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        Mugshots: Starting in May 1961, Mississippi authorities began arresting Freedom Riders who challenged the segregation of buses and bus waiting rooms. (MISSISSIPPI DEPARTMENT OF ARCHIVES AND HISTORY)

      

        

      
        Map: This Freedom Riders map traces the probable route of bus carrying a heavily guarded group of civil rights activists which left Montgomery, Ala., May 24, 1961. (ASSOCIATED PRESS)

      

        

      
        Bus: A Freedom Rider bus went up in flames when a firebomb was tossed through a broken window near Anniston, Ala., May 14, 1961. The bus, which was testing bus station segregation in the South, had stopped due to flat tires inflicted by a white mob at the Anniston bus station. Passengers escaped without serious injury, but endured beatings by a white mob that followed the bus as it left Anniston. (ASSOCIATED PRESS)

      

        

      
        Police dog: A policeman orders his dog to attack an African American who was too slow in obeying his order to move away from the front of the police court, shortly before nine African American college students went on trial for sitting in at a white city library, March 29, 1961, in Jackson, Miss. (JACKSON CLARION-LEDGER)
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          1 ‘You could be killed any minute’: Civil rights veterans share horrors of battling white supremacy

          By Deborah Barfield Berry, Wenei Philimon, Marc Ramirez, Stephanie Allen, Bailey Loosemore, Melissa Brown

        

      

    

    
      Walking a picket line, sitting at a lunch counter, asking for a book in a library: It could get them arrested, beaten or killed. They did it anyway.

      It was 1961, and across the South, college students, faith leaders, shop owners, high school students, civil rights leaders and many others risked their lives to battle white supremacy. They wanted voting rights and the integration of schools, businesses, public transit and libraries. 

      They lost their jobs, were kicked out of school. Their bodies were bloodied and battered. Others were banished for days, weeks or months to prisons across the South.

      For “Seven Days of 1961,” reporters across the USA TODAY Network retraced crucial moments that set in motion a new era of civil rights that continues to inform social justice movements today. Sixty years later, as the nation still grapples with systemic racism, as well as access to voting, police violence and how we teach American history, the stories of these civil rights veterans show there is no single moment that topples tyranny: The fight for freedom must be fought each day. 

      “In 1961 I used to hear people say, ‘The struggle continues,’” said Courtland Cox, 80, a veteran of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, one of the most pivotal organizations of the civil rights movement. “I just thought it was some words. It is, in fact, not just words. There is a reality behind it, which says those in power do not want to ever give up power.”

      Nearly every few weeks in 1961, there was a critical battle for civil rights. Freedom fighters adopted new tactics and launched new campaigns, such as the jail, no bail strategy that put financial pressure on local governments.

      To be sure, activists held significant protests and demonstrations in prior years, including a lunch counter sit-in in Greensboro, North Carolina, in 1960 and the year-long bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama, that began in 1955. But experts agree 1961 brought about a gelling of the movement as more civil rights groups banded together for the first time in South Carolina, Mississippi and other communities to end segregation and expand voting access. At the same time, an army of young freedom fighters galvanized communities across the South like never before.

      “What '61 is in some ways is that moment in time when especially the youth have decided that this is the time to force change,” said Spencer Crew, director emeritus of the National Museum of African American History and Culture. “You go from the sit-in movement to the Freedom Rides to voter registration activities, and all the kinds of things that they were doing, that was so important to push change.”

      To better understand this era of American history and where the nation could be headed, USA TODAY journalists interviewed dozens of civil rights veterans, historians and other witnesses. They reviewed public documents, including arrest records, and traveled with historians and former activists to the sites of some of the most groundbreaking revolts of 1961. 

      Many veterans said they still bear mental and physical scars from their time on the front lines. They were imprisoned, beaten, forced to work in chain gangs, attacked with dogs. Despite those challenges, these Black Americans and their allies made significant strides in knocking down the walls of segregation, some of which had already been banned by the federal government years earlier. 

      Here are some of their experiences in their own words:

      ‘He turns around and hits my mother in the face’

      Joseph Jackson, 84

      The Rev. Joseph Jackson Jr. was one of nine students at Tougaloo College to stage a sit-in at a whites-only public library in Jackson, Mississippi, in March of 1961. Jackson said he jumped at the invitation to work with Medgar Evers, the state field secretary for the NAACP. His activism stirred up a painful childhood memory.

      “It was 1947 or 1948. We would always during the summer catch the Greyhound bus and visit my grandmother and my great-grandmother, who formerly was a slave... We stop off there at Clarksdale, Mississippi, which was midway between Mississippi and Tennessee. We got off the Greyhound bus and we went into the colored side, of course, and on our way back to boarding the Greyhound bus, I don't know what was said between my mother and the Greyhound bus driver – a fat, burly redneck white driver – he turns around and hits my mother in the face...and he knocks her down on the gravel. I bent over, and I turned my mother over, and I looked into her face, and it was bloody. 

      “As a 10 or 11 year old, knowing I had no recourse to do anything, then also what was really embarrassing was to pick my mother up and get on the bus knowing you got to follow the (rules) and walk back to the back of the bus... That anger just fueled me.”

      ‘Black people taking a stand’

      Mack Jones, 84

      Mack Jones was one of 16 students expelled from Southern University, a historically Black college in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, for participating in sit-ins around Baton Rouge in 1960. Jones and others said university president Felton G. Clark was forced to take action against the students under pressure from a white-led state board.

      “When we returned to campus, the powers that be leaned on the president and he chose to expel all of us. The ironic thing was that when he called us in to let us know that we were being expelled, he was pretty much crying himself. The whole idea that, I mean, this is something that was really supported by Black people but that folks in his position had to defer to the authority.

      “I remember when I was back in my little town after I was expelled, people would come in their front yards, they knew I was in town, they would greet me and give me commendations and stuff, and I’m sure that’s true for other kids in other towns. It wasn’t like we were isolated. It was simply part of Black people taking a stand in whatever way they could.”

      ‘Protect yourself, your face, your head’

      Sylvia Copper, 80

      Sylvia Copper joined the Congress of Racial Equality, a main organizer of the civil rights era, while attending Southern University in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. On Dec. 15, 1961, she took part in a demonstration outside the Baton Rouge courthouse, where police threw dozens of tear gas canisters at a crowd of more than 1,500 students.

      “We would go through all of the training, and they would tell us about different things that were happening across the country, how we should govern ourselves and protect ourselves during the process.

      “They would let you know that you would have opposition and you may be getting injured... And they would go through show-and-tells with us, hitting at us and shouting at us and spitting in our face. They also would tell us to, say, if somebody is really trying to hurt you, or kick you, or beat you down or something, just roll yourself up in a knot so you can kind of protect yourself, your face, your head.”

      ‘Guys beating on me’

      Hezekiah Watkins, 74

      Hezekiah Watkins was 13 when he was arrested in a bus station in Jackson, Mississippi, in 1961 and sent to Parchman prison, a plantation-style prison considered one of the worst in the country. He spent a week in a cell on death row. 

      “I did not have the opportunity to think about the reason I was there. Because the only thing I can think of was those guys beating on me, feeling on my body parts. Whereas I did not understand why they was doing that, to be honest with you. I'm 13, never been exposed to nothing. And here's someone touching me. So that's what I was afraid of. And that's what I was dealing with... 

      “Here I am taken from the bus station directly to Parchman prison. No due process. No trial. No nothing. Here I am in the worst prison in these United States. 

      “Death is what I was concerned about. I didn't know it was the worst prison. I knew I was in prison. But I'm trying to deal with what's before me.” 

      ‘There’s great fear on the part of some white Americans’

      Ethel Sawyer Adolphe, 81 

      Ethel Sawyer Adolphe was one of nine Tougaloo students to walk into a whites-only public library in Jackson, Mississippi, in 1961. Sixty years later, she’s disappointed with the state of race relations in the country.

      “We have a long way to go and I am not surprised about the state of things now. It's too bad. I'm sorry about it. But I’m not surprised. I'm going to tell you as I watched the news and the coverage of the previous president over these past years, in my own mind, I just thought, ‘Why don't they just cut the bullshit and deal with the idea that there's great resentment and there's great fear on the part of some white Americans about the extent to which people of color have been gaining ground in this society?’ ”

      “And I just remember thinking as I watched the people who are examining this and that and the other on TV all these years, my feeling always was just cut through the bullshit and deal with the fear, the anger that some people are feeling these days. Not these days, I've been feeling that for a long time, you know, forever.”

      ‘They were being killed’

      Phillip Colbert, 83

      Phillip Colbert was 21 when he became warden of Maryland’s Anne Arundel County Jail. He was one of only two Black wardens in the country and a strong proponent of humane treatment of inmates.

      “There was a demonstration at the Statehouse, and I decided to go see what was going on. I joined the group demonstrating there – they had wanted to see the governor, who had initially refused, and I remember them telling us that anybody who didn’t leave would be arrested...

      “(As warden) I knew it was a risk – but look at the risks that the other young people were taking. They were being beaten; they were being killed. Look at John Lewis. There was so much stuff going on. I couldn’t give it my full participation, but that day I made a decision. I could have walked out. I could have stood on the fringes and walked away. But I couldn’t do that.”

      ‘The food was horrible’

      Courtland Cox, 80

      In 1961, Courtland Cox was a 20-year-old student at Howard University, where he was part of the Nonviolent Action Group, the Washington, D.C., branch of the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee. He became involved in multiple sit-in efforts targeting segregated restaurants, including those along Maryland’s Route 40.

      “The government decided the restaurants should end segregation. The same week of the passage of the law, Stokely Carmichael (a former leader of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee) and I were traveling to New York and decided to go into one of the restaurants and eat.

      “The food was horrible. We said to each other, ‘I hope this is not what we were fighting for.’”

      ‘Integration was not what most Black people wanted. They wanted equal rights’

      Dave Dennis, 80

      Dave Dennis started a chapter of the Congress of Racial Equality in his hometown of Shreveport, Louisiana, was a Freedom Rider and co-director of the Council of Federated Organizations, a coalition of civil rights groups in Mississippi. Dennis was arrested 30 times for his work in the movement in Louisiana and Mississippi.

      “Black people have been willing to sacrifice from the beginning. They would die trying to learn how to read and write and to teach their kids how to read and write. And they died trying to get people to register to vote and exercise first-class citizenship.

      “They didn’t give a damn about sitting down at anybody's lunch counter. I don't need to sit with you at no lunch counter. They eat with white folks every day because the fact is, it's Black people who cook their food, wash their clothes and take care of their babies.

      “They always had access, so it wasn't about wanting to be around them. Integration was not what most Black people wanted. They wanted equal rights. They wanted to have the right to do certain things. They wanted to get good jobs, good housing and to be treated fair in education.”

      ‘They let us know we were not welcome’

      Evan Fales, 77

      Evan Fales was a sophomore at Pennsylvania’s Haverford College when he and classmates drove to Maryland to participate in a November 1961 sit-in in Annapolis, part of a campaign to desegregate restaurants along State Route 40. 

      “After the action in Annapolis, me and two other Haverford students were headed back in a VW bus. It had gotten fairly late, and as we passed through the Baltimore Harbor Tunnel, still below street level, we ran out of gas. We pulled over on a traffic island and we were there under the klieg lights, so it didn’t take long before some patrol cars spotted us. They arranged for somebody to get us gas and were being very cordial until they did some kind of license-plate check and realized we were among the sit-in people. The atmosphere changed. They didn’t threaten us or anything, but they let us know we were not welcome and were to get out of there as quickly as possible.”

      ‘We served jail time with hard criminals’

      Thomas Gaither, 83

      Thomas Gaither is a former president of the NAACP Youth Council at Claflin College in South Carolina and a field secretary for the Congress of Racial Equality, which helped organize training and protests. He was one of the nine men who chose jail instead of paying $100 for staging a sit-in at McCrory’s Five & Dime in 1961, in Rock Hill, South Carolina. 

      “We staged the protest at McCrory’s because it was a place where people got arrested for picketing or sitting at the lunch counter. It made no sense that we could purchase items at the Five & Dime store, but the moment we sat at the lunch counter, we were breaching the peace. So, we decided to protest it, and as soon as we sat down, the police officers grabbed us off the stools and took us across the back lot and to the city jail. 

      “We served jail time with hard criminals, prisoners who have committed murder and have done all kinds of things. So, of course, we were afraid. However, we were segregated, so the primary prisoners we got to interact with were Black. Those prisoners were very supportive of what we were doing. They actually wanted to be our protectors because the wardens that watched over us were white and sometimes mean.”

      ‘I had to borrow money’

      Larry Gibson, 79

      Larry Gibson was a Howard University sophomore when he and his classmates participated in the November 1961 sit-ins being conducted throughout Anne Arundel County as part of the Route 40 desegregation campaign in Maryland. 

      “We got to a cafeteria in Baltimore, and unlike other sit-down restaurants, along the right-side wall, the food was there on ice in little trays. You could grab it yourself, then turn the corner and there’s the person with the cash register.

      “We were expecting to get thrown out, but then they started ringing us up. I had to borrow money. We took a table not far from the cashier, still expecting that at any time security would escort us out. But it didn’t happen. I had a meal I had no anticipation of eating. Baked fish, which I had never had in my life, and some kind of salad with carrots, raisins and mayonnaise.

      “There were a lot of sit-ins that day, so I guess they decided that for one day they would just serve us so they would have no problems, like, ‘Let’s save our discriminatory policies for the next day.’”

      ‘You had to want to do this’

      Geraldine Edwards Hollis, 80 

      Geraldine Edwards Hollis was one of nine students from Tougaloo College who walked into a whites-only library in Jackson, Mississippi, in March 1961. Days before, Hollis, then 19, and the other students were urged to call their parents and tell them they would participate in a sit-in. The students were told they couldn’t share any other information.

      “I called home and I just talked with my mom and told her that I would be doing something and not to worry. It will be OK. My mom always knew that I was always into something, you know, because that's the kind of person that I was. No, I am.

      “You see being the oldest child and a girl, my mom and my dad, they just knew that I was that spirited type of a person. And I think most of the Tougaloo Nine participants probably had this kind of ego of wanting to do something different because we knew that you had to want to do this. Nobody was forcing you to do it.”

      ‘We were trying to change the world’

      John Harper, 78 

      John Harper was an 18-year-old white man from Ohio who wanted to make a difference amid the tumult of the 1960s. He transferred to Howard University in Washington, D.C., where he met Stokely Carmichael and others who would become leaders in the civil rights movement. Harper spent the year involved in desegregation efforts along Maryland’s Route 40 and Eastern Shore.

      “The movement was a thing – you joined, you got involved, it was full of energy and comradeship and high intellectual quality. And after demonstrations were over, we would have talks with professors at the university.” It was joyful and positive and we were trying to change the world, one song at a time, singing adaptations of spiritual songs or union songs.

      “We weren’t doing anything special. It only became special in retrospect. It was what anybody else would do. Like, why wouldn’t you go to Baltimore on the weekend? And while you were there, if you could swing it, why wouldn’t you get arrested?”

      ‘A rock came through my window’

      Charlayne Hunter-Gault, 79

      Charlayne Hunter-Gault, at the time Charlayne Hunter, was one of the two first Black students to attend the University of Georgia, paving the way for integration in higher education, especially in the South. On her first day of classes at UGA, a crowd of approximately 2,000 descended on her dorm in a riot, throwing rocks and chanting, demanding that she be removed from the school.

      “The dean came to say that we were being suspended for our own ‘safety,’ and I think that through all of that I remained calm. In fact, I thought it was very important for me to let my mother know that I was OK because I was afraid she may have seen in some news reports about the riot outside my dorm. 

      “And so I went – the phones were out in the hallway – and I went to the phone. This was before cellphones, and I went outside and called her to let her know that I was all right, no matter what she might have seen on television. In fact, I think I told her not to turn on the television, which was probably an invitation to turn on their television. But I wanted her to know that I was OK.” 

      ‘Are we going to be brave enough?’

      Kenneth Dious, 75

      Kenneth Dious was a high school student at the time Charlayne Hunter-Gault and Hamilton Holmes became the first Black students at the University of Georgia in 1961. Dious, an Athens native, spent his teenage years marching against the Ku Klux Klan and fighting for the integration of Athens’ lunch counters. When news spread in the small town that a mob had formed outside of Hunter-Gault’s dormitory, Dious and four other young Black men rushed to the crowd, ready to fight if needed. 

      “You have to remember, this is not a big town, it doesn't take long for someone to kind of find out what is going on. So some of the other guys who were with me in the civil rights movement, activists, we decided to go over to see what was going on... And we see this huge crowd standing outside of Myers Hall jeering, and throwing things and so forth, and demanding that Charlayne Hunter comes out of the dormitory and leave. And we felt… it was four of us young Black guys, ‘wow, this is really something that is about to occur.’ 

      “So we decide we’re gonna hang around, we don't know if this crowd is going to try to charge into that dormitory or not. Was she going to need some assistance? Are we going to be brave enough to go in with that huge crowd to try to help her out if something occurred? There was no police at the time. And they just stood out there and they jeered and they cheered.”

      ‘You’re paying taxes, but you can’t use that library’

      Jerry W. Keahey Sr., 85 

      Jerry W. Keahey Sr., drove some of his schoolmates from Tougaloo College in March 1961 to the whites-only public library in Jackson, Mississippi, to stage a sit-in. Keahey, then a senior, said in the months leading up to the demonstration that he and other students met with Medgar Evers, the state NAACP field secretary, to discuss how they could challenge segregation in Mississippi.

      “Most of the time on campus we met Sunday afternoon in the chapel, Woodworth Chapel. In several of our meetings, we discussed what was going on in Alabama, Georgia, South Carolina. We discussed how everything is segregated here in Jackson.

      “Mr. Evers was at one of our meetings. We asked him, 'What can we do?' He said he needed some help.

      “Everything in Jackson, Mississippi, was segregated – the bus station, train station, that library over there – segregated. You're paying taxes, but you can't use that library.

      “He said he doesn’t have any help. We said, we’re here. He said, ‘good.’ We said, we'll go down to that library tomorrow. He said, ‘No, no. Not tomorrow.’

      “He said, ‘I need to work with you. I need to prepare you. I need to train you on what to do, what to say. I need to teach you.’ “

      ‘Your parents’ home could be burned down’

      Joyce Ladner, 77

      Joyce Ladner was a student at Jackson State University and later Tougaloo College, both historically Black schools in Mississippi, when she joined protests to battle segregation in her state and other places. Ladner, a retired sociologist who served as interim president of Howard University from 1994 to 1995, was expelled from JSU for participating in the movement.  

      “The stakes were so high that you would be expelled, that your parent's home could be burned down to the ground. 

      “And there was the Ku Klux Klan. Your father could be fired from his job. I remember my mother telling us that the FBI had gone to my father's job and told him to get his girls out of the civil rights movement. And he told them that, ‘I don't receive messages about my daughters and I don't take messages to them. If you have anything to say to them, you got to tell them.’

      “It was very dangerous to have anyone's name associated with the movement.”

      ‘The police were walking with the dogs’

      Dorie Ladner, 79

      Dorie Ladner was a member of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. She worked to register Black residents to vote in Mississippi. As a freshman at Jackson State in 1961, she joined a march to support Tougaloo College students who had been arrested for going to a whites-only library. 

      “We ran in people's houses. White and Black people let us in their houses near Jackson State's campus. This Black woman let me in her house. She told me, ‘Baby, baby come and sit on the front porch.’ And I went and sat on the porch and here the police were walking with the dogs all around and just up and down the streets. She said, ‘Sit here like you live here. Don't you move.’ That's where I sat. 

      “I got tear gas all in my back. I still have a scar on my back. One guy from Clarksdale, I think, got it all in his eyes. Somebody ran and grabbed him and pulled him back to safety. 

      “It was terrible.”

      ‘I felt like a sword had cut me in half’

      Bernard Lafayette, 81

      An early member of the Nashville Student Member and student of nonviolence, Bernard Lafayette tried to apply to be an original Freedom Rider with John Lewis in early 1961. But Lafayette, 20 at the time, was too young to go without parental permission. After the first contingent met violence in Anniston and Birmingham in Alabama, Lafayette helped lead the second wave of Freedom Riders through the South.  

      “At age 7, I would travel with my grandmother. We used to catch the streetcar where you had to put your money in the receptacle at the front next to the driver. You had to get off the streetcar and walk along the tracks to the back door, that’s how you entered. Sometimes, they’d take your money and, while you were walking to the back along the street, they’d fold up the steps and drive away. 

      “I used to run ahead and jump on the steps to keep the door open. On one occasion, we were walking along the tracks going to the back, I ran ahead and jumped on the steps. My grandmother was running, too, and she had on high-heeled shoes. Her heel got caught in a crack and she fell. The streetcar took off. 

      “I jumped off and tried to pick her up, but I couldn’t, I was just 7 years old. I felt like a sword had cut me in half. I felt helpless. But I said to myself, ‘When I get grown I’m going to do something about this problem.’”

      ‘It was going to be my blood’

      Charles Mason, 82

      In his early 20s, Charles Mason had joined the Baltimore office of the Congress of Racial Equality, known as CORE, which had helped organize many of the city’s sit-ins and in 1961 contributed logistical leadership to the campaign to desegregate restaurants along Maryland’s Route 40.

      “The first restaurant I went to sit-in at was at a shopping center in northeast Baltimore. There was a Chinese man who told us he didn’t mind serving us but that the crowd outside was going to make his restaurant real bloody when they finished beating on us. That struck me as funny even amid all the danger because he had worked himself into a frenzy about all the blood he was going to have in his restaurant, and it was going to be my blood.” 

