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			Advance Praise for 
Climbing the Rough Side of the Mountain

			“Climbing the Rough Side of the Mountain is the powerful memoir of Norman and Velma Murphy Hill, two lifelong warriors in the struggles for racial equality, economic justice, and democracy. The Hills bring to their story the unique perspective of participants in the making of our nation’s history—from the direct action campaign to integrate Chicago’s Rainbow Beach, the Route 40 freedom riders, and the 1963 March on Washington to the 1968 strike of Memphis sanitation workers in which Martin Luther King would be assassinated and the successful drive to organize New York City’s paraprofessionals into the United Federation of Teachers. In the civil rights, labor, and democratic socialist movements, they labored shoulder-to-shoulder with King, A. Philip Randolph, Bayard Rustin, Al Shanker, and others, and their narrative brings these figures and their historic work to life. As new generations of activists in the freedom and labor movements take up the baton of these struggles today, the authoritative account of Climbing the Rough Side of the Mountain provides an indispensable guide.”

			—Randi Weingarten, President, American Federation of Teachers

			“Intimate details of personal sacrifices and struggles to bring about freedom, justice, and equality in this country have been far too few. But in Climbing the Rough Side of the Mountain, Norman and Velma Hill provide theirs in a powerful, compelling, and often touching narrative, not least providing information that deep-seated racial hatred and actions by racists were not unique to the South. A new generation will learn more from this book about two of those who well fit the description of giants on whose shoulders we all stand.”

			—Charlayne Hunter-Gault, Journalist and Author

			“Norman and Velma’s memoir captures the spirit of the civil rights struggle in America, their pivotal roles fighting for justice, and their enduring bond. It is a story of love, courage, integrity, hope, and determination. It serves as an essential reminder of how two brilliant minds joined forces to help change our world for the better. As we continue to fight for equality, let us turn to their words for distinct wisdom and encouragement.”

			—Reverend Al Sharpton, Founder and President, National Action Network

			“Norman Hill and Velma’s memoir reminds us all of the transformative power vested in a community organized from shared experience to bring about real change. The struggle for civil rights in the United States is not defined by any one moment, but by the collective stories of people across this country who put their lives on the line in hopes that America might one day live up to its promise. It is my sincere hope that the new generation of emerging activists and leaders will be inspired by this book as they chart a course forward to tackle the many challenges facing African Americans today.”

			—Congresswoman Maxine Waters

			“Norman Hill and Velma Murphy Hill have written a compelling, richly detailed and thoroughly gripping account of their involvement in the civil rights and organized labor movements. It is so important, now more than ever, to remember the struggles that redefined the trajectory of American history, as we moved from the dark era of Jim Crow segregation and racism to a brighter era where we have come that much closer to realizing the ideals of freedom and dignity for all citizens. For the Jewish community, the missions the Hills took to Israel helped strengthen African-American support for the Jewish state.

			—Abraham H. Foxman, National Director Emeritus, Anti-Defamation League

			“Norman and Velma Hill began Climbing the Rough Side of the Mountain as young, idealist, warmly romantic students who were united around a common mission—to challenge the status quo of race relations in this country and to champion the values of their African American heritage. Theirs is a story of audacious youth who became tenacious partners in the risky and often unrewarding struggle to organize for social and economic justice against all odds. A must-read chronicle of a time in our history that offers a clear remembrance for those who lived it; and, serves as a platform on which future activists can stand. Bravo, Norm and Velma!”

			—Clayola Brown, President, A. Philip Randolph Institute

			“This book is about two people who fell in love with each other and with the movements for social and racial justice. It is a must-read for those who are committed to a society free of racial and gender oppression and to the right of workers everywhere to share in the wealth that we help to create every day. Norman and Velma are true heroes of the civil rights and labor movements, and their efforts helped build a better society for all.”

			—Liz Shuler, President, AFL-CIO

			“Norman and Velma Hill’s passion for justice—and for one another—is an inspirational story, and one that needs to be told. Their journey from idealistic young social justice soldiers to civil rights icons is quintessentially American and should be held as an example for the next generation of leaders.”

			—Marc Morial, President, National Urban League 

			“Their memoir tells a vivid story of struggle and perseverance, one that both illuminates a vital chapter in the history of American democracy and will inspire a new generation of activists to renew the never-ending effort to build a just society.”

			—Carl Gershman, President, National Endowment for Democracy

			“Norm and Velma Hill bring history to life in their book, Climbing the Rough Side of the Mountain. Their story bears witness to the experience of countless civil rights foot soldiers, who were willing to risk their lives to realizing justice and freedom for all. This memoir should be a call to action to this generation of activists as they work to build upon the progress of icons like Norm and Velma Hill. Those working for progress should read and internalize this powerful testament to passion, persistence and moral courage in the face of injustice.

			—Congresswoman Barbara Lee

			“For over half a century, Velma and Norman Hill have been active in the struggle for equality in America. In their memoir Climbing the Rough Side of the Mountain, we see that their lives were lived focused on equality for all Americans. This book is a detailed testament to their work around social change in America. It is an important testament to the impact two individuals serving the cause of freedom can have on all Americans.”

			—Congressman Robert C. “Bobby” Scott

			“From 1960 to today, Norm and Velma Hill have been at the forefront of the struggle for civil rights and economic justice in the United States. Their memoir is a valuable addition to the narrative of our nation’s civil rights and labor histories, which they have helped author in words as well as action over the past fifty-five years.”

			—Lee Saunders, President, American Federation of State, 
County and Municipal Employees

			“I know Velma and Norm Hill as two of the people who risked everything alongside Martin Luther King, Jr. during the march from Selma to Montgomery. During a demonstration decades ago, Velma was brutally wounded by a racist mob in Chicago, injuries from which she has never fully recovered. Norm picked up the torch of A. Philip Randolph and used it to shine a light on some of the darkest places in our nation. 

			“Norm and Velma Hill have made it their lifelong mission to build a fairer and more just America. Whether it’s expanding civil rights, strengthening our democracy, or creating more opportunity for working families, the impact of their activism will be felt for generations to come. This book provides firsthand insight into their struggle, sacrifice, and service.”

			—Richard L. Trumka, Former President, AFL-CIO

			“They both helped pioneer civil rights work throughout the labor movement; Velma even became my union’s first civil rights and international affairs director when I was a young, openly lesbian organizer. I knew firsthand the daunting challenges she faced. Countless people who have been othered by our society will always be extremely thankful for her leadership. I am among them. 

			“These are just a few of the many ways that Velma and Norm have shown me how to fight for values that really matter to working people. With the courage of their convictions, they have been willing to put their very lives on the line to win justice.

			“They have inspired me to risk my own privilege to win racial justice and to help working people to improve their lives. Those who read their story will find themselves just as powerfully motivated.” 

			—Mary Kay Henry, International President, 
Service Employees International Union
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			To A. Philip Randolph and Bayard Rustin, 
dear friends, mentors, brothers in activism, 
and the architects of it all.

			and

			Michel Marriott, our dearest friend 
who helped to make this book possible.

