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			Advance Praise for Up From Socialism

			“For half a century, Mark Satin lived a life in the middle of movements that have shaped the world we know—from the civil rights and anti-war movements of the 1960s, to the Green Party and ‘radical centrist’ movements of today. He tells the moving story of the people, ideas, and events that shaped these movements, and holds no punches on why all of them—and he—fell short. Satin ultimately articulates a viewpoint held by millions of Americans who are increasingly alienated from the left and the right. For those of us filled with broken dreams, misgivings, and second thoughts about social change, this is an indispensable book.”

			– Michael Shuman, Author of The Local Economy Solution and Put Your Money Where Your Life Is

			“Mark Satin’s Up From Socialism: My 60 Year Search for a Healing New Radical Politics is a heartbreakingly beautiful and searingly honest book by a man who desperately loves America and, indeed, humanity itself. What you will find here is the history of a candid and deeply committed one-time leftist and activist who reveals the dark underside of radical activism of the left and how it scarred him. But Satin, while far from perfect, is a beautiful soul. If you are interested in a radical politics of hope and of the soul that can transcend the deep division in our country—then this is your book.”

			– Jason D. Hill, Author, What Do White Americans Owe Black People?, Professor of Philosophy, DePaul University

			“The failed idealism of the 1960s hits an uncomfortable nerve today. How did that passion burn itself out and help divide the country? Mark Satin is one activist who never gave up, but learned much along the way that could keep history from repeating itself. This saga of his driven, six-decade struggle to birth a ‘visionary’ and ‘healing’ new politics is an honest, funny, and ultimately tender testament to what really matters and where true change begins.”

			– Annie Gottlieb, Author, Do You Believe in Magic?: The Second Coming of the 60’s Generation

			“As one who’s spent most of his adult life in the high-tech community, which is awash in dynamic new ideas and concepts, I’ve often wondered why the social change community still seems stuck in irrelevant political ideologies from long ago. Satin’s book beautifully and heartbreakingly lays out the answer, actually several answers, and none of them is pretty. But if we’re ever going to acquire the personal insights, conceptual tools, and sheer nerve to jump off of what Satin calls the us-against-them merry-go-round, this book is where all of us—young and old, left and right—need to start.”

			– Gordon Feller, Former Executive Director, Planetary Citizens; Former Urban Innovations Director, Cisco Systems

			“This powerful, soul-searching book, written by a man who’s been around the political block, is a pleasure to read. Through poignant stories and courageous self-revelations, Satin takes us on a journey that makes it abundantly clear what’s been missing in the best-intended efforts of politically minded people to make our world a better place.”

			– John Amodeo, Author, The Authentic Heart; Online Columnist, Psychology Today

			“Up From Socialism is the story of a search for a new kind of politics, and of a man who wouldn’t take ‘impossible’ for an answer. Carried along by colorful narration, the reader is witness to the good, the bad, and the bizarre of countercultural politics from the 60s anti-war foment to the current era of polarization. Satin’s work is a bracing and honest examination of the clear light and disturbing darkness that often co-exist in our idealistic impulses, and an extended meditation on how we might better heal ourselves and bring hope to our troubled culture.”

			– Carter Phipps, Author, Evolutionaries; Host, Thinking Ahead Podcast

			“A host of characters, vivid as anything in fiction, walk through the pages of this book—the quixotic and the realistic—all trying hard, often falling on their faces, sometimes getting up again.”

			– Maxine Rosaler, Author, Queen for a Day: A Novel in Stories

			“An extraordinary trip into self-awareness—and into what it really takes to be useful to others.”

			– John D. Marks, Founder and Former President, Search for Common Ground; Former U.S. State Department Official
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			To all the activists in this book,

			whatever their views and personal flaws;

			and to all their children and grandchildren

			(please God may they learn from our mistakes);

			and especially to Sandra,

			an activist in all ways

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Instead, be kind to each other, tenderhearted, and forgive each other.

			– Ephesians 4:32, Complete Jewish Bible translation

			Unless we have enough loving kindness … we will not be able to survive as a planet.

			– Thich Nhat Hanh, contemporary Buddhist monk

			Mothering ourselves means … learning how to be both kind and demanding in the teeth of failure as well as in the face of success, and not misnaming either.

			– Audre Lorde

		

	
		
			Preface

			A Tough-Love Letter to the Social Change Movement

			DEAR SOCIAL CHANGE ACTIVIST,

			In January 2018, my Canadian publisher sent me a boxful of copies of the “50th anniversary edition” of my book for Vietnam War draft dodgers, Manual for Draft-Age Immigrants to Canada. They arrived at my tiny apartment in Oakland, California, with a note from my young editor signed “Love” and an empty beer bottle bearing the cover art of the redesigned Manual, a peace dove flying north with a red maple leaf in its beak. The cover was the Sixties come to life! And a new introduction, by a prominent socialist historian, underlined the Sixties theme.

			In her note, my editor informed me that dozens of bottles filled with real beer had been produced to celebrate the republication. She added that long, laudatory articles about the new edition had appeared in two of Canada’s leading newspapers. One of them reported that nearly 100,000 original or pirated copies of the Manual had been produced during the war.

			I was supposed to feel happy. And I did walk out onto our narrow balcony with the empty beer bottle and hip new edition and force a smile for my partner and her mobile phone. But my heart wasn’t in it, and I soon went back inside. Later that day I felt deep sorrow.

			Don’t get me wrong. I’m proud that I opposed the Vietnam War and “walked the talk” by moving to Canada, putting my citizenship at risk. And I still feel that counseling thousands of prospective American draft dodgers in Toronto (which I’d done while writing the Manual) helped end the war, by giving us a chance to vote with our feet and our futures. And we were heard!

			The reason I reacted poorly is that I felt my Manual—originally modest in design and free of partisan cant—had been turned, on its Golden Anniversary, into a slicked-up symbol of the us-against-them Sixties … a totem for the righteous, in-your-face socialist radicalism that activists today are being encouraged to admire and return to.

			And that’s so not what we need now.

			Our country is struggling. The left and the right are tearing each other apart. Meanwhile, none of our major domestic and global issues are being properly addressed. We desperately need a new political perspective for the 21st century, one that can unite and heal this nation. And we need a political movement backing it up.

			Instead, many of us are buying into an agenda that would neither unite nor heal us. It’s all around us now. Forget balanced budgets. Condone illegal immigration. Defund the police. Don’t go hard after street crime. Don’t institutionalize the mentally ill. Dismantle the nuclear family. It’s only a fetus until the day it pops out of the womb. People with white skin who profess certain beliefs (e.g., in color blindness, individualism, meritocracy) are racist. People with black or brown skin can’t be racist. Rioting and looting are legitimate forms of protest. On and on.

			None of this stuff is original to the 2020s. All of it goes back to the latter half of the 1960s, when the Vietnam War was tearing us apart. It’s been dredged up again by a variety of socialists, often deeply caring people whose passion keeps them from seeing that other sorts of people hold to equally valid truths (and half-truths). It rarely occurs to them, just as it rarely occurs to other passionate activists across the political spectrum, that what the social change movement in America needs today isn’t an us-against-them strategy—“we’re right, they’re evil”—but a strategy for healing and uniting.

			That’s an even more radical strategy, in its way. It would have us listen empathically to everyone’s deepest needs and fears … and then find ways to address everyone’s core interests.

			Of course we can do this! We can create a kind nation and world. (And if we can’t, our planet is finished.)

			A new kind of radical politics

			THIS LETTER IS about the origin, evolution, and potential of a new kind of radical politics in America. I wrote it as a memoir, using my life as a sort of lens, because I was “there from the start” and wanted to convey the human as well as the political side of our story. As every activist knows, you can’t really separate the two.

			Many of us like to call ourselves “post-socialist” radicals now. (We also use terms like “radical centrist,” “creative centrist,” and “transpartisan.”) It’s not that we’re unhappy with socialists being out there. It’s just that, when formulating policies, we draw from diverse other perspectives as well. To us, everyone has a piece of the truth, right populists and left populists, libertarians and Greens, Biblical Christians and Islamists, Turning Point USA and Black Lives Matter … everyone. And the more “radical” you are, the more willing you are to listen to, respect, and accommodate everyone’s most vital interests (as distinct from their emotionally expressed public positions on issues).

			For most of the time I’ve been politically active, the socialist and post-socialist movements have existed side by side. The differences are stark.