      ‘I didn’t want anyone to be arrested’

      Olivette McClurkin, 79

      Olivette McClurkin was a member of the City Girls, an African American women group who worked with other organizations in Rock Hill, South Carolina, to help desegregate the city, including a sit-in at McCrory’s Five & Dime in 1961.

      “I remember just praying to myself because I didn’t want anyone to be arrested. But, when we got there, we were met by the police. We were so scared it was almost to the point of being numb. After the boys went inside the restaurant, all of the ladies just hugged each other and cried. We knew what was going to happen, so we tried talking to each other, but after some time, there was nothing left to do but go into prayer mode and hope the police would not harm any of our friends.”

      ‘It was a felony’

      Ronnie Moore, 80

      Ronnie Moore served as chair for the Congress of Racial Equality chapter in Baton Rouge during his sophomore year at Southern University in Louisiana. In December 1961, he was arrested for illegal use of a speaker while leading a march to the Baton Rouge jail, where 23 students and CORE members were being held on picketing charges. He was later charged with conspiracy to commit criminal anarchy and spent 57 days in a 6-by-9-foot cell with CORE Vice Chair Weldon Rougeau.

      “They were just going to keep us in jail as long as they could.

      “For that particular case, it was a felony. They put it in the category of a capital offense, like murder. Therefore we were not entitled to bond...

      “The white prisoners would talk to us. The prisoners identified more with us than the power structure. The same judges that were treating us that way were treating them the same way.”

      ‘Singing was a very important part of the movement’

      Charles Neblett, 80

      Charles Neblett, then a student at Southern Illinois University, headed South in 1961 to work for the civil rights movement in Louisiana and Mississippi. Nesbitt was working in Mississippi when the late civil rights icon Bob Moses, then an SNCC field secretary based in the state, recruited him to join a new group: the Freedom Singers.

      “I was singing all over the South. I was singing, singing in jail, singing in the mass meetings and singing on the street, just singing. When you get in trouble, we'd just sing. So singing was a very important part of the movement...I tell you what, it displaced fear.

      “When you see the Ku Klux Klan coming, they start singing. And the people regroup and settle down and sing. Cast out fear.” 

      ‘A lot of people suffered’

      Charles Person, 78

      Charles Person was one of the youngest Freedom Riders at 18 years old. Person was badly beaten in Anniston and Birmingham, Alabama, during the protest.

      “When you think of the civil rights movement, I want people to know there were a lot of everyday people who you need to know. There were remarkable people. We couldn’t survive without the support we had in various communities. There weren’t hotels where Black people could stay, so we relied on staying in their homes. They supported us. They fed us.

      “Not everybody could march. But you can always do something. We found something for everyone.

      “We didn’t know what was going to happen. We just knew we had to do something. We didn’t realize yet how impactful it was. 

      “The freedoms we enjoyed did not happen overnight. A lot of people suffered. A lot of people sacrificed.”

      ‘I was scared to death’

      Reggie Robinson, 81 

      Reggie Robinson was an advance man for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, going into dangerous cities such as McComb, Mississippi, to set up an office and find housing for other civil rights activists to follow. Robinson also helped plan logistics for a campaign to desegregate restaurants along Route 40 on the East Coast. He was most afraid in Mississippi.

      “This cop, I can't remember the name, this deputy drives up and he jumps out of the car and he says, ‘Who are you?’ 

      And again, I look him straight in the eyes and I say, ‘I am Reginald Robinson.’ And he says, ‘N-----, what you doing down here?’ I said, ‘I'm with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. We're running a voter registration project.’

      “‘Well, n-----, we're gonna kill you. Blah, Blah, Blah. Let me see some ID.’ 

      “I pull out my ID and show it to him and he says something else and then he goes on about his business.” 

      “Except for going into the jail and being scared when I didn't get out and stuff like that, I was scared all the time. But you did what you had to do - whatever was necessary to be done… It was scary. I was scared to death. I was scared of everything when I walked into Mississippi.”

      ‘Our parents had never been able to do it’

      Weldon Rougeau, 78

      Weldon Rougeau served as vice chair of the Congress of Racial Equality chapter in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, while attending Southern University. He was arrested for picketing outside businesses that discriminated against Black shoppers on Dec. 14, 1961, and ended up spending more than 70 days in jail.

      “People felt that, hey, you ought to be able to get one of those rancid hotdogs at the lunch counters. I think our parents had never been able to do it, so we felt that this was something we had to do. However modest it might appear now, it was something we felt had to be done and we had to be the ones who helped make that happen.

      “That was what, I think, compelled us to really get out and try to make things happen. Then we added voter registration a little bit later when CORE got involved in the voter registration project.

      “It’s hard to describe what it’s like to have a thirst for – what should we say – freedom, period. You just know that the life that you are living and the life that your parents and their parents lived prior to you is just not satisfactory. It can’t go on.”

      ‘We went through the fire together’

      Judy Richardson, 77

      Judy Richardson was 19 when she joined the civil rights movement, working across the nation, including in Cambridge, Maryland; the SNCC headquarters in Atlanta; Greenwood, Mississippi, and Lowndes County, Alabama. She worked on “Eyes on the Prize,” a documentary about the civil rights movement. She said veterans of SNCC have remained close.

      “We went through the fire together. We knew we had no one but each other to depend on.

      “We knew that the FBI was headed by a horrible racist, J. Edgar Hoover. We knew that the FBI agents in Mississippi, Alabama, southwest Georgia were just former Southern sheriffs, deputy sheriffs, former law enforcement that had been promoted... And what we were trying to do was to get Black people registered to vote without getting them killed.” 

      ‘I didn’t think the police knew why he was arresting me’

      Joe L. Smith, 79

      Joe L. Smith joined the Congress of Racial Equality chapter in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, during his sophomore year at Southern University. He was one of 23 students and CORE members arrested Dec. 14, 1961, for picketing outside stores that discriminated against Black residents. 

      “I was like 20 then, 19 or 20. And I was being half-smart because I didn’t think the police knew why he was arresting me. So I asked him why, and he told me I violated a certain ordinance. I said, ‘What’s the number of the ordinance?’ He told me, and I said, ‘Well, no, that ordinance does not have to do with that, that has to do with streets and drainage.’ I knew he would not know.”

      ‘After that first time, shoot, I wasn’t scared of nothing’

      Robert “Bobby” Talbert, 80 

      Robert ”Bobby” Talbert, a field secretary for SNCC, said he went to jail 62 times over the years for his involvement in the movement in the South. One of his first arrests happened in 1961 when he and two other young people went to the white side of a bus station in McComb, Mississippi. 

      “After that first time, shoot, I wasn't scared of nothing. As a matter of fact, I wasn't scared when we did it the first time. I was a little nervous then all that nervousness went away...And I used to caddy and I knew all those white folks and they knew me by name. They asked me – they called me Robert see – they said Robert, ‘Why you over here? You are supposed to be on the other side.’

      “I said, ‘I come around here to see how ya'll doing and get me something to eat.’ That's what I said when I see them at those other places. 

      “They said, ‘Yeah, but you're supposed to eat over there. I said, ‘Well, there's a lunch counter over here ain't it?’ I said something like that. 

      “They were mad. They turned red.”

      ‘I never sat in the back’

      Hank Thomas, 79

      Hank Thomas, one of the original Freedom Riders, became active in organized civil rights protests while a student at Howard University, a historically Black university in Washington, D.C. 

      “I never accepted the fact that Black folks had to go to the back door, that Black folks didn’t have the same rights as white people. I never became accustomed to my place in society. 

      “I spent a great deal of my childhood in St. Augustine, Florida. I did things very early, and if I’d lived in Birmingham or Montgomery, the things I’d done would have gotten me killed. We had a little small, inner-city bus system, I never sat in the back. I never drank from the colored water fountain, even though I used to look around and make sure no one was watching when I drank from the white fountain.”

      ‘I want to be able to tell this true story’

      Brenda Travis, 76 

      Brenda Travis was 16 when she was arrested for trespassing and jailed for going to a white section of a bus station in McComb, Mississippi. She was also arrested later when she and others, including fellow schoolmates, knelt to pray on the steps of City Hall to protest her expulsion from her high school over her civil rights activities. The marchers were packed in cells in the basement of City Hall.

      “When they said arrest all of those n------, then they began to take everybody down.

      “Oh, my goodness, it was terrible. Parents coming and getting their children and beating them because that's what they felt was expected of them to discipline their children. That was painful too – letting the white man know that I got control of them. Beating the children in front of them and stuff.

      “It's so much. It is so much. Sometimes I have to play these things over and over and over again so that I don't lose focus.

      “I want as long as I live, and I'm able to, I want to be able to tell the story over and over and over again. And I want to be able to tell this true story as I remember it as I lived it. I don't want to have anything fabricated because there's been enough fabricated about our history already. That’s why when I speak, I want to speak in truth.”

      ‘Three of our friends were killed’

      Joan Trumpauer Mulholland, 80 

      Joan Trumpauer Mulholland, who went to Tougaloo College, participated in Freedom Rides in 1961. One of her scariest moments in the movement happened in 1964 when she traveled with other white activists in Canton, Mississippi.

      “White civil rights workers were forbidden to be there by civil rights groups. It was just too dangerous. But a bunch of us decided, well, we're going to go. School's out. Graduation was looming in days.

      “Everybody in the car was white. We were stopped as we left the mass meeting in Canton for voting rights. It had been a rough day in town. Our car got boxed in on the little turnoff between the old road and the brand-new interstate.

      “Fortunately for us, the driver of the car was from Pakistan. Now the guys came out of the truck and all with crowbars and started beating on things. They got ahold of him.

      “The leader of the Opposition Party in the Indian Parliament had just been arrested in Jackson and held in jail. The Indian Embassy in Washington, D.C., went ballistic, contacted the State Department, which contacted local officials and said leave the Indians alone. So we all started insisting he's from India. Don't hit him…He wasn't too happy, you know, being from Pakistan… but it saved our lives.

      “A couple of weeks later, three of our friends were killed. I don't feel guilty for living. But I always feel I must do a little bit extra to make up for what they're not here to do.”

      ‘Nothing really changed’

      David Williamson Jr., 79

      David Williamson Jr., is a member of the Friendship Nine, a term coined by the media after nine students chose to do 30 days in jail instead of paying $100 for bail after staging a sit-in at McCrory’s Five & Dime in Rock Hill, South Carolina, in 1961.

      “After being released from jail, we went to New York to share our experience and then came back to go to school. Nothing really changed, everything went back to normal. The most they did was shut down the lunch counter. So, there was no way to protest or picket again. That was their way to slowing down what was happening in Rock Hill. They finally opened the restaurant back up years later.”

      ‘I intended to kill all three of them’

      Hollis Watkins, 80

      Hollis Watkins, a Mississippi native and an SNCC organizer, was arrested in 1961 at the City Hall in McComb, Mississippi, after he joined students from Burglund High School staging a walkout. At 19, he was one of the oldest at the protest. At one point, he was separated from others in the jail and taken to a room.

      “My daddy had always taught us you can't be afraid of anything. So three white men came and they opened the door and they looked at me and said ‘OK, n-----. Get up. Let's go. We're going to have a hanging here this evening and your Black ass is going to be first.’ 

      “They had a rope in their hands that had the noose already tied in it. I just sat there and looked at them with the thought running through my mind, ‘Now let's see what's going to be the best way for me to kill these crackers.’ 

      “I thought about it and I waited on them. They started moving toward me and I stood still and solid where I was looking each of them in the eye – one to the other. Then they turned around and went back…They were three white men that were on the eve of meeting their death because I intended to kill all three of them if they approached me.”

      ‘I didn’t tell my parents’

      Mack C. Workman, 79

      Mack C. Workman was a member of the Friendship Nine, a term coined by the media after nine students chose to do 30 days in jail instead of paying $100 for bail after staging a sit-in at McCrory’s Five & Dime in Rock Hill, South Carolina, in 1961.

      “I remember there were so many feelings before the protest. We were concerned about our parents and how they could get fired from their job because of what we were doing. There are not many Black people in a small town like Rock Hill, let alone having a job. It would have been easy for them to find my parents and fire them based on my last name. So, I didn’t tell my parents about what we were doing. 

      “But, when they came to visit me in prison, I realized that my father was going to lose his job. My mother didn’t say much but, my father said, ‘After all that I’ve taught you, right from wrong, this is right, and I’m with you 100%.’”

      ‘They were murdered by racists’

      Bob Zellner, 82

      Bob Zellner was a field secretary for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. One of his first experiences as a 22-year-old with SNCC was going to McComb, Mississippi, where he joined a march to City Hall and was beaten by an angry mob. Zellner, who said he suffers from post-traumatic stress disorder, would be beaten and arrested many more times during his work in the movement.

      “I was not scared, which was strange because when I think back on it now, and I think of other people that were similarly situated, I often think how did you get yourself into that situation? Why would you do that?

      “Well, I had made the same decision that a lot of SNCC people had made very early when they decided to take off time from school or when they graduated to take a couple of years to work on voter registration for African American people in Mississippi and Alabama. Nobody made that decision that didn't realize that there was a good chance that they would be killed. But in my first 36 months with SNCC, six or eight of my comrades were in fact lynched. They were murdered by racists. So we knew that that would be a possibility.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          2 She helped integrate higher education in the South. And her classmates wanted her dead

          By Stephanie Allen

        

      

    

    
      ATHENS, Ga. – The rock shot through the window in her dorm room, spraying shards of glass over her open, unpacked suitcase on the floor. Oh my God, all over my clothes, Charlayne Hunter-Gault thought – OK, this is ugly.

      The white mob gathered outside Myers Hall at the University of Georgia wanted her gone. They numbered 2,000 strong, a mix of KKK members, fellow students, community members and bystanders. They threw rocks at the dormitory. They set off firecrackers that ignited small fires. They chanted, “Two! Four! Six! Eight! We ain’t going to integrate!” 

      She was 19. A journalism major and a former homecoming queen. For this, her first day of class, she had chosen a tasteful blue and green tweed skirt with a matching sweater. But the mob saw only her Black skin.

      There was no one else in her dorm room, no one else living on the floor. She was isolated from the other female residents, assigned to live in a kitchenette turned into a makeshift two-room suite with a refrigerator, stove and full bath. The courts had forced the university to integrate its classrooms after 170 years of apartheid, but the toilets and sinks remained separated by race. 

      Dean of students Joe Williams was at Hunter-Gault’s door. He told her she was suspended and must immediately leave the campus. “For your own safety,” he said. 

      In the hallway outside, telephones hung on the wall. Hunter-Gault worried her mother had seen the news reports. She dialed.

      Don’t turn on the television, Hunter-Gault told her mother, I am OK. I’m coming home.

      On Jan. 11, 1961, Hunter-Gault and Hamilton Holmes became the first Black students at the University of Georgia, a flagship university of the South and one of the largest to resist integration seven years after the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education ruling banned segregation in education. They were part of a generation of Americans who rose up in 1961 to organize against the violence and dehumanization of racial segregation and white supremacy. 

      Other Black students had sought entrance at UGA starting in 1952, but the university had stalled, claiming the dorms were full or the application was incomplete. When Hunter-Gault and Holmes managed to break through, there were flashes of opposition – students yelling racial slurs, Confederate flags hung through campus, lawmakers refusing to accept the tides of change. It was only after the ugliness of the riot outside Myers Hall that the community rose up, albeit halfheartedly, to denounce racism and embrace integration. 

      “The integration of the University of Georgia is that kind of important moment, because it continues this assault on the sort of bastions of segregation and institutions that are huge symbols,” said Spencer Crew, director emeritus of the National Museum of African American History and Culture and curator of the permanent exhibition “Defending Freedom, Defining Freedom: Era of Segregation 1876-1968.” 

      The victory was far from absolute. Many years later, as Black Americans are once again taking to public spaces to demand equality, segregation in schools is illegal, but whiteness still dominates in Georgia higher education, as well as at colleges and universities throughout the nation. 

      Black students and students of color are attending college at higher rates compared with previous decades, but are disproportionately enrolling at community colleges or less selective, for-profit colleges.  

      “We have integrated but in some ways, we're still segregated,” said Kelly Rosinger, a professor of education and research associate at the Center for the Study of Higher Education at Pennsylvania State University. 

      On the night of the riot 60 years ago, Williams escorted Hunter-Gault into the hostile darkness, the stench of tear gas heavy like fog in the night. 

      Hunter-Gault remembered a Bible verse her grandmother had taught her years ago: Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.

      The dean carried her books and suitcase. She clutched a statue of the Madonna and cried tears of rage. 

      A hard-fought first day of school

      Holmes and Hunter-Gault were among the top students at Atlanta’s Turner High School, a public school for Black people, when they were approached in 1959 by activists with the Atlanta Committee on Cooperative Action, a group determined to integrate Georgia higher education. 

      The men encouraged the teenagers to enroll at Georgia State University in Atlanta because it was closer to home. Holmes and Hunter-Gault visited the campus and reviewed the curriculum. Neither was satisfied. As young people who valued their education, they wanted the best schooling they could get. 

      When Holmes walked out of the GSU building, he turned to the group and pointed north, as if they could see the University of Georgia’s storied Athens campus outlined in the air. 

      “I want to go there,” Holmes told them. They all understood what “there” meant.

      Hunter-Gault’s competitiveness kicked in.

      “Yeah, me too,” she said. “That's where I want to go.”

      The students were exceptional. They had to be to push through barriers of racism. 

      Holmes was the valedictorian, student body president and football captain. He was determined to become a doctor like his grandfather.

      Hunter-Gault was a top editor on the school paper. Her father and grandfather were preachers, and from the pulpit, her grandfather had said, study words because words will be your liberation. 

      Her grandmother had left school in third grade to help out at home, but valued education and read three newspapers a day. At 5, Charlayne would sit on her knee, find the comics and read about the glamorous, adventurous comic-strip reporter Brenda Starr. When she told her mother she wanted to be like Brenda Starr, her mother said, “If that’s what you want to do.” 

      On Jan. 6, 1961, a prolonged legal battle ended in Hunter-Gault and Holmes’ favor. They would start school five days later, two days into the semester. 

      Even before her arrival on campus, Hunter-Gault was a curiosity and a target. The day the judge signed the order, 150 students hung her and Holmes in effigy while singing “Dixie.” Other students tried to burn a 15-foot cross, but couldn’t get it lit.

      When she arrived on campus with Holmes, her car was surrounded by hecklers, some shouting “Kill the n------s.” A fraternity lowered a Confederate flag to half-staff. Hunter-Gault did her best to stare straight ahead as she walked.

      In a psychology class on the history of behavior patterns, the other students left the seats next to her and behind her empty. Afterward, a few students greeted her with handshakes and nice-to-have-yous.

      Later that day, Hunter-Gault entered a journalism ethics class unaware of what had unfolded moments prior.

      Joan Zitzelman, a white student, arrived at the auditorium before Hunter-Gault and found a seat in the back. Scrawled across the blackboard, waiting for Hunter-Gault, was a racial epithet. Zitzelman descended the 12 rows and erased the words. She turned and saw the collective eyes of all her peers staring at her. 

      As she returned to her seat, Zitzelman wondered whether anyone would have the courage to stand up and rewrite it. She wondered whether she would have the courage to erase it again. 

      The hostile environment was by design. Tommy Johnson, a reporter for the student newspaper, the Red & Black, said that at one point, Georgia state lawmakers were calling students to spread messages of hate.

      “Politicians who were very strong segregationists were urging the students to resist and to have the students almost as their instruments of resistance,” Johnson said.
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        Charlayne Hunter, 18, the first Black woman to attend the University of Georgia, sits in one of her classes in Athens, Ga., on Jan. 11, 1961.
      
      ‘Come on, let’s get them’

      As Hunter-Gault ended her historic first day of class, other students emerged from a basketball game against arch-rival Georgia Tech. The game had gone into overtime, but when the final whistle blew, UGA lost. With tensions high, the integrated dorm became an instant target.

      Students, including Zitzelman, had petitioned the university officials to shut the game down because they worried a large gathering would grow violent. 

      “We got beat by Georgia Tech and we got beat by the n-----,” one student was overheard saying.

      Alone in her dorm, Hunter-Gault heard a growing noise outside her window. A group of men in crewcuts held up a bedsheet on which they had written, “N----- GO HOME!!!”

      When the rock and a Coke bottle hurtled into her room, she was aghast by the window shards on her clothing.

      “Girls in South, especially those brought up like me in the church – I mean, my friends who demonstrated in the movement, often demonstrated in their high-heeled shoes and gloves like they will go into church – and so our clothes were very special to us,” Hunter-Gault said.

      Outside, Calvin “Bud” Trillin, then a 25-year-old reporter for Time magazine was watching the riot unfold. He had formally introduced himself to Hunter-Gault that morning while she was on the way to class, launching a decades-long friendship over their shared passion for telling stories. Before the riot, he gave her a call. “Hey, Charlayne, it’s Bud,” he said. “How’d you like a hot pastrami sandwich right about now?” They laughed. Both of them knew there was no hot pastrami in Athens.

      Now, Trillin could feel the burning in his chest and eyes. Tear gas. An offensive move from the sorely outnumbered police.  

      Johnson, the student journalist, was also in the crowd. It seemed to him that many were too old to be students. 

      “It's like one of those nights, I'll never forget,” Johnson said. “In the darkness, I can make out some faces. In the darkness, I could hear shouts. There was a lot of use of the N-word.” 

      Four young Black men watched from nearby, ready to fight for Hunter-Gault and Holmes if needed. One of them, Ken Dious, a high school football player, had previously protested at segregated lunch counters, marched against the Klan, and gotten arrested several times for the cause. He had never seen a crowd this large in town. 