		

	
		
			Foreword

			By Vernon E. Jordan Jr. and Congressman John Lewis

			Author’s note: Before their respective deaths in 2020 and 2021, Congressman John Lewis and former president of the National Urban League and civil rights attorney Vernon Jordan were among the friends and fellow activists given the opportunity to preview the manuscript of Climbing the Rough Side of the Mountain.

			I first met the Hills when I was a young man, not long out of Howard University Law School. I was in my hometown of Atlanta, Georgia, and involved in the Voter Education Project being led by the Southern Regional Council. This was the very early 1960s, and by then, Norman was already an experienced hand at organizing. He had, while a master’s degree student at the University of Chicago, managed some major mobilizing of students for Randolph and Rustin, who would become longtime mentors to the Hills. Norman was a member of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and already held deep and trusted ties with trade union leaders.

			To me, Norman Hill looked every bit the man who knew what he was doing; for me, that was an open invitation to learn as much as I could while working with him. It was soon after that I met his wife, Velma, a no-nonsense woman on a mission to change the world one picket line, one sit-in, wade-in, rally, and well laid-out plan at a time.

			And over the years, no matter what I was doing, from leading the National Urban League, or the United Negro College Fund, or advising the president of the United States, I have remembered the fine and enduring work of Norman and Velma Hill.

			—Vernon E. Jordan Jr.

			 

			 

			I was lucky to have met Norman and Velma early in my life as well. I was always struck by their enormous patience and humanity. As busy as they were—and they were always busy running here and there around the country, meeting day and night, even hosting movement people in their home in New York—they always seemed to have an encouraging moment for you.

			At that time, I was president of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. Hosea Williams of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and I led 600 protesters that March 7 over the Edmund Pettus Bridge. History remembers that day as “Bloody Sunday.”

			But after we licked our many psychic and physical wounds, we decided to face down the threat of renewed violence against us and march again in the name of our fallen brothers and sisters, and for voting rights. Just wouldn’t you know it, Norman and Velma Hill came to join us in that Selma to Montgomery march. And I applauded that. I appreciated them just as I had respected Norman’s work helping Bayard [Rustin] organize the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom two years earlier. Norman was nearby, too, when the march’s elders, including [A. Philip] Randolph, the old lion himself, wisely talked me into delivering a less strident version of the speech I gave that day.

			Today, from my House office as Georgia’s Fifth Congressional District [representative] in Washington, I try my hardest to be just as attentive to my constituents as Norman and Velma were to the movement, a lesson well learned.

			—Congressman John Lewis

		

	
		
			A Note to Readers

			Climbing the Rough Side of the Mountain employs the distinctive voices of Norman Hill (his use of language—urbane, polished, and often professorial) and Velma Hill (colorful, passionate, and sparkling with the Southern idioms of her mother’s small-town Mississippi origins). The Hills’ memoir chapters clearly yet subtly shift the narrative in and out of two voices by one voice identifying itself by referencing the other. For example, in shared chapters, which most are, Norman’s voice is identified by noting “Velma and I,” and conversely for Velma when she notes “Norman and I.” This avoids the rather clumsy and disjointed script style of identifying multiple voices. Italics are also used to indicate a shift from Velma’s to Norman’s voice and back again.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			“Now is the time to make real the promises of democracy.”

			—Martin Luther King Jr.

			It’s a common mistake, one made so frequently when it comes to de­scribing us over all these years that it is becoming easier and easier to understand.

			Put simply, yes, we—Norman Hill and Velma Murphy Hill—are lifelong activists, both now in our eighties but hardly retired. We’ve worked as husband and wife for nearly six decades in the civil rights and organized labor movements. We have organized, marched, participated in sit-ins and wade-ins, and gotten ourselves arrested, yelled at, browbeaten, harassed, even bloodied. We have demonstrated and strategized from Chicago to Selma, from Montgomery to Mississippi, from Washington, DC, to Atlanta, from coast to coast; and then, around the world, including apartheid South Africa, Brazil, and Israel.

			In those places and more, we have served under the banner of either civil rights or organized labor—and sometimes under both. So yes, perhaps it is reasonable that many people who know us, or just know of us, tend to mistake us as being strictly between those poles of protests and activism. Yet there was, at least to us, a clear overarching framework that bound those elements to each other, and then to us. 

			Still, Velma and I did little to dissuade most people from characterizing us as strictly movement activists. After all, on the second march from Selma to Montgomery in 1965, and before then, standing on the floor of the Lincoln Memorial overlooking the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, we worked closely with movement giants like Martin Luther King Jr., John Lewis, A. Philip Randolph, Bayard Rustin, Dorothy Height, George Meany, Walter Reuther, and Albert Shanker.

			We worked hard as activists, at least six days a week for much of our lives, serving in influential groups like the Office of Economic Opportunity, where Velma worked while I was at the Industrial Union Department at the AFL-CIO. In time, we became part of the leadership of other major organizations, including the Congress of Racial Equality.

			Norman joined the A. Philip Randolph Institute (APRI) as its associate director in 1967, and by 1980, he was named APRI’s national president. It was a post he held for twenty-four years, the longest in the history of the fifty-four-year-old organization, which is dedicated to building bridges between organized labor and the Black community.

			Velma, after earning her master’s degree in education at Harvard University in 1968, joined the United Federation of Teachers in New York and became an assistant to its president, and later was an American Federation of Teachers vice president. Paramount was her sustained and successful effort to help unionize the public schools’ thousands of paraprofessionals assisting teachers all over New York City.

			Along with the UFT and its leadership, you created the model that led to new opportunities for thousands of “paras” to obtain college degrees and return to the classroom as full-time teachers. Some also made their way to the system’s front offices as school principals.

			Norman and I feel very good about what we have been able to accomplish in the modern civil rights and labor movements. Yet, we long realized that the root reason for our life of dedication to each other, and these epochal movements, was more than met most people’s eyes.

			In truth, we were, and will remain, crusaders for democracy.

			And why not? It quickly became as plain to Norman and me as sunlight melts away the darkness that no meaningful outcome of the Great American Experiment of self-governance was possible if millions of people, by virtue of the color of their skin or economic status, were systematically excluded from participating in that experiment.

			This realization informed practically everything we did and do today. The whole of our work, which we share in this memoir, was, in fact—even when we didn’t always know it in the beginning—a struggle, in the words of Dr. King, “to make real the promises of democracy.”

			When many of the enemies of racial desegregation, like strongman Bull Connor of Birmingham, Alabama, may have thought of themselves as patriots in the 1960s, we harbored no doubts that they were enemies of American democracy. We saw the Ku Klux Klan, for example, as no less a domestic threat to democracy as we today think of terrorist groups like al-Qaeda and the Taliban posing severe threats to democracies worldwide.

			Any hateful ideology or campaign of racial rage aimed at limiting participation in democracy comes, Velma and I believe, at the detriment of democracy and its enormous potential for the good of the people. We think England’s 2016 Brexit referendum to leave the European Union, fueled in large part by a rising anti-immigrant populism there, is an example of the high cost of antidemocratic thinking and action.

			Global shifts to the right have also been seen in the rise of what amounts to democratically elected dictators, including President Tayyip Erdogan of Turkey and President Rodrigo Duterte of the Philippines.

