend that the lunch counters be desegregated?”

West felt he had to be honest. “Yes,” he said.

Lewis watched with astonishment and pride. He thought Nash’s interrogation was brilliant, forcing West to plumb his innermost feelings and answer truthfully.

Then West backtracked. He added that he had to respect the merchants’ rights. “I can’t tell a man how to run his business,” he said. This equivocation drew more questioning from Vivian and others.

Another student interjected. Had West, he wanted to know, “just recommended the end of eating facility segregation?”

“Right!” West said, reverting to his earlier declaration, as if wanting to be done with it all. “Right! That is absolutely right!” The thousands-strong crowd now let loose with a burst of applause that left him no more room to back out. The next day’s headline in the Tennessean read: “Integrate Counter—Mayor.”52

The next night, Kelly Miller Smith brought in Martin Luther King to speak. The segregationists were still promising violence. The original venue, the Nashville War Memorial Auditorium, canceled the speech, on the grounds that King was “controversial,” but Fisk University offered its gymnasium. The event got underway at 7:45 p.m., with four thousand in attendance. Loudspeakers were set up for the spillover crowd outside. Carawan again led the assembled in “We Shall Overcome.” Looby took the stage to cheers; he burst into tears. Next, King entered, escorted by Smith, Vivian, and Lawson.

Packed in among the multitude on the gym floor, Lewis felt a rush, thinking back to his visit with King in Montgomery. But before King could begin, Vivian took the microphone, announcing that there had been another bomb threat. The building was evacuated as policemen and firemen scoured the premises.53

Almost an hour later, with everyone back in the gym, King finally spoke. He used no notes. He praised the Nashville students as “the best organized and the best disciplined of all movements in the Southland today,” singling out the depth of their understanding and commitment to the philosophy of nonviolence. “We will meet the capacity to inflict suffering with the capacity to endure suffering,” he vowed.54

King’s words thrilled the audience, but it was the mayor’s commitment to lunch counter desegregation that convinced the merchants they had lost. It was a consequential declaration. On May 10, they began allowing Blacks to be served at their dinettes. Nashville thus became the first major city in the South to allow Blacks and whites to eat together in public places. By June 1, ten other Southern cities had also desegregated lunch counters. Over the next two years, two hundred more would do so.55

On May 13 and 14, the NCLC and the Nashville Student Movement held a two-day event—part celebration, part planning session—called “Where Do We Go from Here?” C. T. Vivian spoke on nonviolence and Vivian Henderson on the economics of Nashville. Lewis was selected to speak for the students. He chose the topic “Democracy as a Reality.”56

The noted African American journalist Louis Lomax dubbed the sit-ins “the second major battle of the Negro revolt,” the first having been Montgomery. The Greensboro undergraduates had sparked a wildfire that swept the South, but the Nashville students and ministers had shown how to harness the energy. “No group of Black people,… against the rapaciousness of a segregated system, ever thought about desegregating downtown, tearing down the signs, renovating the waiting rooms, taking the immoral signs off of drinking fountains,” Lawson later reflected. In his view, moreover, “the Nashville scene perhaps more than any other single scene, with the possible exception of Montgomery in 1955–56, became… the most significant in terms of its ongoing effect across the country.”57

Amid the celebrations, it was sometimes forgotten how limited the scope of the victory was. Only a handful of stores were desegregating their lunch counters. Most of Nashville’s restaurants, hotels, theaters, swimming pools, and other accommodations continued to discriminate. Other forms of inequality—in jobs, income, education—persisted.

Still, for Lewis, the experience was profound. It turned some of his cohort into local or even national figures. It also taught them to be image-conscious, Lewis believed—to learn to deal with the media and to use the attention to serve their larger purposes. “He would always say, ‘We must dramatize the issue,’ ” one friend of Lewis’s recalled.58

The experience of facing down injustice on the front lines also gave these young people determination and confidence in their own strength. Ultimately, it made them aware of their power to affect the course of history. The media exaggerated the rift between the students and the older movement activists. In Nashville, attorneys, local NAACP allies, and middle-class families lent critical help. Lewis valued the support they got from the academic world, the local Jewish community, Church Women United, and the Unitarian churches. But the emergence of students as prime movers in the struggle for racial equality was a watershed. The Nashville sit-ins injected new urgency into the civil rights movement.59

The events of early 1960 also cemented Lewis’s belief in the efficacy and righteousness of nonviolence as King and Lawson taught it. “Altogether it was a moving feeling within me that I was sitting there demanding a God-given right,” Lewis said in an NBC documentary that year. “And my soul became satisfied that I was right in what I was doing. At the same time, it was something deep down within me moving me that I could no longer be satisfied of going along with an evil system that I had to be maladjusted to.” Progress came to Nashville for several reasons, including the city’s relatively liberal political class, not least a mayor who understood segregation to be fundamentally wrong. But important, too, were the organization of the ministers and the size, strength, and dedication of the student movement. Above all, the students’ ability to endure suffering, to reject violence and anger as a response, had won over the merchants, politicians, and white citizens of Nashville. For all the hatred, violence, and injustice that Lewis faced, he reflected, “I have to keep loving the people who were denying me service, who stared at me.”60






Chapter Four SNCC [image: ]


The Nashville sit-ins brought about the desegregation of the city’s downtown lunch counters. But an equally important consequence was to deepen the familial feelings and bonds of trust among John Lewis and his peers. Students and ministers in the Nashville campaign discovered that they were, along with thousands of others across the South, a movement. By one scholar’s count, fifty thousand people participated in sit-in activities that spring. Hearing news from other cities bolstered the Nashvillians’ sense of purpose and ignited an effort to coordinate the many local actions.

To that end, over the first three days of April 1960, Lewis, Nash, Bevel, LaFayette, Butler, and other Nashville students, ministers, and professors joined an interracial group of eighty-two sit-in activists from twenty colleges for a weekend retreat at the Highlander Folk School, a hub of civil rights activity ninety minutes away, in the Cumberland Hills.1

Founded as a labor-organizing school in 1932 by a white man named Myles Horton, Highlander ran on the Deweyan principle that disenfranchised people should identify and solve their own political problems. In Horton’s conception, the teachers’ role was not to indoctrinate but to midwife these citizens’ political awakening and facilitate their problem-solving. Highlander also stood out for its interracial character. As early as 1934, the school flouted state laws barring Blacks and whites from eating together or sharing dorms, and in 1944 it initiated integrated workshops. Eventually Horton turned his institute into a training ground in nonviolent direct action for racial equality. Martin Luther King became so enamored of the two-hundred-acre retreat that he donned the role of publicist, touting to his networks, in the language of a tourism brochure, Highlander’s “comfortable living quarters, excellent food, and ample classroom space. There is a freshwater lake and beautiful scenic views from the mountaintop.” Blacks and whites came away from the retreats convinced, sometimes for the first time, that they could trust people of the other race.2

Some Nashville activists, including Lewis, had been to Highlander before. It was there that Lewis had seen Blacks and whites not only dining together but cleaning up together, doing dishes together, playing volleyball together, bunking together. Especially inspiring was Septima Clark, a fifty-seven-year-old former NAACP official who set up “citizenship schools” with Horton to help African Americans beat the literacy tests that Southern states used to keep them from voting. Clark in turn discerned leadership qualities in Lewis. Many students who came to the retreats would pop off on any subject, but Lewis was neither “emotional nor aggressive,” Clark said. “John Lewis, sitting in the workshops, was a rather reserved type of fellow.” Whenever he answered a question, she added, “you could count on it as being well thought-out.”3

For its left-wing ties, including to Communists, Highlander had drawn scrutiny over the years from various investigators. By 1960 it was being threatened with closure for illegally serving alcohol—a threat Horton took as a form of petty harassment. But it went forward with its annual college retreat and that April drew record attendance, from sit-in leaders across the South as well as sympathizers from Northern schools. Horton had the students name the conference. They called it “The New Generation Fights for Equality.”4

On Friday night, April 1, Horton welcomed everyone. “This is the first time since these protests started that people from a variety of places have gotten together,” he told them. “Something might come out of these discussions that will help further the thing you believe in.” He encouraged them to take their destiny in their own hands.

Students reported on their various sit-in experiences. Discussion centered on whether to work with existing civil rights organizations. The Nashville students, who enjoyed a close relationship with the NCLC and their local community, praised the adults they worked with. But other students, lacking such tight relationships, wanted to chart their own course without direction from the established groups. They proposed, Clark wrote, “that a South-wide organization for promoting the student movement be considered.” As Angeline Butler said, the idea of forging an alliance of the myriad local desegregation movements “was born at this weekend.”5

Saturday began with a 7:30 a.m. breakfast, followed by remarks from Fisk professor Herman Long, who ran the university’s Race Relations Institute. In the afternoon, participants split into clusters to discuss their philosophy, methods, communication strategies, and relations with the wider communities. Each unit hashed out its positions, took notes, and wrote up reports. The evening program featured a barbecue dinner, square dance, and talent show in which Bevel and LaFayette led a doo-wop quartet in their original anti-segregation compositions.6

On Sunday, Phil Schechter, a rabbi from Hebrew Union College, officiated at a worship service, and Horton conducted a Socratic dialogue with the students, playing the roles of the “average liberal white person” and the “average Negro businessman” to prod the students’ thinking. Finally, the breakout groups shared their reports from the day before.