      “There were only four of us,” Dious said. “And that was a huge crowd.”  

      The students started to disperse when William Tate, the dean of male students, arrived, cutting through the crowd and demanding student ID cards. 

      Across town, the Black community had set up protection for Holmes, who was able to live off-campus with a local Black family, the Killians. Since his arrival, Black people had patrolled the streets outside the home with weapons. 

      An editorial ran the next day in the student paper, condemning the riot.  

      “Ladies and gentlemen of the University, you made history last night. Are you proud of the manner in which you did so? We hope not.”

      No one in the crowd had seen the signature white cloaks of the Ku Klux Klan – or the Tri Kappa, as the fraternity men would sometimes call them. But days later, local news reports showed grand dragon Calvin Craig from Atlanta and several other Klansmen had attended the riot and been arrested for “inciting violence.” 

      They were carrying pistols.

      The first Black graduates

      As Hunter-Gault walked out of the dorm room, a gaggle of white women formed a semicircle around her. The students had been told to change their bedsheets as a safety precaution against the teargas.

      “Here, Charlayne, go upstairs and change my sheets,” one of the students taunted as she tossed a coin at Hunter-Gault.

      Hunter-Gault wore a long coat tied at the waist to keep her warm as Tate escorted her to a highway patrol vehicle. The officer drove her to the Killian home five minutes away, where Holmes, newly awakened and already on the phone with their lawyer, insisted on driving himself and Hunter-Gault home to Atlanta in his beloved car, gifted to him by his grandfather. 

      Hunter-Gault persuaded him to ride with her in the patrolman’s vehicle. The road to Atlanta cut through Klan territory. It was safer this way, she thought.

      After a quiet ride, they arrived in Atlanta past midnight. Hunter-Gault, Holmes, their legal team, reporters and supporters gathered in Hunter-Gault’s home to make plans.

      It took another order from a United States District Judge for the two students to be readmitted five days later. Nearly two-thirds of the faculty signed a petition demanding that the two students be allowed to return to class.

      In that time, a gunman appeared at Hunter-Gault’s dorm, asking for her. 

      Hunter-Gault and Holmes continued their education without further disruption. Another Black student, Mary Frances Early, joined the university later that year. She became the first Black student to graduate from UGA. 

      Holmes went on to become the first Black student to attend the Emory University School of Medicine. He became an orthopedic surgeon and returned to Emory as a professor and associate dean. He died in 1995 at the age of 54.

      Hunter-Gault, now 79, became a journalist, working for publications such as The New York Times, the New Yorker, PBS, CNN and NPR. She won two Emmys and a Peabody award for her reporting across Africa.

      After Holmes and Hunter-Gault graduated, Dious became the first Black man to wear the UGA football uniform and try out for the team.

      “It let me know I could go to the UGA,” Dious said of the battle Holmes and Hunter-Gault fought and won. 

      Klansman threatened to kill Dious for playing university sports; many students made it clear they didn’t want him there. He was the only Black student in his classes, but he graduated like anyone else, he said. 

      “A lot of people think I went crazy. I say, thank God for UGA,” he said. “I feel like I really, you know, contributed to things.” 

      The university’s student body today is two-thirds white, one of the highest percentages of white students in the University System of Georgia. Roughly 5% of the faculty is Black. 

      Across the nation, Black high school students are among the least likely to receive college readiness courses, trailing only Pacific Islanders. Black students also have the lowest college graduation rate of any group besides Native Americans. And yet the Black college graduation rate has more than doubled since the integration movement of the 1960s.

      Holmes never seemed to connect with the white students at the university. He racked up A grades, but stayed quiet on campus, instead preferring to spend his time with the other Black young men in Athens. 

      “He would leave class and go to the Killians, put down his books and change clothes and go play football with the boys,” Hunter-Gault said. 

      Hunter-Gault made many friends at UGA, including Zitzelman from her journalism ethics class. She met her first husband there. 

      In 1988, she returned to campus as the first Black commencement speaker. In her speech, Hunter-Gault read part of a letter from a former classmate: “Your experience was visible to me. I watched from the window the night the mob came from over the hill ... and the shock remains. For the first time, I understood unreasonable cruelty, and I have not been an innocent since that night.’”

      Soon after the riot, a group of white women in Hunter-Gault’s dorm arrived at her door with bags of groceries. They were there to cook dinner with her. 

      Hunter-Gault welcomed them in.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Behind the scenes with visual journalist Jasper Colt

          

          Chapter 2 Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      For our sweeping “Seven Days of 1961” project, I created seven short documentary videos, one for each of our mainbar stories focusing on a single historic day of civil rights action in 1961. As the photographer for all seven stories, I was the only journalist to travel to each of the sites. My travels took me through 14 states — in the heat of the summer delta wave of COVID-19 – via several thousand miles of flying and driving. Each video features interviews with civil rights veterans who took part in the civil rights actions, along with present-day video of the sites and historical photos and video from the events. With the help of freelance photo and video archival researcher Charlie Borst, we were able to find compelling images from all the days we covered. In addition, I made portraits of most of the veterans and photographed all the sites. 

      Meeting the many veterans and visiting the sites of their experiences was surreal for me. As a student of civil rights history, it felt like we were capturing essential histories of the era that might otherwise go untold. On a more personal level, it was incredibly inspirational to meet people who had put so much on the line to try to force societal changes that might take years or even decades to bear fruit. Their dedication to justice and their courage and sacrifices were always forefront in my mind as we listened to their powerful stories. 

      My greatest hope is that our readers and viewers learn something from this work and come away with a better understanding of what these civil rights veterans faced in their efforts for equality.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          3 They tried to eat at a whites-only lunch counter in 1961. They were sentenced to a chain gang

          By Wenei Philimon

        

      

    

    
      ROCK HILL, S.C. – Mack Workman’s hands went numb. He held his breath. Fear gripped his chest. 

      In front of him stood a dozen police officers.

      Workman, then 18, hadn’t told his parents what he was doing that day. That he and his friends had plans to break the law at one of the most popular restaurants in Rock Hill, South Carolina. That they would sit at the department store lunch counter reserved for white people and would not have their humanity refused. 

      “I was afraid,” Workman said. “I had never done anything like this before.” 

      The police chief approached the group of Black young men and women standing in the street. 

      Don’t cause any trouble today, he told them.

      Workman and the other young people kept walking, eyes fixed on their destination: McCrory’s Five & Dime. 

      More officers arrived outside the restaurant, along with a mob of white locals who threatened to beat the protesters. One activist was spat on, but the group comprised mostly of Friendship Junior College students made their way in. Each took a seat on a stool, placed their orders and waited to be served, all according to their plan. 

      “We can’t serve you here,” the manager told them.

      The police officers pounced, grabbing the students from the stools before putting them under arrest. 

      The next day, the group of 10 men stood in front of Judge Billy Hayes to enter their plea on trespassing charges. They all wanted to plead not guilty, but before they could finish, Hayes pronounced them guilty. 

      One student afraid of losing his scholarship paid the $100 bail, but the other nine refused. They would accept 30 days of hard labor on a chain gang at York County Prison Farm. Confusion spread through the courtroom. 

      In the earliest days of the civil rights movement, anti-segregation activists worked diligently to raise enough cash to bail out their foot soldiers on the front lines. But the students, who came to be known as the Friendship Nine, set a precedent with their Jan. 31, 1961, protest at McCrory's Five & Dime and subsequent arrest.

      Why should they owe bail for demanding their civil liberties? Why should the government profit from the bail money of the oppressed? If someone had to pay, it would be the government, forced to house and feed them. 

      The strategy fueled a new approach in the civil rights era: The “jail, no bail” movement cost no money and helped create a narrative for the media to highlight how much Black people were willing to sacrifice for equal rights.

      The Rock Hill tactic was copied by students across the South attending historically Black colleges and universities. It was used in May 1961, when roughly 300 Freedom Riders chose jail, no bail in Jackson, Mississippi, for breaching the peace while demanding integration at bus stations. It was used again in December, when more than 500 protesters chose jail, no bail in Albany, Georgia, for trespassing while using “white only” facilities at bus stations, joining mass demonstrations and staging sit-ins aimed to desegregate travel facilities. 

      “The protesters in Rock Hill were students of history, and they were mindful that they played a critical role in a larger and deeper struggle that transformed the nation,” said Bobby Donaldson, an associate professor of history at the University of South Carolina and the director of the Center for Civil Rights History and Research. “The activists knew and trusted one another, had confidence in their training – and their cause – and had the courage to try new tactics.”

      In 1961, downtown Rock Hill was a one-stop, all-you-need place filled with department stores, drugstores, restaurants and dry cleaners. Black customers were barely tolerated, and they certainly were not allowed to sit, order a sandwich and eat their lunch alongside the community’s white citizens. 

      Young Black people were angry that they could purchase goods from certain stores, even order food at the end of the counter, but they were not allowed to be served or eat at the counter. 

      If they could desegregate McCrory’s, they reasoned, surely the other stores in Rock Hill would follow.

      ‘I am going to jail’

      The group of students met in secret every day after school to train.

      They pretended they were picketing. They acted out a sit-in. 

      Thomas Gaither, a secretary with the Congress of Racial Equality, a civil rights organization that used nonviolent and direct-action tactics to push for equal rights for African Americans, had carefully selected each student to help desegregate downtown Rock Hill. 

      “No matter what happens, we have to commit to being nonviolent,” Gaither told them.

      Rock Hill is the largest city in York County and roughly a 30-minute drive from Charlotte, North Carolina. For months, more than 100 students worked together to protest segregation at local eateries. The Woolworth’s lunch counter in Rock Hill shut down to avoid further clashes. 

      As the spring semester approached, the Rev. Dr. William Diggs and the Rev. Ivory Cecil, members of the NAACP, encouraged the students to wait to do another sit-in at McCrory’s until after they registered for classes in case they were incarcerated.

      About 40 volunteers agreed to the sit-in. The date marked one year after an impromptu demonstration at a Woolworth’s in Greensboro, North Carolina, inspired copycat student-led protests across the South. 

      But when the morning came, only a few students showed up. 

      There were nine men: Workman, Robert McCullough, John Gaines, Thomas Gaither, Clarence Graham, Willie McCleod, James Wells, David Williamson Jr., Charles Taylor.

      A group of female students came along to show their support: Phyllis Tompson Hyatt, Peggy Archie Long, Olivette McClurkin, Essie Porter Ramseur, Lucille Wallace Reese, Patricia Hinton Sims and Elsie White Spring. The City Girls, as they were known, were a group of African American women at Friendship Junior College who worked to help desegregate the city. 

      As they were getting ready to leave, W.T. “Dub” Massey stumbled in. What are you doing here? the other students asked.

      “I am going to jail,” he said.  

      ‘Lunch counter closed’

      It was morning. They walked in silence toward downtown, only the light chirping of birds and the occasional thrum of a car’s engine accompanying their march. The women waved signs: “You want our money, but you won’t let us sit at your lunch counter” and ”We demand complete service or no service.” 

      “I don’t think we’ve ever been that quiet in all the days we’ve been demonstrating,” said McClurkin, who prayed to herself as they walked. “I think we were all trying to figure out how this day was going to end.” 

      The students established two picket lines and marched outside McCrory’s. White people passed by, calling them derogatory names.

      A piece of cardboard hit Williamson. When he turned and looked, he saw a white child. This was the first time he had ever experienced violence. He stared at the child until one of his classmates tapped his shoulder, snapping him out of his anger, and told him to keep moving. 

      After roughly 15 minutes of picketing, the 10 men entered the store. The City Girls waited outside, hugging one another and praying for their friends. 

      McCrory’s Five & Dime had a long lunch counter with leather stools. Many signs hung on the walls: Coca-Cola advertisements and country steak and baked roast beef prices. The restaurant was filled with the sounds of conversations and crashing dishes, Workman said. 

      The protesters never got to eat alongside the white diners. 

      “The police were so hyper and excited,” Gaither said. “We were dragged and taken to the back lot of the city jail.”

      The city jail was behind McCrory's Five & Dime. The men were taken inside, fingerprinted, searched and charged for trespassing. 

      Two days later, McCrory’s Five & Dime posted a sign on their door: “Lunch counter closed.”

      Hard beds, segregated cells

      The York County Prison Farm consisted of three small holding cells with iron-barred doors. The prison was segregated, white prisoners on one side and Black prisoners on the other. 

      As the activists walked with the guards, other prisoners stared them down. The men were put into a cell, the door was closed and locked. For years, the men would hear the sound of the door banging closed.

      The prison served them cold barbecue chicken and black coffee. The men talked through the bars and sang freedom and spiritual songs: “We Shall Overcome,” “Freedom” and “Chain Gang.”

      As darkness fell, the cold, hard bed with no mattress bruised their bodies. The yelling and banging on the walls made it hard for them to sleep.

      “We served jail time with hard criminals, prisoners who have committed murder and have done all kinds of things,” Gaither said. 

      Days passed, and they had no idea what was happening outside their cell walls. Communication with the outside world was limited to visits from their lawyers and phone calls. 

      Gaither used one of his phone calls to contact the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee.

      The student-based organization known as SNCC aimed to organize nonviolent and direct-action attacks on segregation and other forms of injustice. It would become one of the top “organization of organizers” of the civil rights movements, but in 1961, Rock Hill was one of its first major battles, said Donaldson of the University of Southern Carolina.

      The next day, SNCC sent a team of leaders to Rock Hill to stage a “jail, no bail” sit-in. All four leaders were arrested for trespassing and refused to pay bail. Charles Sherrod and Charles Jones were sent to York County Prison Farm. Diane Nash and Ruby Doris Smith were sentenced to the county jail because the prison did not have a women’s section.

      More SNCC leaders were sent to Rock Hill to organize picket lines, rallies and mass meetings.

      On visitation day, hundreds of people lined up that Sunday to support the students. Visits were limited to one minute per person, and there was no privacy. The guards took notes of the conversations. 

      Gaines’s great-grandmother brought $200 to persuade him to reconsider serving time. He would not.

      Workman had not spoken to his parents since he was imprisoned. When he was able to talk to them, his fears had been realized. His father, a janitor, had been fired by his white boss after Workman joined the protest at McCrory’s Five & Dime.

      “My mother didn’t say much, but my father said, ‘After all that I’ve taught you – right from wrong – this is right, and I’m with you 100%,’” Workman said. 

      When crowds continued to show up for the students, York County Prison Farm eliminated Sunday morning visiting hours. 

      ‘Before I’ll be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave'

      Life in prison became a routine: wake up at 5 a.m. for breakfast, then a day’s worth of hard labor in a chain gang loading dirt into a truck, cleaning drains or digging a maintenance hole.  

      When they had time, they caught up on schoolwork. The prison allowed them to bring their textbooks, Williamson said. 

      They made friends with fellow inmates, many of whom looked up to them. The students mediated when arguments broke out. They taught freedom songs to the other Black prisoners.

      “Before I’ll be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave,” they sang. 

      “Cut out that damned fuss,” a guard warned. 

      The men kept singing, landing themselves in solitary confinement. 

      The “hole,” as it was known, was a small room with one toilet and a small sink. Steel bars boarded the lone window, allowing little sunlight. The lights would turn on to signal mealtime. The prison served cornbread and water for two days and prepared a more robust meal of meat, fruit, vegetables, milk or bread on the third day. 

      In their darkness, the men did not stop singing.

      After a day in solitary confinement, they returned to the general population, where they were ordered to do nearly twice as much work with the chain gang. Instead of loading 21 trucks with dirt each day, they now had to load 38. 

      A group of prison supervisors came to inspect their work one day. As they were leaving, Gaines waved at them. 

      Gaines' motion was perceived as a threat. The supervisors turned, grabbed him and took him. After the other men inquired about him, they were put back in the hole, but the prison guards did not answer their questions. 

      The men went on a hunger strike.

      The fast was easy at first because it was a break from the horrible food. But by the second day, the lack of food felt as if their backs had blended with their stomachs. 

      They kept themselves going by imagining their favorite foods. Baby Ruth candy bars. Fried chicken. Steak.

      On the third day, they were told Gaines had been taken to the county jail. The hunger strike ended, and they were put back to work.

      ‘We can right history’

      On their 28th day in prison, all nine students, Sherrod and Jones worked half a day. 

      Then all 11 men were loaded onto the back of a dump truck and dropped off at the city limits of Rock Hill. They were free. Nash and Doris were released the next day.

      “Our release was very low-key because the local authorities did not want to give us an audience or for the press to write about it,” Gaither said. 

      The city of Rock Hill was filled with talk of desegregation, inspiring Black and white people in nearby towns to join sit-ins and picket lines. The Congress of Racial Equality, which promoted nonviolent and direct-action tactics, invited the men to New York to talk about their experiences. 

      The students graduated, but not much changed in Rock Hill. One by one, they left for jobs or master’s programs up North. McCrory’s remained closed.  

      “It was as if the city was waiting for us to leave to go back to how things were,” Williamson said. “Life continued as if the sit-in in McCrory’s did not happen and we did not spend time in prison.”

      In 2015, Judge John Hayes III, the nephew of the judge who sentenced the men to prison, overturned their convictions. 

      “We cannot rewrite history, but we can right history,” Hayes said during his ruling.  
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        David Williamson, one of the Friendship Nine, sits for a portrait at the original McCrory’s lunch counter, restored and preserved by the owners of Kounter, in Rock Hill, S.C. on Aug. 12, 2021. On Feb. 1, 1961, nine young civil rights activists were convicted of trespassing for staging a sit-in at a department store lunch counter in Rock Hill, S.C.
      
      The city put a historical marker celebrating the Friendship Nine outside the old McCrory’s Five & Dime building, now a trendy restaurant called Kounter. The original counter surface and barstools from McCrory’s Five & Dime are engraved with the names of the men, the City Girls and Diggs and Cecil on the barstools and walls.

      Only five members of the Friendship Nine are still alive: Massey, Workman, Gaines, Gaither and Williamson. They are now parents, grandparents, retirees. 

      Their pride in changing the course of U.S. history remains absolute. 

      After they were released from prison, the men walked a quarter of a mile to Friendship College. Once on campus, Williamson, overcome with relief, ran to a bell that sat in front of the school.

      He rang it again and again.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          4 They held a ‘read-in’ at a whites-only library in 1961 and helped end segregation. Meet the Tougaloo Nine

          By Deborah Barfield Berry

        

      

    

    
      JACKSON, Miss. – Ethel Sawyer sat at a table facing the huge windows, watching the crowd swell outside the public library. She saw their mouths moving. She couldn’t hear the words, but their grimaces made her cringe.

      She watched them shake their fists and point toward the building. She looked down, pretending to read. The book was upside down.

      Sawyer quietly pleaded that police would hurry, please hurry, and arrest her for taking a seat in the whites-only library. She’d rather go to jail than face the crowd gathering along the sidewalk on State Street.

      That morning, Sawyer, 20, a junior, along with eight fellow students from Tougaloo Southern Christian College, a private, historically Black school outside Jackson, walked into the public library designated for white patrons only. It was March 27, 1961, in Jackson, the capital of Mississippi, where the Ku Klux Klan reigned, bombings of Black churches were frequent and the number of lynchings was the highest in the country. State officials had created a commission to track civil rights activists.

      The “read-in” led by the students who became known as the Tougaloo Nine inspired young people across Mississippi to take action, setting the stage for demonstrations at other Black colleges and galvanizing a community around the fight for civil rights. The Tougaloo students were mentored by Medgar Evers, Mississippi’s NAACP field secretary, in a push by civil rights groups to harness the energy and passion of young people in Mississippi and beyond. 

      Few dared to challenge an entrenched system of segregation across the South, particularly in Mississippi, that relegated citizens with brown skin such as Sawyer’s to libraries that often had outdated books or hardly any books at all. The better-equipped libraries, schools and hospitals were off-limits to the state’s Black citizens. 

      “What they did in that particular moment was set a standard for what would happen after and set a precedent for youth activism,” said Daphne Chamberlain, a civil rights expert and history professor at what is now Tougaloo College. “They actually set aside their fear because they understood the implications of being involved in the movement.”

      The daring demonstration forced Mississippians to reckon with racial segregation. 

      “This moment of the Tougaloo Nine shocking the consciousness of Mississippians – Black and white – in 1961 is an important moment,” said Robert Luckett, a history professor at Jackson State University.

      Police arrived quickly at the Jackson Municipal Library that morning. They ordered the students scattered at different tables to go across town to the colored library.

      “This is an unlawful assembly, and you’re ordered to disperse, to leave,” the sheriff commanded.

      The students kept still. They were arrested for “breach of the peace” and paraded past the crowd outside shouting at them, cursing them.
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        Ethel Sawyer Adolphe is one of the Tougaloo Nine students who demonstrated at Jackson Municipal Library in Jackson, Miss., on March 27, 1961.
      
      Flanked by police, Sawyer threw her head back, tilting her chin toward the sky, snubbing her taunters. 

      “The heck with you,” she thought.

      ‘He knew we were in danger’

      Jerry W. Keahey fiddled with his grits, eggs, bacon and toast slathered with grape jelly. He was nervous. The student from Laurel, Mississippi, had less than two months to graduate from Tougaloo, and that day’s lesson couldn’t be taught in a classroom.

      The Rev. John Mangram, the school chaplain, summoned Keahey and a small band of students to the lobby of a girls’ dorm to pray for their safety. “He knew we were in danger,” Keahey said.

      Keahey, a photographer for the yearbook, came armed with the Speed Graphic 2X3 camera he bought for $60. He had scraped up $3 to put it on layaway the year before. 