			The socialist movement goes back to 19th-century Europe and tends to get most of the ink. Its thought leaders are well known—for example, Karl Marx, Vladimir Lenin, Antonio Gramsci, Herbert Marcuse, Saul Alinsky, Noam Chomsky, Howard Zinn, Cornel West, and Naomi Klein. Many of its spokespeople and activists come from our “best” colleges, and when they stop being full-time activists they often launch successful careers in government, academia, the professions, or the media.

			The essential socialist strategy is to figure out incendiary ways to divide us—for example, by occupation (ruling class and bourgeoisie vs. working class), by income level (top 1% vs. the rest if you’re from Occupy, top 20% vs. the rest if you’re anti-globalist), by gender (women, ex-men, and “woke” men vs. most men), or by racial and ethnic group (activist-favored groups and “woke” individuals vs. the rest). After that, the fight is on until the Good Guys win and the Bad Guys lose.

			Dirty little secret: it’s fun doing politics this way. Another observation: this way of doing politics poisons life in a society, big time.

			The post-socialist radical movement is a largely American phenomenon. It was conceived during the latter half of the 1960s, grew fitfully from the 1970s to the 1990s, and entered a more mature phase in the 21st century. It is less well known than the socialist movement, even though it may have engaged more Americans in its organizations and activities than the socialist movement (see, e.g., Paul Ray and Sherry Anderson’s underappreciated book The Cultural Creatives). Its thought leaders include Jane Jacobs, Carl Rogers, E.F. Schumacher, Marilyn Ferguson, John Naisbitt, Hazel Henderson, William Ury, Mark Gerzon, Michael Lind, and John Avlon (you’ll encounter all of them in these pages). Its most dedicated activists tend to come from state schools, as I did, and after our youthful activism is done we tend to gravitate to small, often “alternative” nonprofit organizations and projects, or to front-line occupations like preschool or K–12 education, health care services, and running small businesses.

			In the late 20th century, the essential post-socialist strategy was to try to unite Americans around a common core of contemporary values, often including nonviolence (where possible), ecology (without damaging workers’ livelihoods), decentralization/community, personal responsibility, global responsibility, and spirituality/religion. In this century, the strategy has more often been to encourage “grand bargains” among all social groups on all the major policy issues.

			This strategy is not fun: it requires endless amounts of listening, learning, and mediating … not to mention activist modesty. But unlike the socialist strategy (and all other ideologically based strategies), it holds out hope of healing and uniting this nation. Even of inspiring a kinder world.

			Oh please, not another Boomer book

			ALL OF THIS raises a delicate issue.

			By now you must have realized I’m as old as dirt—as old as a Baby Boomer (b. 1946–1964) can be. Ury is a less ancient Boomer, Lind a relatively young Boomer, most of the people you’ll meet in this letter are Boomers.

			But most of you who’ve opened this letter are probably decades younger than us. And studies show that Gen-Xers and Millennials are deeply resentful of the fact that Boomers have continued to dominate the political, corporate, legal, academic, and other landscapes long after we should have been put out to pasture.

			So why should you want to read this tough-love letter from a Boomer about, primarily, other Boomers?

			Let me offer three reasons, as humbly as possible.

			First, I resent the dominance of certain Boomers in the social activist landscape as much as any of you. As you’ll see, many of us tried to create visionary, healing, post-socialist perspectives and practices after the Sixties—only to be overwhelmed, in our organizations and in the public mind, by the socialist Boomers, who tended to be more articulate, more certain of themselves (not surprising, given the length of their political tradition), and to have more sympathizers in the mainstream media. Many of us feel as shunted aside by the socialist Boomers as any of you.

			Another reason I’d recommend this text to you is that a lot of what happened to me over the decades, in trying to develop, popularize, and implement post-socialist radical ideas, is going to happen to you if you choose to follow this path. Social media has changed some things, but perennials remain. Your parents may still loathe your politics and life choices. You may spend ages trying to create a visionary political organization, only to discover that its leaders are too timid or internally divided to do what you feel they were called upon to do. Your closest political allies may turn on you. I cannot say I responded well to any of these situations (or others of comparable gravity), but you will profit from seeing how I and my cohorts tried to deal with them. They are endemic to trying to do politics in a new key.

			Finally, after decades of trying, I am painfully aware that the last thing those who are in charge of the levers of power in this society want is for a healing new kind of radical politics to succeed. The left-wing Establishment and the right-wing Establishment love the old us-against-them, left-against-right merry-go-round; it ensures that they’ll always be at the top of the political and media food chains, competing for power and influence. In 1974, as the post-socialist impulse was emerging across the Western world (though not across the mainstream media), the rock group Pink Floyd commented on this merry-go-round and its deleterious effects in their haunting song “Us And Them.” I’d play it for you now if I could.

			This tough-love letter was written to help you step off of that endlessly whirling and glamorous wheel—not by lecturing you about how great the post-socialist movement has been so far (it hasn’t been), but by sharing with you its unredacted inside story and offering you its torch. In that sense, this is more than a tough-love letter. It is a real love letter.

			So now, may your journey begin .…

			Beyond the Sixties political narrative

			ONE REASON SIXTIES-style socialism has such a hold on many of us today is we’ve bought into a romantic, Sixties-and-after political narrative. In a nutshell, it goes like this:

			In the Sixties, great Baby-Boom-Generation political organizations began bringing socialism to the American people. But those organizations were destroyed, partly or largely by FBI meddling, and Boomers and Gen-Xers then spent the rest of the century hunkered down in single-issue groups. In the 21st century, thank God, a new socialist movement has begun to arise. Once again, young people have an adequate vehicle for their larger political aspirations.

			If you are a Baby-Boom or Gen-X activist, this narrative robs you of your real history. If you are a young activist, it discourages you from developing a contemporary political ideology, whispering to you to turn to socialism instead.

			This book is a tough-love letter to you because it aspires to free you from that narrative, so you can create and disseminate a political perspective that’s organic to our own place and time. Not top-down socialism, not devil-take-the-hindmost capitalism … something that’s fresh and genuinely ours.

			And—not least—something that’s unifying enough to keep us from destroying ourselves, the planet, or both!

			As you’ll see, some of us are engaged in that effort today.

			Sixties-style socialism was a Silent-Generation thing

			TO FREE YOURSELF from the Sixties narrative, it helps to remember that young people (i.e., we Boomers) were not responsible for the great Sixties socialist organizations. They were largely started and run by Silent Generation types (b. 1928–1945).

			Even Stokely Carmichael, firebrand of the militant civil rights group Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), was born in 1941. Even Tom Hayden, public face of Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), was born in 1939. Even the board of directors of the Toronto Anti-Draft Programme (TADP), busiest of North America’s more than 1,000 draft resistance offices, consisted entirely of activists from the Silent and Greatest generations.

			Moreover, when we Boomers did get involved in such groups, we often found them to be far from what we wanted.

			For example, you will soon see that in 1965, at the age of 18, I dropped out of the University of Illinois to join SNCC in Mississippi. My goal—a quintessential Boomer goal—was to help integrate the South. But after a couple of weeks I began to discern that, despite what the local folks wanted, Silent-Gen activists were pushing SNCC to become a socialist and Black-nationalist organization. It began stressing race consciousness rather than integration, just like many “identitarian” folks today.

			A year later, as a college sophomore at SUNY-Binghamton, I eagerly joined our school’s SDS chapter. Like many young people, I wanted to help develop new political perspectives for an increasingly affluent U.S. I was stunned to discover that the older, socialist SDS leadership had no interest in the fresh ideas of Boomer students. They lived to educate us in Marxist theory and practice. “Cancel culture” today has nothing on those folks.

			In 1967, when I became executive director of TADP, I wanted to help bring tens of thousands of draft resisters up to Canada—not just radicals from left-leaning campuses, but the kinds of kids I’d grown up with in Moorhead, Minnesota, and Wichita Falls, Texas. That meant publicizing our existence via the mainstream press and sending the Manual to thousands of influencers and anti-war groups. I was fought every step of the way by my board of directors, which loathed the mainstream press, was indifferent to ordinary Americans, and was anti-entrepreneurial to boot. Sound familiar?

			By the end of the Sixties, I had tried some of the major Sixties political organizations and found them wanting. So had millions of other young Boomers. We stepped away from them not because we were intimidated by the FBI, or because we hadn’t sufficiently “studied” socialism, but because they did not suit us.

			We did not want to be race-obsessed, canceled, or hostile to media and enterprise. We wanted to take our imperfect wings and fly off on our own, as the Beatles noted in their great song “Blackbird” at the end of the 1960s.

			At that point, our real political lives began.