			Closer to home, Norman and I were greatly troubled by the open attacks we saw on the core institutions of our own democracy waged by the misadministration of President Donald Trump. We were dismayed by his authoritarian and xenophobic tendencies, his blatant disregard for the rule of law, for truth. We were equally disturbed by his shattering of historically beneficial coalitions, domestically and internationally, and his open and frequent broadsides against America’s free press—all anathema to a healthy and fully functioning democracy.

			We are sharply concerned by patently antidemocratic practices on the rise. For instance, voter suppression in recent years severely limited the Black, youth, and senior votes in key elections. Most notable are the razor-thin electoral losses in 2018 of Democratic gubernatorial candidates Andrew Gillum in Florida and Stacey Abrams in Georgia. The fact that both candidates were Black also helps to underscore the persistence of entrenched electoral racism, which we see as decidedly undemocratic as Jim Crow poll taxes, literacy tests, and grandfather clauses. Of equal concern is the overturning of Roe v. Wade, and the assault on women’s reproductive rights.

			Velma and I see the challenge of Trumpism as one that presents the need for more vigorous democratic action, one that calls on a wide-ranging coalition of Blacks and whites and of the LGBT community. The outward manifestation of this may well look like a return to the rudiments of the civil rights and labor movements that we know so well. The Democratic Party’s successful approach to recapture the US Congress in 2018’s midterm elections bore witness to this. In 2022, the labor and civil rights coalition helped turn back the so-called Republican “red wave.” We believe there is a need to continue to galvanize a coalition including minorities, trade unionists, the underserved, and men and women of good will to stave off looming authoritarianism.

			Of course, when Velma and I first met in 1960 on a picket line in Chicago, we were primarily moved by the blatant injustices of racial discrimination we knew all too well as African Americans ourselves.

			In 1960, Norman was pursuing a master’s degree in the school of social work at the University of Chicago, and I was a youth leader in the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People in my native Chicago.

			Months after organizing meetings, our first cause was leading effective demonstrations we called wade-ins to integrate Rainbow Beach. It was a lakeside public park and beach that by law, but not in practice, was supposed to be open to anyone regardless of their skin color.

			Soon after our work at Rainbow Beach—a popular spot where the brother of the future first Black First Lady would have his new bicycle unlawfully seized by the police—Norman and I married each other.

			Relatively quickly, we came to realize that our greater cause was to democracy, that the organizing principle of our work together was to help protect, perfect, and promote democracy. We never deviated from that path and its commitments.

			Velma and I firmly believe that democracy is, by far, the best and most humane system of governing in the world. Yet, like all systems, it has its flaws.

			For instance, how can a man or woman ever hope to secure a useful place in this country if he or she cannot exercise their vote, a chief right of citizenship? And what place can anyone, Black or white, have in this country if they cannot secure work that pays a living wage?

			Too many people too soon forget that Dr. King’s movement work when he was assassinated in Memphis in 1968 was principally about laborers’ rights. He was there supporting the city’s striking sanitation workers, who were mostly Black, mostly underpaid, and largely dehumanized.

			Norman and I can never forget the haunting images of the strikers bearing huge signs proclaiming “I AM A MAN.” I’ve long been certain that you, Norman, gained a special insight there into the close connections of race, work, and democracy.

			Yes, Velma. I was in Memphis at the time to assist the staff of AFSCME, the American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees, which was trying to organize the sanitation workers, who had no union to protect them. This put me in close contact with Dr. King and his work there.

			Make no mistake, Dr. King and much of the leadership realized that what we were doing there was to combine the discipline and passion of the civil rights movement with the hard-nosed practicality of organized labor, all to elevate Black men who had been too long held down.

			Even before the bullet tore Dr. King from us, I could see how exhausted he was. There were many setbacks. Yet, he never failed to rally himself to press forward. Like when you, Norman, organized APRI affiliates in Louisiana to get out the Black vote when David Duke, the former grand wizard of the KKK, was running for governor there in 1991.

			The idea there, Velma, was not only to help demonstrate how much power Blacks in Louisiana had to shape their own electoral destiny by way of the ballot box, but also to show them how to organize and mobilize themselves to make democracy work.

			I remember how we similarly introduced Black workers to the tools of harnessing democracy as we helped them organize during our time as labor leaders. For many Blacks, trade unions were their first introduction to a democratic mass institution. And it provided many of them with a democratic experience from which they could learn.

			Norman and I saw this all the time. When a person goes into a shop, whether a paraprofessional in a school or a steel worker in a factory, he or she begins to realize that they have no power. They learn that they serve at the whim of some agent or boss. Then something happens when they organize themselves into a union: They understand that there is power in a collective. In a union, they realize that they can exercise some control over their work life. This experience teaches them about their own power, and that power is democratic.

			Velma and I saw this phenomenon vividly at work in apartheid South Africa, which, ironically enough, had very strong trade unions for Black workers. What the white-minority government may have failed to realize was that this organized labor experience helped to create the leadership equipped with the skills and tools needed to transform the country into a true democracy.

			Case in point: South Africa’s current president, Cyril Ramaphosa, has deep leadership roots in trade unionism as the founder and first secretary of the National Union of Mineworkers there.

			We hope we are providing you with a double lens through which to read our book: seeing not only our personal love story but also our love for the work of civil rights and of organized labor, and always our love for democracy, which helped define and galvanize all that we did and attempted to do.

			There is a quote of Dr. King’s, often cited in fragments, that spoke to the need to work forthrightly in the name of democracy: “We are now faced with the fact that tomorrow is today. We are confronted with the fierce urgency of now. In this unfolding conundrum of life and history, there is such a thing as being too late. This is no time for apathy or complacency. This is a time for vigorous and positive action.”

			This is how we felt throughout our movement days, and throughout every day that has followed.

			Given the current political climate dominated by Trumpism, we are challenged to engage in mass activism, developing a broader and deeper coalition of prodemocratic forces to hasten equality and economic justice in our nation.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			What a time to be young, full of promise, and in love. It was 1960. The dawning of a new decade was beginning to illuminate our uneven path to racial equality. It was a journey of heart and conscience so many of us—millions of young Americans of African descent—were making. Along the way, we were finding new purpose. We were unabashed. We simply wanted to change the world and, in our youthful hubris, were convinced that the world would comply.

			And why not? Evidence of monumental changes in the condition of our people, of oppressed people everywhere, seemed all around us. We could see it in the courageous sit-in movement for desegregation and in a swelling liberation movement loosening the colonial grip on Africa. We even saw it in the 1956 revolution of the Hungarian people, who removed a repressive regime, if only briefly, in favor of democratic self-rule.

			A. Philip Randolph, the regal patriarch of organized Black labor, was taking on the trade union movement, pressing for the AFL-CIO and its affiliated unions to eliminate racial discrimination among its ranks.

			Direct action was beginning to melt away the icy resolve of the segregationists, revealing the inevitability of racial integration in America.