In these discussions, divisions emerged over the role of nonviolence. Lewis’s group defended the philosophy and methods that they had learned from Lawson. Their commitment to nonviolence had a “religious motivation,” they said, and it should be a “way of life.” In the first remarks of his that were ever recorded and transcribed, Lewis distilled much of what he had learned in the last two years:


I think we are using nonviolence as a means of mass attack or mass assault on segregation. But at the same time, it is not only used as a weapon. In using it as a weapon, it will become a way of life for each of us, if we keep using it for a limited time. Getting to the point of this moral issue, we are using a moral principle, which is nonviolence. If we are going to use a moral principle, I think the issue should remain a moral issue. If you must care to be truthful, to carry love and nonviolence to the extreme, it means going to jail and staying in jail and refusing to pay the fine.



Within the Nashville group, this view enjoyed considerable purchase. But at Highlander, Lewis also met peers who hadn’t undergone training like his or internalized the “soul force.” For them, nonviolence was a tactic, good for mobilizing media attention and winning sympathy, but not a spiritual matter. They had no wish to try to love a racist shop owner, hoodlum, waitress, or cop. This debate would continue for months, as Lewis and the other sit-in leaders engaged in what he described as “a great deal of debate and a great deal of discussion and even verbal fights on the whole question of nonviolence.… Some people opposed the whole idea of basing the movement on the Judeo-Christian heritage—a belief in love and nonviolence.” Surveying the attendees at Highlander, Septima Clark concluded that most of them “had not thought clearly through the implications of their own undertaking” the way the Nashvillians had. One breakout cluster said bluntly in its report: “We are using nonviolence as a method, but not necessarily as a total way of life. We believe it is practical.”7

Usually at the end of a Highlander weekend, students without cars asked around for a ride home. But because Highlander was under investigation, Horton had warned the faculty that state troopers might stop any mixed-race cars. Alice Cobb, a white professor at Scarritt College, saw Lewis standing by the door, his suitcase packed. She explained to him why she couldn’t drive him back to Nashville and apologized. He looked disappointed, she thought, as if he’d lost his last friend. She extended her hand, but he declined to shake it. Cobb drove off. Then, at the bottom of the hill, she turned around, went back, picked up Lewis, and drove with him to Nashville.8



Two weeks later, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference convened another gathering of the sit-in leaders. Months earlier, Ella Baker had asked James Lawson to oversee a “working conference,” jointly run by SCLC and the Fellowship of Reconciliation, on nonviolent direct action. Events had overtaken those plans, and Baker was now hurrying to catch up. She visited Nashville and enlisted Lawson and the ministers, who combed newspaper articles from different college towns, tracked down the student sit-in leaders, and invited them to a gathering at Shaw University in Raleigh, North Carolina, Baker’s alma mater. SCLC covered the costs.9

Held from April 15 to 17, Good Friday to Easter Sunday, the event drew 126 students from twelve states. Most colleges sent one or two students; Nashville sent sixteen. “We packed like sardines into cars” for the eight-hour drive east, Angeline Butler recalled, including someone’s “tiny Fiat.” Lewis didn’t go, having volunteered to stay behind in busy Nashville. Julian Bond of Atlanta, the self-possessed, debonair son of a leading Black intellectual, was struck by the many young men in “preacher’s uniforms”—dark suits, black shoes, knee-high black socks—looking like the “young up-to-date minister about town.”10

King spoke on the opening night. “The youth,” he declared, “must take the freedom struggle into every community in the South without exception.” What mattered wasn’t simply “nonviolence,” but “reconciliation”: “Our ultimate end must be the creation of the beloved community. The tactics of nonviolence without the spirit of nonviolence may become a new kind of violence.” Students were awed to be in King’s presence. But it was Lawson’s keynote address that stole the show. Lawson posed a series of philosophical questions, which then served as the basis for small-group discussions on Saturday on topics such as interracial politics and “Jail Versus Bail.” The rapturous reception he drew suggested that many students found nonviolence an exciting new means to their liberation.11

That sentiment was reflected, too, in the star power of the Nashville delegation. Among the many contingents, especially the three biggest ones—from Nashville, Atlanta, and Washington, D.C.—friendly rivalries emerged. “Everybody was jockeying, trying to get into something,” according to Marion Barry, another Nashville leader. The Washington students, mainly from Howard University, called themselves the Nonviolent Action Group, but were the least religious or Gandhian in character. The Atlantans, reflecting their city’s entrepreneurialism, talked a lot about economic boycotts. The churchy Nashvillians, in contrast—the only group in which whites as well as Blacks played key roles—wanted, in Julian Bond’s words, “to love segregation to death.”12

The Nashville students were conspicuous, too, for their self-assuredness, camaraderie, and philosophical sophistication. “Not a single place had the kind of workshop orientation that had preceded the sit-ins in Nashville,” Baker noted. “They were with it in terms of the nonviolent concept.” Chuck McDew, from South Carolina State in Orangeburg, admired their commitment to nonviolence, especially compared to his own group’s merely tactical use of it. Although McDew talked for hours with Lawson that weekend, “we still didn’t have the grasp of the concept as well as people from Nashville did.” Although some students sneered that the Nashvillians were “addled by righteousness,” others were impressed, as Bond said, by their “panache and confidence in each other.”13

Nonetheless, the role of nonviolence remained subject to much debate. Only a fraction of the students in Raleigh believed in Lawson’s vision as devoutly as Lewis and his friends did. The journalist Jeremy Larner, surveying sit-in participants for the New Leader, reported that “nine out of every ten students to whom I put the question replied that to them nonviolence was purely a matter of strategy.” Even Marion Barry, a Nashvillian, conceded, “I never felt any real deep philosophical sense that we ought to do it this way, except that was the best way to do it at the time.”14

Also still under debate was whether to affiliate with one of the existing civil rights organizations such as the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), the NAACP, or, especially, SCLC. In a Saturday morning meeting at the Shaw University president’s house, King and Baker discussed incorporating the students into a youth auxiliary. After all, the sit-ins’ prime movers—men like Kelly Miller Smith—came from SCLC, as did the animating vision and philosophy. But Baker demanded that the students be independent, at one point storming out of the meeting, and she proceeded to lobby the students, practically one by one, to vote to stay separate. Lewis heard about her influential role. “She kept daring us to go further,” he said. “She was much more radical than King… well to the movement’s left. She did not want the students used by the SCLC or the NAACP.”15

King was never bent on taking over the student groups. He also didn’t need another fight with Baker, who was feuding with other SCLC colleagues and on the verge of being replaced. He agreed to let the students form an independent body, to which he and Lawson would be advisers. The students named themselves the Temporary Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. The word temporary proved to be temporary. Soon everyone just called them “SNCC”—which they pronounced “Snick.”

Lawson wrote the group’s mission statement:


We affirm the philosophical or religious ideal of nonviolence as the foundation of our purpose, the presupposition of our faith, and the manner of our action. Nonviolence as it grows from Judaic-Christian traditions seeks a social order of justice permeated by love. Integration of human endeavor represents the crucial first step towards such a society. Through nonviolence, courage displaces fear; love transforms hate. Acceptance dissipates prejudice; hope ends despair. Peace dominates war; faith reconciles doubt. Mutual regards cancel enmity. Justice for all overthrows injustice. The redemptive community supersedes systems of gross social immorality.



On Sunday morning, there was a vote for chair. Among the Nashvillians, Diane Nash was the obvious candidate, and when Lewis learned she wasn’t chosen, he assumed that sexism had been at work. In fact, Nash had been late to the Sunday vote, and the group nominated Barry instead. Tall and handsome, Barry was “a good pol,” in Bond’s words, skilled at glad-handing from his fraternity days. “For whatever reason Diane was not there,” Barry said, “and so the Nashville people knew that I was the second person.”16

In exchange for Nashville winning the chairmanship, SNCC would make its headquarters in Atlanta. That meant working out of a corner of the SCLC offices. For all the fuss over its independence, the new organization would not be so distant from King after all.