			Rise and fall of a visionary new politics, 1970s–1990s

			BY THE EARLY ’70s, millions of young people were pouring into single-issue organizations, initiatives, and study groups that were free of socialist prejudices and fears. America was awash in innovative new feminist, men’s liberation, gay, spiritual, human-potential, holistic-health, ecology, appropriate-technology, simple-living, intentional-community, alternative-education, decentralist, bioregional, and planetary-citizenship movements.

			Okay, some of us did focus only on one particular issue. But I can testify—and in this tough-love letter, I do testify—that many of us in these movements were beginning to pay attention to how our work was beginning to blend together. Many of us were beginning to sense that, if you put what was unique about each of our initiatives together, you could get a whole new political analysis, an updated set of national goals, a new political strategy, and even a new post-materialist worldview.

			In other words, a new political perspective began to arise, one that came from our own hearts and minds and our own experience of the world.

			It went by many names—new-paradigm politics, New Age politics, post-Marxist politics, Green politics, transformational politics. But what characterized it, in all its guises, was an attempt to go “beyond left and right,” as the New World Alliance put it, or to stand “neither left nor right, but in front,” as many early Green Party activists put it. In other words, what characterized it most was a desire—even a rage—to get beyond the stale left-against-right debates that obsessed the Silent-Gen Sixties radicals, and build a nation and world that could work for everyone … that would be free, and fair, and kind.

			I played a major part in this effort. While working at a representative mix of blue- and white-collar jobs (and living in a representative mix of communes and co-op houses), I wrote a book, New Age Politics: Healing Self and Society (Dell, 1979, orig. 1976), that many said was the first to bring the new ideas from all the new social movements together into a coherent new perspective or “ideology.” Then I went on a two-year speaking and networking tour with my book, mostly by Greyhound bus. The tour led to the creation of America’s first explicitly transformational national political organization, the New World Alliance, and the launch of America’s first explicitly transformational political newsletter (eventually the second largest independent political newsletter in the U.S.), the Washington DC-based New Options. While the Alliance did not last, nine of its members and advisers helped found the U.S. Green Party movement, which for a time was the Alliance’s feistier and grittier successor.

			What happened to all these groups and initiatives and the visionary, beyond-left-and-right perspective they sought to advance? Why did the Alliance and New Options disappear, and the U.S. Greens turn into just another left-wing protest party, and terms like “transformational” get taken over by Sixties-style socialists? In this tough-love letter, you will be able to discern many, many, many answers. One of my volunteer reader-critics, a nice guy from Minnesota, was astonished by all the awful behavior I describe in and around the organizations covered here. Suffice it to say that, if you are ever going to create a healing new politics, you are going to have to dwell on what went wrong with us … and then act differently from us.

			It may be harder than you think.

			Second chance for a healing new politics today

			THERE WAS LIFE for me after the transformational movement began sliding back into the old socialist, us-against-them stuff that was so familiar to me from the Sixties. Like many older Boomers whose political or work-related or marriage-related dreams didn’t quite pan out, I went back to school, convinced that if I joined the “empowered mainstream” I’d find a way to do some good in this world.

			Within weeks, I felt reborn! Law school and a couple of years of law practice not only helped me uplevel my personal act (yeah, some of the embarrassing details are here), but convinced me that the essentials of a healing new politics could be found in the way my law professors and supervising attorneys were constantly looking at things from all angles—and encouraging me to see things from all angles. Soon, I returned to Washington DC to start a new political newsletter, Radical Middle, dedicated to the proposition that if we all worked together, we could come up with public policies that met everyone’s core interests.

			I was by no means alone—as the 21st century began, a spate of books and articles from Gen-Xers and Boomers (ranging from far left to libertarian in orientation) were saying the same thing. My book Radical Middle: The Politics We Need Now (Westview Press and Basic Books, 2004) tried to tie together all those disparate voices, just as my book from a quarter-century earlier, New Age Politics, had tried to tie together the disparate voices of the visionary, post-socialist fragment of the early Boomers and their favored elders.

			Radical Middle won the “Outstanding Book Award” from the ecological and transformational politics section of the American Political Science Association, and helped me get my unifying political message into over 20 in-person venues and onto over 30 radio talk shows across North America. But it did not lead to an organized political movement, as New Age Politics had. Radical centrism, aka transpartisanship, needs fiery young people, not an old Boomer like me, to turn it into a genuine mass-based political movement with local and regional chapters, a values statement, platform planks, a lobbying arm, and candidates for office. Truth be told, it isn’t even a movement yet so much as a congeries of people in creative think tanks, visionary nonprofits, and useful everyday occupations, many of them young, all waiting for a spark.

			This tough-love letter will give you the insight you need to not make the same political and personal mistakes that I and my generation made, when we tried to move this country beyond the tiresome politics of left-against-right. It might even give you some tools for that project.

			I beg you to listen. You deserve more than a Sixties rerun. So do your elders! So does the planet.

			Why are personal relationships so important here?

			SOMETHING THAT MAY surprise if not unhinge you about this letter is that I tell you as much about relationships as about politics narrowly defined.

			Using myself as a more or less representative lens, I pay special attention to Boomer activists’ often difficult relationships with parents, our often contentious relationships with colleagues, and our often shaky relationships with lovers.

			Marx and Madison didn’t write about that stuff. But you can hardly understand the perils of visionary, unconventional politics without paying compassionate attention to those aspects of our lives.

			You’ll have to do better than us in the area of relationships too.

			Housekeeping

			BECAUSE YOU MAY be unfamiliar with the context of some of the initiatives here, I begin most chapters with an italicized, 100-word historical or sociological introduction. You may experience shock jumping from the law-school-like formality of the introductions to the often emotional narratives that follow them!

			Nothing was made up here, though certain scenes and conversations were merged or condensed to avoid pointless detail. A small number of names have been changed. The direct quotes and many other passages derive from notes I kept in paper bags from 1964–2009.

			I AM FULLY aware that Mark is a very imperfect person in this letter, as he was and is in real life. You could argue that he made every mistake an activist of any political persuasion can make.

			I don’t spend much time judging Mark though. My goal was not to burnish or excuse or slay him, but to be fiercely honest about him and many of those around him. My hope is that, whether or not you agree with Mark’s politics, you will dwell on the difficult lessons about political change and personal wholeness you will find here. If you are trying to make the world a kinder place, you will need them for your journey.

		

	
		
			PART ONE, THE SIXTIES:

			WHY THE NEW LEFT DID NOT LAST

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Joining the Civil Rights Movement in Mississippi

			The civil rights organization that stirred young people’s blood in the 1960s was the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), universally known as “Snick.” It grew out of a series of lunch counter sit-ins in Greensboro, North Carolina, in 1960, and within two years “SNCC projects” aimed at registering Black voters and integrating communities were operating across the South. College students up North started Friends of SNCC chapters and wore glossy “SNCC pins” showing Black and white hands clasping. By 1965, though, SNCC’s priorities had begun to change—something I didn’t realize when I dropped out of college to join SNCC’s northern Mississippi project that spring.

			***

			PACING BACK AND forth in my tiny dorm room at the University of Illinois, I was beginning to lose my resolve.

			In spite of everything—the cinderblock dorm walls painted barf yellow, the creepy near-absence of Black students, a sweet Peoria girl named Kit who’d dumped me after first semester because I was “a little too crazy” for her (and not just because I’d spirited her up to the Chicago Hilton for one night)—I had to admit I kind of liked it here. Most of my classes were interesting, and I’d made more friends than I ever had in my hometowns of Moorhead, Minnesota, and Wichita Falls, Texas. I even liked the university’s locale, Champaign-Urbana, a prairie town straight out of the 1920s: I could sense the ghosts of dead Midwest heroes of mine like organic architect Frank Lloyd Wright and troubadour poet Vachel Lindsay and visionary politician John Peter Altgeld in the headwinds.

			I paused at my bookshelf and patted my Soc. 101 text. Sociology had been a mysterious new subject for most of us at Illinois in 1964, and it helped many of us see that many of our embarrassing personal issues were socially shared. I was floored the day I learned in class that a majority of American kids born after World War II were routinely beaten and psychologically abused by their parents. I raced back to my dorm and grabbed hold of my Camus- and Ferlinghetti-obsessed roommate and shouted, “Larry, our parents are normal!”

			I paced back and forth some more. To bolster myself for the phone call ahead, I grabbed a Snickers from my bookshelf. The seriously gooey chocolate bar, which I’d been able to afford on my dime-a-month allowance through eleventh grade, had helped me endure my childhood, and I figured it would serve me well now.