			The civil rights movement was on the march. We watched years earlier an unassuming Black seamstress say, with a rousing, quiet dignity, no more. We saw a young, little-known Baptist preacher in Montgomery, Alabama, step in to lead ordinary Black folks in a yearlong boycott of the city’s bus system. Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King Jr. had started a wave that would wipe away decades of dehumanizing practices and customs.

			Change was heavy in the air. It had a sound, from the silky, exuberant intonations of Johnny Mathis singing “Wonderful! Wonderful!” to the blues-infused stomp of Ray Charles pleading on the radio to have his heart unchained. You could see all this too in the sure-footed R&B elegance of the Temptations and the wigged, wide-eyed wonder of the Supremes, both straight out of Motown, the Black-owned record company founded and operated by Berry Gordy, a former Detroit autoworker. These stars glittered in black and white on tiny televisions, coast to coast, tuned to The Ed Sullivan Show on Sunday evenings. In 1960, Dizzy Gillespie was inducted into DownBeat magazine’s Jazz Hall of Fame. Miles Davis and his trumpet were defining cool for a nation redefining itself.

			And there it was too—success and ascendancy—splashed across the covers of Ebony and Jet magazines in the darkly enchanting faces of Dorothy Dandridge, Sidney Poitier, and Diana Sands. Abstract expressionism found a new, Black cast in the collages of Romare Bearden. In the early 1960s, he and others would form a civil-rights-oriented art collective called Spiral.

			Lorraine Hansberry had already mesmerized Broadway in 1959 with her play A Raisin in the Sun, her bittersweet portrayal of a Black, urban family looking for a way to escape their hard-bitten lives. Ralph Ellison had won the National Book Award in 1953 for Invisible Man. James Baldwin was finding his way to The Fire Next Time.

			These were days of abundance, of full skirts and skinny neckties. Manufacturing was king. Steel meant US Steel, and anything stamped with anything other than “Made in the USA” whispered substandard. You could see it in a new kind of soaring architecture, in its stripped-down stacks of glass boxes that screamed modern to passersby. You could see it in the cars with their projecting taillights and fins that made them resemble science-fiction spaceships while America was scrambling to chase the Soviets with the real things.

			And people were talking issues, politics, big ideas again, debating in coffeehouses, in cafes, and on college campuses. In the wake of the McCarthyism of the early 1950s, the civil rights movement brought a new impetus to academic freedom. It really did. And it was a time when all kinds of young people wanted to get involved in social action to better others. There was a wave of activism that would power John F. Kennedy’s Peace Corps and Lyndon B. Johnson’s War on Poverty.

			It was light-years away from the “Me” generation’s preoccupations with itself. The ’60s was the era of a Second American Revolution in this country. And we knew it.

			In the midst of all that, we met in Chicago. One of us was a native of that Midwestern Oz for millions of colored masses who arrived there during the Great Migration. The other was born and raised in relative ease in Summit, New Jersey. And it was our commitment to activism that brought us together, sped us to the altar, and made us a team for the rest of our lives. No matter what we accomplished—or failed to accomplish—in The Movement, we always had each other.

			Yes, 1960 would be our watershed, beginning with our work with the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE). Our lives would touch and be touched by the likes of A. Philip Randolph, Bayard Rustin, Oscar Brown Jr., Stokely Carmichael, Andrew Young, and Martin Luther King Jr., among many others.

			We could feel the start of a general opening of opportunities for Blacks and other minorities that one day was bound to reach into all sectors of national life. We, the young and the motivated, had a lot to do with it because we, in effect, said we don’t have to accept things the way they are and we can do something immediately, personally and directly, about the situation. In a way, we became the teachers in a sort of role reversal that showed the adults that we didn’t have to accept the unfair, the unjust, or the status quo.

			That was the spirit of the sit-in movement that started, for all intents and purposes, on February 1, 1960. Four Black students, freshmen from the Agricultural and Technical College of North Carolina, decided to challenge the “whites only” policy of the Woolworth store in Greensboro. They entered the store, sat at its lunch counter, and ordered coffee. When they were refused service, suffered insults, and had hot coffee poured on them, the Woolworth manager asked them to leave. They stayed until the store closed.

			The following day, almost two dozen Black students from other campuses joined the sit-in. None were served. All were heckled and harassed. But soon the press began covering this nonviolent demonstration of resistance. Each day the number of demonstrators grew, from sixty to three hundred, and soon spilled over to other towns, including Winston-Salem, Durham, Raleigh, and Charlotte, then to Lexington, Kentucky; Richmond, Virginia; and Nashville, Tennessee.

			While most people thought of the civil rights struggle as being a Southern thing, the movement had no geographical boundary. In 1960, we met on a picket line in front of a Woolworth on the South Side of Chicago. It was a demonstration held in solidarity with those sit-ins in the South. Our Woolworth up north was already integrated. But even in Chicago, people needed to be reminded of what was happening elsewhere.

			We had such a bounce in our step, a glide in our stride that spoke of a renewed grace and confidence. There was fun, unguarded laughter, and a zest for the possible. And there was always a sense of mission, the serious business of belonging to a generation of Black people primed to transform everything that had come before it, to step up, speak out, and lift up, in unparalleled numbers and in unprecedented ways.

			We were organized and organizers. And we were risk-takers in risky times. But we were also something else: fulfilled.

			Sixty-three years later, we are still no less fulfilled and committed to each other and the hard work still to be done. There’s no discount, no bargain basement clearance sale on freedom and opportunity. Despite having had Barack Obama, a Black man and adopted son of Chicago, in the White House, the struggle continues.

			We have written this book, our shared memoir, in the spirit of telling the story of our involvement in the civil rights and labor movements. Both helped to further democratize this nation.

			We offer a narrative that is as much a reflection of our souls and hearts as it is a product of our intellects. As eyewitnesses and participants, we hope that you discover some insight into a history that is much too often ossified by fussy footnotes, arcane academia, and “official” recollections. Nevertheless, we have, for this book, been exhaustively meticulous in researching the landscape and events of our lives together as husband and wife, and as civil rights and labor activists. We have done our homework, consulting pertinent documents, books, and publications to best clarify and verify our experiences and shared memories. And of course, we sought out and spoke with friends, colleagues, and associates whose living memories of our time proved greatly valuable in chronicling our own.

			Our story of the movement is a living story, one with roots reaching deep, far below the topsoil of generations that have reaped so many of its benefits. Our story of the movement is one that, of course, looks back, but it also looks forward and is populated with consequences and demands that are as contemporary as the moment you read these words.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Wade In the Water, 
Desegregating Rainbow Beach

			It was 1960 and I’d come home from Northern Illinois University at DeKalb, an hour’s drive but a world away from my family’s home on the far South Side of Chicago. I had again done very well that semester. College suited me, a twenty-one-year-old Black woman-child, each day much more a woman than a child. I had a boyfriend now—a man, really.

			He was twenty-seven years old, sophisticated, handsome, and as promising as a new day when you thought you had seen your last. But at this moment, I wasn’t thinking about Norman. I was standing in the upstairs bathroom of my family’s first home that we didn’t rent, combing my hair, and letting a tiny transistor radio set the rhythm of my comb’s strokes.