Back in Nashville, victory on the courthouse steps had coincided with the end of the spring term. The students halted the sit-ins. Lewis and his comrades shifted their energies to projects like registering Blacks to vote. NCLC ministers worked with Ben West on getting Black policemen promoted. Lewis spent much of the summer in Buffalo, visiting relatives and attending the National Baptist Sunday School Congress, a fifty-four-year-old organization devoted to Black education. He also traveled to Chicago, Denver, and elsewhere to spread the gospel of nonviolent protest.17

SNCC plunged into presidential politics. The political parties were writing their platforms for the fall campaign, in which Black voters were poised to make a key difference. For decades after emancipation, Blacks had mostly voted Republican, when and where they were permitted to vote. But starting in 1932, they had gravitated toward the Democrats as the party came under the sway of Northern liberals. Blacks now constituted a powerful bloc in Illinois, Michigan, New York, Pennsylvania, and other swing states. But the GOP hoped to stay competitive. Dwight Eisenhower, despite largely neglecting Black concerns as president, had won 39 percent of the African American vote in 1956. In 1960, New York governor Nelson Rockefeller spoke for the many Republicans who wanted to preserve their reputation as the Party of Lincoln.18

The Democrats’ presumed nominee in 1960, Massachusetts senator John F. Kennedy, though a liberal on racial issues, had never made civil rights a priority. During the 1960 campaign, however, his advisers prodded him to speak out. After “the apathy or inactivity and insensitivity of the Eisenhower administration,” said James Farmer, the head of CORE, Kennedy was a breath of fresh air. “Kennedy was young. His rhetoric was good and seemed to hold some hope.” In June, the candidate breakfasted with King and endorsed the sit-ins. “It is in the American tradition to stand up for one’s rights,” he said, “even if the new way to stand up for one’s rights is to sit down.” SNCC sent Kennedy a telegram praising his “clear appraisal of their peaceful protest against the denial of human rights.” The Democratic platform committee also came out for the sit-ins and civil rights.19

Vice President Richard Nixon, the Republican nominee, was more equivocal. At first he acceded to Rockefeller and backed a strong liberal civil rights agenda, but his decision drew fury from the GOP’s right wing. Retreating, Nixon waffled for the rest of the campaign over whether to court Black voters or segregationist white Southerners, ultimately disappointing both.20

In Nashville, Lewis followed the campaign closely. But he focused mainly on local activities. In the fall of 1960, the Nashville Student Movement was still a far more robust and viable organization than the fledgling SNCC. Lewis’s leadership in the local movement had won him admiration not only among his fellow activists but throughout American Baptist—where he was elected student body president—and the community. “Even at that time, he’d built up a little reputation for getting arrested and getting hit in the head and all that kind of stuff,” according to one local politician active in the movement.21

SNCC held its next meeting in Atlanta on October 14 to 16. This time Lewis attended. By now, students at other colleges knew who he was. At the October meeting, according to Lewis, “SNCC really took on a new direction, became more of a stable or permanent organization.” Lawson again held forth on nonviolence. Nash outlined the Nashville group’s plans to restart the sit-ins to desegregate restaurants and movie theaters.

King spoke again, too. After his speech, the students persuaded him to join a sit-in for the first time. They had planned one for later that week in Atlanta. King’s participation would have far-reaching consequences. Along with fifty students, he was arrested, and, following SNCC practice, refused bail. To make an example of him, Georgia authorities charged him with violating a probation order—he had been convicted of driving without a proper license, having recently moved from Alabama. For that minor offense, the judge gave King a draconian sentence of four months’ hard labor at a maximum-security prison.22

At the urging of his top civil rights aides, Kennedy called Coretta Scott King during a free moment at Chicago’s O’Hare airport. “Hello, Mrs. King, this is Senator Kennedy,” he said, in her recollection. “I’m calling because I wanted to let you know I was thinking about you. How are you? I understand you are expecting your third child.” Mrs. King was impressed that Kennedy knew about her situation. “I’m thinking about you and your husband, and I know this must be very difficult for you,” Kennedy continued. “If there is anything I can do to be of help, I want you to please feel free to call on me.”

Nixon displayed no such compassion. When asked about Kennedy’s call, the Republican could muster only a wan “No comment,” leading Martin Luther King to judge him a “moral coward.”

As important as Kennedy’s phone call was the reaction of his brother Robert, his campaign manager and closest adviser. Though Robert Kennedy was at first upset when he learned of his brother’s call to Mrs. King, a briefing changed his perspective. He then placed his own call, to the judge, urging him to release King. The judge complied, and the campaign claimed credit. Kennedy’s team distributed leaflets in Black communities nationwide contrasting Kennedy’s show of concern with Nixon’s “No comment.”23

On Election Day, John Kennedy won the ballots of Black Americans by a 70–30 margin—and with them the presidency.



In Nashville that day, Lawson was holding a workshop on the continued importance of nonviolence. “What is the need for direct mass action in Nashville?” he jotted in a note to himself.24

Since May, the downtown lunch counters had been integrated. Some 112 Southern cities had integrated theirs as well. But the hoopla over the spring victory masked the fact that no progress had come to Nashville’s cafeterias, grills, fast-food joints, or fine-dining restaurants. These establishments’ owners rebuffed quiet overtures from the NCLC. The sit-ins thus resumed, targeting a number of short-order franchises with names like Krystal, Tic Toc, and Candyland.25

Two days after Kennedy’s victory, Lawson led a series of actions at seven eateries around Nashville. Krystal, a Chattanooga-based chain known for its square hamburgers, had a restaurant on Church Street downtown. That afternoon, LaFayette and two Fisk women ordered sandwiches at the window. After receiving their food, they tried to sit down, but were told to leave. When they refused, a waitress doused them with water and poured detergent down their backs. She then hosed them down with cold water and cranked up the air-conditioning. “She went wild,” one of the women told a reporter. The other waitresses “just stood around and laughed.”26

At the First Baptist Church, Lewis and Bevel heard about what was happening. They hustled over to Krystal, four blocks away, and replaced their soaking-wet friends. “I’m closed,” the manager lied. “You’ll have to leave.” Lewis and Bevel stood fast. An employee then locked the front door, while others filed out a back exit. The manager followed them, pausing at an electrical panel to flip a switch.27

It was a fumigator. A billow of toxic gas—“this huge foam,” as Lewis described it—filled the restaurant. Lewis couldn’t unlock the front door. He tried the back door; it was also locked. Lewis dampened his handkerchief, but it provided little relief from the sickening chemical taste. (It didn’t occur to him to try to turn off the machine.) Bevel, his eyes closed, began preaching fervently from the book of Daniel, warning about a “burning fiery furnace” and the children who God saved from perishing. Lewis wondered if he was going to die. But he told himself, “No, the man couldn’t let us die in here. He wouldn’t do that.”

After half an hour, fire trucks pulled up. As firemen readied to shatter the windows, the manager unlocked the front door. Gasping for air, Lewis and Bevel staggered outside.28

The incident showed how much resistance to integration remained. Over the following days, more nastiness arose at other establishments: students were muscled out of a Mickey’s restaurant; a Tic Toc owner chased sit-inners out with a rifle; rowdy crowds of whites made clear they were ready to pick up where they had left off in the spring. Establishments hired guards to bar students from entering. In early December, LaFayette was roughed up at a Trailways dinette by a taxi driver. The cabbie was arrested and jailed, but so was LaFayette.29

Although the fall events in Nashville generated fewer headlines than the spring’s, the students were coalescing more tightly. Some drifted away, but those who remained redoubled their commitment to one another. “We would sleep under the same sheets and blankets,” Butler said, “laughing and talking into the night.” Lewis, Bevel, and LaFayette became a happy threesome. “If Bernard’s mother sent a care package, we shared it,” Lewis recalled. “If mine sent a care package, we shared it.” As Butler saw it, “Bernard had the great legal mind. John could recruit people. That was his great strength. Bevel, his skill was strategy.” Diane Nash, she added, was “the administrator.”30

The Nashville group was also gaining a margin of celebrity. Guy Carawan, the Highlander song leader, enlisted Folkways Records executive Moses Asch to produce The Nashville Sit-In Story, an LP of songs sung by movement participants (including Bevel and LaFayette’s doo-wop quartet). Interspersed with the music were speeches and re-creations of events like the “Jail Sequence” and “Scene on Mayor’s Steps” and a track of Lewis recounting how he joined the movement. The album introduced many listeners to the voices—and even the names—of Lewis, Nash, Barry, and the other Nashville students. Lewis gave his family a copy. His sister Rosa Mae enjoyed listening to him sing, in his incorrigibly off-key register, as she looked at the accompanying pictures of him in jail.31

Other Americans were introducd to Lewis in December, when NBC aired an hour-long prime-time documentary about Nashville called “Sit-In,” part of its White Paper series. The program, directed by Robert Young and narrated by Chet Huntley, combined interviews, re-creations, and actual news footage, including previously unseen film that Young found in cabinets at the local NBC affiliate, and culminated with the April confrontation with Mayor West. Lewis was featured prominently. The film opened by showing him, in jacket and tie, walking down a Nashville street as he recounted the first sit-in of February 13. “Sit-In” also contained affecting footage of Lewis, LaFayette, and Bevel lazing on the American Baptist greensward, with LaFayette reading a letter from his own mother questioning his political activities.32

Some stations in the South refused to air “Sit-In,” and racial conservatives like the Richmond journalist James J. Kilpatrick griped that the producers had showcased the stupidest whites they could find. But where the show ran, it was met with positive reviews. Its broadcast in December 1960 even stirred some viewers to action. Andrew Young, a Louisiana-born minister who had recently moved to New York City, watched “Sit-In” with his wife, Jean, from the living room of a house they had just bought in Queens. As they watched the show, she declared, “It’s time for us to go home.”33

“We are home,” Young said.