			I also stiffened myself by staring at the poster of a lynching that I’d taped to the wall. It had been issued by the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) to drum up support for its work toward integration in the most dangerous parts of the South. With minimal help from my U of I Friends of SNCC group, I’d put copies up across campus, but a day later they’d all been taken down. I couldn’t believe it.

			Thus bolstered, I sat on the floor and turned the dial on the rotary phone about 20 times before getting the right number.

			“Hi Mom!” I said, as casually as I could. “I made a big decision today, and I wanted you to be the first to know.”

			“So who’s the lucky girl?” she enthused.

			That requires some interpretation. Ever since I bought my father a potted plant for Christmas at the age of 12, my parents were terrified I was turning out to be a “fairy” (their term). The reason my allowance shot up in twelfth grade is I finally began going out with a girl, Wynell: a Texas belle who mounted the goal posts with her fellow “Goal Post Decorators” after every football victory. Wynell’s parents made her stop seeing me a month after senior prom—I am nominally Jewish—and I was laid low for a while, but Mom immediately began politicking for me to “find an even better one.” It got so bad I never did tell her about Kit.

			“No Ma,” I responded, taking a big bite from the Snickers, “it’s something even better! I dropped out of school today so I could go to Mississippi and do civil rights work for—.”

			That’s as far as I got. My eloquent explanation, which I’d rehearsed while pacing the dorm room, was aborted by a piercing scream: “NO-O-O-O-O! How can you do this to your father? How can you do this to me? How can you do this to yourself?”

			She went on in that vein nonstop. She’d often slapped or yelled at me, but this was off the charts; I held the receiver away from my ear but could still hear the words. Mom was a child of immigrants fleeing the Russian pogroms, a high school grad who’d grown up in modest immigrant neighborhoods in Brooklyn and the Bronx. For years, she’d urged me to focus on my own future and not fall in with what she called “the do-gooders,” and I have to admit I gave her reasons for concern. In junior high, I tried to organize a demonstration against Moorhead’s stately old Comstock Hotel for allegedly refusing to put a Black man up for the night (my parents gave me a tag-team beating when they found out, along with a mini-lecture on the importance of “fitting in”). In high school, I pleaded incessantly with my parents to let me apply to the Midwest’s most politically charged public university, Michigan (they had me apply to Michigan State and Illinois instead).

			Finally I interrupted my outraged and panicky mother’s rant to say, “For God’s sake Ma, I’m 18 years old! Let me live!”

			“Who did you say you’d be working for?” she shouted. “What city are they in?

			“I’ll be working for Snick, Ma. You know, the group that sent hundreds of kids to the South last summer and”—I couldn’t help myself—“three Snick workers were killed there! But that was in the southeast part of the state. I’ll be in the northwest part, in Holly Springs.”

			“No you won’t!” she shrieked. “I’m calling the police! Your father is an Important Person—you want him to lose his job? You go down there, I’ll have the Wichita Falls police haul you back here, and then Joe and I will give you the beating of your life! You’ll wish you were dead when we get through with you!”

			“Why don’t you just get the Holly Springs police to do me in?” I said, trying to shield my hurt with humor, as I’d often done with her. “Then at least I’ll be a martyr for the cause!” But I was speaking to dead air, and suddenly my father was on the phone.

			Without thinking, I scrambled up from the floor and stood ramrod straight. My Snickers bar fell from my knee to the floor. “Hi Dad!” I said, as happily as I could—which wasn’t very.

			“You know you’re cutting your own throat by taking off like this,” he said in a deep, hyper-mature tone of voice.

			It was the voice of a World War II vet whose cryptanalysis unit had earned a special “secret” commendation from General Eisenhower. Also the voice of a working-class guy who’d earned a Ph.D. at Columbia University on the G.I. Bill, then hustled his young family away from what he called “the phonies, the communists, and the tenements” to build a new life in the Heartland. He taught literature and Western Civilization at small state colleges and wrote introductory-level textbooks for academic publishers. He would beat me with his fists or belt from time to time, but his real specialty was psychological abuse. At least twice a year he’d remind me that I was a “mistake” and that if he didn’t have to support my mother and me, he could have been a great writer. Often when he saw me reading a library book he’d predict that I’d never have friends. By the time I entered high school, I never shared anything emotionally meaningful with him.

			“I’m not the only person in the world!” I said to him now, glad I was safely 800 miles away. “I can’t stand being in college when Negroes in the South can’t vote and have to go to segregated schools and are routinely beaten and humiliated! You’d be amazed how many people my age feel that same way!” I became so upset that I threw an unripe banana against the cinderblock wall. “Last year you dragged me to Texas where the high schools are still segregated! You should be ashamed of yourself! And what are you war heroes and intellectuals beginning to do in Vietnam? You want me to look the other way on that?”

			“Son,” he said quietly, “life is very long. If you want to be effective in the world, you need to stay in school, become expert at something, have a career, get married, raise a family. Then you’ll be able to speak with credibility. Otherwise you’ll just be tossing brickbats from the sidelines for the rest of your life .… What about city planning? Didn’t you tell me you wanted to be a city planner?”

			“That didn’t work out,” I mumbled. “Planning class was boring, textbook was boring.”

			I so wished I had what I thought of as a “real” father at that moment. I so wanted to tell a real father what really happened. Just before classes started at Illinois, I learned that Louis B. Wetmore, chair of the urban planning department, would be my advisor and wanted to see me. I was overjoyed—the department head is my advisor!—and immediately marched down to his office. My father and I are short in stature, with imperfect teeth and an inelegant manner. Wetmore was the exact opposite of that, and after he stood up and shook my hand with amazing force, and told me how happy he was to have an honors student in his program, I decided to show him just how much I belonged in my new home.

			So I pointed to a large framed city plan on the wall and told him it was “obviously too rigid” and reflected some master planner’s ego rather than the real needs of the residents. I went on to regurgitate a lot of other things I’d gotten from my heroine Jane Jacobs’s critique of the mid-century planning profession, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, and from Paul and Percival Goodman’s mind-stretching planning book Communitas: Means of Livelihood and Ways of Life. I emphasized that, like those authors, I was committed to seeing the planning profession and the world itself with fresh eyes.

			After I noticed Wetmore’s frown, I stopped. He then informed me that the city plan on the wall was the one he had created for Providence, Rhode Island. He also informed me that Jacobs was “only a journalist” and the Goodmans were “dreamers,” that what planners actually do is fight to get sewers laid properly, and that I was “obviously not cut out” to be a city planner. He thanked me for visiting and was back at work before I’d even left his office. I walked out with tears in my eyes.

			My father was running out of patience. “Tell me, Mark, and tell me straight,” he growled, “are you doing this because your strange friends talked you into it? Are you ruining yourself for them?”

			That had been a mistake, showing photos of my friends to my parents over Christmas. My roommate and a couple of intense disheveled males in and around U of I Friends of SNCC looked like “beatniks” to them, and Kit, whom I didn’t identify as my girlfriend, looked like a “floozy.”

			What I wanted to say to my father was, at least they care about me. What I said was, “No! It’s my life, and I’ve got to live it in my own way.”

			What he said was, “Okay, just don’t come crawling back to me on your hands and knees, sonny boy.” Then he hung up.

			I picked my Snickers bar up from the floor and chomped it defiantly. But soon, I realized with a sinking heart that I had “forgotten” to tell my father what I’d most wanted to convey: that putting myself in danger by going to Mississippi was exactly what he’d done by volunteering for World War II. Couldn’t he see that I was brave too? Wasn’t he proud of me even a little?

			Outside my window it was dark, and snow was drifting down in huge delicate flakes. You could see students laughing and tossing limpid snowballs at one another in the dorm yard below. And they all seemed beautiful to me now in their parkas and long scarves, beautiful and very far away. Even the mooing of the cows, clear as a bell from the university’s experimental farm, added to the melancholy of the moment: you’re gone, boy, gone. Half an hour earlier, I was sure I knew what I was doing. Now I felt something like terror. What on earth had I signed up for? Could I really make a difference not by following the Big World’s strictures, but by approaching the world with passion and fresh eyes?

			I

			I LOVED RIDING Greyhound buses—cheap and clean in mid-century America, with comfortable seats and always great views. I rode the bus wide awake all day and all night from Illinois to Mississippi, and just past Memphis—only 50 miles northwest of Holly Springs—my mind drifted back to what my sociology prof would have called the “proximate cause” of my presence here.

			Like many campuses, Illinois had a Friends of SNCC chapter. Its purpose was to send money, food, and clothing to SNCC projects across the South, publicize SNCC’s work on campus, and discuss how SNCC fit into the “larger Movement.” I joined the chapter three days after arriving on campus.