      They posed for the camera: Meredith Anding Jr., James “Sammy” Bradford, Alfred Cook, Geraldine Edwards (now Edwards-Hollis), Janice Jackson (now Jackson Vails), Joseph Jackson, Jr.; Albert Lassiter, Evelyn Pierce and  Sawyer (now Sawyer Adolphe). 

      Click. Keahey took a picture of them standing against a wall. Click. Another with some sitting.

      What the students were about to do was unheard of. 

      They loaded into a yellow-and-white station wagon parked out front. Keahey got behind the wheel.

      “There were other people who wanted to go. But I could only get nine people in that station wagon,” he said. “If I could have put 20 people in a bus, it might have been the Tougaloo 20.”

      ‘We have a right to be served just like the whites’

      Only a few people were in the library that sunny morning. Joseph Jackson, 23, asked the clerk for a book he knew was there.

      “This is a whites-only library, and you would be accepted at the colored library on Mill Street,” the clerk told him. 

      Jackson was president of Tougaloo’s NAACP Youth Council. He was a pastor and a philosophy and religion major. Jackson, an only child, grew up in Memphis. His mother cleaned houses for white people. His father was a janitor.

      He refused to leave the library. 

      On the way there, Jackson and the other students had stopped by the George Washington Carver library, which served Black readers. They knew the books they wanted weren’t there. 

      “We have a right to be served just like the whites,” Jackson recalled. 

      When it was her turn, Hollis asked for a health book. Everything seemed to stand still as she looked into the faces of white staffers.

      “They were like, ‘Look at these folks. They have the audacity to come in here,’” Hollis said. 

      Hollis, whose father was a minister, prayed for strength. There was so much uncertainty. What would be the price for challenging her state’s long history of segregation? 

      She wore layers to help shield against potential blows: a black-and-white checkered jacket with three-quarter-length sleeves, a round collar and black buttons down both sides of the front, a black skirt and trench coat with a matching hat. She had designed and sewed most of the outfit – a skill she picked up in a high school home economics class in her hometown of Natchez, Klan territory.

      “We had to be ready for the things that we knew had happened to so many other young people, and that is to prepare our bodies because we didn't know whether it would be a billy club or a butt of a revolver or whatever,” she said.

      ‘Everybody was nervous and scared’

      Across the street in a phone booth, Keahey called Mangram on campus about 10 miles away to report what was happening. 

      “Are the students OK?” Mangram wanted to know.

      “They seem to be all right,” Keahey replied.

      Police cars with sirens blaring came from all directions. “As though somebody robbed the bank,” Keahey recalled. 

      Hurry back to campus, Mangram told him. 

      They didn’t want the station wagon confiscated. Keahey had parked in a Sears and Roebuck lot, hiding it between cars. The school name was emblazoned across its doors.

      He drove the back roads to campus, troubled he didn’t know what would happen to his schoolmates. 

      “Everybody was nervous and scared,” Keahey said. “When you start doing something like that back in the ’60s, you got killed.”

      They wanted justice, revenge

      Three days a week, Tougaloo students participated in mock mob training to prepare for sit-ins and other protests. They called each other slurs. They shoved fellow students off chairs and poured water over their heads.

      “They would do everything they could to really provoke a reaction,” said Jackson, the NAACP youth leader. 

      For weeks leading to March 27, students filled the polished wooden pews in the campus chapel, talking about students across the South challenging segregation. Evers sometimes joined them, as did Martin Luther King Jr. and Fannie Lou Hamer, an organizer with the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee, a pivotal civil rights organization in the 1960s.

      Tougaloo provided a safe haven for activists.

      Off campus, Black Mississippians were banned from white schools, white sections of bus stations. They had to pay poll taxes to register to vote. Many descendants of enslaved Black Americans worked as sharecroppers for little to nothing for white landowners on former plantations. 

      Civil rights activists who went to register Black citizens in Mississippi called it the apartheid of the South.

      In the 1960s, Black people made up half the population in Mississippi, but only 6% were registered to vote, Luckett said. Mississippi had last elected a Black congressman in 1883.

      “It's not to say that things weren't happening in Mississippi,” Luckett said of protests. “Medgar Evers was doing yeoman's work across the state prior to that. It's just there wasn't the kind of spark that really ignited the movement in the way that 1961 would here.”

      In January, Evers told students of plans to integrate the library. About 15 members of the NAACP Youth Council met to map out details.

      Years before, Sawyer had rejected a request from the NAACP in Memphis to try to integrate Memphis State University. Sawyer, one of 13 children, was the first in her family to finish college. Her father was a railroad freight handler and her mother a homemaker who occasionally cleaned houses for white families.

      Sawyer wouldn’t say no to another chance to battle segregation.

      “Wherever it was decided that we would go, I would have gone,” she said.

      As a child, Jackson had buried the pain of watching a white Greyhound bus driver hit his mother so hard she fell to the ground. At 10 years old, he could only help his mother, whose face was bloodied, to the back of the bus where Black passengers were forced to sit.

      By 1961, Jackson wanted revenge.

      “I couldn’t wait to step into that white-only library,” he said.

      ‘I thought I was going to die’

      One by one, students were led into a small room in the jail and repeatedly asked, “Who was your leader?”

      Police were sure Evers was involved, but he didn’t go to campus that morning or the library.

      “Why do you think we students didn’t do this ourselves?” Sawyer told the two white men. One had his foot on her chair.

      “Because you’re not smart enough,” one replied.

      “I’m tired of your 10-cents psychology,” said Sawyer, a sociology major. “And I want my lawyer.”

      The students were booked. Mug shots taken. 

      Jackson was #20754. Alone in his cell, he realized he wouldn’t be released that night as organizers had promised. He thought about his wife and two young children back in Memphis. He couldn’t sleep, fearing the KKK would drag students out and bury them in unmarked graves.

      “I thought I was going to die,” he said.

      ‘The cruelty of segregation’ 

      Word spread to Jackson State University that Tougaloo students had been arrested. The historically Black college was a few miles from the library and from Tougaloo.

      Joyce Ladner, 16, a freshman, cut class and waited by the radio for word about the students.

      “It was incredible news for Mississippi,” she said.

      Ladner and her older sister, Dorie Ladner, were the first in their family to attend college. Their mother was a homemaker and their stepfather a diesel engineer. The sisters from Palmers Crossing had often visited Evers in his office across the street from campus.

      At the NAACP office weeks earlier, Evers had sworn them to secrecy about the Tougaloo students’ plan. He suggested they propose a “sympathy protest” on their campus.

      The evening of the library demonstration, the Ladners joined hundreds of students on the Jackson State campus for a prayer vigil for the Tougaloo Nine. 

      “Lord, we have trouble here,” one student prayed. “Watch over those students who are in jail.”

      It was interrupted, Dorie Ladner said, when the college president rushed toward them shouting, “Stop it. Go back to your dorms!”

      He knocked her sister’s roommate to the ground.

      The state-funded school had much to lose from students defying Mississippi norms.

      “This is the cruelty of segregation,” Joyce Ladner recalled.

      Police showed up with dogs, and students retreated to their dorms. Plans were set to march to the city jail the next morning.

      ‘Oh, my Lord, they’re trying to kill us’

      Dorie Ladner didn’t expect the wall of white police just steps off campus when about two dozen students from Jackson State began their march to the jail.

      That same day, thousands of people, some dressed in Confederate regalia, were in the city to celebrate the centennial anniversary of the Civil War.

      The Jackson State students turned off Lynch Street and down side streets. 

      At the corner of Pearl and Rose Streets, Joyce Ladner heard pop, pop, pop. “Oh, my Lord, they're trying to kill us,” she thought.  

      The officers were firing tear gas. Students ran through the neighborhood.

      A cartridge slammed into Dorie Ladner’s back. She raced down Rose Street when a Black woman shouted, “Baby, come and sit on the front porch!”

      “Sit here like you live here,” the woman commanded. “Don’t move.” 

      Dorie Ladner watched police and their dogs walk up and down streets.

      Her sister ran down an alley and knocked on the door of a shotgun house. When no one answered, she reached through the screen to let herself in and quickly explained to the approaching woman what was happening.

      “Come on here, nobody's gonna bother you in my house,” the Black woman told Joyce Ladner and a schoolmate.

      A student, who had been hiding on the back porch behind a refrigerator, knocked on the door. The three sat still as the woman continued to iron.

      “It's a low-down dirty shame that they're treating these children like animals,” the woman said. 

      Youth activists flock to Mississippi 

      More than 35 hours after they were jailed, Sawyer and the other students were released. She walked through the station eyeing the cakes, cookies, candy and fruit locals had dropped off for the students. It felt good to see the community support.

      Police drove the students back to campus – speeding so fast Sawyer thought they would be killed in a car crash. Other activists had been murdered by segregationists along Mississippi roads.

      “I believe that we were taken back in those police cars to save our asses,” Sawyer said.

      At the courthouse the next day, Sawyer saw a crowd of Black people waiting outside, many unable to get into the packed, segregated courtroom. Onlookers, mostly women and children, applauded as the Tougaloo students headed into the building. 

      Police sicced dogs on the supporters and beat some with nightsticks and pistols. A pastor was bitten by a dog. 

      Inside the courtroom, the students were convicted, each fined $100 and issued a 30-day suspended jail sentence. 

      In the weeks that followed, local newspapers labeled them agitators. The Mississippi State Sovereignty Commission, a state agency tracking activists, sent investigators to students' hometowns to dig up information.

      “She has good records in school and a good reputation in the community,” an investigator wrote of Sawyer.

      In Natchez, Klansmen rode horses into Hollis’ father’s business to intimidate them. 

      “They didn't have to say anything with their white hoods on their head,” Hollis said. 

      At Jackson State, Dorie and Joyce Ladner were expelled for their civil rights involvement. They enrolled at Tougaloo and worked with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee.

      At Tougaloo, the nine students were featured on the front of the Tougazette. “Tougaloo 9 Honored Here and in North,” the headline read. 

      Other young activists turned their attention to Mississippi, where hundreds of Freedom Riders braved violence to help end segregation in public transportation. 

      Farther south in McComb, Mississippi, two young activists were arrested that summer for sitting at a whites-only lunch counter in Woolworth’s department store. In October, more than 100 high school students marched to City Hall there.

      On Aug. 17, 2007, members of the Tougaloo Nine unveil the Mississippi Freedom Trail marker recognizing them for their peaceful sit-in at the Jackson Municipal Library in Jackson, Miss. The nine people arrested March 27, 1961, were students at the private Tougaloo College.

      “Young people said they had absolutely nothing to lose,” said Chamberlain, the Tougaloo professor.

      Today, a marker honoring the Tougaloo Nine stands outside the old library, abandoned and gray with age. This year, Tougaloo College awarded the students honorary doctorate degrees.

      Sawyer, 81, has no regrets. “Not a one,” she said. “I’d do it again. I’d do it 10 times.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Behind the scenes with reporter Deborah Barfield Berry

          

          Chapter 4 Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      I followed Bobby Talbert down a dark narrow stairwell to the basement of city hall in McComb, Mississippi, where he was jailed 60 years earlier. He gripped the dingy white bars and stepped inside a cell. He told of the day in October 1961 when he and others, mostly high school students, were locked up after protesting for equal rights on the front steps of the building.

      The jail isn’t used anymore. It had been decades since Talbert, then 80, had been inside.

      I listened in awe. I can still hear him talk about being packed into a cell with fellow protesters, about deputies calling them out their names, about freedom songs they sang for comfort.

      I was in Mississippi last summer with my colleague Jasper Colt. We were on a mission to help tell the stories of veterans of the civil rights movement. We wanted to retrace their steps in 1961 in their fight for equal rights. Days earlier, we stood with Jerry W. Keahey in Jackson in front of the library where he dropped off fellow students from Tougaloo College. They staged a “read-in’’ at the whites-only library. He choked up when he described returning to campus and leaving them behind. I choked up too.

      It’s one thing to write about these historic places. It’s another to stand in front of them – with activists who were there when history was made.

      During the trip, we also sat down with Ethel Sawyer on her patio in St. Louis and Reggie Robinson on his porch in Baton Rouge, where he fried fish and cooked greens. 

      The effort was years in the making. I had gotten to know many veterans when I worked with the late videographer Maria Fowler and editor Nichelle Smith on stories for an online civil rights project. That work left us indebted to the veterans.

      We talked about one day doing more to share their stories. Then in 2020 some of the movement’s legends died – the Rev. C.T. Vivian, the Rev. Joseph Lowery and Georgia Rep. John Lewis. It again hit home. Many veterans were in their 80s, 90s. If not now, then when? Things were set in motion for a project. It turned into a multimedia months-long undertaking that included dozens of amazing people in the USA TODAY Network.

      At the heart of the massive project, managed by editor Cristina Silva, was the drive to - as much as possible -- let veterans tell their own story.

      Some veterans I had hoped to interview, including Bob Moses and Ernest “Rip” Patton, died in 2021. I had the honor of interviewing Mr. Moses years ago and was on a panel with Mr. Patton in 2020. He and I had talked several times since that virtual meeting. I wish I had another chance for this project.

      I took deep breaths when the project was over. We couldn’t capture everything, recount every detail, include every person. Some veterans told me they appreciated that we took on the task. I hope it not only honors the work of these veterans and so many others, but also provides another tool to learn more about the never-ending fight for equality and fairness.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          5 Freedom Riders traveled deep into the South in 1961. Klansmen beat them, then set their bus on fire

          By Melissa Brown

        

      

    

    
      ANNISTON, Ala. – Hank Thomas sensed he was about to die.

      Thick smoke billowed out of the shattered bus windows surrounding him, curling in the southern heat. It mixed with a chorus of screams, flung with venom from the mob encircling the marooned Greyhound bus. 

      Inside, he and his fellow passengers crawled between seats through broken glass, gagging as a gritty soot coated their throats. 

      Thomas folded his lanky frame into the narrow aisle, sweating through his plaid sports jacket as he tried to think. He was 19. A few weeks earlier, his death had not been entirely conceivable. Now, he wondered, would it come from the flames he felt at the back of his neck, or at the hands of the Klansmen outside? 

      Maybe he could accept a lungful of smoke. 

      He took a deep breath.

      The Freedom Ride movement almost ended in Alabama on May 14, 1961, when Thomas and six other Riders nearly died on a bus set ablaze in rural Klan country. 

      Ten days earlier, an integrated group of 13 civil rights activists began their journey to challenge segregated interstate travel accommodations in the South, which held fast to illegal Jim Crow practices. 

      A journey of nonviolence and direct action in the face of hate, the Riders traveled in two groups on separate bus lines, facing brief violence and arrests as they moved deeper South. The journey descended into hours of vicious violence in Alabama, where federal law enforcement knowingly allowed local police to collaborate with the Ku Klux Klan.

      The Mother’s Day bloodshed galvanized a movement. Waves of new Riders poured into the South for months, risking everything to force the country to face the hateful actions upholding unlawful, racist practices. 

      “I didn’t know anything about fear,” Thomas said. “But I came out of Anniston with a renewed sense of determination.”
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        Hank Thomas, a Freedom Rider who survived the firebombing of a bus he was on in 1961, sits for a portrait in his home in Stone Mountain, Ga., on Aug. 15, 2021. Eleven days into the Freedom Rides aimed at ending segregation, Thomas and other Freedom Riders huddled on a bus on May 14, 1961, just outside Anniston, Ala., as a white mob slashed tires on their bus, pounded it with tire irons and then threw a firebomb inside.
      
      ‘God, protect us and keep us from injury’

      Sunday dawned sunny and clear as the Riders headed to Atlanta’s Greyhound and Trailways stations. They split up to take two staggered itineraries into Alabama. The Greyhound would leave first. 

      Thomas took his seat on the Greyhound bus next to 27-year-old Ed Blankeheim, a white, bespectacled veteran and college student. Genevieve Hughes, a white stockbroker-turned-activist, boarded the bus clutching a book to help pass the drive into Anniston. Mae Frances Moultrie, dressed in a pale, belted shirtdress with earrings shining beneath her chic bob, slid into a fabric seat midway back. Three other Riders sat scattered among other passengers, including two white men in suits, one of whom stored a case in the luggage compartment before climbing aboard.

      The passengers exchanged idle small talk as the bus departed Atlanta.

      Moultrie, a 24-year-old Black college student who joined the Rides in South Carolina, gazed out the window, watching the Georgia interstate bleed into Alabama countryside. “God, protect us and keep us from injury,” she prayed.

      The Congress of Racial Equality started recruiting Riders in early 1961, nearly 15 years after attempting its first ride through the South. Supreme Court rulings in 1946 and 1960 outlawed segregated seating and facilities in interstate bus travel, but Jim Crow practices still relegated Black people to sub-standard accommodations. 

      “They weren’t trying to change the laws. The laws had been changed,” said Dorothy Walker, director of Alabama’s Freedom Rides Museum. “They were trying to change the system that was allowing those laws to be flouted.”

      CORE aimed to train a multiracial, multigenerational group of Riders to carry out their “tests,” such as integrated seating, or sending an integrated pair into a station waiting room. 

      Organizers feared the deeper South the buses went, the greater the danger. CORE wouldn’t allow anyone younger than 21 to participate without parental permission.

      The Riders departed from Washington on May 4. Both bus groups were slated to arrive in New Orleans 13 days later. After they arrived in Atlanta on May 13, rumors swirled about the journey to come. At dinner, Martin Luther King Jr. cautioned Riders they wouldn’t make it through hostile Alabama and Mississippi.

      Thomas trusted King’s warning, but it wasn’t enough to stop him. 

      “It didn’t take much to convince me that we were not going to have a good time in Anniston,” Thomas said. “But there was no way I was going to back out.”

      As the first bus pulled into the Anniston Greyhound station just before 1 p.m., Thomas sensed an eerie stillness. The Riders were silent. 

      A mob appeared all at once.

      At least 50 white men, many from Alabama Ku Klux Klan Klaverns, surrounded the bus.

      Blankenheim turned to Thomas, motioning for them to get off to test the station accommodations.

      “Ed, take my word for it,” Thomas said. “It’s segregated.”

      Men began pounding on the bus exterior. Roger Couch, an 18-year-old Klansman, stretched out on the pavement in front of the tires, blocking the bus from moving.

      “Communists!” the crowd shouted. “Cowards!” 

      The two white men seated at the back rushed forward. Unbeknownst to the Riders, the Alabama Highway Patrol had planted Cpls. Ell Cowling and Harry Sims in plain clothes to record the journey through the state.

      The two officers now stood inside the bus, staring at their fellow Alabamians – people dressed in their own plain clothes, slacks pressed and shoes shined to their Sunday best – with mounting unease as the mob whipped itself into a red-faced fervor. 

      Hughes eyed a young man near her window who brandished a pistol as he met her gaze. She quickly looked down at the book in her lap, pretending to read. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of her fear. 

      The mob pummeled bus windows with crowbars and chains and brass knuckles, raining glass on the passengers inside. 

      Thomas had trouble staying still. It felt like the mob was warming up for target practice. He was the target. 

      The Riders heard the taunts and slurs. They heard the windows crack and shatter. 

      But no one on the bus heard the knife plunge into the front left tire. 

      FBI knew of danger awaiting Riders in Alabama

      White terrorists spent weeks preparing for the Freedom Rider’s arrival in Alabama.

      In April, the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Birmingham office forwarded intelligence on the Rides itinerary to Birmingham Police Sgt. Thomas Cook. Cook, a Klan sympathizer who worked closely with Birmingham Public Safety Commissioner Eugene “Bull” Connor, passed the information on to a well-connected Klan member in the area, Gary Rowe. 

      City police would allow the Klan 15 minutes in the Birmingham bus terminal when the two buses arrived. No Klan member would be charged, Cook told Rowe.  

      “Beat ’em, bomb ’em, maim ’em, kill ’em,” Cook said. “I don’t give a shit.” 

      The FBI knew what the Klan was planning, thanks to their own informant: Rowe. But they did nothing to inform CORE of the impending danger. 

      Klan leaders looped in Anniston-area Klaverns, suggesting some opening action before Birmingham. But leaders didn’t trust Anniston Klan leader Kenneth Adams, an erratic, violent man, even by Klan terms. They certainly didn’t intend to stop the buses from arriving in Birmingham, where hand-picked Klansmen would be waiting.

      “The Klan really didn’t have what happened here in Anniston in their overall plan,” said Theresa Shadrix, a journalist who reported on Anniston-area Klan members before their deaths. “Kenneth had his own rules, his own agenda.”

      As the Klansmen continued to break windows and slash tires on the bus, local law enforcement moved, albeit slowly. Anniston police sympathized with the mob, but had not fully collaborated with them as in Birmingham or given them carte blanche for destruction. Police, eager to get the bus out of their jurisdiction, cleared a path for them to leave town after about 20 minutes of destruction. 

      Any relief Thomas felt faded as he watched vehicles slinking behind them past city limits. At least two swerved in front of the bus, blocking its path to a speedy exit. 

      The tire began to hiss about 6 miles out of town. 

      The driver maneuvered to the side of the highway, running to a nearby store to call for help. Cowling, the Alabama patrolman, rushed off the bus, digging for his pistol in the luggage compartment. Strapping on the firearm, he stood in the doorway.

      A mob began to form, pouring out of the trailing caravan. One man took a crowbar to the windows. Others rocked the battered silver vehicle to and fro. Men screamed for the Riders to come out, come out. 

      “Let’s kill these n-----s on this bus, and these n----- lovers.”

      Cowling retreated into the bus, locking the door behind him.