			When I looked at my face in the mirror, I didn’t so much see me—my smooth, richly brown skin, dark eyes, and effortlessly incandescent smile. No, I saw my Mississippi-born-and-raised mother, and all I could think was, Ma is so proud of me. I could read it in her generous, almond-shaped eyes that genetics deemed I should share with her. I could read Ma’s eyes as plain as I could the headlines of the Chicago Daily Defender. Yet, I knew my mother was also worried about me. Part of it was my going to college out of her sight and reach. I was only seventeen years old when I had entered college. Too young, she thought, the baby of seven children. But I had eventually assured her that lots of kids start college at that age.

			In time, Ma saw that I could handle it, that I was getting a good education, and that I was a good girl. Maybe too long a single mother with four daughters and two sons to raise on a factory worker’s salary, my mother wasn’t comfortable with men. Don’t let me lie—Ruby Murphy had a problem with men. She didn’t trust them. They made her nervous, suspicious. Lord have mercy, Mother was very strict when it came to boys. “Don’t sit on no man’s lap.” “You don’t let them touch you.”

			What she really cared about was education. Maybe it was because she never got a chance to finish high school. My older brother, Wallace, taught her how to read the newspaper. It was always assumed in my house that I would excel in school. One day I overheard Ma talking to someone on the telephone. “My baby is doing so well in college,” she said with a glee in her voice that made me grin. “I think she’s smart enough to become president.”

			On this late August morning, I wasn’t thinking about education. My mind drifted back to another morning earlier that summer.…

			It was June. I combed my hair, put on a little lipstick, and hurried downstairs to do some errands. I had to get back home and get ready for the meeting of the NAACP Youth Council that evening. I had just been elected its president and was a little nervous. I was to chair the meeting and we had a guest speaker coming—as far as I was concerned, a very special guest. The council had been asked to join a coalition of groups to pressure both the Democrats and the Republicans during that presidential election year to include a strong civil rights plank in their party platforms.

			The Democrats had scheduled their nominating convention for Los Angeles that summer, and the Republicans were meeting right here in Chicago in late July.

			We had invited Norman Hill, that guy I had met on the Woolworth picket line just weeks earlier and a coordinator of the March on Conventions Movement, to address our gathering. It was a sweltering ninety-five degrees outside that evening, and the inadequate air-conditioning in a cramped room in our neighborhood community center made our meeting of fifty people feel twice as large in half the space. We were all dressed casually in shorts, T-shirts, and sandals. The meeting had already started when Mr. Hill walked into the room. I had talked to him only briefly when he was leading the picket line, so to me, he was still Mr. Hill. But this time, in this setting of mostly young people, he seemed shy and a little awkward. I immediately began feeling closer to him, sensing that he was someone I could be on a first-name basis with. I remember thinking how very uncomfortable he must be in that heavy suit. Nevertheless, he was striking. He was at least five years older than most of us in the group, yet his sensitive, coffee-colored face and gentle brown eyes seemed to close the age gap. He caught and held everyone’s attention—especially the women.

			As I listened to him speak, I thought, I bet he’s smart.

			Although I had recently met Velma on the Woolworth picket line, this time, at the Youth Council meeting, I sort of saw her for the first time. Velma’s eyes were what I noticed first. They were dark and her gaze was direct, like they started speaking to you before her words did, and she spoke a lot. My mother, back in Summit, New Jersey, where I was born, would always be after me about the sort of woman I should marry. She used to tell my brothers and me that she didn’t want us to bring any dark-skinned woman—darker than her light skin—into the family. I didn’t pay that any mind. I was always drawn to attractive women but was always more captivated by what they had to say when they opened their mouths than the brilliance of their smiles. Nonetheless, Velma had, and still has, one sparkler of a smile. Shortly after I met her, she impressed me as a woman with a lot to say. Sixty-three years later, she still impresses me with what’s on her mind.

			That evening at the Youth Council gathering, I remember how she beckoned me to the front of the room and introduced me. By the summer of 1960, I had talked to so many roomfuls of energized Black people. I could feel how anxious they were, like me, to change the world, crack it open, and shake out its many opportunities for all people, Black and white. The year before, I had become the executive secretary of the Illinois Socialist Party. I was an organizer, and after completing a short stint in the US Army in 1958, I became a graduate student in social work at the University of Chicago. Martin Luther King Jr. and labor and civil rights leaders A. Philip Randolph and Bayard Rustin had just asked me to help coordinate a march on the Republican National Convention in Chicago.

			I thought speaking to a room of young NAACP members wouldn’t be very difficult. I was confident that I could persuade some of them to follow me in a march on the convention in their hometown. But I noticed a slight but discernible disconnect during the beginning of my remarks.

			Norman was a wonderful speaker. But back then, though, I noticed a pronounced New York or northeastern accent. I wasn’t alone. My best friend, Bobbie, who sat beside me, leaned over and whispered in my ear, “What is he saying? Where did he come from? I don’t understand a word he’s saying.”

			I said, “Shhh, I think he’s cute. I want to hear this.” After a while, I didn’t even notice his accent.

			A new revolution began in the United States when young Negro students, some no older than most of you, went into an all-white restaurant in Greensboro, North Carolina, demanding to be served. That sit-in helped to ignite the flames that sparked demonstrations all over this country.

			I was sent here by a civil rights leader whose name is A. Philip Randolph. Mr. Randolph has called for a march on both political parties to let them know that their platforms must reflect a firm commitment to racial equality and the needs of all. We want you to be a part of this movement for change.

			As Norman spoke, I knew that I really wanted to be a part of this movement for change. I wanted to hear more about A. Philip Randolph. I wanted to know more about the civil rights struggles. Most of all, I wanted to know more about this Norman Hill. His words reminded me that social activism was always a part of my life. Demonstrating for change was natural to me. As a very young kid, I walked picket lines with my mother when her union was on strike. I remembered the songs, the signs, the solidarity, the overwhelming feeling that everyone was united and marching for something important. I saw a future in Norman’s smile, and my college suddenly seemed very far away.

			It wasn’t long after our initial meetings that Velma and I started dating and relating, doing our best to see each other a few times a week. Sometimes I would take public transportation, but more often borrow a car from a friend to drive from where I lived in a rented students’ apartment in Hyde Park to Velma and her family’s house on West 92nd Street and Parnell Avenue. It wasn’t a long drive. And I enjoyed seeing her, walking with her in this practically all-Black, tree-lined neighborhood known as Gresham. I was falling in love with her.

			I can remember so clearly our first real date. She had extended an invitation for me to come to her house, to meet her mother, to have dinner with them. I don’t know why it took at least a few invitations before I found myself actually driving to that house on Parnell Street. But the time I finally did, I was driving a friend’s station wagon, as oversized a car as the suit I was wearing with a bright red, woolen necktie. I was going over in my mind what I was going to say to Velma’s mother, Mrs. Murphy. This would be our first meeting.

			My mother and I were at the bay window in our house when we saw Norman drive up. We watched him get out of the car. At that moment, my mother turned to me and said with skepticism, “Is that the man you were telling me so much about?”

			“Be nice,” I told her as I ran to open the door.

			The dinner went well, and Mom behaved. Soon after, Norman and I took a long walk, hand in hand. It was so romantic, even though we talked more politics than romance.