“No,” she replied, “this is not my home.” Young saw that she was right. The couple quit their jobs, sold their house, and moved to Atlanta. “John,” Young later reflected, “was a big influence in my moving back to the South.”34



February 1, 1961, marked the first anniversary of the Greensboro sit-ins. SNCC and the Nashville movement labeled it “Freedom Day” and issued a call to target movie theaters. In Nashville and other cities, Blacks had to sit in the balconies, in some cases by climbing a fire escape.35

Borrowing a tactic from students at the University of Texas, Lewis and his friends undertook a series of “stand-ins.” Ten to fifteen students would line up at the box office window. On reaching the counter, Black students would ask to buy a ticket in the white seating area. When denied, they would move to the end of the line to try again, or go to another theater and do the same. White students, on reaching the window, would ask if the theater was integrated; on being told no, they would voice their disapproval and cycle through the line. Scores of participants would travel from theater to theater on a given night. The point was to tie up the lines. “We set our watches so that every ten minutes this one would move to the second and the next one would move to the third,” Lewis remembered. At one point, he said, there were fourteen different lines at various cinemas. The protest made the salespeople painfully aware of their discrimination, while impeding their sales. Some theaters closed rather than face the hassle. At Loew’s, an employee posted a sign saying “No, we are not integrated.”36

After a few quiet nights, local white youths, some reportedly as young as ten, began showing up to harass the picketers. Taunts escalated into spitting, then into throwing eggs, tomatoes, or snowballs, sometimes into hurling bricks and bottles. The police rarely intervened.37

By now, Lewis’s self-discipline was famous. “I noticed at the movie demonstrations,” said Frankie Blakely of the NCLC, “they would throw tomato catsup and eggs and things and some of them would really… have a reaction toward it. But John would always remind them of the nonviolent method.” On the first night, Nelson Fuson, the Fisk professor, was roughed up. “This is the colored people’s fight and eventually they are going to win anyway,” his assailant said, “so they don’t need no help from the white people.” Another time, Jim Zwerg, a white Fisk student who had, in his own words, “come down there not knowing anything,” was knocked out by one of the hooligans. Lewis made it his mission to look out for the white students, making sure they knew what they were getting into.38

Overall, the violence was worse than what the students had endured the year before. Once, a policeman’s nightstick broke the rib of Fred Leonard, an A&I student. “A general scuffle followed,” the Tennessean reported about another altercation, “but none of the Negroes hit back.” In a replay of the previous year’s Big Saturday deliberations, Kelly Miller Smith convened a meeting one evening to argue for a cooling-off period. Lewis sat quietly as Bevel and LaFayette pushed back. Will Campbell asked for Lewis’s opinion.

“We’re going to march,” Lewis said.

“John,” Campbell said, “I think that you agree with what we’re saying. You know that there’s very apt to be violence, serious violence, tonight if there’s another demonstration. And I can only conclude that it’s just a matter of pride with you, and bullheadedness. You’re refusing to agree with us because of your own pride and because of your own sin.”

“OK,” Lewis replied with a smile. “I’m a sinner. But we’re going to march.”39

Campbell thought the moment represented a passing of the generational torch. The adults realized that they should let the children lead them. The stand-ins resumed. Lewis and his friends restarted their picketing. On February 20, on a snowy night, several of them were arrested for blocking the entrance to Loew’s. Refusing to post bail, Lewis spent his twenty-first birthday in jail. He spent his days practicing his senior sermon, the capstone assignment at American Baptist, which he was supposed to present to his professors. But was still behind bars when his exam date came. He wrote the following lines:


On this day in which I am scheduled to preach my Senior Sermon and also the day of my twenty-first birthday, I find myself behind bars with 27 other hungry Freedom Fighters for the 5th time in less than a year for acting as a free man in an un-redeemed society. I am fully convinced that the true way to bear witness to the Truth is to preach through action also and not by faith alone.

I definitely feel that if the historical Jesus were here today, He would be in this jail cell with us for the same cause, the cause of justice and righteousness. Since He is not here, we must do what He would do.



Lewis’s professors took it all in stride. No one was surprised by now that he was missing schoolwork to protest.40

In May, Nashville’s movie theaters agreed to integrate. The city’s dramatic stages, ballet, and drive-ins followed. It was the first instance of theater desegregation in the South.41

Lewis took pride in the results. But he knew there was much more work to do.






Chapter Five THE FREEDOM RIDES [image: ]


I would like to become a teacher in a seminary or school of religion,” John Lewis wrote in his application to Fisk University. “I feel that I could do a better job in serving humanity by transferring some of those truths that have been given to me to someone else.” In February 1961, with the end of his senior year at American Baptist in view, Lewis was looking to stay in Nashville—to continue his work with the movement and remain within a community that had become a second family. He and Bernard LaFayette both applied to Fisk to continue their studies.

Lewis’s application—his handwriting alternating between a rickety print and a messy cursive—captured his thinking at age twenty-one. His favorite subjects in school, he recorded, were “English Lit, History, Economics”: the former because it “expresses ideas and ideas of people,” the latter two because “I have always been concerned about world affairs, past and present.” His least favorite subjects: physics, agricultural chemistry, and algebra, because “I didn’t see the value for me… when my ambition was to become a teacher and minister of religion.” Asked to name the books (“not school books”) he’d read in the last two years, he listed Martin Luther King’s Stride Toward Freedom, biographies of Nixon and Kennedy, “Karl Marx’s Manifestoes,” and “The life and work of Gandhi.” Lewis also acknowledged that preaching from the pulpit had lost its appeal. “I felt that God had something else for me to do,” he wrote. “As time pass [sic], I saw the need for training of Negro Baptist ministers who would be prepared to lead the mass of Negroes into the acknowledgement that the Christian religion has something that would end racial injustice and segregation, if they would only put their Christian faith into action.”1

Putting his own faith into action, Lewis came up with the idea of trying to integrate Southern bus stations—starting in Birmingham, Alabama. A bastion of white supremacism, Birmingham was controlled by its notorious “commissioner of public safety,” Eugene “Bull” Connor. Lewis proposed the idea to Fred Shuttlesworth, the city’s charismatic minister and civil rights leader. Shuttlesworth discouraged him. As an out-of-towner, he said, Lewis might be jailed on any number of charges. Shuttlesworth added, “It would probably be all right for you to ride in and sit in the station, for we have a court ruling on that.” Lewis dropped the idea.2

Coincidentally, the Congress of Racial Equality was planning something similar. In 1942, members of the Fellowship of Reconciliation, including James Farmer and Bayard Rustin, had founded CORE to apply Gandhian principles to the desegregation struggle. In 1946, a Supreme Court decision decreed separate seating on interstate buses to be unconstitutional, and the next year CORE sent an interracial band of riders through the South on a “Journey of Reconciliation” to test the ruling. Nobly conceived and courageously executed, the trip drew considerable attention. But it ended grimly. A North Carolina judge sentenced the riders to time on a chain gang, and no federal intervention or public outcry came to their rescue.

Under Eisenhower, enforcement of the court’s desegregation rulings languished. But in 1960, another high court verdict, Boynton v. Virginia, desegregated bus terminals as a whole—meaning also the lunch counters, waiting rooms, and surrounding facilities. Farmer, now president of CORE, decided to reprise the 1947 campaign, this time calling the trips “Freedom Rides.” He envisioned “a sit-in on wheels.”3

CORE contacted friendly ministers to find volunteers. Metz Rollins, a leader in the Nashville movement, showed Lewis an ad in the SNCC Student Voice:


Freedom Ride, 1961, sponsored by CORE, will be a dramatic move to complete the integration of bus service and accommodations in the deep South. The ride will begin in Washington, DC, about May 1 and end in New Orleans on May 17. Traveling via Greyhound and Trailways, the Ride will test the recent Supreme Court decision banning segregation of interstate passengers in lunch room facilities operated as an integral part of a bus terminal.… For further information write Gordon R. Carey, Field Director, Congress of Racial Equality, 38 Park Row, New York, N.Y.



Lewis needed no persuading. He wrote to CORE, explaining that while he hoped to graduate in June, the mission of the Freedom Rides mattered more to him than even his education. “This is [the] most important decision in my life,” he wrote without hyperbole, “to decide to give up all if necessary for the Freedom Ride, that Justice and Freedom might come to the Deep South.” Days later, CORE welcomed Lewis with a bus ticket from Nashville to Washington. LaFayette was also accepted. But he was shy of twenty-one, and his father wouldn’t let him go. “I’m not going to sign my son’s death warrant,” he said. Rollins also signed up, but then had to withdraw. Lewis alone would represent the Nashville movement.4

Some friends thought Lewis was crazy for setting off just weeks before graduation. But LaFayette and Bevel cheered him on and on April 30 drove him to the bus station. The young men missed the bus, however, and in a mild panic they sped down the highway and flagged it down in the next town. Lewis headed off into the night and to Washington, D.C.5

Walking out of Union Station in the morning light, an awestruck Lewis took in the majestic Capitol dome. It was his first time in the nation’s capital. A taxi drove him to a Victorian row house at 945 L Street NW, owned by the Fellowship of Reconciliation. Fellowship House, as it was called, had one room after another, each chockablock with art, posters, books, furniture. The other riders were all there when Lewis walked in: Black and white, old and young, Northern and Southern, male and female. At twenty-one, he was one of the youngest. James Farmer—a tall, broad-framed man with a deep, commanding voice—welcomed them all.6

Before they hit the road, Farmer held three days of nonviolent workshops. Lewis’s new comrades noted his moral seriousness. “John’s demeanor was granite, fixed, immovable,” remembered Charles Person, the youngest rider. “It was hard to see John’s teeth, his lips always pursed.”