      “If you don’t come out, we’re going to gas you out,” a man near the front ranks yelled, pulling a cloth-wrapped bundle from a nearby car. Striking a match, he set the bundle alight and pitched it through a shattered window. 

      It landed behind Hughes in a flash of smoke. Her calm demeanor began to slip into panic. 

      “Is there any air up there?” she shouted.

      Thomas took a deep breath, ready to die, but his body rebelled when the smoke hit his lungs, desperate for clean air.

      Coughing, Thomas forced himself to the bus door. 

      Two men blocked the exit, yelling through the din: ”Let’s burn them alive. Let’s burn them alive.”

      One of the bus fuel tanks exploded, forcing the horde backward. Thomas stumbled onto the grass.

      “Are you all OK?” a white man said.

      Thomas nodded. The man’s face twisted in a sneer. 

      A bat careened toward Thomas’ head, sending him sprawling. As he tried to stand, Thomas saw someone coming back for a second pass. Instinctually, Thomas reached out for Cowling, grabbing him around the waist.

      Cowling pulled his gun. For the second time in minutes, Thomas thought he was about to die and dropped his head in his hands.

      Cowling pointed his pistol skyward and fired. 

      “You’ve had your fun,” Cowling told the mob. 

      Thomas tried to catch his breath. His lungs felt scalded, his throat seared. Someone pressed a water-filled paper cup into his hands. He looked up at a young white girl, Janie Miller, whose family owned the nearby general store. 

      “That little girl was doing what she learned in Sunday School, to help somebody in need,” Thomas said. “Those adult Christians were looking at her with fire in their eyes.”

      A second attack begins

      The second bus, which left Atlanta an hour after the Greyhound, arrived at the Anniston Trailways station to news of the initial attack. The Riders had no idea if anyone had survived. The Trailways driver refused to continue, fearful of a similar fate.

      Several white men stalked up the bus steps, demanding the front Black Riders retreat.

      “You’re in Alabama, and n-----s ain’t worth nothing here,” one man said. 

      Charles Person took the first blow, a roundhouse right that rocked the 126-pound, 18-year-old college student. Two white Freedom Riders, 47-year-old CORE leader John Peck and 61-year-old professor Walter Bergman, rushed forward to shield the young Riders. Enraged at what they saw as white complicity, the assailants brutally turned on the older men.

      Peck was thrown into the aisle, blood pouring from his face and head. Bergman lay unconscious, his wife and fellow Rider Frances Bergman, 57, sobbing for the attackers to stop as one jumped on the professor’s chest.

      Slipping through blood, the gang pulled the victims toward the back. The driver, satisfied the bus was re-segregated, agreed to continue the drive.

      “You all don't worry about nothing,” a police officer nearby said. “I haven't seen nothing.”

      Original ride inspires months of activism

      In Birmingham, the Trailways passengers met another brutal Klan attack. Person and Peck, still nursing their Anniston wounds but determined to carry out their test, were badly beaten along with Bergman.

      “Bergman promised to take care of me,” Person said. “But it looked like every time he tried to come to my rescue, he kept getting beat more and more and more.”

      Trailways Riders stumbled into the night to seek safety from the Rev. Fred Shuttlesworth, a prominent Birmingham minister and civil rights leader. Shuttlesworth simultaneously dispatched a convoy to evacuate the other Riders from an Anniston hospital, under threat from another growing mob.

      Stunned Riders huddled in Birmingham homes that night as the Kennedy administration urged CORE to fly directly to New Orleans. Alabama Gov. John Patterson refused to guarantee state protection if the group chose to continue on the ground. The activists wanted to push forward but eventually agreed to fly on because of threats and a bus driver boycott. 

      Within hours, word spread of the Alabama attacks. 

      In Nashville, a group trained in nonviolence techniques rallied. Student leaders, including Lewis and civil rights strategist Diane Nash, organized teams, once deemed too young to participate, poured into Alabama and Mississippi within 72 hours. 

      “They knew that something was going to happen to them,” Person said. “And yet, they came.”

      More than 400 people faced violence and arrest through the early fall. The group adopted the “jail, no bail” practice of refusing legal fines, a tactic developed earlier that year by Friendship Junior College students in Rock Hill, South Carolina, to financially pressure the court system. Many spent weeks inside Mississippi’s worst prison, enduring harassment and threats.

      “They came by bus. They came by train. They came by air,” said Walker, of the Freedom Rides Museum. “You had this pressure of people, ordinary individuals who decided they were going to be part of this extraordinary effort to create change.”

      Under pressure from the Kennedy administration, the Interstate Commerce Commission banned segregated facilities under its jurisdiction, effective Nov. 1. Test rides continued for months, but the removal of “Whites Only” signs across the South marked a significant, widespread victory for the movement. 

      “We didn’t know what was going to happen. We just knew we had to do something,” Person said. “With the sit-ins, it only affected that one city. You had to replicate your actions, over and over again. But with the Freedom Rides, once the edict was passed, it affected everybody, all at once.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Behind the scenes with reporter Melissa Brown

          

          Chapter 5 Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      In August, I met up with our photographer Jasper Colt in downtown Anniston, Alabama, to visit the site where the first 1961 Freedom Ride was met by a vicious mob. It took a grassroots effort to commemorate the Riders’ bravery in Anniston, but the Greyhound bus station is now an official national monument. Later that weekend, we traveled to Georgia to meet Hank Thomas, one of the youngest original Freedom Riders, to discuss his fateful journey. He shared his story with great passion and emotion, recalling vivid memories from the harrowing hours spent traveling through the South. 

      It was an incredible honor to speak with Mr. Thomas in person, as well as have the chance to interview his fellow Freedom Rider Charles Person over the phone for this project. Both embarked on the Freedom Rides at the beginning of their adult lives with immense fortitude and bravery, and they have carried those values through their entire lives.  As a native Alabamian, I had heard of the Freedom Rides and Anniston bus burning before, but digging through FBI archives and interviewing civil rights veterans drove home how monumental this event was for the civil rights movement. The mobs that attacked the buses didn’t just happen to show up that day. The attacks were planned through law enforcement and white supremacist complicity. The Freedom Rides didn’t successfully carry out their campaign for months out of luck. They were organized, tenacious and brave, day after day in the face of hate. 

      After the article and a related AR experience was published, a local teacher in Anniston reached out to me. She plans to use the USA TODAY series to help teach her students about the Freedom Riders and the “collective power people can have.” I can’t think of a higher compliment for the series, which I hope can be read as a look into the past as well as a signpost to the future for how others can affect change.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          6 It was the ‘deadliest place’ for Black people in the US. That didn’t stop these high school students from changing history

          By Deborah Barfield Berry

        

      

    

    
      MCCOMB, Miss. – Brenda Travis knelt to pray at the top of the steps outside McComb City Hall.

      “Our Father,” she began.

      Deputies, armed with billy clubs, stood guard at the entrance. Dozens of Travis’ classmates from Burglund High School crowded the sidewalk across the street, watching, waiting, holding signs. Some read ”Freedom Now.” 

      Before Travis could recite the Lord’s Prayer, two deputies yanked the 16-year-old student up, lifting her out of her shoes. They led her barefoot down a narrow dark staircase and into a jail cell in the basement of the building.

      As she was led away, she heard a voice command: “Arrest all of these n-----s!”

      Other students followed, crossing Broadway Street, climbing the nine steps, kneeling at the entrance of the brick building. They were arrested, too. 

      On Oct. 4, 1961, more than 100 students walked out of Burglund High School in McComb to protest Travis’ expulsion for participating in civil rights demonstrations. The students and others in the Black community were also angry about the brazen killing days before of civil rights activist Herbert Lee by a white state lawmaker. They wanted an end to racial violence, segregation and barriers to voting.

      Their activism helped rally young people across Mississippi to challenge a system that blocked them from eating at whites-only lunch counters, waiting in whites-only sections of bus stations, attending whites-only schools and exercising the right to vote. 

      Many of the students went on to help organize other civil rights showdowns across the South, taking on leadership roles with pivotal organizations such as the Congress of Racial Equality, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and the NAACP. In Mississippi, they helped launch Freedom Schools, where activists taught Black students, and Freedom Summer, where thousands, most of them college students, came to the state in 1964 to register Black people to vote.

      “It was like a seed pod explosion and having seeds go all over the South and start sprouting,” said Bob Zellner, a former field secretary for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee.  

      Mississippi was a brutal training ground known for its fierce resistance to integration and its unchecked violence against Black people. Mississippi led the country in the number of lynchings of African Americans between 1877 and 1950, according to the Equal Justice Initiative, which pushes to end mass incarceration. 

      In McComb, the Ku Klux Klan reigned terror, bombing Black churches, restaurants and homes.

      “For Black people in the state to say, ‘If these people can organize in McComb, where this is perhaps the single deadliest place to do anything like this, if they've got the courage to do that, then perhaps we've got the courage to be able to stand up and do something in our own communities,” said Robert E. Luckett, a history professor at Jackson State University in Mississippi. 

      Downstairs in the city jail that October day in 1961, Travis worried her mother didn’t know she had been arrested. Weeks earlier, Travis had been jailed for standing up to white power. 

      She had no idea the price she would be forced to pay for doing it again.

      ‘We wanted to mess the system up’

      The clerks stared at the three young Black people approaching the counter on the whites-only side of the Greyhound bus station.

      Weeks before the high school walkout, Travis, Ike Lewis, also a student at Burglund High School, and Robert “Bobby” Talbert, a NAACP member, wanted to challenge the segregated transportation system. 

      With the few dollars civil rights leaders had given her, Travis asked for a ticket to Tennessee. Within minutes police arrived, grabbing the three under their arms, dragged the the three out and took them to the city jail for trespassing.

      Travis, a NAACP youth leader, had wanted to get involved with demonstrations.

      She followed news from a radio station out of New Orleans about protests in Black communities in the South. She admired the Freedom Riders, hundreds of activists – Black and white – who came mostly by bus to Mississippi starting that spring to challenge segregation in interstate travel. Some stopped in McComb.

      That August, activists Hollis Watkins and Curtis Hayes had been arrested for sitting at the whites-only counter at Woolworth’s in McComb. 

      As a 10-year-old, Travis had been scarred by the image in Jet magazine of the mutilated body of Emmett Till, a Black 14-year-old who was killed in 1955 by white men in Mississippi.

      A few days after she saw the magazine cover, police dragged her 13-year-old brother out of the family’s house and didn’t say why. He returned home late that evening. He never told Travis what happened.

      Talbert, 20, was also upset by the slow pace of change.

      The year before he had moved with his family from Chicago to McComb, where they had roots. About 13,000 people lived in McComb, an old railroad town 80 miles south of Jackson, the state capital. 

      Talbert worked as a carhop at a drive-in restaurant serving white customers hamburgers and soda pop. Black diners could eat only at a table in the kitchen. 

      He also caddied for white golfers, including the police chief. Black and white golfers couldn’t play at the same time. 

      Talbert knew he would be arrested at the bus station. He, Travis and Lewis spent nearly 30 days in Pike County Jail. 

      “We wanted to mess the system up,” Talbert said.

      ‘It felt like strong arms embracing me’

      Travis stormed out of the principal’s office after she was expelled for her involvement with civil rights protests. It was Travis’ first day back to Burglund High School since serving time in the county jail after the bus station demonstration. 

      Despite being an all-Black school, Burglund was overseen by a white superintendent.

      Schoolmates in the hallway persuaded Travis to go with them to the gym, where students had gathered for the weekly assembly. News of Travis’ expulsion spread. 

      In the gym, 15-year-old Jacqueline Byrd Martin sensed something was happening. Her older brother, Jerome Byrd, was president of the senior class, and he and other upperclassmen wanted to take a stand. 

      There had been rumors about a walkout if Travis and Lewis were expelled. Few knew when or if it would happen.

      Martin, whose parents worked blue-collar jobs, had spent weeks that summer with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee canvassing Black neighborhoods to register voters. 

      Students knew the limitations of a segregated society. There were a few Black teachers and preachers in McComb. There was one Black doctor. 

      “We were being told that we could become anything that we wanted to become,” Martin recalled. “So how are you going to become anything you want to become if things stay the way they are?” 

      After the assembly, Martin left her books behind and walked out of Burglund High School along with Travis and more than 100 other students.

      “I don’t know if any of us knew how far that was going to go,” Martin said.

      Travis looked back to see a parade of students trailing her.

      “It felt like strong arms embracing me,” she said. 

      The students turned left onto Elmwood Street, past the cemetery, past Nobles Brothers Cleaners, past South of the Border soul food cafe – Black businesses that housed, fed and hid activists.

      Along the route, barbers stopped cutting, beauticians stopped pressing hair. They cheered: “Go ahead, y’all! March! March!”

      Students sang as they marched on gravel streets:

      We shall overcome, we shall overcome someday. Oh, deep in my heart, I do believe, We shall overcome someday.

      Travis stopped outside the Masonic Temple, above the Burglund Supermarket. Inside was the office of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, the new civil rights organization that had sent workers to her hometown to help demand change.

      ‘All hell broke loose’

      The civil rights workers were in a fierce debate: Should they focus on registering Black Mississippians to vote? Or should they hold more demonstrations, including sit-ins?

      Their meeting was interrupted by the sound of young voices singing.

      Teenagers filed into the SNCC office, grabbing black markers and white posters to make signs. Poles for posters weren’t allowed for fear they could be used as weapons by them or against them.

      A mimeograph machine sat against one wall. Folding chairs rested along another. There were copies of the Mississippi Constitution to help prepare Black citizens to register to vote.

      The SNCC activists had heard rumblings about a possible walkout. They immediately started assigning tasks: Some would march, some would be lookouts, some would report to headquarters. 

      “We joined right on in with them and moved right on out,” said Reginald “Reggie” Robinson. 

      SNCC had turned its attention that summer to Mississippi, sending staffers like Robinson and Bob Moses to work with local NAACP leaders such as Amzie Moore and C.C. Bryant on voter registration.

      On the day of the walkout, activists were still rattled over the killing of Lee, who helped with voter registration. On Sept. 25, state Rep. E.H. Hurst shot Lee outside a cotton gin. Hurst claimed self-defense and was acquitted by an all-white jury.

      Moore urged SNCC activists not to retreat after the killing. The group of mostly college students, Black and white, had come from Baltimore, New York, Alabama and rural communities across Mississippi.

      “If y'all leave town now, them boogers got you,” Robinson recalled Moore telling them. “You ain't gonna never be able to do another thing in the state.”

      By the time the signs were finished, a mob had started forming at City Hall, the students' next stop.

      Zellner, who was hired by the SNCC to recruit students on white college campuses in the South, questioned to himself whether he should march. Colleagues warned that his presence as a white man could stoke more anger.

      Zellner decided he couldn’t sit out the fight.

      “We headed downtown and all hell broke loose,” he said.

      ‘The police are coming from everywhere’ change for premium ed

      Zellner held tight to the black rail along the steps of City Hall. He worried that if he was dragged into the street, the crowd armed with pipes, bricks, bats, chains and wrenches would kill him. 

      Attackers pounded him with their fists. One tried to gouge out his right eye.

      Dozens seemed to come out of nowhere, surrounding protesters on the steps.

      Moses and others rushed up the steps, putting themselves between Zellner and his attackers. Police swung billy clubs at the activists. 

      “They're whipping the shit out of them, boss,” he reported. “I'm telling you and everybody's getting in there. The police are coming from everywhere whupping ass every kind of upside down!”

      Downstairs in the dimly lit basement in City Hall, protesters were packed into cells. 

      Travis thought of her ancestors, enslaved Africans packed into ships. She imagined them struggling like her schoolmates to suck in air. 

      “It was tight, tight, tight,” she said.

      Inside the dingy cells, protesters stood for hours on concrete floors. Small windows let in limited light.

      The young people again turned to song.

      Ain't afraid of your jail because I want my freedom. I want my freedom.

      “We convinced ourselves that we were not afraid,” Travis recalled.

      Protesters were charged with breach of the peace. Older ones were also charged with delinquency of a minor.

      Watkins, the Woolworth’s protester, was one of the older protesters at 20 years old. He had been in the SNCC office when the students stopped there. He joined them and was among the first to kneel. 

      Officers took him to a room with two windows and a chair, leaving him alone. Minutes later, two white men in plainclothes opened the door.

      “N-----, get up! Let's go. We're going to have a hanging here this evening, and your Black ass is going to be first,” one man yelled.

      Watkins saw a rope with a noose tied in one of their hands. He calculated how best to kill them. Throw them out the window. 

      He looked them in the eyes as they approached. Then, with the same suddenness as they had appeared, the men left. 

      Later that evening, police led Watkins through the white crowd cursing him outside City Hall to a police car. He didn’t know where they were taking him. 

      “This might be my last day of life,” he told himself.

      ‘It was time to be bold’

      Travis found herself in the same cell at the Pike County Jail she had left a few weeks earlier. 

      Police had taken Travis and older marchers, including Watkins, to the county jail.  

      To get through the long days and nights, activists sang and read notes from McComb teachers, who shared news about protests in Nashville and Birmingham. Other Black supporters sent food: cornbread, fried chicken, butter beans, okra. 

      Travis had been there only a night when police escorted her to a patrol car. They didn’t say where she was going. She thought it was to see a NAACP lawyer in Jackson.

      They drove for hours through the Mississippi countryside before pulling into a campus with red brick buildings. Travis asked the receptionist where her attorney was.

      “Attorney?” the woman replied. “Honey, your attorney isn't here. This is a reformatory school.”

      Travis spent nearly seven months in the Oakley Training School, a juvenile correctional facility. It was weeks before her mother, a cook and a domestic, learned where she was and managed to get rides from Jackson to visit. 

      Upon her release, Travis was exiled from Mississippi and put in the care of a professor in Alabama who she later said abused her. 

      Despite being banned from Mississippi, Travis returned in 1964 to help with the Freedom Summer registration drive.

      She continued her civil rights work in other states, co-wrote a memoir and in 2013 founded the Brenda Travis Historical Education Foundation to preserve civil rights history and encourage young people to fight for social justice. A street in McComb is named after her. 

      “It was bold to go down to the bus station. It was bold to walk the streets in protest. And it was bold for all of us to take the stand that we took,” Travis said. “But it was time to be bold.”
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        Robert “Bobby” Talbert, left, who was arrested along with Brenda Travis and Ike Lewis for sitting in the white-only section of the Greyhound bus station, and Hilda Casin, right, founder of the Black History Gallery, sit together in one of the gallery's several rooms packed with historical artifacts. On Oct. 4, 1961, more than 100 Black students from Burglund High School in McComb, Miss., walked out to protest the expulsion of fellow student Travis, a voting rights activist, and the murder of civil rights activist Herbert Lee.
      
      Sixty years later, Travis and other activists worry their battles have lost ground. They point to dozens of states adopting measures making it harder to vote. And they complain that Congress has been slow to pass bills to better protect voting rights.

      “It’s very disturbing to see us go back and fight fights that have already been fought,” said Travis, 76. 

      Other activists said they are also haunted by their work in McComb.

      One recent afternoon, Talbert, now 80, returned to the jail below City Hall. It was his first time since his arrest there. He remembered it being much bigger.

      He gripped the white bars and stepped into an empty cell. He sang “We Shall Overcome,” recalling a Freedom song he sang while in jail in the 1960s.

      “One day I’m going to learn how to sing,” he laughed.

      Talbert was arrested 62 times as a Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee organizer. He has scars on his knee and elbow from iron pipes deputies used to beat him during a 1965 march across the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama.

      The visit to the jail brought back memories of students and activists who dared to shake things up. “It was important then,” he said. “It’s important now.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          7 Racism along this historic Maryland route was rampant in 1961. Then students helped ignite change

          By Marc Ramirez

        

      

    

    
      ANNAPOLIS, Md. — Joyce Barrett marched past the jukebox inside Barnes’ Drive-In, prepared to break the law.

      Her eyes met those of Charles Barnes, owner of the mom-and-pop diner. She saw him take in her white skin and wavy brown hair, the sternness on his face as he sized up the group of 18 Black and white students behind her.

      “We don’t want colored in here,” Barnes snapped.

      Barrett and the others slid into booths and tables as Barnes snatched the phone and called the police. “I got some of them Riders in here,” he said into the receiver. “Come on, quick.”

      On Nov. 11, 1961, hundreds of Black and white college students from across the Northeast flocked to Baltimore and Annapolis to conduct sit-ins, aiming to draw attention to segregated restaurants along one of the nation’s most popular travel routes. Frustrated by what they saw as a tepid federal response to the discrimination common along U.S. Route 40 in Maryland, they fanned across the region, hopping from restaurant to restaurant, angering white patrons and needling business owners who refused change. 

      Their campaign – along with international pressure to desegregate a route frequented by African dignitaries visiting the United Nations and Washington – would eventually push Maryland lawmakers to ban racial discrimination. Federal reforms denouncing segregation soon followed. 

      “It just sharpened the hypocrisy of being a ‘free country’ that didn’t allow freedom for all of its people,” said Thomas “Tim” Borstelmann, a history professor at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. “And that’s a huge stimulus to the civil rights reforms that are going to come – the Civil Rights Acts of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965.”

      Civil rights leaders, eager to broker a compromise with lawmakers and business owners, had tried to call off the protest days before. But the students would not be deterred.

      “It was a pivotal point that made the civil rights movement international,” said John Harper, who was an 18-year-old Howard University sophomore when he took part in the Route 40 sit-ins. “And it showed that discrimination was national, not just a Deep South thing. It wasn’t just people sipping mint juleps along the Mississippi River.”

      At Barnes’ Drive-In, a stone’s throw from the Maryland governor’s mansion, Barrett and her group knew the routine. Business owners had to recite Maryland’s trespass law to unwanted guests. Anyone who remained would be arrested.