			Our star member was Roger Ebert (then a Daily Illini columnist, later a prominent film critic), but he never seemed to come to meetings. None of my SNCC friends came to meetings either. Our leader was Rudy Frank, an unpleasant New Yorker who was reliably rumored to be physically and emotionally abusing his wife. (They later divorced, and she started Champaign’s first shelter for abused women.) We met irregularly around a long table in a windowless room.

			I was usually the only Baby Boomer present, and definitely the only person from the South. The rest of us, never more than a dozen, were upperclassmen and graduate students, mostly from the Chicago area. We were overwhelmingly male and white.

			At my first meeting, after some desultory preliminaries our discussion turned—as it often had, apparently—to contemplating the exciting Movement-building ideas of people like Karl Marx, Vladimir Lenin, Rosa Luxemburg, and Herbert Marcuse. Luxemburg was an unusually hard-to-pigeonhole German revolutionary from the early 20th century, both anti-Leninist and anti-social democratic. I couldn’t imagine what relevance she had to making Wichita Falls a better place. At some point, one of the SNCCers told us that radical sociologist C. Wright Mills had recommended reading both Lenin and Luxemburg in his 1960 essay “Letter to the New Left,” citing it as if it were scripture. I was pretty shy in those days—otherwise I’d have said something pretty crude. Marcuse, although 66 years old in 1964, was a rising star on the New Left, but his ideas didn’t feel relevant to me either. According to our little group, he thought our rulers rendered us politically impotent by subjecting us to a hyper-sexualized mass culture and by making us crave and identify with sophisticated technological products. I remembered how uncharacteristically happy my mother was when my father let her buy an electric clothes dryer, and how delighted my father was when he installed an early stereo system in his study. I wished they’d have had more moments like that during my childhood, not fewer.

			Our university’s most prominent social scientist, Oscar Lewis, was blasted as a racist by our group for his “culture of poverty” thesis, which posited that the habits, behaviors, and values of poor people play a major part in perpetuating their poverty and marginalization. Apart from that passionate excursion into Lewis’s badness, our discussion of pertinent thinkers was conducted at a high level of abstraction, with lots of long words and complex sentences.

			I was appalled. I’d joined Friends of SNCC because I wanted to integrate the schools and the society, not help a bunch of older students gin up a retread revolution. So after a while I tried to bring our discussion down to Earth. I talked about some of the experiences I’d had as a Jewish-looking kid with a Northern accent at a whites-only public high school in Texas. I described trying to get along with guys who drew Confederate flags on blackboards when the teacher wasn’t looking. I talked about how even some of the honor-society kids would mumble, “The Negroes are not ready.” I proposed that we encourage Friends of SNCC chapters to take a special interest in integrating all-white high schools, North and South.

			People listened politely, but I could tell they weren’t interested (Rudy appeared to be reading a magazine), and after I was done they went right back to Marx-Lenin-Luxemburg-Marcuse and their long words. I was hurt, but dusted myself off. I told myself I was only a first-semester freshman and had a lot to learn from my first New Left organization.

			I went to a couple more meetings but said little. At one meeting, somebody put down one of my favorite novels, Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, because it appeared to present Black people as being partly at fault for their plight and was “viciously anti-Communist” to boot. I think that was the same meeting where somebody attacked another book I loved, Jack Kerouac’s On the Road, because the characters appeared to be more interested in enjoying apple pie, waitresses, and each other than in social change. I knew that was way off base but couldn’t say why yet.

			At a meeting in February 1965, I was so bored that I’d cradled my head in my arms on the table and was half-asleep. Then Rudy made a surprise announcement. The Holly Springs SNCC project, SNCC’s main base in northern Mississippi, needed volunteer workers immediately. Would any of us be interested?

			Suddenly an enormous force drew through me like nothing I’d ever felt before. I had no idea where it came from. But I trusted it absolutely. I jerked my head up and waved a hand in the air. “I’ll go!” I shouted. “I’ll go at once!”

			My comrades looked down at their books and papers until Rudy started clapping; then they started clapping too. Rudy said they’d try to send me $10 a week (the standard SNCC salary) after I got there—the operative word, of course, was “try”—and they clapped for that. But after we adjourned, nobody wished me well. I didn’t understand it.

			MY FRIENDS OF SNCC reverie put me to sleep, and the next thing I knew the bus driver was calling out, “Holly Springs!” I grabbed my father’s big Samsonite suitcase and staggered off the bus. It was eight in the morning and so humid it was hard to breathe.

			I had expected someone to meet me at the station. I’d spoken with folks at the Holly Springs Freedom House several times on the phone, and I was shaken to find myself at the edge of the town square, with only my father’s suitcase and a street address.

			I turned the suitcase toward me so no one could see the big “ONE MAN – ONE VOTE” stickers that I’d affixed to it, then walked blindly around the square until I crossed paths with an old Black man who was moving even more circumspectly than me. He warned me that the address I had was six blocks away in what he called “colored town,” but after I told him I was a SNCC volunteer he told me how to get there. Then he abruptly turned away.

			I was sweaty and exhausted by the time my suitcase and I reached 100 Rust Avenue, aka Freedom House. But my heart leapt as soon as I saw the place! It was a tiny white clapboard house, no different from the ones I’d been passing, maybe a bit more rickety-seeming than most. But my beloved SNCC symbol, a stark image of Black and white hands clasping, had been posted on a sign above the porch. That took guts, I thought: I’d seen just as many white people driving through “colored town” as Black.

			I knocked and knocked, but no one answered. Finally I opened the door myself and staggered in and couldn’t believe what I saw—the disorder almost frightened me.

			I hadn’t expected my parents’ middle-class ranch house. But I hadn’t expected politically incorrect University of Illinois professor Oscar Lewis’s “culture of poverty,” either. The wooden floor was filthy and half-covered with old newspapers. The furniture was ancient and run-down; one chair had collapsed completely and been shoved into a corner. The walls were covered with clippings and posters in various stages of falling down. The most memorable of them, apparently an original, showed a gal labeled “Justice” being raped by a paunchy Southern sheriff with his pants half-down. Not an inspiring message for the locals, I thought glumly. Where is everybody? Why is there no security?

			Suddenly Frank and Bobbi Cieciorka, a white couple, burst through the front door. They’d come down from Berkeley the year before, they said, and stayed on to write a Black history book in pictures (today it would be called a “graphic novel”) for SNCC’s Freedom School pupils across the South. Would I like to read it over and make suggestions? Of course! Bobbi went into the kitchen to get breakfast ready, and soon the sound of kitchen activity brought maybe six young people, all of them Black males, out of the back rooms. Oh wow, I thought, Negroes! None had been in any of my schools in Moorhead or Wichita Falls—even at U of Illinois they’d been few and (except for Donnie Freeman) pretty stand-offish—and now I’m going to be living with them! Then I felt something like panic: How am I supposed to act? What am I supposed to say? But everyone turned out to be so friendly to me that soon I’d forgotten about my panic and my security concerns and the “culture of poverty” and everything else that wasn’t right in front of me.

			AFTER BREAKFAST, nearly everyone went out to “the fields” to talk with Black tenant farmers and sharecroppers about registering to vote. A short, stocky Black guy from California named Hardy Frye told me I’d be better off spending the rest of the day at Freedom House “meeting some folks” and “getting yourself together,” and I appreciated that. Hardy was obviously in charge at Freedom House, whatever his formal position.

			After Hardy left I prepared a really hot bath for myself. Just when I settled into the tub, with a copy of young radical historian Howard Zinn’s book SNCC: The New Abolitionists in hand, a huge rat ran into the bathroom. I shrieked and ran naked out of the room. Everyone still in Freedom House laughed at me. One of the guys went to the cupboard and tossed a food can at the rat. It was right on target; the hideous creature slid halfway across the filth-stained floor, tail flailing. But he got right back up and scrambled behind the refrigerator. “He just about lives here, man,” someone informed me.

			That afternoon I was alone, but not idle. I stacked all the newspapers into neat little piles; the tallest consisted of back issues of The Militant, a Trotskyite weekly that lionized Malcolm X. I also resuscitated all the posters, and swept and scrubbed the floors. It was the first time in my life that I felt a rage for order and cleanliness. At the same time, I was happy to let the dirt and filthy water soil my suspiciously fresh-looking “Mississippi uniform” (work shirt, blue jeans, tall rubber boots, denim jacket optional), an outfit I’d purchased a week earlier near the University of Illinois.

			Eventually I had a visitor, an old Black sharecropper. He told me his wife had gone to New York to work as a maid and his kids were starving. He put his heavily callused hands on my shoulders and said, “Can’t you do anything to help us out?”