			I remember how lovely, vibrant, and attractive Velma was in the early evening light on the far South Side of Chicago. I leaned into her and asked softly, “Do you want to take a drive? Have you been to The Point in Hyde Park?”

			I told him yes, at first, with my eyes, and then I remembered to actually speak: “Yes, that sounds good. Let’s go.”

			That place on Lake Michigan was so glorious, the dark, gentle wash of waves, the sound of the lake’s lips lightly brushing the rock, the lights of occasional ships passing slowly on a horizon too distant and black to see. We were alone. We never left the car. This was where we shared our first kiss. Glorious.

			Those moments with Velma were a special, moving experience of the heart.

			For Norman and me, yes, I would have to say it was a whirlwind relationship. It really was. I trusted him. And he had great legs. He still has great legs. We kissed and held hands. But I still don’t fully understand why I had so much trouble getting that man to my house the first time. I mean, really!

			The second time I broached an offer for dinner—the one that, thank the Lord, took—was after a rather serious talk we had about the still-emerging civil rights movement, the labor movement, and the state of social democracy all over the world. We had planned a vigil designed to get more young people involved in the movement. During the meeting, I whispered to Norm that I wanted to speak to him after the session was finished.

			I looked into Velma’s big brown eyes and said, “Yes, fine.” I told her that I would meet her in the restaurant across the street. I had no idea what she wanted, but I was certainly interested in finding out.

			I don’t know why but asking Norman to meet me like that made me feel a little anxious. I left as the meeting was breaking up and ran across the street into the restaurant’s bathroom. I checked my hair and put on some lip balm with a touch of color and walked out of the ladies’ room to see Norm sitting in a nearby booth looking for me. He smiled when he saw me. I sat down across from him and said it had been a very good meeting.

			Maybe I nodded. I told Velma that I thought everything was going on the right track, now.

			“What can I do for you?” I asked her.

			She smiled that big smile at me and said, “I want to do something for you. I know you are from the East Coast. Is it New York or New Jersey?”

			I told Velma that I was born and raised in New Jersey, the son of a successful dentist.

			“Well, it sure seems like you’re a long way from home,” Velma said, lowering the wattage of her smile a little. I don’t know if I was smiling back. Probably not. She continued. “If you’d like a nice home-cooked meal, you’re invited to my house either Saturday or Sunday of next week.”

			We both smiled broadly and our eyes were shining as we agreed on Saturday. He looked at me as if there hadn’t been a previous invitation. I had made the first one when I met Norman on that picket line. Norman’s baby brother, John, was there and heard me. “You sound a lot like my brother,” he told me. “You should talk to him.”

			My brother John found me on the picket line and said he had someone he wanted me to meet. He brought me over to Velma and introduced us. Without skipping a beat, she asked, “I heard you’re a socialist?” And I answered, “Why, yes.”

			I looked at Norman right into his eyes and asked him if he wanted to come to my house for dinner. I don’t think he knew that I was still living at home and that if a dinner was going to be cooked, it would be cooked by my mother.

			I asked Norman again, at the restaurant, because I wasn’t sure he’d come, but he assured me that he would.

			At the restaurant that afternoon, I looked at Velma and became inexplicably serious, very serious, in fact. I told her that I loved our talks, which I had looked forward to. I told her that I had to be completely honest with her.

			Then you took my hand, Norman. Remember?

			I do, Velma, and I remember that my heart was in my throat.

			And I noticed that you weren’t wearing a wedding ring on that hand. Then I braced for whatever would come next.

			I told her that I had been seeing someone, that her name was Yvonne Stevens. But I quickly told Velma that since I had gotten to know her…well, I looked forward to seeing her sweet smile each day.

			Norm, you told me that I was smart and that you liked the way my mind worked and that you loved how I made you laugh.

			And I said, stumbling around a little, that I didn’t know what was ahead for us, but I did know that I had to end the other relationship and see if there could be more for us.

			By the end of the march on the Republican convention—which selected Richard M. Nixon to run against John F. Kennedy—we were officially a couple. After the demonstration at the convention, the NAACP Youth Council discussions turned to staging a “wade-in demonstration” to desegregate Rainbow Beach. It was a popular stretch of sandy beach along Lake Michigan from 75th Street to 79th Street, part of a string of similar parks and recreation areas managed by the Chicago Park District.

			The district was, of course, supported by the city’s taxpayers, Black and white. But more by practice than by law, these areas were segregated with Blacks having the least access to such lovely places. A vintage poster for the Illinois Central train line depicts Rainbow Beach. It’s shown hugging the sweeping curve of the lake with Chicago’s skyline soaring in the background. People in bathing suits and sun wear are frolicking there under the rubric of “The Vacation City.” Everyone in the poster is white.

			Norman and I knew that Chicago, one of the most residentially segregated cities in America, has a long, tragic history of racial tension and turf wars. On a Sunday, July 27, 1919, Eugene Williams, a Black seventeen-year-old, was swimming alone along the shore of Lake Michigan near the 29th Street Beach. Chicagoans knew that the 27th Street Beach was for Blacks, but not the beach two blocks to the south. When Eugene drifted across some invisible boundary that separated the white-only waters of the lake from the black waters, some white beach bathers took the unwritten law into their own hands. They began throwing rocks at the Black teenager until he drowned. No one was arrested for the incident, except for a Black man on the scene, probably upset by what he had witnessed.

			That night, whites began attacking Blacks in the city as Chicago’s South and Southwest Sides erupted into a full-blown race riot. The rioting didn’t stop until thirteen days later when the state militia was called in. In the violence, 23 Blacks and 15 whites had been killed, and 537 others—342 Blacks and 178 whites—injured.

			As late as July 30, 1960, on a Chicago beach, a Black police officer named Harold Carr and his wife and children were harassed by rocks and racist jeers hurled by a gang of white youth, according to an article published in the Chicago Daily Defender. It reported that Carr spotted a white police sergeant nearby, but the officer did not come to his family’s aid. Frustrated, Carr ran to his automobile and got his service revolver. But Carr and his family were forced to leave. The place was Rainbow Beach.

			The incident further persuaded the NAACP Youth Council that something had to be done.

			When Velma told me about plans for a wade-in to integrate the beaches, starting with Rainbow Beach, it sounded like a very good idea. I believed in direct action. Five years earlier, I had followed the Montgomery bus boycott in Alabama with great interest. I realized that Velma and her Youth Council were taking their cues from young people in the South staging sit-ins to push for integration of public places. But Velma’s leadership had its detractors, especially among the adults in the NAACP chapter in Chicago. Velma brought me in as an unofficial consultant, an adviser for the planned wade-in. It was to be staged before the city closed the beaches for the winter on Labor Day.

			During the meeting, there were two major concerns: Would we defy the NAACP adult leadership who had discouraged all direct action? And would whites be permitted to join our wade-in? I, with Norman’s support, pushed to have whites included. That troubled some of our members. Youth Council members not only worked together, but also socialized, dancing and playing records together. Some of the members complained that whites wouldn’t understand us. “They don’t know anything about our music and dances,” an objector said. “We don’t want to change the way we do things for them,” another said.