      Barnes approached their tables and grimly read the text from a booklet as police officers stood behind him. As he finished, he growled, “Leave here!”

      Half the group scooted out of their booths and left. Barrett didn’t budge, remembering the stories of her Catholic upbringing, of trumpets blowing and Jericho’s walls coming down.

      She and the remaining activists opened their Bibles and started reading.

      ‘That’s the way it is here’

      Route 40’s most-traveled path was a 62-mile stretch of Maryland greasy spoons and roadside truck stops called the Pulaski Highway. It was a mid-journey oasis for white drivers traveling between New York City and Washington to relax, refuel and grab a bite. Black people were not welcome in the highway’s diners, cafes and motels.

      But beyond the United States, the post-World War II world was changing. 

      Riddled with war debt, France and England faced growing resistance from long-held colonies. One by one, fledgling countries began pulling away. Senegal. Somalia. Nigeria. Seventeen African countries declared freedom in 1960 alone.

      Within the United Nations, the infusion of unaligned membership upset the balance of power. For the United States and the Soviet Union, tangled in the Cold War one-upmanship of space missions and espionage, influence suddenly meant earning African support.

      Then, in June 1961, the ambassador of newly independent Chad, driving from the United Nations to his embassy in Washington, pulled off Route 40 at the Bonnie Brae Diner near Edgewood, Maryland. He just wanted a cup of coffee.

      American Blacks had endured Route 40 discrimination for years. But when Malick Sow was refused service, it became an international crisis.

      “When I asked for coffee, the good woman said she could not serve me,” Sow told reporters at the time. “She said, ‘That’s the way it is here.’ I cannot say how I felt. I was astonished. I was so angry.”

      The unnamed wife of diner owner Leroy Merritt was unapologetic. 

      “He looked like just an ordinary run-of-the-mill n----- to me,” she was quoted as saying. “I couldn’t tell he was an ambassador.”

      Within weeks, diplomats from Niger, Cameroon and Togo were also kicked out of Route 40 restaurants. The foreign press questioned the United States’ purported commitment to liberty: In Nigeria, the Lagos Daily Times wrote, “the United States forfeits its claim to world leadership.”

      “When these ambassadors started coming over, they found that Americans had this rhetoric of freedom and equality, but they found a nation that did not live up to this rhetoric,” said Renee Romano, an American history professor at Oberlin College in Ohio.

      In September, President John F. Kennedy telegrammed Maryland restaurateurs and civic leaders, pressuring them to desegregate – not just for racial equality, he pleaded, but to help us beat the Soviets.

      The Maryland restaurant owners resented the federal intrusion. Even if they personally opposed segregation, some said, they had to consider their wallets: The white Southern truckers who frequented their counters would not sit alongside Black people.

      ‘No shorts or slacks please’

      As Kennedy’s efforts to desegregate Route 40 stalled, the Congress of Racial Equality, a civil rights group, turned to the nation’s blossoming student activist movement for help. That October, the group’s leaders announced a “Freedom Motorcade” that would target 70 segregated Route 40 restaurants on Nov. 11. 

      In Baltimore, CORE volunteers worked in a basement office outfitted with mismatched furniture and dim lighting. It was Charles Mason’s job to round up volunteers. A Social Security Administration clerk, he was tired of the slights and slurs Blacks endured – the tattered schoolbooks, the department stores he had to enter from the side door, the clothes he couldn’t try on before buying.

      In the weeks before the protest, he piloted his top-down two-seater MG through the streets of Baltimore, his passenger seat heavy with leaflets.

      He stopped near a market where he knew he could drop off a batch. Later would come pool halls, taverns and saloons.

      The engine chugged to a halt. Mason grabbed a clutch of leaflets from the pile.

      “Be A Freedom Rider! Tell your friends!” they read. “All men should wear jackets and ties. All women should wear skirts or dresses. No shorts or slacks please!” 

      Mason never knew whether people would show up. 

      Some worried about their employers’ reactions if they found out. Others feared the dangers posed by pro-segregationists. 

      “A lot of the crowds would become threatening,” Mason said. “It was almost like being in battle. You had teens on the line sometimes, and you didn’t want anything to happen to them.”

      ‘The whole world is watching’

      Three days before the protest, CORE leaders made an announcement: After talks with business owners, civic groups and state leaders, half the restaurateurs had pledged to desegregate. In exchange, CORE agreed to call off the demonstration.

      As news spread of the cancellation, students were livid. How could CORE settle for less than total desegregation? 

      “They were annoyed that the grown-ups had decided to stop. They felt they’d been double-crossed,” said historian Amy Nathan, author of the book “Round and Round Together,” about Baltimore’s anti-segregation movement.

      In Baltimore, members of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee seized on the discontent and untapped energy. They announced a new protest targeting segregated eateries in Baltimore and Annapolis. Plans were made to meet at Cornerstone Baptist Church in northwest Baltimore.

      Nov. 11 was bright and crisp as the freedom fighters appeared, 300 Black and white faces spilling from packed cars and buses and singing songs of hope. 

      Deep in my heart I do believe

      We shall overcome someday

      Barrett, a 22-year-old Temple University graduate, arrived with a caravan of Philadelphians. 

      In high school, she had been horrified by the murder of Emmett Till in Mississippi, and after highly publicized 1960 student-led sit-ins in Greensboro, North Carolina, she’d started picketing at a Philadelphia Woolworth’s.

      At the Baltimore protest, she wore a dress and church-day gloves.

      “We had to look proper,” Barrett said. “To look like decent, upstanding people.”

      Also in the crowd was Harper, a white student from Ohio who had recently transferred to Howard. 

      Harper had been moved by coverage of Freedom Riders who were fire-bombed that May by an angry mob while riding a Greyhound bus in Alabama.

      “I thought, ‘Why not go to Howard and really learn something?' “ he said.

      Just after the semester began, Harper returned one night from dinner to find a gaggle of students huddled around a dynamic Trinidadian American sophomore holding court outside his dorm. His name was Stokely Carmichael.

      Carmichael, who within five years would be national chair of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, told the group he’d done a Freedom Ride that summer, taking a train from New Orleans to Jackson, Mississippi. He’d gotten arrested and spent seven weeks at the state penitentiary. He urged his classmates to get involved, engaging even those who felt breaking the law wasn’t the right approach.

      Now, Harper and the other Howard students waited at Cornerstone Baptist, squinting in the sun as they scanned the handmade signs: “Don’t Support Segregation” and “The Whole World Is Watching.” 

      Harper, buoyant in his tie and cheap suit jacket, listened as organizers made assignments: Who’s got a car? Who can go to Annapolis? Who’s willing to go to jail?

      Harper and Carmichael joined a three-car caravan. Taking the lead was the Rev. Logan Kearse, the pastor at Cornerstone Baptist Pastor, and his cream-colored convertible.

      Baked fish, lamb pie, cottage chicken

      The convertible soon parked amid the brick-and-neon shine of downtown Baltimore. Two packed cars followed suit. Harper, Carmichael and the others climbed out.

      Harper felt excitement as they rushed toward Hooper’s, an upscale restaurant catering to downtown professionals. He and Carmichael were among the first to push past the revolving door into the foyer, watching as two staffers slammed against it, trying to stem the tide. A door fixture cracked as it gave way.

      Officers quickly responded. The trespass act was read and Kearse and Carmichael were among eight arrested. Harper and the rest fled to the vehicles.

      They headed a mile north to Dickman’s Colonial House, where matchbooks read “Baltimore’s Most Distinguished Restaurant.” This time, Harper stayed seated until officers yanked him from the table and carted him outside. He felt airborne and … THUD… he hit the floor of a police van. Arrested.

      Meanwhile, Howard sophomore Larry Gibson, a 19-year-old Baltimore native recruited by Carmichael to lead three other protesters, was having less success. 

      Uniformed security guards waited outside at two places, barring the group from entry. Staff at two other restaurants tossed the activists out before they reached the dining room.

      “Clearly, they were prepared for us,” Gibson said. 

      The group reached its final location, the Oriole, an Art Deco-style cafeteria 5 miles north of downtown. This time, no one stopped them. 

      Gibson warily grabbed a tray. The dishes, set out on ice in steel pans, piqued his curiosity. Baked fish, lamb pie, cottage chicken. 

      Gibson scooped up some fish in a yellowish sauce and a salad with carrots, raisins and mayonnaise. He kept glancing over his shoulder, waiting for someone to escort them out. 

      At the register, Gibson had to borrow money from one of the others. The group sat near the cashier, hoping to force a reaction. 

      Finally, there was nothing left to do but eat.

      ‘The warden was very sympathetic'

      In all, 33 demonstrators were arrested for participating in the Nov. 11 sit-ins. They included Barrett, whose group was taken to Anne Arundel County Jail. There, 23-year-old Phillip Colbert was among the country’s youngest wardens – and one of two who were Black.

      That’s the warden? Colbert recalled hearing his newest inmates chattering. But – he’s our age.

      Anticipating an influx of protesters, he’d prepared a space usually reserved for trustees.

      “I didn’t want to put them with the regular population, for their safety,” Colbert said. “I did not want them to be harassed.”

      By morning, the Maryland NAACP had bailed out most of those jailed, including Harper. Barrett and two other women refused, embracing the “jail, no bail” strategy launched earlier that year by students in Rock Hill, South Carolina. The idea was that protesters would refuse to pay fines for exercising their civil liberties.

      Colbert checked on the women daily, ensuring they were well fed, with meals of baked ham and potato salad. When Barrett marked her 23rd birthday behind bars, he arranged the delivery of a cake sent by the NAACP.

      “The warden was very sympathetic,” Barrett recalled. “He was a very nice guy. And good-looking.”

      After 19 days, a magistrate allowed the women to be released. 

      But Colbert wasn’t done with the freedom movement. 

      Months later, on one of his days off, the young warden observed a large civil rights demonstration gather at the state capitol. Colbert joined the freedom fighters, even as they were told to leave or face arrest, while fellow officers of the law looked on. 

      A change for everyone

      The Route 40 protests continued, growing larger by the month. Segregationists fought back with violence, threatening to hit demonstrators with their cars, drenching them with water hoses, poisoning them with fuel exhaust from a pickup truck. Harper, who continued to protest, was choked with his tie by police. 

      In June 1962, after an academic group declined to hold its annual convention in segregated Baltimore, the City Council outlawed discrimination in hotels and restaurants. Nine months later, Maryland lawmakers did the same, as polls showed most Americans believed racism was harming the nation’s image.

      The freedom fighters had prevailed. 

      This summer, Mason strode into the Double T Diner, along old Route 40 in suburban Baltimore. 

      Once, he was unwelcome but sat down anyway. This time, the owners welcomed the 82-year-old Baltimore resident like any other customer. He took a corner table. 

      As a child, Mason spent hours at the library reading about slavery and Black soldiers who fought in World War II. He thought things would change for Black people after their service. That’s why he felt compelled to do his part in the Route 40 campaign. 

      
        
          [image: Charles Mason]
        

        Charles Mason stands for a portrait in the Double T Diner in Catonsville, Md., where he was arrested in a 1961 effort to desegregate the restaurant.
      
      “We believed we were making change,” he said. “Not just for ourselves, but for everybody.”

      He stared out the window. Vehicles whizzed and rumbled by. A place to relax, refuel and grab a bite. For all.
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      To speak with these veterans of the civil rights movement was special. Tracking them down was not always easy; scraping through newspaper archives, combing the internet and then zeroing in only to find that some people had died. For my story on Maryland’s globally watched Route 40 desegregation campaign, I called five wrong numbers before finding Joyce Barrett, the onetime demonstrator now living in a high-rise near New York City. Phillip Colbert, the former warden and movement sympathizer who had overseen Barrett’s 19-day stay in jail in November 1961, first hung up on me – then, when I called back to explain our purpose, initially refused to talk. Finally, with some reassurance, he opened up, delighted to share remarkably vivid recollections of that time from his home in Annapolis.

      I found John Harper of New York City through an essay he’d written about his activist experience. Evan Fales, just 18 when he participated in an Annapolis protest, was now a retired philosophy professor in Iowa. And Larry Gibson, who shared an amusing memory about a cafeteria sit-in that didn’t go as planned, teaches law at the University of Maryland. All these veterans were in their late teens and early 20s when they decided, for a day or a year or a lifetime, that they had to fight for their beliefs.

      Meeting two of them in person was a thrill. Barrett, who went on to participate in Georgia’s Albany Movement, emptied large envelopes packed with news clippings, photos and activist pamphlets onto her apartment table, sharing her memories with the same conviction that had called her to demonstrate long ago.

      I met Charles Mason at the neon-lit Double T Diner, on the outskirts of Baltimore along old Route 40. As a young man, Mason took part in so many sit-ins that the details often mesh in his mind, but he does know that back then, he and his fellow protesters were not welcome at the Double T, which like many restaurants along the route remained stubbornly segregated. There was pride in his step as he walked in and took a corner booth, recalling his activism with a matter-of-fact tone that belied the dangers and harm he faced. They had a job to do, he said; that’s all. He was just a soldier.

      It was an honor to shake his hand.
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      BATON ROUGE, La. – Sylvia Copper, 20, stared at the police officer as he bounced a tear gas can in his hands.

      It was 10 days before Christmas 1961. She stood outside the Baton Rouge courthouse with at least 1,500 other Black college students, protesting the arrests of 23 peers for picketing outside segregated stores the day before.

      The air was cold, the ground damp from rain, and the officer seemed nervous as he fidgeted with the container until it slipped from his grasp.

      The canister hit the ground and released a cloud of toxic fumes. Officers nearby reacted by throwing cans of their own, filling the air with chemicals that burned the eyes of anyone nearby.

      The young people fled through a row of homes, knocking down fences “like cattle,” Copper said. They screamed as police gave chase, hitting students with nightsticks and placing some under arrest. 

      From jail cells atop the courthouse, those arrested the day prior watched in horror through small windows.

      The officers, protesters said, wanted to make the students an example of what happened when Black people stepped out of line.

      The violence soon proved to have the opposite effect.

      The officers' response rallied more white Americans to support Black protesters and set the foundation for a Supreme Court case against bias in law enforcement. In 1965, the high court ruled protesters could not be punished for “peacefully expressing unpopular views” – affirming First Amendment rights for future generations.

      “It created a precedent that you couldn’t just charge people with anything and put them away and expect those charges to stick,” said John Pierre, chancellor of the Southern University Law Center in Louisiana.

      Ronnie Moore, a civil rights activist involved in the Baton Rouge demonstration, said if white police officers and lawmakers had not violently sought to stall progress, the work he and other protesters did likely would not have gained traction.

      “The most effective strategy to kill the civil rights movement would be to never use dogs, never use water, ignore (protesters) and they’ll never make the headlines,” he said. “They never had the discipline to do that. They almost never had the ego to do that.”

      ‘The hope of the family’

      The night before the demonstration, Copper called her mom from Southern University, a historic Black college overlooking the Mississippi River.

      Her mother was a widow raising three children. She wanted to see her daughter earn her degree in nutrition, not go to jail. But on the phone, she said she understood her child’s pull to protest.

      “We knew all along that Blacks weren’t getting what everybody else was getting,” Copper said. “It came to a point where everybody was just ready for a change.”

      Many Southern University students grew up in the Deep South, accustomed to sitting at the back of public transit, being denied service at businesses and playing in streets instead of whites-only parks.

      Their parents saved money to help their children attain the education they’d been denied. At church, they prayed for societal change.

      But the students felt hard work and prayer could get them only so far. They had to pressure white people to treat them as equal citizens.

      “Many of these folks could not afford to go to jail,” Pierre said. “The students couldn’t afford to be kicked out of school. Some were the hope of the family. They were put through hell to do something to not just be the generation that stood by and let white supremacy rule the day.”

      Early in the fall semester, students interested in protesting segregation began meeting at Camphor Memorial Methodist Church near campus. Members of the Congress of Racial Equality, a pivotal civil rights group, had come to help them organize. For months, they trained students on how to plan demonstrations and to protect themselves against violence.

      “They would go through show-and-tells with us,” Copper said, “hitting at us and shouting at us, spitting in our face. They would tell us to, say, if they try to hurt or kick you or beat you down, roll yourself up so you can kind of protect yourself, your face, your head, your backs.”

      As the holiday season began, CORE sent letters to a dozen department stores, asking them to provide equal employment for Black workers and to open all facilities to Black customers.

      In early December, CORE escalated its demands. Activists called on Black shoppers to boycott the retailers. They performed sit-ins at white lunch counters and picketed stores that refused to desegregate.

      “At some point, we made the decision that in order to dramatize how terrible the system is and how much change is needed, we’re going to have to decide to go to jail over the Christmas holidays,” said Weldon Rougeau, then a 19-year-old sophomore at Southern University and vice chair of CORE in Baton Rouge.

      Rougeau grew up in rural Louisiana, the only child of tenant farmers who were forced to share profits with the property’s owners. The arrangement never felt right to him. Rougeau, like many young people, joined the civil rights demonstrations unfolding across the nation. 

      “I can’t begin to tell you the consternation that caused in households of many of the students, including my parents,” he said. “People were well aware of all the terrible things that had happened to Black people who were arrested, some of whom were never found again.”

      A 7-mile walk for civil rights

      Baton Rouge officials had had enough.

      For days, the students had disrupted life in the predominantly white business district.

      District Attorney Sargent Pitcher issued a warning: Anyone caught picketing would be arrested and “fully prosecuted.”

      CORE members were ready for the risk. On Dec. 14, nearly two dozen met downtown to protest again.

      Each carried signs to their destinations: “We tried to talk – now we walk.” “This store discriminates – don’t buy here.”

      Most didn’t make it to the storefronts.

      “They stopped me after about 25 steps or so,” said Joe L. Smith, then sophomore class president at Southern University. ”It didn’t take five minutes for me to get arrested.”

      In total, 23 protesters were handcuffed and taken to jail.

      Moore, chairman of CORE in Baton Rouge, quickly prepared students for the second phase of their plan.

      On Dec. 15, they'd rally for the picketers’ release.

      Students were supposed to travel to the courthouse by bus.

      In the chilly morning hours, they met at a railroad track near the edge of campus in Scotlandville, a majority Black community in northern Baton Rouge.

      Dozens piled into buses helmed by Black residents. But police soon intercepted them. Officers claimed the buses were overloaded, Moore said, and placed the drivers under arrest.

      At the front of the crowd, Moore rode in a car with loudspeakers. His job was to keep the line moving to the courthouse. But as the car left the safety of campus, officers handcuffed him for using a sound truck without a permit. They later added a charge of conspiracy to commit criminal mischief with a $2,000 bond – equivalent to $8,000 today.

      The students had a choice: Give up or walk 7 miles from the university to the rally site.

      CORE captains organized hundreds of students into orderly lines and began the trek on foot. A light rain fell as they walked quietly on the shoulder of Scenic Highway, a major state thoroughfare. Soon, white drivers aimed their tires at puddles as they passed, splashing water onto the students’ best dresses, suits and coats.

      Hours later, the protesters turned onto St. Louis Street, filling a sidewalk across from the courthouse and jail.

      The Rev. Benjamin Elton Cox, a CORE field secretary, had assumed leadership following Moore’s arrest. He informed police Chief Wingate White of the protesters’ agenda.

      “We intended to sing one stanza of ‘God Bless America,’ recite the Lord’s Prayer and make allegiance to the flag,” Cox later testified. 

      ‘Move them out’

      Cox, who earlier that year volunteered to be one of the original 13 Freedom Riders challenging segregation in interstate travel, had spent weeks in Baton Rouge helping students organize.

      On Dec. 15, he stood between them and more than 300 police officers armed with tear gas, revolvers and submachine guns.

      Don’t feel intimidated, Cox told the students.

      “If they give us tear gas, we will take it and fall honorably,” he said, according to news reports.

      The students proceeded to sing, their voices carrying to the jail on the courthouse’s fourth floor. 

      From their cells, arrested students and CORE members banged on windows and cheered in response.

      “It was very inspiring,” Rougeau recalled. “It said, ‘Hey, we have not been forgotten.’”

      White witnesses, in court documents, described the scene differently. The students “cheered in a conquest type of tone,” police Capt. L.C. Font said. Officers said they didn’t know what the students might pull out from under their coats. They feared the crowd might attempt to overtake the jail.

      Tensions began to rise. Cox addressed the crowd. 

      “It is lunchtime,” he told the activists. “Let us go downtown to eat.” 

      He pointed the students to businesses CORE had been picketing.

      “These stores are open to the public. You are members of the public,” he said. “Go to the designated places and sit until you are waited on.”

      Sheriff Bryan Clemmons wasn’t about to let that happen. ”We have given you the opportunity to demonstrate here,” he said through a loudspeaker, ”but now you are creating a disturbance.”

      He turned to his deputies: “Move them out.”

      The students ran, stopping only to turn on a hose and wash the tear gas from their eyes.

      Some headed for stores on Third Street, where police released two German shepherds. The animals bit at the activists, tearing their flesh and clothes.

      By the end of the day, 300 sought treatment at the university infirmary.

      Fifty more students and CORE members were arrested, including Cox. All were transported to the same jail they’d just protested.

      Christmas behind bars

      Moore spent Christmas, New Year’s Day and his 21st birthday behind bars.

      The 73 protesters arrested owed a combined $116,000 in bail. As their attorneys and families worked to raise the capital, the protesters remained in a poorly ventilated jail cell meant to hold 48.

      Moore was briefly released in January and returned to Southern University, where he and eight other students were expelled for their roles in the protest at the order of an all-white Board of Education.