			I had to do something. I remembered the can that zapped the rat, and sure enough, there were dozens of cans tucked away in the kitchen cupboards. I fetched a small boxful for him. “Can you help me carry it home?” he said.

			Just then Hardy returned from the fields with some local Black volunteers. He took one look at the situation and called out to me, “Come here, you!” He was only my height but much heavier and stronger, and his broad flat nose and poorly trimmed mustache made him look terrifying to me as he crowded me against the wall. “What the fuck are you doing, giving away our food? Man, what do you expect us to eat? Good will? Pussy?”

			I was so startled and hurt I couldn’t answer him. It was like being hounded by my father all over again. And why did he have to be so mean—not only to me (I’d meant no harm), but to the man I’d been trying to help? None of those thoughts came out of me, though. I couldn’t speak.

			“That n-----’s coming around all the time for free food and shit!” Hardy continued, his voice rising, as our visitor slipped out the door without his box of cans. “The N-double-A should feed him!” He stopped and took a deep breath. “If it wasn’t for folks contributing food to us, we’d be half-starved too.”

			“I wish I’d known that before,” I managed to say, and Hardy finally left me alone.

			Hardy was right, of course, I told myself morosely. I hadn’t been invited to Holly Springs to play social worker. Still, something felt very off to me here. Blacks didn’t use the n-word in front of whites in 1965. And the resentful reference to the NAACP, what was that about? The NAACP had been doing yeoman’s work in Mississippi for years. Its state director, Medgar Evers, had been shot dead in front of his home less than two years before. Where was SNCC headed, exactly? What had I gotten myself into?

			After Hardy exited Freedom House, the local guys who’d come in with him played Ivory Joe Hunter’s song “Since I Met You Baby” over and over on the phonograph. We had plenty of albums by movement-certified singers like Leadbelly, Pete Seeger, and SNCC’s own Freedom Singers. But that night and on other nights, too, the locals sat around transfixed by that one song, a slow haunting bluesy number that expressed a desire not to humiliate, assault or dominate but to love, transform and merge. The guys must have sensed my unhappiness, for they staged a little colloquy for my benefit:

			“Don’t take Hardy too serious, man.”

			“He’s from L.A.”

			“Yeah, he’s got an agenda.”

			“Wants the white girls!”

			“So how’s he different from you?” (uproarious laughter)

			“Wanted to be head of the project, but when Frank leaves they’re gonna make a local person head of the project.”

			“One of us!”

			“Bob or Rita maybe.”

			“Just don’t put on airs, little mother, and you’ll be fine.”

			Between the music and the colloquy, I felt a lot better.

			AND THEN WE went to bed. Sleeping opportunities were plentiful. One room at Freedom House had the largest bed I’d ever seen—actually two big beds shoved together. It was meant for local male SNCC volunteers (in Mississippi at that time, Black families were often large, homes were often small, and even teenagers often slept together). A small side room sported bunk beds for white volunteers. There was also a little house up the street, at 200 Rust Avenue, for volunteers of all sorts (Frank and Bobbi had a mattress on the floor there, with a bold “MAKE LOVE NOT WAR” sign looming over it), and a third house, farther away, was for women working on a variety of northern Mississippi projects.

			I absolutely did not want to be segregated away from the local Black volunteers, and when I climbed into the big bed with them, no one objected. I felt great! I don’t remember if there were sheets, but we gathered under gorgeous handmade quilts full of purples, yellows, and reds that I imagined went back to local grandmothers.

			On that first night there were four of us. U.Z. and Howard, both tall and wiry, were recent graduates of local segregated high schools (one public, one church-sponsored). Their relationships with their parents reminded me of mine; that’s one reason they liked sleeping at Freedom House. Roy DeBerry, closer to me in size, was getting the best grades of anyone at his segregated public high school, and was hoping to win a scholarship to a college up north. (Eventually he graduated from Brandeis, near Boston, and became a major player in Mississippi politics.)

			Usually Roy slept at home, but that night he’d stayed up late at Freedom House reading some material by or about Malcolm X. When he finally came to bed, he told us in an excited voice that he was sure now that Malcolm had been killed by “the man.” A creepy feeling invaded my spine when I contemplated what Roy was saying: despite much evidence to the contrary, he was sure Malcolm had been killed by people like me. He even seemed to welcome that “fact.”

			I pretended to be asleep in response to Roy’s enthusiasm; I was so alarmed and so sad that I was barely breathing. I reminded myself I was in Mississippi to serve and to learn. Serve, boy, serve; learn, boy, learn. After a couple of apprenticeships, I’d have a lifetime to help my generation develop a politics that could bring this country together.

			LATER THAT WEEK, Howard and U.Z. took me out to “the fields” in one of the project’s many resurrected cars. We went from sharecropper’s shack to sharecropper’s shack on narrow dirt roads, asking, urging, and virtually begging Blacks to register to vote. Sometimes I participated in these conversations and sometimes I stood to the side or sat in the car, whatever U.Z. and Howard thought best—according to them, my very presence communicated that some white people up North cared about Southern Blacks and would move the federal government to protect them if it came to that. Between visits to shacks we feasted heartily on white bread, bologna, and Cokes.

			But none of our approaches worked. By early afternoon, not one Black had agreed to try to register, and some had seemed hostile. As we munched on the last of our white bread and bologna, U.Z. and Howard urged me not to let people’s “ignorance” get me down, and told me they’d canvassed all the “better places” months ago.

			But the day had gotten them down, and by mid-afternoon they’d pulled out a bottle of locally brewed moonshine and begun trying to see who could take the biggest swig. I tried drinking it but could do no more than sip at it bravely and let it wash or actually burn out my mouth before dribbling down my chin. U.Z. and Howard roared with laughter.

			I was in no mood to laugh, though. Most of the shacks we visited were unbearable to me. There were holes in the wood-plank walls. The floors were often filthy, and legions of kids were often crawling, playing, or just plain lying on them. This was way beyond Oscar Lewis and his “culture of poverty” and way beyond anything U.Z. and Howard could do to help. It was time to stop with the SNCC-versus-NAACP, radicals versus moderates, us-against-them. A national transpartisan public-private effort was needed. For now, I prayed to God that U.Z. and Howard wouldn’t approach sharecroppers with alcohol on their breath.

			My prayer was genuine, but it did no good.

			GUNSHOTS RANG OUT over Freedom House a few weeks later.

			I was the only white volunteer in there at the time, and Rita Walker, our bookkeeper, screamed at me to get under the front-room table with her. I dove under there and got into a classic nonviolent-action protective crouch that I’d learned from a book. I felt almost as ridiculous as I was terrified.

			Meanwhile, all the other SNCC workers ran into the back room where I knew a couple of baseball bats were kept. I could swear I heard telltale sounds of sterner weapons as well. No Southern racists crashed through our door, though, so I didn’t get to see our arsenal; and nobody wanted to talk about the incident with me afterward. And I was in no mood to press anyone on it. (Many decades later I saw, on the Civil Rights Movement Archive website, a photograph from 1964 or 1965 of two guys sitting in what was unmistakably our library room, and one of them is holding a rifle. Right in front of the window! I couldn’t help remembering a phrase we used to tease ourselves with in those days: the Nonstudent Violent Uncoordinated Committee.)

			ALTHOUGH I CONTINUED going out to talk with sharecroppers about registering to vote, it was clear that Holly Springs SNCC’s voter registration efforts had run into a wall, and I was finding myself with an embarrassing amount of free time. So I tried to come up with a new project I could work on.

			I had helped some local people fill out government forms. That went well, so I proposed initiating a project that would inform all northern Mississippi Blacks about all the government programs that were available to them (Social Security, Soil Conservation, Housing Administration, etc.) and help them with their applications. Bob Smith, the local Black who’d been made head of Holly Springs SNCC, was on board with it, but Hardy was against it; he didn’t want a white boy “taking a leadership role.” Even though I was good at figuring out rules and typing up forms. Even though I was a SNCC worker just like everyone else. Finally I was told I could help with the project—especially by raising money for it from Northern white liberals—if I could find a Black to start it and run it. I felt kicked in the teeth and respectfully declined. They could have turned it over to a Black SNCC worker after I left. I’d come to Mississippi to build an integrated society (I thought, my eyes burning), not to play what I thought of as skin games.