			 But Norman and I felt very strongly about presenting an integrated group to desegregate Rainbow Beach. It just made sense.

			Howard Irving, an executive board member, spoke up. “We don’t want whites going with us,” he told the gathering. “We want to do it by ourselves! They will start coming to our meetings and our parties, and we’ll have to change the way we act. They don’t understand our culture. We just want the right to use that beach like anybody else.”

			My buddy Bobbie, whose full name was Barbara Jean Tiller, replied: “Let them come along. We should not be afraid that some group is going to change us so fast. They just want to help.”

			After a couple of hours of more talk, we decided to defy—for the first time in my memory—the NAACP adult leadership and demonstrate.

			We had talked about carrying out the wade-in for a long time. The adults just did not want it because they were more for making change through the legal system, the courts. They were not for direct action. And they had also been compromised by the political machine of Chicago Mayor Richard Daley. The last thing they wanted was for us to do something that could embarrass Daley.

			So when these guys said, “Velma, I think there are other ways to do this,” we said—the audacity of youth speaking up—“We don’t know any other way.”

			We also voted to let a group of liberal white youth from Hyde Park that Norman brought in join us for Chicago’s first wade-in.

			The demonstration took place on the morning of August 28. It was one of those hot, hot—oh, Lord—Chicago days. Going outside was like walking into a blast furnace. You could see the heat rising off the sidewalks, giving even the most brazen of barefooted bathers second thoughts. I put on shorts and a white blouse over my bathing suit. I had to use a towel to wipe off the perspiration streaming down my face. It was not just the temperature. It was also the anticipation of danger. Looking back on it, I was scared. I know you aren’t supposed to say you were scared about something like this, but I was.

			I watched Velma slide into the car’s backseat with me. A bunch of us in a borrowed Pontiac drove to her house. Under my slacks, I was wearing some red swimming trunks that were trimmed with blue. I wore a shirt and held Velma’s hand as we drove from West 92nd Street to 3111 West 77th Street, the entrance to Rainbow Beach.

			Thirty people—one-third white and two-thirds Black—showed up for the wade-in with their swimsuits, blankets, towels, and chess and checker sets. We met in the park at the edge of the beach as a staging area, and we could feel that just about everyone was tense with the anticipation of danger and uncertainty. At times like these, you sort of know that what you’re doing could get you hurt—maybe. But then you think, and I didn’t know if Norman was thinking the same thing that I was, nobody’s going to hurt us. They’re not going to do it.

			I thought back to when I left my house on 92nd Street. Ma stopped me and gave me a tight hug and said: “Velma, I want you to be very careful. Don’t take chances and let me know that you are all right when everything is over.”

			I gave Ma a big kiss and told her not to worry. I laugh now when I think about it, but I told her that the police would be there and I’d call her when the demonstration was over. The naiveté of youth.

			My parents back in New Jersey didn’t see much value in what I was doing with my life at the time. In their eyes, civil rights didn’t appear to be a shrewd career move. It looked more like rocking the boat, and they had managed to secure a pretty comfortable cabin on that boat. But I knew there was a higher calling in opening doors for those who have systematically had doors closed to them for too long. I was convinced that Velma was answering the same call even though she was six years younger than me. So I smiled at her when she got into the car headed to the beach and reveled in her passion to make a positive difference in the world.

			Norman’s smile was comforting. No, even better—it was reassuring. Still, I was struggling to not broadcast my worry. I said to myself: “Be cool. Be confident, and definitely do not throw up.” I had to set a good example for the others. As we walked on the beach, Norman and I noticed that it was crowded. And everyone was white. People were playing volleyball, kids were running into the lake’s edge, families were sitting on blankets and enjoying the afternoon. A group of men were sitting on a high seawall near the water. Everyone turned to look at us as we slowly walked toward Lake Michigan. As we approached the water, it seemed that all talking stopped and everyone on the beach was staring at our group.

			I heard someone yell out, “You’re on the wrong beach, niggers.” I felt the nasty word slap me across the face. We all tried to ignore the hurtful stares and comments, found a place near the water, put down our blankets, and started to play checkers, chess, and cards. Some took out books and began to read, uneasily. There weren’t any protest signs. I guess our bodies—Black and white—on that whites-only beach was evidence enough of protest.

			Some of us took off our shoes; some peeled off their street clothes and started to swim. I glanced at Norman and didn’t go too far into the lake. I just went in and splashed around because I thought I had to be there and watch everybody.

			I watched Velma.

			The one thing we both noticed was that there were no police. Anywhere. I told Norman that there were usually police around. There were lifeguards, but no police at the time. We sent one of the white demonstrators to call the police and tell them what we were doing with hopes that they would come. He trotted back to the beach, flashing a thumbs-up sign.

			After about an hour, things got quiet, and the beach thinned out. No one was playing volleyball, the women and children had left, and the beach was almost deserted. I signaled the group that we should begin to leave. It was only 2 p.m., and Rainbow Beach was strangely still.

			Then we heard it. It sounded like a drum banging. Boom. Boom. Boom. Boom.

			At first the beat was slow, and then it seemed louder and faster. Everyone heard it, and you could see the fear flow over us like a fog. Norman and I didn’t run. No one did. But we did pick up our gait. We started singing an anthem of the movement, “We Shall Overcome.” We could see all these guys sitting on that seawall where the sound of that damn drum was coming from. Its beat was coming faster now, and all these white men, some young, but a lot of them older than Norman and my big brother, Wallace, who was with us, started jumping down from the wall and coming to surround us.

			There must have been at least a couple of hundred of them. I’ll never forget the face of one. He had icy-blue eyes that didn’t convey even a spark of humanity, like an animal’s eyes. His face was pinched and badly pockmarked; his skin was chalky, drained of color. Dead. I can see it to this day.

			I stayed close to Velma, who was leading the group. I was trying to protect her when the rocks came raining down on us and the mob began to close in on us.

			I looked to Norman and could see the phalanx of men carrying chains and rocks and bricks. The chalky man appeared to be a leader. We were surrounded by hatred on three sides; our backs were to the water. The only way out was to walk past this angry mob that was shouting profanities at us. I heard Bill Hart from the Hyde Park contingent whisper, “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

			We were singing loudly now, and rocks were whizzing by us, falling hard into the sand with a thud. Someone got struck on his shoulder. Then, I felt myself falling. A sharp pain tore into the back of my head and blood warmly soaked my white blouse. A rock had found its mark. My brother Wallace went nuts at the sight of me bloodied and knocked senseless for wanting no more than what should have already been ours.

			I grabbed Velma and picked her up. I don’t remember being angry, just concerned about getting her out of harm’s way and to safety. I heard her say one thing in the midst of all the chaos that day: “Where’s Norman?”

			I told Velma that I was right there as we all headed to a simple structure where people changed their clothes at the edge of the beach and nearby park land. It was several yards away. We locked the door, but we could hear the mob pounding, trying to get in. Suddenly we heard police sirens and then nothing. Someone outside yelled: “Open the door. This is the police. Is anybody hurt?”