      Moore and Rougeau were quickly arrested again for trespassing on campus. This time, they were charged with criminal anarchy or attempting to overthrow the state government.

      For more than 50 days, the pair was held in solitary confinement without bond. The 6-by-9-foot cell they shared had a bunk bed, sink and toilet and no windows. They couldn’t receive visitors other than their lawyers. They were allowed out to shower once a week.

      “I remember the isolation and really the sense of almost hopelessness,” Rougeau said. 

      Some CORE members had worried the police attack would scare off future protesters and strangle the fledgling movement.

      But in the days after the protest, more demonstrations popped up on campus and in New Orleans, with young people demanding to know why the students were being punished.

      In January 1962, The Campus-Times at the University of Rochester sent a reporter to Baton Rouge to learn how students at the northern school could help. 

      And that spring, former first lady Eleanor Roosevelt led an inquiry into the treatment of civil rights activists, inviting four Louisiana protesters to testify before a committee. The group later called on the president, Congress and Department of Justice to better protect demonstrators.

      “That was also a major turning point for the movement, especially outside of Louisiana,” Rougeau said. “People began to see what the state was doing to these students, trying to express their constitutional rights.”

      Fear ‘cannot alone justify suppression’

      In early 1962, Cox returned to the courthouse to face trial in a segregated courtroom.

      Judge Fred A. Blanche Jr. had been in the building during the 1961 protest. Though he didn’t step outside to witness the crowd, he said in his ruling he “felt apprehensive that trouble or violence could erupt from such a situation.”

      He found the CORE field secretary guilty on three misdemeanor charges: obstructing the sidewalk, obstructing justice and disturbing the peace. He sentenced Cox to serve one year in jail.

      Attorneys for the reverend appealed, arguing police officials’ “fear of serious injury cannot alone justify suppression of free speech.” 

      But the Louisiana Supreme Court stood firm on the ruling, depicting the students as “well-trained and indoctrinated and subject to any desired activity required by Cox by so simple a signal as the snapping of his fingers.”

      As the civil rights movement gained momentum, CORE attorneys continued to fight the charges with the hope of setting a precedent for protests to come.

      In 1965, their prayers were answered when the U.S. Supreme Court overturned the lower court’s verdict. At the crux of the judges’ decision was a video from the rally that showed Cox and the students protesting peacefully.

      To uphold Cox’s charges would mean allowing “persons to be punished merely for peacefully expressing unpopular views,” Justice Arthur Goldberg wrote in the majority opinion.

      Decades later, lawmakers are once again targeting freedom fighters in the wake of the murder of George Floyd and the global Black Lives Matter protests that broke out after his death in May 2020. A spate of state laws proposed this year would give law enforcement broad discretion to suppress demonstrations, said Nicholas Robinson, a senior legal advisor for the International Center for Not-for-Profit Law.

      “There's always going to be another way to deter protesters, to undercut their rights to assemble,” said Ada Goodly, director of the Lewis A. Berry Institute for Civil Rights and Justice at Southern University.

      Copper, now 80 and a legislative researcher for the state of Louisiana, said such anti-protest laws are exactly why people need to keep fighting. Black people do not have the same opportunities to build wealth as white people, and lawmakers continue to file bills making it harder for Black residents to vote, she said.

      “People are still in denial. They don’t think they’re prejudiced. They think they’re doing alright. They think Black people are alright,” she said. “We’re still in the same rut that we’ve been in all along. The same things are basically there, except we don’t have to ride at the back of the bus.”
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      In August 2021, I traveled to Louisiana to learn more about a demonstration that led to a U.S. Supreme Court case affirming protesting rights.

      I spent hours at the Amistad Research Center, reviewing court documents kept by Nils R. Douglas, an attorney who argued the case on behalf of the Rev. Elton B. Cox.

      Cox was a field secretary with the Congress on Racial Equality who was arrested after the demonstration on charges of disturbing the peace and obstructing public passageways.

      Reading through statements made by prosecutors and lower-court judges involved in the case was eye-opening. I found much of the language and assertions they used to disparage protesters - mainly Black college students - is echoed in criticisms of racial justice protests today.

      For example, in upholding Cox's local conviction, the Supreme Court of Louisiana wrote the presence of hundreds of Black people outside the Baton Rouge courthouse created an “explosive situation” that could have become violent if not for police intervention.

      I witnessed the same line of thinking while covering protests in 2020 over the police killing of Breonna Taylor, a Black woman, in Louisville. Many white residents viewed the demonstrations as a threat, even when no property damage or violence occurred. 

      In Baton Rouge, I met Sylvia Copper ,who participated in the 1961 demonstration. She took me on the 7-mile route Southern University students walked from campus to the courthouse, describing her memories from that day.

      In front of the courthouse, she recounted how officers threw canisters of tear gas at the students and pointed to buildings that were once backyards, where protesters ran to escape the fumes.

      It was meaningful for me to speak with Sylvia and several others arrested during the protests. Their courage to stand up for what they believed was right is inspiring, and I'm so proud to have been able to share their story.
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      The 1960s was an era of revolt. 

      Native Americans occupied federal land and demanded to be seen.

      Women marched for equal rights. 

      LGBTQ people fought police violence in New York City.

      Mexican Americans led walkouts and protests to highlight farmworkers’ rights and education inequalities.

      Asian Americans formed the Yellow Power Movement to champion equity. 

      Each of these movements were inspired by and sought to emulate the many African American leaders who stood up to segregation, organized against oppression and helped usher in a new United States during the civil rights protests of the 1960s. 

      These activists risked their futures to make a better nation for all Americans. When their lives were at risk, they remained steadfast.

      Here are some of their experiences:

      ‘We were the pioneers’

      Marion Kwan, 79

      In 1968, Marion Kwan joined other Asian Americans and students of color in a strike against San Francisco State College. Their goal was to have more diversity on campus and an ethnic studies program. In the late ’60s and ’70s, Asian Americans came together to advocate for better employment and education under the Yellow Power Movement. Kwan eventually moved to Mississippi and joined the Delta Ministry, a project that aimed to train and educate low-income Black people on the importance of voting and activism.

      “I grew up in San Francisco's Chinatown. I knew nothing about Blacks or other races other than Chinese and white tourists. But, during the late ’50s and ’60s, Black power was evident, and like other communities, Yellow Power was introduced. We were the pioneers, movers, shakers, breaking the ground for young people today. We fought for workers’ union rights. We organized the famous San Francisco State University strike. We encouraged our people to bring issues before City Hall and get involved in politics. 

      “But I didn’t join the movement because it was a movement. When I left San Francisco and went to Mississippi, I witnessed the inhumane treatment of people. I intuitively became an instant ally to the Black community because I can identify with them and they can identify with me. I learned from the heroes in Mississippi. They had lived there in terror while still taking me into their homes, so I had a place to sleep and do freedom work. 

      “I remember one hot evening, sitting on the front porch with Mrs. Simmons (a Black woman who houses freedom fighters), and she told me that on a similar night, she had heard of a slow engine of a car passing by her porch, where we were sitting. When she heard the sound of the car, she knew it was a Ku Klux Klan car. She kept as quiet as she could, frozen in her rocking chair. Then she said she saw a large cross being burned at the nearby church. She kept quiet till the car disappeared. 

      “It was these brief moments that the people in the Black community were willing to talk about that kept me going all these years.”

      ‘I knew that plenty of people would love to shoot gay people’

      Martha Shelley, 77

      Martha Shelley became one of the founders of New York’s Gay Liberation Front, a coalition of activists working to fight against discrimination against the LGBTQ community. Their work was fueled by the Stonewell riots, which began in June 1969 as a response to a police raid at Stonewell Inn, a gay bar in New York City. Shelley helped organize protests, wrote for the Gay Liberation Front newspaper and was active with the Daughters of Bilitis, a lesbian civil rights group. 

      “My best friend in junior high was Black and I was very much aware of the civil rights movement, but I was too young to do anything like join the Freedom Rides. So when it was happening, I was a kid in high school, and my parents would not have approved of me getting on a bus and going down South to risk my life. 

      “In 1969, somewhere in June, came the Stonewall riots. I had become the public spokesperson for the New York chapter of the Daughters of Bilitis because I was the only one willing to be out in public. Other gay organizations at the time wanted basic civil rights: They wanted to be accepted into the mainstream society, be treated like anyone else, have nice houses in the suburbs, get jobs, be married and not be harassed. Well, those of us on the Gay Liberation Front wanted a lot more than that. 

      “The first march that was organized happened one month after Stonewall. I was scared because I’ve lived through Martin Luther King being shot, Malcolm X being shot, and I knew that plenty of people would love to shoot gay people. I was going to be standing out in the public street being openly gay. But 400 people came, and I knew this was just the beginning of what was in store for us. The day after the march, a few of us got together and someone said ‘Gay Liberation Front,’ and that was it. We started meeting, held dances, did demonstrations and put out a newspaper.”

      ‘A more powerful position in society’

      Harry Gamboa Jr., 70

      Harry Gamboa Jr. led demonstrations in East Los Angeles, including the Chicano Blowout, a series of protests against inequality in Los Angeles Unified School District high schools. Fueled by centuries of discrimination against Mexicans and the Eisenhower administration’s racist deportation campaign Operation Wetback, Chicano activists increasingly began to fight for better labor conditions and education in the 1960s and ’70s.

      “During the walkouts, my role was to write the list of demands, publish the materials, distribute the materials and organize. As a high school student, the goal was to bring awareness because a lack of awareness would lead to the death of my cohorts in the streets. The focus was how it would be possible for people to obtain a higher education, which would lead to a more powerful position in society. 

      “Former President Richard Nixon had a great antipathy toward Mexican Americans. He was involved in establishing Operation Wetback. The United States would go out and simply arrest and deport anyone who appeared to be Mexican, whether they were citizens or not.

      “We felt like we were promoting the U.S. Constitution, the Bill of Rights and human rights through those protests. I think it was amazing that 300 students walked out of Garfield High School. Everyone demanded a better education. When we went out, we were greeted by several hundred parents and family members who supported us.”

      ‘Black people were fighting collectively’

      Kathie Sarachild, 78

      Kathie Sarachild and four other women organized a protest at the Miss America pageant in 1969 where they carried a large “Women’s Liberation” banner. Sarachild also became a member of the Redstocking, a radical feminist nonprofit that advocated for women’s rights. In the late '60s, the women’s liberation movement rose in prominence through these and other protests. 

      “What really stuck with me was one of the times I was arrested with 800 other people in Jackson, Mississippi, for parading without a permit but was actually marching for the right to vote. 

      “When they arrested us, they separated the white women from the Black women. The white women were going to be put in jail and the Black women in a stadium. 

      “My eyes were open to how important courage is, and I had things to learn about it. When the women were being separated, the fifth white woman refused to be separated. She sat down and they dragged her for about 300 feet on the floor. After that, every single white woman behind her also refused. It was a wonderful show of solidarity, and that stuck with me all of my life. 

      “Women's liberation didn’t only learn from the civil rights movement, but SNCC, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, was where I first heard the term. So the women’s liberation movement, at least my part of it, felt like we were on an assignment from SNCC. 

      “I had just gone down to Mississippi in 1965, and someone who was still on SNCC’s project team knew I was a feminist because I had been complaining over the summer about men not sharing the housework enough. He came running after me, saying, ‘Kathie, you’ll be so excited to know that everyone is talking about women’s liberation.’

      “When I heard that phrase ‘women’s liberation' in the context of the grassroots Mississippi movement, Black people were uniting and forming an organization. They didn’t just fight their problem individually, but they were organizing. It suddenly put the idea in my mind that that is not something that you do by yourself, but you create a movement and fight collectively like Black people were fighting collectively.”

      ‘It was like a big adventure’

      Lenny Foster, 73

      In 1969, Lenny Foster and dozens of other Native Americans occupied Alcatraz Island in San Francisco. Throughout history, the U.S. government removed Native Americans from their land. In 1968, the American Indian Movement was formed to address poverty, land rights and discrimination against Native Americans. In 1972, Foster and other activists occupied the Bureau of Indian Affairs building near the White House to protest President Richard Nixon’s administration. 

      “We had developed a 20-points paper where we expressed our concerns. They were documented and written. We wanted to submit it to former President Nixon, but no one took the American Indian Movement seriously. So, we met up at the Bureau of Indian Affairs building in Washington, D.C., to discuss how they wouldn’t let us meet with President Nixon. Soon after, we were confronted by the police. 

      “They told us to leave, and that's when a fight broke out. We decided we were going to sit down and not leave the building. We used the furniture to block the windows and doors in case they tried anything else. We were there for about a week before we finally got the attention of the Nixon administration and they agreed to meet with us. 

      “Many of us were young, so it was like a big adventure. It was a moment in history.

      “The civil rights movement was very important. The African Americans’ push for civil rights (was) very important for them to be treated as human beings, because that was not done. Therefore, they had to resort to protests and demonstrations. We saw a similar thing with the American Indian movement.”

      ‘No one would hire us’

      José Angel Gutiérrez, 76

      José Angel Gutiérrez was a student at St. Mary University in San Antonio when he co-founded the Mexican American Youth Organization to champion Mexican American rights. Mexican Americans had endured and fought against discrimination for centuries but, in the late ’60s and ’70s, activists and organizations emerged, identifying as “Chicanos” with new tactics and goals. Farmworkers organized hundreds of strikes and boycotts against work conditions. Students led walkouts and fought against education inequality. MAYO played a significant role in the Chicano movement through voter registration and organizing school walkouts in Texas. 

      “In Crystal City, Texas, the railroad tracks were in the middle of the town and divided it. The west side was where the Mexicans were and on the east side was where the whites were. So Texas was segregated and every other Mexican kid experienced discrimination. So, Black and Chicanos, you can say, went through similar things. 

      “Back then, you had the poll tax, which meant you had to pay to vote. You had the advance voter registration that you had to do between Oct. 1 and Jan. 31 of the year preceding the election. In other words, you had to pay the poll tax even though you didn’t know who was running. These were repressive means that were in place. So, in 1962, this group of people from San Antonio from the Political Association of Spanish-Speaking Organizations came into town and said: ‘It’s about time you elect your people into the City Council and take over the government. You’re 80% of the population and you’re all potentially eligible to vote if you pay the poll tax.’

      “We started organizing and that campaign became ‘Los Cinco Candidatos’ – the five candidates. So, the campaign was about taking five at-large positions in the City Council, and we won. 

      “Then I went to St. Mary for school and stayed there till I got my Ph.D. in government. But I was still thinking about Crystal City. So, while studying at St. Mary, I formed the Mexican American Youth Organization because every Mexican kid there had the same experience I did with discrimination. We were always talking about that and ended up doing three walkouts. But then I got drafted. 

      “I came back for Christmas and my mother wanted us to go to Crystal City. While we were there, we got this alarming bang on the door. The person said, ‘Your farmhouse is burning.’ 

      “My father had this little ranch outside town. My wife and I were planning on moving back to Crystal City and taking over the school board, and that was the house we were going to live in, but it was on fire.

      “So we went out there, the firefighters came out, but they wouldn’t put it out. They said, ‘It’s too late; it’s not going to work.’ When I asked if anyone was going to investigate this, I was told, ‘You know these things happen.’ I was really pissed.

      “Eventually, we came back to Crystal City, but no one would hire us. They didn’t want us there because of the organizing we did in the past.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          10 Laws aimed at voter suppression are ‘the worst’ since Jim Crow. How that could hurt Black voters and democracy

          By Deborah Barfield Berry, Wenei Philimon, Javonte Anderson and Doug Caruso

        

      

    

    
      WASHINGTON – Sixty years after civil rights activists launched voter registration drives across the South and the Voting Rights Act promised protections for all voters, stubborn gaps between Black and white voter participation persist in federal electoral contests, according to a USA TODAY analysis.

      The gap shrank only a handful of times, the analysis found, such as when election changes made it easier to register to vote; Black candidates, including Barack Obama and Jesse Jackson, were on the ballot; and social justice issues became pressing national debates, as with police reform in the 2020 election.

      Legal battles over redistricting and gerrymandering, as well as get-out-the-vote efforts, were also key factors in the ebb and flow of Black voter turnout, which never topped 58.5% between 1964 and 2000 during presidential elections, according to the USA TODAY review. It went as high as 70.7% for white voters during that period.

      Black voter participation increased to 62% in 2012 with Obama’s second term before dropping to just below 56% in 2016 and then hitting nearly 60% in 2020, the analysis showed.

      “We were voting in 2020 because it was about life and death issues like COVID, issues like what was happening with George Floyd,” said Melanie Campbell, president of the National Coalition on Black Civic Participation. “There was enough at stake to show up and to take our lives in our hands and show up in the middle of a pandemic.”

      USA TODAY analyzed gaps in voter participation using U.S. census survey data from the 1960s through 2020. Reporters also reviewed historic census data kept by the University of Minnesota's National Historic Geographic Information System to examine congressional redistricting patterns after the passage of the 1965 Voting Rights Act.

      The USA TODAY analysis comes after some Republicans challenged the integrity of the election process in 2020 and as more than 19 states this year have passed laws advocates say restrict voter access.

      Many of those states are in the South, where most Black people live. For example, Georgia, where Blacks make up 32.6% of the population, adopted this year some of the nation's most restrictive elections laws. 

      Some of those laws, experts warn, could substantially suppress Black voter turnout, posing one of the most serious threats to civil rights in decades.
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        Melanie Campbell, president of the National Coalition on Black Civic Participation and convener of the Black Women’s Roundtable, spoke at a voting rights rally in Washington, D.C., Nov. 16, 2021. Campbell has been leading protests to push Congress to pass voting rights legislation.
      
      “This is the worst we’ve seen since Jim Crow,” said Sean Morales-Doyle, acting director of the Voting Rights & Elections Program at the Brennan Center for Justice, a nonpartisan think tank. “There was a time in this country when people were willing to more blatantly say they were going after Black voters. And now what's maybe really frightening is more and more politicians are saying the quiet part out loud again.”

      Local election laws shift voter turnout

      Election laws have often shaped if and when Americans vote. 

      At the heart of many civil rights organizations’ efforts in Mississippi was to increase Black voter participation, said Robert E. Luckett, an associate history professor at Jackson State University. By the 1960s, Black people made up half the state's population, but only 6% were registered to vote, he said.

      “The right to vote was crucial and really cutting the legs out from underneath Jim Crow power structure built around political disenfranchisement,” he said.

      After the Voting Rights Act was passed to help protect against discriminatory laws that required Black voters to pass literacy tests or pay poll taxes to vote, Black Americans did not cast ballots at the same rate as white Americans. 

      The gap between Black and white voter participation rates was the highest at 15 percentage points in 1966, the analysis found. It hovered around 12 points during much of the 1970s and fluctuated in subsequent decades. 

      The gap reached 5 points last year, the widest since 2006. 

      Gaps closed significantly in 1986, 1998, 2000, 2008 and 2012, according to the USA TODAY analysis. Experts said the bids of presidential candidates Jackson and Obama helped boost turnout among Black voters. In 2008, Black voter participation was higher than white voter participation, the USA TODAY analysis found. That also happened in 2012 when Obama ran for re-election.

      “Black politics in America changed after Jackson’s two runs,” said David Bositis, a researcher on voting rights and redistricting. “After he ran, it became clear that Black voters were essential to any Democratic nomination.”

      The voting gap between white and Black voters was at one of its narrowest points in 2000 at 3.3 points, the review found. The close 2000 presidential election between George W. Bush and Al Gore saw low turnout for both Black and white voters. 

      The election, which was marred by confusion over ballots and discrepancies in the counting of votes, ended up in the U.S. Supreme Court and led to significant changes, including more federal funds to update machines, same-day registration in some places and more early voting, including polls open on Sunday in some states.

      “What happened after that had lots to do with making it easier for people to vote, correcting some of the problems, the barriers,” Campbell said. “That was still there over the course of that decade – up until Obama was elected.”

      Two years after Obama’s first win, some Southern states adopted redistricting plans that created supermajority Republican legislatures and diluted the strength of Black voters, said the Rev. William Barber II, co-chair of the Poor People’s Campaign and a national voting rights advocate.

      Barber said those legislatures also proposed more restrictive election laws in response to Obama’s victory, which showed he could garner support from a diverse electorate in the South.

      Barber said it’s a mistake to call the recent wave of laws another tactic of Jim Crow, which primarily targeted Black Americans. He said research shows those measures could also disproportionately hurt other people of color and low-income white voters.

      “This is actually Jim and Jane Crow, Esquire,” he said. “It's not just race. It's also class and economics.”

      The Brennan Center tracked more than 425 bills in 49 states in the 2021 legislative session that include restrictive provisions, such as reducing early voting hours, imposing stricter ID requirements and limiting the number of mail ballot drop boxes. Republicans said the bills protect against voter fraud.

      “The ways in which the laws have changed often play into the pattern that we observe in the racial disparity in registration and turnout,” said Peyton McCrary,  a former historian in the voting section of the U.S. Department of Justice.

      Many states proposed more restrictive laws soon after the U.S. Supreme Court Shelby v. Holder ruling in 2013 eliminated a key provision of the Voting Rights Act that required jurisdictions with a history of discrimination to get federal approval before making election changes. 

      David Becker, executive director of the nonpartisan Center for Election Innovation & Research, said some gains made after the Voting Rights Act could be at jeopardy if states succeed in limiting voter access.

      “The last 50 years have been years of progress combined with some fits and starts,” he said. “Right now, we're in a little bit of a fit with some problematic things.”