On the last night, Farmer took everyone out for dinner in nearby Chinatown. To Lewis, who had never eaten Chinese food before, the meal was a revelation. The spectacle dazzled him. A maître d’ ushered the party to a huge circular table, where waiters in suits scurried about, bringing a stream of bright silver platters and bowls piled high with strange foods. Lewis marveled at the unusual tastes and the efficiency of the operation. The excitement was punctured when one rider called attention to the peril ahead. “We’d better eat well,” he said, “because this may be our last supper.”7

On Thursday, May 4, the riders set off. A small press contingent—reporter Simeon Booker and photographer Ted Gaffney from Ebony and Jet, Moses Newson of the Baltimore Afro-American, and freelance writer and CORE activist Charlotte Devree—joined them. Their route wended through seven states, starting in Virginia, down into the Carolinas, and then west across the Cotton Belt, to end in New Orleans. Between legs, the riders would visit colleges and churches and stay with boosters. Singing “We Shall Overcome” as they boarded, the riders split into two groups, one Greyhound, one Trailways. On each bus, pairs of white and Black riders were interspersed. On the Greyhound, Lewis sat by the window next to Albert Bigelow, a fifty-five-year-old architect and former navy commander from Cos Cob, Connecticut. Lewis’s bag held his Bible, a book by the Trappist monk and philosopher Thomas Merton, and a third book, on Gandhi. He also carried a toothbrush and toothpaste in case of arrest.8

The early days passed uneventfully. The riders suffered nothing worse than chilly stares and a few truculent waiters. In one town, Lewis preached at an old Black church with a patched carpet and old high-backed brown chairs. “Give us the courage and spirit to be willing to turn our world, our nation, and especially the Southland upside down,” he said, “until freedom becomes a reality for all men.” The congregation passed the hat for the riders.9

At first the trip was jolly. Seatmates James Farmer and James Peck, veterans of the 1947 Journey of Reconciliation, passed a bottle of brandy back and forth. Lewis formed a friendship with Hank Thomas, a Howard student, sit-in veteran, and SNCC member. At one point Lewis remarked matter-of-factly that they all had to be prepared to die. His voice lacked even a smidgen of bravado. Thomas was amazed by his sangfroid.10

An early incident occurred on May 8, in Charlotte, when Joe Perkins, a Black twenty-seven-year-old, was arrested for trying to get a shoeshine in a whites-only terminal barbershop and spent two nights in jail. More significant trouble came at the next stop, Rock Hill, South Carolina, a cotton-mill town known to be especially unwelcoming to Blacks. Earlier that year, ten sit-in students had been arrested and sentenced to hard labor. In one of SNCC’s first concerted actions, supporters from across the South had gone to Rock Hill as reinforcement, only to be given hard labor as well. Now the locals greeted the Freedom Riders in the same spirit.11

Lewis sensed trouble as soon as he stepped off the bus. But he knew his mission was to test Boynton. Followed by Bigelow, he walked into the station’s white waiting room. A gang of leather-jacketed young men stood by the pinball machines, smoking, their sport shirts untucked.

“Other side, nigger,” one growled.

“I have a right to go in there,” Lewis said calmly, “on the grounds of the Supreme Court decision in the Boynton case.” Thomas watched with incredulity as Lewis carried on without fear. Farmer said he exuded “ministerial dignity.”12

The white kids—at least one of whom, Elwin Wilson, was in the Klan—were unimpressed. “Shit on that,” said one. Then, in Bigelow’s account, “one man rushed forward and he started slugging John Lewis as hard as he could.” Three others joined in until Lewis collapsed. The warm, salty taste of blood filled his mouth. The gang circled him, delivering kicks on all sides as blood pooled around his head.

Bigelow, a hockey player in his Harvard days, stepped between Lewis and his assailants. The men then set upon Bigelow with “these haymakers, round-house punches,” knocking him to one knee. A third rider, Genevieve Hughes, approached next; she, too, was shoved to the ground. The manhandling of a slender, twenty-eight-year-old white woman spurred the policemen on the scene to intervene. A police captain offered to take a report, but Lewis and Bigelow declined to press charges. Lewis said that he held no grudge against the assailants. They, too, were victims of a racist system. The riders’ goal was to make the South obey the law of the land.13

Lewis was badly hurt, with bruised ribs and cuts across his face. His lips, always sensitive, kept bleeding. He felt woozy, with pain throbbing above his eyes. But he collected himself and walked over to the lunch counter to claim a hard-won cup of coffee. As Lewis and Bigelow nursed their wounds, Lewis said wryly, “You know, the trouble with having a black skin is that those bruises all show on your face, but mine don’t show at all. You’ll go to the mass meeting tonight in Rock Hill… in the church, and everybody will say, ‘Gee, that guy really took a beating.’ And they don’t know that I had a worse beating than you did.” Not until later that evening did someone find a first aid kit to bandage Lewis’s wounds.14

That night, at a junior college where the riders were staying, Lewis was handed a telegram from the American Friends Service Committee, the pacifist Quaker organization. He was a finalist for an overseas fellowship—the same one on which James Lawson had once studied in India. The Friends invited Lewis to come to Philadelphia right away for an interview. Lewis tossed and turned all night, unsure what to do. In the morning he decided to accept the interview and rejoin the Freedom Rides a few days later in Birmingham. He said his goodbyes, and a student drove him to the airport.15

In Philadelphia, Lewis aced his interview and won the fellowship. He had been hoping to go to Tanganyika but was offered a position in India.I Still, he was excited to follow in the footsteps of his mentor.

On Saturday, May 13, Lewis flew back to Nashville. His friends had planned a picnic for the next day, Mother’s Day, to celebrate the city movie theaters’ pledge to integrate. Afterward, Lewis would meet his bus in Alabama. But the riders were about to undergo a dramatic change of plans.16



After Lewis’s departure for Philadelphia, the Freedom Riders had run into more trouble in Winnsboro, South Carolina, when three of them were arrested and harassed by police. When the group arrived in Atlanta on Saturday, they still felt good about their progress. That night they dined with Martin Luther King on Auburn Avenue, enjoying their first restaurant meal since the Chinatown outing. Most of the riders, meeting King for the first time, were starstruck. The minister’s enthusiasm for their project prompted speculation that he might join the ride. But he didn’t. (To Farmer’s annoyance, he also didn’t pick up the check.) King explained that, in Alabama, the ride could turn deadly.17

King’s assessment was widely shared. After dinner, Farmer steeled the group for what he called “the most ominous leg of the journey”—a sobering reminder that gave way to lusty verses of “We Shall Overcome.” Later that night, however, at the Atlanta University dorms, Farmer was awakened by a phone call: his father had just died. He left to attend the funeral. He asked Joe Perkins to helm the Greyhound group and James Peck the Trailways group.18

Sunday morning, May 14—Mother’s Day—as Lewis was readying for his Nashville picnic, the diminished ranks of Freedom Riders left for Birmingham. The Greyhound took off first, at 11:00 a.m. Midway through its journey, the driver told Perkins that bus drivers heading the other way were cautioning him about a mob lying in wait in Anniston, east of Birmingham.

When the Greyhound reached Anniston at 1:00 p.m., fifty Klansmen and hard-core white supremacists (some estimates said two hundred) swarmed the bus. Armed with pipes, bricks, bats, and knives, they smashed windows, slashed tires, and tried to force open the doors. At this point, two highway patrolmen who had been riding undercover on the bus revealed their identities and pulled their guns to keep the mob at bay. A long twenty minutes passed. “To us,” said Hank Thomas, “it seemed like an hour.” Local police finally cleared the crowd and escorted the bus back to Highway 202. No one was arrested.19

But the danger was just beginning. After a few miles, the slashed tires forced the driver to pull over. The mob—which had been following in a frenzied caravan—resumed its attack. Their numbers had grown with the arrival of families coming from church, relishing a massacre the way their parents used to turn out for lynchings. Someone smashed the bus windows with an axe. Someone else hurled a gasoline-filled soda bottle through one of the holes. It exploded on impact. Flames coursed through the bus; thick black smoke saturated the interior. Rioters blocked the door from the outside. “Burn them alive!” the mob screamed. “Fry the goddamn niggers!”20

In a flash, the riders had to decide, as Thomas said, “Do I go outside and this mob is going to kill me, beat me to death? Or do I stay here and burn on the bus?” Thomas found himself thinking about the courage of his new friend John Lewis. Eventually, his physical need to get away from the smoke took over, and he and other riders crawled out the windows. Bigelow, the former navy commander, barked at the riders to evacuate the bus, while one of the patrolmen, wielding his revolver, forced the pack to let him open the bus doors before the gas tank exploded. But no sooner had the riders escaped immolation than they were set upon with boots, fists, and bats. Eventually, more troopers showed up, firing guns in the air, prompting the aggressors to fall away.21

The Anniston carnage turned out to be just the start of a long day of bloodletting. The Trailways bus also contained undercover riders—not patrolmen, in this case, but Klansmen. Having boarded in Atlanta, they menaced the riders once the bus reached the highway. As this second bus neared Anniston, the driver notified his passengers about the earlier attack. To avoid more violence, he said, the Black riders should move to the back of the bus. The riders refused. Their adamancy enraged the Klansmen, who punched and kicked them, beating two of the men into unconsciousness. The assailants dumped the wounded riders’ bodies in the back of the bus. The driver chugged on to Birmingham.22