			I was bleeding badly. The police must have seen the blood on the ground leading to the door. An ambulance came. I think I passed out for a couple of minutes. Some of my memories around this part of it fade in and out. I do remember Norm was at my side, holding my hand at the hospital.

			Some published accounts of that day said I just got “glanced,” but I got seventeen stitches in my head. Other demonstrators had cuts and bruises. As I came out of the treatment area into the hospital waiting room, I was glad to see that everybody was there. We agreed to come back the next week, and every week until the beach was safe—and integrated.

			On August 20, 2011, the Park District of Chicago unveiled a historical marker on the spot where Norman and I—and so many others—literally stood our ground for a purpose greater than our own. We attended a wonderful commemoration of the wade-ins that day, and Norman and I spoke about what those protests meant then and now. I believe the marker reflects our feelings remarkably well. It reads:

			Here on August 28th, 1960, an integrated group of thirty young Chicagoans led by the South Side NAACP Youth Council and its President, Velma Murphy (Hill), initiated the first “wade-in” at Rainbow Beach, braving mob violence to do so. This protest challenged de facto segregation that existed at most city beaches and parks in Chicago at the time. Further “wade-ins” at Rainbow Beach took place in the summer of 1961, spearheaded by the NAACP, with religious and labor groups, and other community leaders. These actions helped inspire Chicagoans to confront discrimination across the city, through the 1960’s and thereafter.

			Chicago is now a more tolerant city, where all can participate in public life. This is a tribute to those 30 young activists and the values they championed: the audacity of youth, the power of non-violent direct action and its capacity to affirm the dignity of all brothers and sisters of every class and color.

			As we left the hospital that day more than half a century ago, we saw Howard, the Youth Council member who had objected to an integrated group protesting at Rainbow Beach, helping one of the white Hyde Park youths who had been injured. Howard held the young man’s arm and said, “Watch your step now.”

			The white youth replied, “I’ve never been so scared in all my life, but we’ve gotta go back.” We did.

			About a month later, Norman and I were wed. We were blissfully happy, but the trauma of that day of rocks and racism wasn’t finished with us. It would strike again in a bloody fury and claim the most innocent of all victims.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			A New Beachhead

			By the spring of 1965, we had become accomplished activists and dedicated veterans of the civil rights movement.

			All around us, the stream of history rushed with powerful currents. So many of us were involved in a mass movement that was gripping America. It was giving Blacks, and progressive souls of all colors, reason to believe that a better day was on the nation’s brightening horizon.

			Lyndon B. Johnson was securely in the White House. In a landslide, the plainspoken Texan had won the presidential election the year before and in January of 1965 was sworn in to his first full term after assuming the presidency in the wake of Kennedy’s assassination in the fall of 1963. Johnson had already signed the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the most comprehensive civil rights legislation in American history, which eliminated discrimination in virtually every area of public life.

			Yet there was still much civil rights work to be done in Congress, and Johnson promised that the Voting Rights Act—a twentieth-century guarantee of a nineteenth-century promise of full Black enfranchisement—would be the law of the land in June.

			It was in these transcendent times that Bayard Rustin, the chief strategist of the civil rights movement and prime planner of the 1963 March on Washington, asked us to leave Washington, DC. At the time, Velma was director of the DC branch of Americans for Democratic Action, and I was on the staff of the Industrial Union Department of the AFL-CIO, working as a legislative representative and liaison to the civil rights movement. Rustin wanted us to join him in the Deep South.

			The Southern Christian Leadership Conference, led by Dr. King, was calling hundreds upon hundreds of college students to Atlanta to be trained to fight racial segregation and help Southern Blacks take the best advantage of the vote Washington was working to ensure them. Andrew Young, one of Dr. King’s closest confidants and aides, asked Rustin to help coordinate this undertaking in a telegram:

			April 14, 1965

			We are in the process of organizing our executive steering committee for SCLC’s summer project (SCOPE). Your name has been suggested because of the important role that you have played in the movement over the years. It is urgent that you meet with some of SCLC’s top officials April 20, at 5:00 P.M. at SCLC’s headquarters in New York 312 West 125th Street. Please give us your reply at the home office in Atlanta 522-1420 c/o Hosea L. Williams. Sincerely Andrew J. Young Executive Assistant to the President Southern Christian Leadership Conference 330 Auburn Ave Atlanta Georgia.

			The SCLC mobilized the conference, in which Dr. King himself would address the attendees, under the banner of SCOPE, the Summer Community Organization for Political Education. Some of his first words to the students were: “This generation of students is found where history is being made.”

			The program was inspired by the 1964 Mississippi Freedom Summer. We would be trainers for the weeklong orientation that began June 14 on the leafy campus of Morris Brown College, part of a complex of historically Black centers of higher learning that included Clark and Atlanta Universities and Morehouse College, which Dr. King famously attended. The volunteers would stay with local Black families who were paid $15 a week for the students’ room and board. Trainers like us were strictly volunteers.

			Upon our arrival in Atlanta, we would also learn that we were being summoned to join a group of advisers gathered there to help Dr. King make a monumental decision regarding the very direction of the civil rights movement. But that would come later.

			Bayard and A. Philip Randolph, the father of the modern civil rights struggle, were our mentors. They made sure that we understood what they were doing and why they were doing it, and that we had a role. Most of the time, when people mentor, they don’t do that. But Bayard and Mr. Randolph were very conscious of who we were and wanted us to learn. They were not hung up on their own prestige or positions.

			We were assigned to conduct workshops, as were many others who would also address the gathering. Among the trainers and speakers were Vernon Jordan of the Voter Education Project, years before he became chief executive director of the Urban League and a close friend to President Bill Clinton; Black historian John Hope Franklin; Michael Harrington, a democratic socialist and author of The Other America; John Doar, President Johnson’s assistant attorney general for civil rights, and Ralph Helstein, president of the United Packinghouse Workers, a progressive union with a long and strong record on civil rights. And of course, Andrew Young and Ralph Abernathy of Dr. King’s inner circle attended, along with lawyers, journalists, actors, religious leaders, and educators.

			Norman focused on teaching the students—mostly white Northerners, by the way—the importance of nonviolence. I concentrated on teaching them how to register Blacks to vote and to better understand the Black community. Those young people got a real education and a real sense of the movement that summer. More than 1,200 of them would fan out and work in scores of targeted counties in six Southern states.

			We were all very excited about the prospect of the passage of the voting rights bill, because we thought that this could really mean something in terms of changing the political complexion of the South.

			Velma and I were part of the cadre of resource people. The sessions would last an hour or so, and the students were kept in relatively small groups, fifteen to twenty at a time, so that we could have meaningful interactions with them. I tried to convey the tactical necessity of nonviolence. I wasn’t interested so much in the youth becoming pacifists as I was in their understanding that nonviolent, direct action was important and appropriate. We always felt, especially with Dr. King, that we were seeking the moral high ground. Since Blacks were both a numerical and racial minority, appealing to the better instincts of people by creating coalitions in the hope of building a majoritarian strategy for change was always our mode of operation. We thought, particularly since we had both trade union and civil rights people at this training session, that we could also talk about coalitions.
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