			MY NEXT IDEA was to contact kids at the white high school in Holly Springs. Since I’d attended a segregated public high school in Wichita Falls—north and west of Dallas, one of the most conservative parts of the South at that time—and managed to survive there without hiding my beliefs, I was pretty sure I could at least get myself invited in to speak to a few civics classes about what I was doing in town and why. In addition, or alternately, I was pretty sure I could at least make contact with the kinds of kids who might be open to integrationist ideas. I would have found them exactly where I’d found them at my Texas high school: on the annual and newspaper staffs and in the National Honor, National Thespian, and Quill and Scroll societies.

			But nobody liked that idea. Bob feared it would focus even more local hostility on Holly Springs SNCC. Rita said I’d end up getting “drawn and quartered.” Hardy wouldn’t even talk with me about my proposal.

			I understood people’s concerns but hated giving in to them. I felt very strongly that SNCC needed to at least try entering into a dialogue with local white students—and, through them, with the larger white community. Didn’t we believe in integration anymore? And didn’t the “S” in our name stand for “student”? A desegregation bill had passed Congress the year before, and a voting rights act was on the horizon. It was attitudes that needed to be changed now—not least of all, white fears that Blacks were full of anger or lacked self-discipline. Our only real alternative, circa 1965, was to let people like Hardy turn SNCC into a Black nationalist plaything.

			I wasn’t willing to actively disobey my SNCC group. But I did try to casually “make myself available” to any whites in town who wanted to talk with me. I read newspapers at the whites-only library for hours on end. I hung out in the town square drinking Dr. Peppers and trying to look well-meaning. Nobody ever approached me, though it would have been obvious that I was a SNCC worker—the city was small and I was always wearing my incongruous “Mississippi uniform.”

			EVENTUALLY I CAME up with a third project proposal. There was no public library for Blacks. Thanks to a couple of summer volunteers, book publishers had been sending us complimentary copies of their books (often carefully chosen histories and biographies), and when I arrived the books were everywhere—on shelves in a side room, under the porch, propping up tables and chairs, but mostly in an immense rodent-infested pile in the woodshed. It occurred to me that I could create a decent library out of them, one that could bring more local Blacks to Freedom House. Everyone liked that idea, and I had “my” project at last.

			The library became so stately—I affixed Dewey Decimal numbers to the books, and created a card catalog for them—that our SNCC chapter had me describe it at a regional meeting of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (then competing with the regular Mississippi Democrats for national recognition). It was the emotional high point of my stay in Mississippi; I was especially touched that these local Black and white activists, unlike some SNCC folks, seemed to “get” my passion to show young Blacks the beauty and use value of orderliness.

			My project also earned me a chance to attend a statewide SNCC meeting at a church in Hattiesburg. Hardy’s star shined a lot less brightly there—national SNCC leaders like Jim Forman and John Lewis were omnipresent—but at one point Hardy stole the show by making love with a female SNCC worker in the back part of a station wagon, in the church parking lot, in broad daylight, with SNCC workers and local people all around. He went at it loudly and with gusto—so did she. And though I thought their conduct was profoundly unwise, not to mention disorderly, they were very beautiful, and I envied him.

			II

			“ARE YOU A virgin?” a big white guy named Jerry asked me in the tiny side room, aka my library, as I was putting Dewey Decimal numbers on books. He and his long-haired buddy, Jim, were sitting cross-legged on the floor, smoking a joint (door securely locked, copies of The Militant stuffed under it). Ever since they’d shown up unannounced from UC Berkeley the week before, they’d done little but sit around and talk.

			“No!” I lied.

			“But you’re still suffering from monogamy,” Jerry said, “I can tell—and it’s painful, man.” He went on to share with me the “West Coast version” of revolutionary socialism, a witches’ brew of all the European Marxists I’d heard about at Illinois Friends of SNCC meetings, but jazzed up by the writings of Austrian Marxist refugee Wilhelm Reich. According to Jerry, Reich believed that sexual repression is a major cause of fascism, and also leads to character flaws like greed and an obsession with orderliness.

			Both of my former girlfriends had been too afraid of God to have sex with me. But the tenderness we’d felt when we were together was precious and beautiful, and hadn’t made any of us fascistic so far as I could tell. At Illinois I’d been introduced to the 1961 book On Becoming a Person, written by humanistic psychologist Carl Rogers; it taught that honesty with others and respect for others would make for a better world. “I’m really glad you’re thinking for yourself,” I told Jerry with barely concealed sarcasm, “really cutting a new path for us with that Marxist stuff—not like all those lemmings gorging themselves on superficial American writers like Carl Rogers, Rachel Carson, and Betty Friedan.” [Note to readers: Carson’s 1962 book Silent Spring and Friedan’s 1963 book The Feminine Mystique were the first to introduce large American audiences to contemporary environmental and feminist issues, respectively.]

			Jerry was too stoned to notice my sarcasm. “Yeah, we’re goin’ for the gold,” he boasted.

			These guys were my introduction to students from the vaunted UC Berkeley and its Free Speech Movement. I tried to think of them as my older brothers, but I didn’t recognize the world they were living in. It seemed to exist entirely in their heads. At least Hardy cared about a small sliver of real people, those with a certain pigmentation.

			BOB AND HARDY did not want me to participate in the now-famous civil rights march through Selma, Alabama. They felt it should be for Blacks only. But with constant prodding from Jerry and Jim, they decided to let all of us attend Students for a Democratic Society’s first national march against the Vietnam War, the April 17, 1965 March on Washington that catapulted SDS into public prominence.

			Most of the males from our SNCC group drove out for it. I rode with U.Z. and Howard, who did most of the driving, and Jerry and Jim, who didn’t even try to hide their happiness at getting away from Mississippi for a while.

			The march was pleasant, and the turnout was far greater than the police, the press, or anyone else expected. But the speeches were less than inspiring. Only one speech—by SDS president Paul Potter, the only SDS leader who ever truly wanted to take us beyond the old political isms—appeared to come from the heart. (He railed against “faceless and terrible bureaucracies” and putting “material values above human values,” and admitted he didn’t have answers just yet.)

			After the speeches it was time to go home. That didn’t sit well with a mostly young remnant of us. I marched with some others to the steps of the Capitol Building, an “unauthorized” march that angered the police. Then I gravitated to a large circle of folks on the Washington Mall where nearly everyone was sitting cross-legged.

			Eric Mann was there, only four years older than me but already a well-known organizer of the northern Black poor! Dave Dellinger was there, a longtime anti-war activist! Allan Fenske was there, one-half of the most authentic beatnik couple at the University of Illinois! I am not sure I’d ever felt more at home than I did at that moment, sitting cross-legged at age 18 beside so many people from so many circumstances who’d chosen to devote their lives to creating an uncharted new world. It was my first intimate glimpse of my new family, and I loved how it made me feel.

			We began going around the circle, each of us speaking our piece. A couple of bums (as we called them then) wandered into our circle, one of them with an open fly, and of course we encouraged them to speak too. When it was my turn to speak, I was so excited that without thinking I rose to my knees and began waving my arms wildly. Referring again and again to what I’d experienced in Mississippi (my “Mississippi uniform” serving as a sort of certificate of authenticity), I argued that those of us who were “really serious” should stage a nonstop multi-day vigil in front of the White House—not to show how morally superior we were, but to engage passersby in fact-based dialogue. (In those days, ongoing White House vigils were highly unusual, and the sidewalk in front of the guard-rail fence was still open to the public.)

			When I finally finished and sat down and crossed my legs again, I felt embarrassed—the tenor of the Movement circa 1965 did not encourage personal grandstanding. But speaker after speaker felt moved to elaborate on my proposal. Eventually it was clear that the vigil would happen.

			I was not only touched, I was amazed. In Mississippi I was sure Hardy’s personal and political power was beyond me. But right here, right now, my proposal was dominating the discussion. Even as I tried hard to continue paying attention (and even as I volunteered to stay up all night with Eric and others in the recently ransacked Washington SDS office, writing and mimeographing a leaflet for the sit-in), it was dawning on me that I did not have to settle for just participating in the creation of a new politics. I, Mark Satin—product of small cities far from the coasts, reviled by his parents, abandoned by two girlfriends, possibly a little nuts—was capable of helping to lead that effort.

			THE VIGIL WAS as interactive as I’d hoped. There were about 30 of us and 10 sleeping bags; we slept in shifts, took turns buying food, passed out thousands of leaflets, and talked with hundreds of people, including impeccably dressed men from the White House staff and State Department. One of them told me that, if the public knew what he knew, the war would quickly be brought to an end. He wasn’t willing to give me his name.

			On the morning of the third day, we were all tossed into paddy wagons, me in my Mississippi uniform shrieking, “Someday all warmongers will be behind bars!” When my parents saw the colorful event on the television news that night, it was the first they’d seen or heard of me since our awful phone call. (I didn’t write them until I’d left Mississippi for good.)