Incredibly, still more brutality lay in store. In Birmingham, when the Trailways bus arrived, Bull Connor’s police force was nowhere to be seen. Armed Klansmen were waiting. When two riders stepped off the bus to test Boynton, the locals unleashed another whirlwind of violence, beating up anyone they could find. Some riders escaped harm by slipping onto city buses or into taxis. But others were battered—including the already-bloodied James Peck (whose head would need fifty-three stitches), a local newspaper photographer, a radio reporter, several innocent bystanders, and, in an ironic case of mistaken identity, a Klansman who emerged from the men’s room at the wrong moment.23

By evening, the wounded, shaken riders—some having been hospitalized—reunited in Birmingham, where Fred Shuttlesworth rebuffed Connor’s calls to hand them over to the police. Reports and images of the day’s butchery had hit the wire services and radio waves, horrifying Americans and Kennedy administration officials. For most of their journey, the riders had been disappointed by the sparse news coverage. Now that all changed. In Anniston, photographer Joseph Postiglione took dramatic pictures of the burning bus that landed on front pages across the country. Witnessing the Birmingham violence, CBS newsman Howard K. Smith went on the radio every hour for the rest of Mother’s Day, comparing the carnage to something out of Nazi Germany. Later in the day, a hospitalized James Peck, his head swathed, whispered his way through a widely covered press conference.24



In Nashville, Lewis and his friends were eating and drinking in the springtime sun. Bevel was preaching—performing, really—about the movie theater stand-ins, his remarks laced with biblical references. Over a transistor radio came reports of the bloodshed in Alabama. Lewis felt a chill, realizing immediately that he could have been hurt or hospitalized. Suppressing pangs of guilt, he wanted to act. The now-silent group folded up their picnic and hurried to the First Baptist Church.25

On Monday, the Freedom Riders, having slept at Shuttlesworth’s Birmingham parsonage, voted to soldier on. From Washington, Attorney General Robert Kennedy promised them a police escort. But when the riders tried to board a Montgomery-bound bus that afternoon, Governor John Patterson reneged on his guarantee of safe passage, necessitating a delay. In a series of phone calls, Kennedy chewed out Patterson, but the governor wouldn’t budge. Late Monday night, at last, they settled on a face-saving plan. Joined at the local airport by Justice Department aide John Seigenthaler (until recently a Tennessean reporter), the riders agreed to fly straight to New Orleans, their journey’s ultimate destination, and declare victory. Landing in New Orleans around midnight, the riders rejoiced.26

But Lewis was disappointed. Earlier on Monday—even before the decision to fly to New Orleans—he and the other Nashville students had heard that CORE might discontinue the rides. He believed they had to go on. To abandon them would not only look bad; it would violate the tenets of satyagraha. And it would signal to the segregationists that intimidation worked. Lewis argued for pressing ahead. “John,” LaFayette later said, “was responsible for the Freedom Rides continuing.”27

The others agreed. They decided to complete the unfinished journey. “The Nashville movement,” said Diane Nash, “since one of our own was taking part in the Freedom Ride, had a personal stake in how the Freedom Ride went.” Lewis tracked down James Lawson in Ohio, who agreed to participate. Lawson instructed Nash to tell Farmer, King, and the Justice Department about the Nashvillians’ plan.28

Nash called Farmer. At first, he wasn’t sure who this self-assured twenty-three-year-old woman was. “Would you have any objections to members of the Nashville Student Movement,” she asked, “… going in taking up the ride where CORE left off?”

Farmer was stunned. “You realize it may be suicide.”

“We fully realize that,” she said. “But we can’t let them stop us with violence. If we do, the movement is dead.” By the end of the call, Farmer had promised to rejoin the ride himself.29

The Nashville students busied themselves with plans to send a new platoon of riders to Alabama. Among the Nashville ministers, Lawson, C. T. Vivian, and Metz Rollins backed the idea. But others hesitated. “I think some of you are going to die if you go ahead,” said Kelly Miller Smith. “I want you to think about it more.”

At a Tuesday night meeting of the NCLC leadership, Lewis assured the ministers that they understood the risks and were even prepared to die. Looking over at Smith, Lewis realized that the minister saw the students as his own children and genuinely feared for their lives. But the ministers came around, voting 9–1 to buy the students bus tickets. Nash called Shuttlesworth in Birmingham to tell him to expect reinforcements.30

Lewis was appointed the leader. Nash stayed behind to run the operation. Two American Baptist students, William Barbee and Paul Brooks, signed up as riders, as did five from Tennessee A&I. Two white undergraduates, Mary Salynn McCollum and Jim Zwerg, also volunteered, ensuring an integrated group.

The students told their professors that they might not finish the semester. Lewis felt no ambivalence. It was a crisis, and he needed to act.31



The bus left Nashville at 6:30 a.m. on Wednesday. Lewis took note of the date, May 17—the anniversary of the 1954 Brown decision. As the students boarded, several of them handed Nash sealed envelopes containing their last wills and testaments. Paul Brooks thought the back of the bus looked crowded, so he and Zwerg sat in front. The students read or slept.

Near Birmingham, police stopped and boarded the bus. Seeing Brooks and Zwerg sitting together, they arrested the interracial pair. The bus was allowed to finish its trip, but at Birmingham, Bull Connor’s men stormed the vehicle. Connor ordered the windows and windshield covered with newspaper and cardboard—to keep journalists from seeing in, Lewis thought. Lewis protested their confinement, but when he stood up, a cop poked his baton into Lewis’s stomach. Outside, a hostile crowd gathered.32

After several hours, Connor, concluding that he didn’t want another bloodbath, let the riders off the bus. They claimed a small victory by heading for the whites-only restrooms. But then Connor reversed himself again and arrested them. At the Birmingham lockup, Lewis, who had been jailed many times, was struck by the dungeon-like cells. There were no bed frames or mattresses, chairs or benches, just a concrete floor. The riders refused food and belted out freedom songs. They remained in jail overnight.33

Political pressure built on Connor to free the riders. On Thursday night, CBS aired an hour-long news special casting a harsh light on Birmingham’s entrenched racism. The bad press convinced Connor he was better off without the riders around. “You people came in here from Tennessee on a bus,” he announced at the jailhouse late that night. “I’m taking you back to Tennessee in five minutes under police protection.” Lewis led the group in going limp, forcing the officers to carry them into police cruisers. Asked why he changed his mind, Connor sneered, “I just couldn’t stand their singing.”II34

Sitting in a police car, Lewis was puzzled to see Connor himself climb behind the wheel. The lawman further surprised Lewis by venturing some friendly chitchat as he drove his charges toward Nashville. At one point he rambled on about the 1948 Democratic presidential convention, when he had led the Alabama delegation’s walkout to protest Harry Truman’s support for civil rights. Lewis tried to teach him about the students’ philosophy of love and nonviolence. Rider Catherine Burks invited him to join them for breakfast at the Fisk student union when they reached Nashville.

The relaxed mood dissipated abruptly at four o’clock in the morning, when Connor stopped the cars at the state line in a town called Ardmore, forced the students out, and unloaded their luggage. With a nasty laugh he pointed to the railroad tracks, telling them to catch the next train. “Or,” he added, “maybe a bus.” Thinking of old cowboy movies, Burks shot back, “We’ll be back in Birmingham by noon.” Connor waved. They waved back.35

Lewis was afraid. This was Klan territory. Had Connor left them to be ambushed and lynched? “What are we going to do?” he asked Bill Harbour, one of his Nashville companions.

“If we walk down this railroad track,” said Harbour, “I can just about identify a Black family house.”

“How are you going to know?”

Harbour said he used to play basketball in similar towns and learned to tell the Black and white homes apart.36

They wandered, talking in whispers, not even lighting a match for a cigarette. Eventually, they spied a run-down house across the tracks. With some trepidation, Lewis knocked on the door. “We’re the Freedom Riders,” he said. “Please let us in.” An older Black man refused to admit them. “Can’t come in,” he said.

An idea came to Burks. Her mother had once told her that if she ever needed help, she should talk to the lady of the house. “Let’s talk loud and wake up his wife,” Burks said. Soon, they heard a woman’s voice saying, “Let them children in here.” Locks clicked. The door opened.37

The students shuffled in. The couple had heard about the Freedom Rides. They led their guests to a back room with a few chairs and a cot. The students washed themselves in a tin tub. At his wife’s urging, the man hopped in his truck to fetch some breakfast; the students hadn’t eaten in a day. So as not to arouse suspicions, he went to several different stores, buying a few items at each—cheese, baloney, cinnamon buns. “If anyone asks,” he told the riders, “say you’re my cousins from Nashville.”