			At the jailhouse, we were not charged with endangering national security, as many of us had feared. Instead, we were charged with the ignoble and inglorious crime of “incommoding the sidewalk,” fined $10 each, and instantly released.

			I thanked God for that. I had met a girl of my dreams at the vigil, Jo Ellen Braveman, a high school senior from Manhattan—whip-smart, Rapunzel-like hair, heart-stopping in a hooded poncho, immersed in the civil rights movement but wary of its Black-nationalist fringe—and she had promised to wait for me outside the police station. (At 17, she was too young to risk arrest.) Hours later, there she was, waiting for me!

			We strolled, then sashayed, then ran down the street to the Greyhound terminal to catch the next bus to New York City.

			Just before boarding, I realized I’d left one thing undone. I ran to a smelly pay phone stall just inside the terminal’s entrance and called Hardy at the DC number he’d scrawled for me on a torn-off matchbook cover. I quickly apprised him of my situation.

			“But two of our cars have left already,” he said, “and the last one leaves tomorrow. We need you, little mother!”

			I was hoping he’d be glad I found a woman. Instead, he made me realize I was letting my SNCC group down. But I was adamant, and he relented—there was nothing he could do, after all, and I told him I’d get back to Holly Springs on my own.

			When we hung up, his tone was sullen and hostile. If Jo Ellen weren’t holding my place in the passenger line, I would have stepped outside and wept.

			JO ELLEN LIVED with her mother, a divorced off-off-Broadway actress who’d quit the Communist Party because, she said, it didn’t let members think for themselves. I immediately named her my “mother-in-fact.” The two of them occupied a walk-up apartment on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, easily the most elegant neighborhood I’d seen in my life. More women walked with poodles there than with children. I couldn’t believe that Moorhead, Wichita Falls, and Holly Springs were in the same universe as that place.

			Jo Ellen had been co-head of her household since her father left, so she was a lot more take-charge than I expected. She made me read long swaths of Sylvia Plath’s feminist poetry and Virginia Woolf’s feminist manifesto, A Room of One’s Own, out loud to her, and made sure I didn’t miss any of their meanings. I held her hand happily all the while. She’d read my favorite novel of all time (to that point), J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye, and knew all about its hyper-sensitive 16-year-old hero Holden Caulfield and his love for the carousel in Central Park. But after she took me there, I had to coax her onto it with me: wasn’t it meant for children?

			A week into my stay, Jo Ellen kicked me out “for now” so she could get her studying done. She wanted to finish near the top of her class, even though she’d already committed to attending an experimental Quaker college on Long Island that fall.

			ON MY WAY to the Greyhound, I stopped off to meet Jo Ellen’s friend Ted Gold, a freshman at Columbia University and already a force in Columbia Friends of SNCC. She told me we’d “adore” each other, and we did. We shared a kind of sweetness that I think could only ever be found among certain young men who turned 18 in the mid-1960s and teethed on doo-wop and Girl Groups.

			Ted’s parting gift to me was a credit card number from a Hollywood celebrity for all my “Movement-related” long-distance telephone calls. My fondest memory, though, is of him sitting happily at his parents’ kitchen table (he still lived at home!), political books everywhere, and telling me how much his mom and dad loved him and supported him in his endeavors. God how I envied him at that moment! I’m not sure I’d envied Hardy in the Hattiesburg parking lot as much.

			I didn’t envy Ted Gold five years later, though. He had joined the revolutionary group Weatherman, and was crushed to death in a townhouse after a bomb his collective was assembling had exploded prematurely in the basement. He had been in the library room at the time.

			When I heard the news, it was one of the few times I was grateful for my harsh upbringing. I lay awake that night trembling, remembering how similar Teddy and I seemed in some ways. I felt in my bones that, if I’d had exceptionally loving parents who’d sent me to the Ivy League, I too might have been guilted into “revolutionary” violence by the Bill Ayerses and Bernardine Dohrnses of the world.

			III

			BACK IN MISSISSIPPI, money was my first concern. After New York I had almost nothing left in the bank. My college Friends of SNCC chapter had promised to try sending me $10 a week—the typical SNCC staff salary—but I’d never heard from them.

			The very day I got back, I asked Bob whether anything might have happened to the checks Illinois was to send me.

			“We collect all the money the chapters send here,” he said with a tone of annoyance in his voice. “This is a collective organization you know. You work for us you know.”

			I was stunned, but refused to let myself react badly. “I guess it goes for food and lodging anyway,” I said, looking down at the floor.

			“That’s right.”

			“How can you tell which envelopes have money in them?”

			“We hold them up to the light.”

			THE NEXT MORNING I stuffed my “Mississippi uniform” into a paper bag. I’d gotten so tired of it after DC and New York, and I was so upset about the unauthorized taking of any money I might have been sent, that I didn’t want to see my uniform for a while. But when I went to the bedroom closet and opened my father’s Samsonite suitcase, meaning to pick out the most durable of my old college clothes, it was empty.

			U.Z. and Howard burst out laughing. One of them, I forget which, said I looked just like I had when I’d seen the rat. The other one told me that, when I was “vacationing” in New York, someone had broken into Freedom House and taken “some” clothing.

			I was hurt and angry. On top of my checks, this felt like too much. I asked whether they knew who had taken my clothes. I wanted to ask politely, but I realized I was shouting.

			“Maybe I do,” one of them said, as coolly as he could.

			“Well, can I get them back?” I shouted.

			“Our people need clothes, man,” said Roy, the high school student and Malcolm X fan. He had heard the shouting and come in from the front room.

			“But I need clothes too, man,” I shouted. “They were all the clothes I had in the world!”

			“You can always get more clothes,” Roy said.

			“Anyone can if they’re willing to work!” I screamed without thinking. I had never lost control like that before—not at home, not in school, never.

			Bob came in because of my screaming. I turned to him and yelled, “Nobody has the right to steal things!”

			“When people are poor, they’ll do just about anything,” Bob said. “What can you do?”

			“No problem there!” I yelled. “We know who did it!”

			“Hold on man,” U.Z. or Howard said. “All I meant is I think I can narrow it down a ways.”

			“Then maybe we should go to the police!” I cried.

			“Are you out of your skull?” Bob said.

			I tried to get a grip, but it was impossible. “Listen,” I shouted, “if people can get away with stealing, they’ll never stop! They’ll never learn the habits and get the educations that can get them out of the culture of poverty!”

			“I’ve heard enough,” Roy said.

			“Just shut the fuck up,” Bob said to me. “Get out of here. We’ll handle it. Don’t worry about a thing.”

			I made myself scarce, ate two Snickers bars for dinner, and when I returned that night, two grocery bags with my clothes in them were sitting on the desk in the library I’d built.

			I was relieved they’d been returned. Despite my hysterical screaming, which alarmed me less than it should have, I felt I’d been in the right. I still do. But from that night on I slept in the bunk beds outside the bedroom, rather than the big bed. No one ever asked me why, and if they had I’m not sure I could have found the words.

			FRANK CIECIORKA, ILLUSTRATOR and co-author of SNCC’s Black history text, drew a dazzling version of SNCC’s logo—the Black and white handclasp—on the side door of one of our cars. When Hardy saw it, he was furious.

			“You’re gonna be gone from here next month, right?” he roared at Frank, with SNCC workers all around. “Just by being here you’ve antagonized the white community! And now you’re deliberately provoking them! When you’re back on Telegraph Avenue in Berkeley, talking about, you know, how you helped the Knee-grows, we’re still gonna be here dealing with this shit. Don’t you know that yet?”

			There was some rolling of the eyes among SNCC workers—everyone assumed Hardy could return to L.A. whenever he wanted. But Frank handled Hardy’s criticisms gracefully and removed the handclasp from the car.

			Later he took the handclasp down from over the porch and replaced it with what he told me was the new SNCC logo. It was a Black’s powerful fist and forearm, wrapped round with thick but broken chains. No white hands in sight—though I supposed the chains were meant to symbolize what whites had done to Blacks.

			It seemed infinitely more provocative than the old logo to me.

			The more I dwelled on it, the sadder I became. The handclasp had been phenomenally moving to me and other young people in the 1960s. For me, it stood not just for racial integration but for social solidarity and mutual learning. The new symbol stood for none of those things. It also seemed to be a brainchild of Blacks from the coasts and from elite Black colleges, rather than the local Blacks I’d gotten to know in Holly Springs—the ones who listened raptly to “Since I Met You Baby” and came to my library, burning to learn—the ones we were supposedly here to serve.
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