Lewis phoned Nash. She told him that another wave of riders was already en route to Birmingham. But she promised to send a car. Lewis said his group wanted to return to Birmingham, too. Connor’s treatment of them had only fortified their resolve.38

In Nashville, their friend Leo Lillard borrowed a tan Studebaker and covered the ninety miles to Ardmore in an hour. By late Friday morning he had found the house. Amid joyful smiles, Lewis and his crew piled into the Studebaker and set off for Birmingham. Before long they were at Shuttlesworth’s parsonage, sweaty and exhausted, enjoying a fried-chicken lunch. Lewis spoke again to Nash, who said to get the Freedom Riders back on the buses as soon as possible.39

Everyone reunited at the Birmingham station. Lewis was delighted to see Bernard LaFayette, his best friend, sporting his floppy Irish cap. Lewis had never liked the goofy hat, but now he smiled at the sight of it. The second busload of Nashville riders was also there. So were Paul Brooks and Jim Zwerg, freed from jail.40

The combined Nashville contingent waited anxiously to depart. Greyhound suddenly canceled the midafternoon Montgomery bus. No driver was willing to make the run. Then it canceled another bus. At the station, angry whites gathered. Among them were Imperial Wizard Robert Shelton and other Klansmen wearing their fearsome black “Night Hawk” cloaks. Some swaggered through the waiting room. Lewis preached and led rounds of “We Shall Overcome,” but the tension remained thick. The riders didn’t even go to the bathroom alone. After police cleared the room of everyone but the riders, Lewis watched through the windows and glass doors as the vigilantes outside raved and gesticulated. Occasionally someone would hurl a brick or a rock. For news, the riders relied on a few friendly reporters, including Herb Kaplow of NBC and Calvin Trillin of Time magazine.41

In Washington that Friday, administration officials, though annoyed that the riders were persisting with their plans, felt bound to ensure their safety. The Kennedys were even more angry with Alabama officials, especially Patterson. The governor had been hiding from the president and attorney general all day, pretending to be out fishing. After many hours, Robert Kennedy told the governor’s staff that if their boss didn’t cooperate, he would send in federal troops. Patterson finally surfaced and agreed to meet with Seigenthaler.

At the meeting, on Friday evening, Patterson harangued the Justice Department aide for an hour. He made endless excuses for being unable to protect the riders. At length, Floyd Mann, who ran the highway patrol, spoke up and contradicted his boss, affirming that he could ensure the riders’ safe passage to Montgomery. Boxed in, Patterson acquiesced.42

The departure was now set for Saturday. The riders slept on benches in the bus station. But in the morning another driver walked off the job. An exasperated Robert Kennedy phoned George Cruit, the Greyhound superintendent in Birmingham. “Do you know how to drive a bus?” the attorney general asked sarcastically, in a call that Cruit surreptitiously recorded. “I think you should… get in touch with Mr. Greyhound, or whoever Greyhound is,” he said. “The government is going to be very much upset if this group does not get to continue their trip.… Under the law, they are entitled to transportation provided by Greyhound.… Somebody better get in the damn bus.”

A bit later, Connor marched the original driver back to the bus’s berth to carry out his assignment. Trailed by a cavalcade of state troopers, FBI agents, news reporters, and even a highway patrol plane, the Greyhound now sped to Montgomery. Most of the Freedom Riders, having barely napped in days, fell fast asleep. Lewis gazed at the patrol cars out the window and the plane buzzing overhead.43



The bus pulled into its bay in the Montgomery station just before 10:30 a.m. on Saturday. Lewis knew this station well; he changed buses there going to and from Troy. Now it was eerily silent. The police escort had vanished. “Bill, it doesn’t look good,” Lewis said to Harbour. “We should have had a point person here. We should have had some people from the Montgomery movement here, waiting on us. And nobody’s here.” Lewis saw only a couple of taxi drivers, some reporters, and a dozen or so white men standing by the doorway. There were no police officers in sight. Lewis stepped off the bus to speak to reporters.44

Floyd Mann, having ensured the riders’ security on the highway route, had handed off that responsibility to Montgomery public safety commissioner Louis Sullivan, whose jurisdiction began at the city limits. Mann had reminded Sullivan about the guarantee of safe passage. Sullivan, an unregenerate segregationist, had other ideas.

Near the bus, Norman Ritter of Life magazine asked Lewis a question. “We just got out of Birmingham,” Lewis began. “We got to Montgomery…” He got no further. A ferocious mob set upon the riders and newsmen. They brandished pipes, bats, tire irons, and, Lewis later wrote, “even garden tools—hoes and rakes.” Anything that might inflict pain served as a weapon. First the crowd roughed up the journalists, destroying their cameras and sound equipment. Then they moved on to the riders. Harbour was horrified as a “little old lady,” with children in tow, hollered repeatedly, “Kill them niggers!… Just kill them!” Lewis counseled nonviolence. “Do not run,” he told his group. “Let’s stand here together.”45

It was no use. Some riders, seeing no other exit, leaped over a low wall overlooking a parking lot, hoping to reach Ralph Abernathy’s church, to which Lewis began shouting directions. Lewis tried to make sure the women got into taxis. A white cabbie insisted he was forbidden to drive an interracial group of women, leading Catherine Burks to order him aside so she could take the wheel. But a mob encircled the taxi, yanked out the driver, and beat the women. In the meantime, Seigenthaler had arrived and tried to help another woman being assaulted. “Get back,” he shouted at the seething crowd. “I’m a federal man.” A rioter clubbed the Kennedy aide with a metal pipe, knocking him unconscious. Others kicked him on all sides, breaking ribs. They rolled his inert body under a parked car.46

Back on the platform, Lewis and Zwerg were cornered. Zwerg, nicely dressed in a suit, white shirt, and thin white tie, drew the mob’s ire first. Crying “nigger lover” and “filthy Communist,” the vigilantes knocked him over. Zwerg prayed for the strength to follow his nonviolent methods. The crowd surged, swallowing him up; Lewis, standing right next to him, could see only his friend’s legs. The locals kicked Zwerg in the back, cracking three vertebrae. They smashed his head with his own suitcase. One man pinned Zwerg’s head between his knees while others took turns pounding their immobilized quarry in the face, knocking out his teeth. Blood gushed all over his suit. Women and children clawed Zwerg’s face with their fingernails. Fellow rider Lucretia Collins, having reached the safety of an idling taxicab, had to avert her eyes.47

After Zwerg, the next to fall was William Barbee. One swing of a baseball bat into his skull knocked him to the pavement. He extended his hand to his assailant and said, “I love you, brother.” After he blacked out, thugs stomped on his head and shoulders.48

It was now Lewis’s turn. Someone lunged for his briefcase, which he had been gripping the whole time. It was ripped from his fingers. Then he felt a sudden heavy crash against his skull. One of the assailants had smashed him over the head with a wooden Coca-Cola bottle crate. Lewis’s knees buckled. He tottered. He saw nothing but a white field. Thinking he was dying, he wondered if his own final act on earth would be to have witnessed Jim Zwerg’s murder. At least they were dying for a cause, he told himself. Then Lewis, too, was unconscious, blood streaming out of his mouth.49

As the melee raged, Floyd Mann fired shots in the air and enlisted state patrolmen to restore order. Lewis, fading in and out of consciousness, heard him yell, “There will be no killing here today!” But the local police, under Sullivan’s direction, either actively helped the vigilantes or looked the other way. The arrival of state judge Walter B. Jones and the state attorney general seemed to bode well, but the officials blithely ignored the raging mob and walked over to Lewis, still prostrate on the ground, his clothes drenched in blood. Hovering over the bleary-eyed student, Jones cleared his throat and read an injunction forbidding the Freedom Riders from testing segregation laws within the state. Lewis was on notice that he and the riders were in contempt of court.50

Lewis struggled to his feet. “Good God,” he thought to himself, “is it possible for me to lose this much blood?” Barbee was also now rousing himself. Despite their injuries, they were most alarmed by Zwerg’s condition. He was so badly disfigured, his lips and eyes so swollen, that for a moment Lewis didn’t recognize him. His blond hair was caked with dried blood and grime. As he came to, Lewis gave Zwerg his handkerchief—completely inadequate for stanching any bleeding, but a gesture Zwerg remembered long afterward. Lewis tried to find a cab, but no one would help. First, a white driver refused. Then Lewis found a willing Black driver, but policemen stopped him. Lewis saw Stuart Loory of the New York Herald Tribune nearby. “Can’t you do something to get him out of here?” he asked. Loory sought help from a policeman, who said, simply, “He’s free to go.” Eventually, Mann—seemingly the only Alabama official concerned about the riders’ lives—ordered a trooper to take Zwerg to a hospital, where he would remain for five days. Barbee was also hospitalized.51

Lewis found his way to the office of Roman Adair, a Black Montgomery doctor and friend of the movement. Adair shaved a patch of Lewis’s head, cleaned the gash, stitched it up, and covered it with adhesive tape, forming a bright white X that Lewis thought looked like the Red Cross symbol. The bandage would identify Lewis in photos for days to come.52

The riders, reporters, and Seigenthaler had by now all found their way to doctors, hospitals, churches, or private homes. A few took refuge in the back rooms of the post office. Still, the mayhem downtown continued. Assailants burned the Freedom Riders’ luggage in a bonfire and even began assaulting bystanders. Talking to the press that afternoon, Sullivan shrugged. “I really don’t know what happened,” he professed. “When I got here all I saw were three men lying in the street. There was two niggers and a white man.”53

Robert Kennedy realized too late that he had to do much more. Men like Patterson and Sullivan were not going to keep their word. Kennedy handed the ball to Byron “Whizzer” White, the college football star turned deputy attorney general. White mobilized federal marshals to provide the security that state officials would not. Some of these men worked full-time for the U.S. Marshals Service, the agency, founded in 1789, that protects judges and enforces court orders; others were employees of other federal agencies and had to be deputized as marshals. Meanwhile, Justice officials obtained stronger court orders for the riders’ defense. President Kennedy, too, now issued a fierce rebuke to Alabama officials—although, still worried about holding on to his Southern support, he also admonished the riders not to “provoke further outbreaks.”54



The riders regrouped Saturday at the home of Solomon “S. S.” Seay, a prominent SCLC minister and activist. From Nashville, Nash briefed national civil rights leaders including Farmer, Shuttlesworth, and King, who cut short a trip to Chicago to come to Montgomery. King agreed to speak at a mass meeting at Abernathy’s church on Sunday night, one full week after the Mother’s Day carnage.55

Arriving in Montgomery, King met with Lewis, LaFayette, and Nash, who had just come down from Nashville herself. Aware that he was still at risk of arrest, Lewis then headed to Abernathy’s church and hid out in the basement library—the same room where, just two years before, as an aspiring applicant to Troy State, he had first met King and Abernathy. Shuttlesworth was coming from Birmingham, Farmer from Washington. Eventually, Lewis and the other riders took seats in the choir loft, hoping to blend in with the singers. Lewis wore a cap, but his big white bandage made him easy to spot.56

As the size of the population inside the church climbed, so did that of the white mob outside. Seay opened the night’s program, praising the riders and the Nashville students and introducing Nash. Down in Abernathy’s library, King and his advisers debated how to handle the rioters. Federal marshals were on hand, but many were untrained, and they were already telling Byron White—working from a nearby air force base—that they needed help. King and some aides stepped outside, surveying the scene as the crowd bayed and threw projectiles.

King went back inside and took the pulpit briefly, but it was too chaotic for him to speak at length. Outside, the mob hurled stones, stink bombs, and Molotov cocktails. Some rioters overturned and torched a car. A brick shattered one of the church’s stained glass windows, spewing shards and injuring one man. Inexperienced marshals threw tear gas against the wind, causing it to drift back the wrong way and waft inside. King now spoke to Robert Kennedy, laying out the urgency. When the attorney general promised more help “very soon,” King replied: “If they don’t get here immediately, we’re going to have a bloody confrontation. Because they’re at the door now.” The outnumbered marshals eventually managed to drive the crowd back. Abernathy’s deacons fastened shut the church windows, raising the temperature inside along with the sense of panic.57

Around ten o’clock, Patterson relented and sent in the Alabama National Guard. The sight of the white-helmeted guardsmen brought a sense of relief and King finally went forward with his speech. But when the rally finished and the audience tried to leave, they saw that the guardsmen were now facing toward the church, their bayonets pointed—and ordering everyone to stay inside. The general in charge, Henry V. Graham, informed the assembled that they might have to stay in the church overnight. Grandparents took grandchildren to the basement. Soon President Kennedy and Patterson were on the phone yelling at each other again. Only at 4:30 a.m. did National Guard jeeps begin carrying the rally-goers to sleep and safety.58

Most of the riders bunked at the home of Richard and Vera Harris, friends of King. Their three-story, eighteen-room redbrick house, across from King’s old parsonage on South Jackson Street, became an informal headquarters. On Monday and Tuesday, a who’s who of movement leaders arrived there: Farmer and King; Lawson, Vivian, and Bevel from Nashville; Ed King and Lonnie King, two young SNCC leaders; and various CORE activists. Lewis was especially happy to see Hank Thomas, his friend from the first half of the trip. Vera Harris cooked meals as the depleted riders relaxed and strategized after their harrowing weekend. Lewis, who grew up being taught that drinking was sinful, had his first beer.59

Amid the good feeling, however, personal and institutional rivalries created strains. Lewis, Nash, and the Nashville movement had engineered the rides’ revival, but now CORE, SCLC, and SNCC were all claiming credit. CORE sent a few staff members to Montgomery to join the rides for their resumption as Farmer trumpeted his sponsorship of the project. “I thought Farmer was arrogant, egotistical, self-centered, somewhat false,” Lewis said. “Maybe my problem, but… he was really trying to use the ride… to keep CORE’s involvement, to build CORE.” Ed King of SNCC also touted his organization’s role, but Lewis thought it obvious that “SNCC’s role during those early days of the Freedom Rides was very, very small.” The Nashville students at this point still thought of themselves mainly as members of the Nashville movement. “In 1961,” said Jim Zwerg, SNCC still wasn’t well known. “I don’t ever recall hearing the term ‘Snick’ mentioned,” he recalled. “The Nashville people became the vanguard,” agreed Chuck McDew, “although I doubt there’s very much credit given to them.… Without the Nashville people picking up the Freedom Rides at that point, it would have just died out.” Even James Forman, soon to be SNCC’s executive secretary, concurred: “It was the Nashville Movement”—not SNCC—“that had continued the Freedom Rides.”60

King, too, came under heat from the students, who again asked him to join the Freedom Rides. His example would elevate their cause, raise the stakes, and add luster to the movement. But the SCLC staff balked, citing the risk to King’s life, the need for him to negotiate with the Kennedys, and even the old traffic arrest that had landed him in jail in October 1960. The students scoffed. “I’m on probation, and I’m going,” one volunteered. “Me, too,” another chimed in. Lewis, who remained loyal to King, was bothered by his peers’ insolence. He reminded them that according to Gandhian precepts, no one should be pressured to do more than he was comfortable doing. But when King proudly asserted his right “to choose the time and place of my Golgotha”—in effect comparing himself to Jesus at his crucifixion—one of the young skeptics coined a sardonic nickname for the great man that would endure. They began to call King “De Lawd.”61



As the sole passenger on both legs of the Freedom Rides, Lewis was now thrust into the national spotlight. A New York Times article on Monday noted his crucial role: “A Negro divinity student in Nashville, Tenn., was the direct link between the original ‘Freedom Riders’ and those now at the center of the Alabama race dispute. He was identified yesterday as John Lewis of Troy, Ala., a student at the American Baptist Theological Institute.” Lewis, who hadn’t even told his parents about the rides, now called home. To his relief, Eddie Lewis wasn’t upset. On the contrary, he said that around Troy he had been telling people, “You hear about this Freedom Rider John Lewis? That’s my boy Robert.”62

Lewis also served as the riders’ spokesman in court that Monday as they sought to dismiss the injunction against the rides. The presiding judge was Frank M. Johnson of the U.S. District Court, who had struck down Montgomery’s segregated bus ordinance in 1956. Lewis shook as he surveyed the courtroom’s lofty ceilings, arched windows, mammoth doors, and oak benches. In a trembling voice, he explained that he and his fellow students were seeking recognition of their constitutional rights. Johnson lifted the order.63

On Tuesday, May 23, Lewis and Nash joined Farmer, King, and Abernathy for a press conference at Abernathy’s house. Although Robert Kennedy was now calling for a “cooling-off period,” and other civil rights leaders urged the riders to desist, the men announced that the rides would proceed. Lawson would hold a nonviolence workshop for any new riders, and then they would head for Jackson, Mississippi.

“The ride must continue in order to accomplish a goal,” Lewis said solemnly, sitting directly to King’s left, “to fulfill and uphold the Supreme Court decisions that people can travel from one part of the United States to another without being discriminated against.” Having been twice beaten so far, he acknowledged the prospect of more violence. “If I had any fear, it left me. I love life, I don’t want to die. But at the same time, if I must, this is the price I have to pay.”64

Kennedy administration officials were divided. In 1961, asking the federal government—whether marshals or a federalized National Guard—to enforce law and order at the local level struck most Americans as an extraordinary step. After much deliberation Robert Kennedy cut a deal with Mississippi and Alabama officials. They would crack down on the Klan and any other vigilantism, but the riders would, on arrival in Jackson, face arrest under local ordinances.

Kennedy would come to regret the compromise. But at first it seemed to work. Early Wednesday, May 24, when the riders left the Harrises’ home for the Montgomery station, an armed escort accompanied them. Several in their party, including Martin Luther King, ordered coffee and rolls from the bus station’s white concession, reminding their swelling audience, including the journalists, that they still intended to see federal law enforced.

The reenergized riders boarded two Jackson-bound buses, the first one in the early morning, the second at eleven thirty.65

Lewis rode on the second bus. Out the window, he could see locals gathered in the small towns along the way. Some threw rocks, shook their fists, or jeered. Lawson complained that the presence of the National Guard, by removing any true threat of violence, turned the trip into a charade. “We would rather risk violence and be able to travel like ordinary passengers,” he explained. “We will accept the violence and the hate, absorb it without returning it.”66

Any debate over Lawson’s position, however, never got far. When the buses reached Jackson and the riders tried to test Boynton, they were arrested and taken to the Jackson city jail. Lewis was apprehended while at a urinal in the white men’s bathroom.

“Just a minute,” he told the cop. “Can’t you see what I’m doing?”

“I said, ‘Move!’ ” replied the officer.67

Meanwhile, a cadre of new arrivals led by Yale University chaplain William Sloane Coffin independently appeared in Montgomery on Wednesday. Scion of a wealthy New York family and a member of Yale’s Skull and Bones secret society, Coffin had a reputation for seeking the limelight. He had never undergone training in nonviolence, and his group’s sudden appearance alarmed both political officials and civil rights leaders. But volunteers around the nation were now clamoring to join the rides in a show of support, and although Coffin would soon head back to Yale, the idea of dispatching additional reinforcements to Mississippi took hold.68
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