      ‘We’ve never had so many Black candidates be so well prepared’

      Experts attribute the increases in Black voter turnout in some years in part to the emergence of more Black candidates up and down the ballot, including Stacey Abrams, who narrowly lost her 2018 bid for governor in Georgia.  

      In Georgia, Black voter registration jumped by more than 100,000 between October 2016 and October 2020, according to the Pew Research Center.

      Experts also point to historic campaigns, such as the bid of then Sen. Kamala Harris to become the first woman of African American and Asian American descent to run for vice president.

      Black voters are also credited in 2018 with helping elect a record number of 54 Black lawmakers to the U.S. House. That's about 12% of representatives, roughly equal to the proportion of Black Americans.

      Many Black candidates, including Democratic Reps. Lauren Underwood of Illinois and Lucy McBath of Georgia, were active in their communities and campaigned on issues important to voters, said Glynda Carr, president of Higher Heights, which works to expand Black women’s political power. Underwood, a nurse, campaigned on health care, and McBath, an activist, against gun violence. 

      Carr said Black voters, particularly Black women, often vote for candidates who support issues and values they care about.

      “It creates enthusiasm for them to organize and prepare to vote and over-perform at the booth,” Carr said. “This then leads to them organizing their house, block, church, sorority and union.” 

      Experts said there are now more organizations, including Higher Heights, that help Black candidates, who often trail in fundraising and other advantages.

      “These are the infrastructure you need to be successful because they’re going to cover: how to talk about issues, how to outreach, how to mobilize voters, and how to fundraise,” said Andrea Benjamin, an African and African American studies professor at the University of Oklahoma. “We’ve never had so many Black candidates be so well prepared.”

      Adrianne Shropshire, executive director of BlackPAC, a political action committee, attributed the increase in Black voter participation during Jackson’s campaign in part to anger at President Ronald Reagan for cutting resources to Black communities. That election came at the start of the drug epidemic and the criminalization of drugs, which disproportionately impacted people of color.

      “Part of the increase of Black voters is contextual and it’s not just the candidate,” Shropshire said. “Black people are looking at what is happening in this country and essentially answering the call to protect and defend the democracy.” 

      ‘It’s a basket of horribles’

      How legislative districts are drawn can suppress or drive the Black vote, advocates and experts said. RedistrictingRestricting, the redrawing of those maps, happens after each census.

      With discriminatory practices banned under the 1965 Voting Rights Act, Southern states in the years following the law began configuring voting districts that diluted the Black vote, experts said. 

      Black voters were often spread across districts, leaving too few to elect their preferred candidate, said Bernard Fraga, a political scientist at Emory University in Atlanta.

      Historic census data shows that 10 of 435 congressional districts had populations that were majority Black in 1969, but only one was located in the South, where the majority of Black people live. 

      “They had to find new ways, other than outright denying the vote, if they wanted to continue to make sure Black voters didn’t have political power,” Fraga said. “They were put in districts where they didn’t make up a large enough share of the population to influence who won or lost.”

      In 1982, Black citizens in North Carolina challenged the state’s redistricting plan, arguing it diluted the power of Black voters. By 1983, there were 15 majority Black districts, including four in Southern states – Georgia, Maryland, Mississippi and Tennessee, the USA TODAY analysis found.

      The U.S. Supreme Court ruled in 1986 in Thornburg v. Gingles that five of North Carolina’s new districts discriminated against Black voters. Experts said the ruling laid the groundwork for more majority-minority districts.

      The largest gains in the South happened after the 1990 census. By 1993, the number of majority Black districts increased to 32 nationally, according to the USA TODAY review.

      The increase in majority-minority districts fueled a growth in Black politicians elected to Congress, especially in the South. There were six Black congressmen in 1965 – most from Northern states. By 1993, the number increased to 41, including 21 from the South.

      Some advocates worry about efforts to prevent further gains. 

      Last week, the Justice Department sued Texas over its redistricting plan, arguing it dilutes the votes of Black and Latino residents. Despite a growth in the number of people of color in the state, justice officials said the proposed map reduced the number of majority-minority districts.

      Advocates are concerned legislatures in places like Texas and Georgia will not only use redistricting maps to dilute the strength of Black voters, but also continue to adopt restrictive election laws.

      “We’re seeing that these legislators aren't going after just one thing. They're just going for everything,” said Marcia Johnson-Blanco,  co-director of the Voting Rights Project at the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law. “It’s a basket of horribles that these legislators are throwing at voters.”

      ‘Democracy is always worth it’

      Campaigns by civil rights groups to increase Black voter participation have long been underway, but advocates said ramped-up get-out-the-vote efforts have spurred more recent turnout.

      Deborah Scott joined other voting rights activists last year knocking on doors in Black communities and calling Black Georgians urging them to register, pleading with them to vote. Like her predecessors, Scott believed Black voters could make a difference in pivotal elections. 

      “Democracy is always worth it,” said Scott, executive director of Georgia STAND-UP, a nonpartisan civic engagement group. “I can imagine in the ’60s what people had to experience.”

      Civil rights groups, including the NAACP, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and the Congress of Racial Equality, have  played a key role in mobilizing Black voters.

      In 1961, SNCC activists in southwest Georgia waged a voting registration campaign that inspired other similar movements across the South. In 1964, hundreds of activists joined the Freedom Summer effort in Mississippi to register Blacks to vote under threats of violence and murder from white law enforcement and neighbors.

      “You were literally putting your life on the line to register to vote or if you got through the gauntlet of rules, showing up at the polls was a risk,” said Johnson-Blanco. 

      Since then, the history of Black leaders calling on the Black community to vote in the face of adversity has persisted. 

      Last year, as the COVID-19 pandemic ravaged thousands of Black lives, groups, including Black Voters Matter, traveled to battleground states to urge Black people to vote. The groups set up phone banks, canvassed Black neighborhoods, tapped social media and hosted rallies. 

      They “have undertaken superhuman efforts to mobilize voters,” said McCrary, the historian.

      More recently, community activists, including Scott, faith leaders and voting rights advocates, have marched to the U.S. Capitol, held news conferences in front of the Supreme Court and rallied outside the White House to press Congress to pass legislation that would expand access to voting. 

      The measures, including the John Lewis Voting Rights Advancement Act, have stalled in the Senate. The bill is named after the late civil rights leader from Georgia who worked with SNCC in the 1960s to register Blacks to vote. The bill would among other things restore provisions in the Voting Rights Act requiring approval for election changes.

      Experts said the national spotlight will once again be on Georgia next year. 

      Black voters in Georgia are credited with helping send two Democrats to the U.S. Senate and carrying Joe Biden, the Democrat presidential candidate, to win the conservative state.  

      Scott said Abrams’ bid for governor and Democratic Sen. Raphael Warnock’s reelection campaign next year will likely galvanize more Black voters.

      “It puts the focus back on Georgia,” said Scott. “It’s a good thing because democracy dies in the dark.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          11 Police violence ‘enforced white supremacy’ during 1960s protests. Similar tactics are still used today

          By N’dea Yancey-Bragg

        

      

    

    
      A crowd of young Black men and women peacefully marched through downtown Jackson, Mississippi, demanding the same rights as white Americans. It was March 1961. They stood in solidarity with nine Black students from Tougaloo College arrested for attempting to check out books from the city’s public library for white residents.

      Police officers confronted the crowd with swinging batons and canisters of tear gas. Police dogs growled and chased after the protesters. 

      During the civil rights movement, Black faith leaders and college students helped overhaul the U.S. legal system and persuade many white Americans that racial segregation was grossly unjust. But 60 years later, the tactics police use to suppress civil rights demonstrators remain largely unchanged.

      A USA TODAY analysis of law enforcement officials’ response to the most significant civil rights movements of the past six decades shows police have repeatedly responded to free speech gatherings with violence and arrests – using attack dogs, tear gas, batons and more to suppress freedom fighters gathering in public spaces and arresting activists, sometimes on felony charges, despite First Amendment and other protections that allow Americans to legally challenge the government.

      Law enforcement officials say use of force is sometimes necessary to protect themselves, others and property. But activists and decades of research suggest a militarized response to protests can escalate violence, leaving demonstrators scrambling to protect themselves.

      James Farmer, the national director of the Congress of Racial Equality in the early to mid '60s, estimated that more than 5,000 civil rights demonstrators were arrested between February 1960 and May 1962, requiring bonds exceeding $2 million, equivalent to more than $17 million today.

      Decades later, the murder of George Floyd, who was Black, by a white Minneapolis police officer once again revealed deep-rooted racial divisions and injustices across the nation. His death prompted millions of Americans and people across the world to take to the street to demand the safety of Black people and an end to systemic racism. 

      In this jail yard area, about 200 people are packed and awaiting booking after their arrest for a protest march against segregation in Albany, Ga., Dec. 16, 1961. At the far left in the doorway, one of the leaders conducts a prayer service.

      They, too, were met with violence and arrests even while peacefully protesting, revealing a failure among law enforcement to distinguish between people gathered to express political opinions and those breaking laws.

      Researchers at the investigative website Bellingcat and the University of London human rights research group Forensic Architecture identified more than 1,000 instances of police brutality against civilians during protests in the five months after Floyd’s death. The database includes hundreds of examples of police using tear gas, pepper spray and less-than-lethal weapons on protesters. And in at least 23 states, police failed to protect demonstrators from violent counterprotesters, Amnesty International reported. 

      Many law enforcement leaders also continue to enjoy close ties with racist, far-right groups, including those known to commit hate crimes against oppressed communities. The FBI, which once looked the other way when Ku Klux Klan members attacked civil rights era activists, has repeatedly warned in recent years about law enforcement links to “militia extremists, white supremacist extremists and sovereign citizen extremists.”

      “For all that’s changed, the kind of law enforcement response in some ways looks very much the same,” said Erin Pineda, a professor who researches protest movements at Smith College in Massachusetts and the author of “Seeing Like an Activist: Civil Disobedience and the Civil Rights Movement.” “It’s all the vein of the 1960s. There’s a lineage there.”

      Some police ‘enforced white supremacy’ during 1960s protests

      In the early 1960s, African Americans and their allies who lawfully protested illegal segregation laws and other Jim Crow-era policies were often hit, tear gassed or arrested by law enforcement. In many communities, these officials also allowed white supremacists to assault, threaten and murder those working toward a more equitable nation.

      When the Freedom Rides, a campaign to ride buses across the South in 1961 to desegregate public transportation, arrived in Alabama on May 14, their buses were attacked by a mob of white supremacists, due to collusion among local police, an FBI informant and the KKK, according to Raymond Arsenault, author of “Freedom Riders: 1961 and the Struggle for Racial Justice.” The planned assault was reported to the FBI in advance, but officials didn’t take action to prevent the violence, the Justice Department concluded.

      One bus was set on fire by a white mob and many of the Freedom Riders were left beaten and bloodied.

      “Law enforcement was always the main institution that enforced white supremacy,” Arsenault said. “The police, sheriff, prison guards, the judges, to some degree the whole system was organized as a means of racial control.”

      Criminal charges were also used to intimidate and punish protesters.

      In early March 1961, nearly 200 Black students and young adults were arrested and charged with breaching the peace during a peaceful march to the statehouse in Columbia, South Carolina, aimed at ending segregation in the city’s businesses. Two years later, the Supreme Court ruled that the state had tried to criminalize “the peaceful expression of unpopular views,” and it overturned the students’ convictions.

      In Albany, Georgia, police chief Laurie Pritchett explained in a 1976 interview that he trained his officers not to respond with violence specifically to avoid drawing national media attention, allowing him to quietly arrest as many as 2,400 demonstrators between 1961 and 1964. He asked sheriffs in surrounding counties to keep protesters in their jails to prevent demonstrators from overwhelming his limited facilities. 

      1960s civil rights activists fought back against arrests, brutality

      Activists in the 1960s sometimes spent weeks preparing for the racist abuse and physical violence they faced from law enforcement and white residents.

      In Nashville, Tennessee, weekly workshops on the principles of nonviolent direct action were held in the basement of a church by the Rev. James Lawson, the southern director of the Congress of Racial Equality.

      “I worked to equip them with a clear understanding of the history and philosophy of nonviolence,” said Lawson, who studied nonviolence in India. “It’s that good history that then became the flowering of nonviolent teaching in ’61 during the Freedom Ride, especially in jail.”

      With so many activists being arrested, members of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee devised a tactic to fill the jails and overwhelm local authorities.

      In Rock Hill, South Carolina, nine Black men who had been arrested during a sit-in at a lunch counter in January 1961 refused to pay bail and served their prison sentences, a strategy dubbed “jail, no bail.”

      The “jail, no bail” tactic was then used by Freedom Riders in a Mississippi prison. At least 300 Riders were incarcerated in 1961 and many reported being intimidated by guards and stripped of necessities, including their mattresses.

      “By staying in jail, they gained the ability to turn the jail cell itself or the prison cell into a site of protest,” said Pineda, the Smith College professor.

      Some Black Lives Matter protests ended in police violence

      Decades after the civil rights era, police again responded with violence during another important freedom movement: the Black Lives Matter protests. After seven years of demonstrations against the police killings of Black people, the loosely organized group re-emerged as a national player after police officer Derek Chauvin was seen on video kneeling on Floyd's neck for more than nine minutes on Memorial Day 2020.

      Demonstrations became violent or destructive in about 220 locations, but more than 93% of the 7,750-plus protests across the country were peaceful, according to a report by the U.S. Crisis Monitor. 

      More than 13,600 people were arrested during the Black Lives Matter protests as of June 6, according to the FBI. Police arrested many for “unlawful assembly” or breaking curfew orders.

      Prosecutors have dropped or decided not to file charges in thousands of cases because protesters were exercising their First Amendment rights and hadn't engaged in violence or damaged property. But hundreds of protesters are still facing legal consequences. 

      “It’s not uncommon for police at protests to mass arrest people often in a way that won’t sustain scrutiny once the judicial process takes a look at the circumstances,” said Maggie Ellinger-Locke, the mass defense committee chair with the National Lawyers Guild. “This is how the police treat people exercising their constitutional rights.”

      Several cities and departments changed their use of force policies in response to backlash over the way police handled Black Lives Matter protests, but in some places, the violence persisted.

      In late June 2020, a federal judge issued an order temporarily restraining Portland police’s use of tear gas and rifles designed to fire small plastic rounds that inflict pain or deliver tear gas.

      Days later, officers fired smoke grenades, pepper spray and rubber bullets; declared the protest a riot; and deployed tear gas on a crowd outside the police union building. A judge later concluded police had violated the order several times and sanctioned the department. 

      Tai Carpenter, president of the activist group Don’t Shoot Portland, said that night stood out among the blur of the summer’s protests because of its violence. 

      “It was just really traumatizing to watch,” Carpenter said. “Not only were they fine with inflicting violence on people, they were blatantly breaking the order.”

      Law enforcement agencies in Portland and other cities defended their crowd control tactics, saying that criminals and outside agitators were using the protests to riot, loot, vandalize property, injure officers and set fires.

      Daryl Turner, president of the Portland Police Association, said officers were forced to rely on impact weapons and “hands-on options” during protests to stop people from committing crimes when tear gas was prohibited.

      “Part of our frustration is we can’t do our job,” he said. “Basically our elected officials and some judges gave the rioters carte blanche to be able to do what they wanted to do.”

      There are many variables that affect an officer’s decision to use force during a protest, and nonlethal munitions may be necessary to protect people, property and other police officers, said Vince Hawkes, director of global policing for the International Association of Chiefs of Police, the world’s largest professional organization for police leaders. 

      “With tear gas or pepper spray or one of those tactics, the goal is to disperse the people,” he said. “If protesters are running and smashing windows and setting cars on fire and the crowd dynamic shifts from a peaceful protest to violence, then the tactics of law enforcement have to change.”

      But research conducted by a presidential commission formed in the late 1960s found that officers escalating force – like using weapons, tear gas, mass arrests and other tools – can cause peaceful protesters to become violent.

      A joint investigation by Kaiser Health News and USA TODAY into law enforcement actions at protests across the country found some officers may have improperly fired “less lethal” projectiles at peaceful protesters. The report, published in 2020, found at least 60 protesters sustained serious head injuries, such as a broken jaw, traumatic brain injuries and blindness, because of the use of the projectiles. 

      Another USA TODAY investigation found that more than 200 people who identified themselves as active or retired law enforcement officers signed up to join the Oath Keepers, an armed, extremist, anti-government group linked to the insurrection at the U.S. Capitol on Jan. 6.

      Law enforcement officials are rarely disciplined, if at all, for their connections to these groups, activists argue. 

      Since Floyd's death, national efforts at police reform have stalled in Congress. And in Minneapolis, residents voted this month not to replace the city's police department with a new Department of Public Safety.

      Activists prepare for ‘very dangerous work’ of protesting police

      Like their predecessors, some Black Lives Matter protesters have organized and trained to protect themselves from police officers.

      In 2020, hundreds of Black and white activists gathered in Louisville, Kentucky, to challenge systemic racism. A police officer fatally shot Breonna Taylor, a 26-year-old Black woman, in her home while serving a “no-knock” search warrant. Protesters questioned whether police would be so quick to kill a white woman under similar circumstances.  

      Talesha Wilson created basic training for people who were protesting Taylor's death on how to participate in a demonstration and protect themselves from police. 

      “Abolition work, working against the government, working against police, that can be very dangerous work,” Wilson said. 

      Wilson took part in protests after the 2014 death of 18-year-old Michael Brown by police in Ferguson, Missouri, and had been in touch with activists across the country. 

      But she was shocked by the speed with which police officers used tear gas against activists on the first day of protests in Louisville. As she ran frantically to her car, she saw others trying to find cover and using milk and water to wash out their eyes. 

      “I just remember not being able to breathe, and burning and running,” she said. “People were hurt … physically hurt and mentally hurt.”

      Wilson isn't alone in her work. Organizers, activists and medics have also disseminated best practices for dealing with police and crowd control weapons through illustrated infographics, zines, visual guides and YouTube videos. Videos show demonstrators donning gas masks and using leaf blowers to diffuse clouds of tear gas, batting canisters back toward police officers with tennis rackets and lacrosse sticks, and crafting shields out of plywood and umbrellas to protect themselves from rubber bullets and pepper spray.

      Now a growing number of lawmakers are taking steps to limit protesters' freedom to assemble altogether.

      Since Floyd's death, nearly 100 bills have been proposed in 35 states that would expand activities that are illegal during a riot, like “taunting police” and “camping” on state property, and impose harsher penalties, according to the International Center for Not-for-Profit Law.

      “It’s a really dangerous, really scary erasure of constitutional rights and makes it harder for movements to speak out,” said Ellinger-Locke, of the National Lawyers Guild. “Exactly what these bills are designed to do is to curb protests and shut down activists.”
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      Using newspaper archives, firsthand accounts, video footage and interviews with activists and experts, I researched the ways in which law enforcement responded to the major civil rights protests in 1961 and in 2020 in the wake of George Floyd's murder.

      I found several striking parallels even though much has changed in the 60 years separating these two key moments in our nation’s history. It was surprising to learn that despite decades of research on best practices for policing a protest, little has changed in the militarized way police treat Americans exercising their First Amendment rights - except of course for technological advances that can make confrontations even more dangerous. 

      Talking with law enforcement sources helped me better understand why officers rely on certain tactics and weapons when dealing with large crowds. I also learned that the issues extended past policing tactics - I wasn’t fully aware of the ways in which law enforcement worked with white supremacists, including members of the Ku Klux Klan, until speaking with author Raymond Arsenault, who has interviewed many Freedom Riders.

      Although many of the protests seen in the summer of 2020 felt spontaneous and unprecedented, it was eye-opening to hear from veterans like James Lawson, known for his civil rights workshops in Nashville, and their contemporary counterparts like Talesha Wilson of Louisville, Kentucky, about how much planning activists do to ensure that people are able to make their voices heard as safely as possible.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          12 ‘You don’t know who is going to die next’: Civil rights era heroes are dying, leaving rich legacies

          By Deborah Barfield Berry and Wenei Philimon

        

      

    

    
      JACKSON, Miss. – In the hours after his death, word spread quickly that Bob Moses had passed.

      USA TODAY national correspondent Deborah Berry learned the news as she landed in Jackson. An exhibit at the airport displayed photos of civil rights legends. A black and white picture of Moses hung on the wall. 

      Berry and photographer Jasper Colt were in Mississippi – the heart of the civil rights movement – to work on USA TODAY's “Seven Days of 1961” civil rights project. Everywhere they went that week in July, veterans and historians mourned Moses’ death. Moses, a field secretary for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, inspired activists and helped mobilize Black communities in Mississippi.

      Here’s “someone who was willing to risk it all to get boots on the ground and go do the work and to lift up communities,” said Robert E. Luckett, interim director of the Council of Federated Organizations' Civil Rights Education Center. The center aims to preserve the history of the Council of Federated Organizations, an umbrella organization of civil rights groups co-founded by Moses. 

      Moses, 86, was not the only loss in the civil rights community. This year also marked the loss of other freedom fighters, many of whom, like Moses, worked in hostile territories in the South to dismantle Jim Crow and register Black residents to vote.

      Some veterans were included in history books. Most were not. They came from Washington, D.C.; New York; California; and Boston. Many activists left college to work for organizations such as SNCC or the Congress of Racial Equality. Most were locals battling segregation in their own backyards and often against their white neighbors, employers and co-workers.

      In South Carolina, Mack Workman and eight other men, the “Friendship Nine,” chose to do 30 days in jail in protest instead of paying bail after staging a sit-in at a lunch counter in 1961 in Rock Hill. Four of the “Friendship Nine” have died. 

      “We did this together, and it is something I would never forget,” said Workman, 79.

      Pamela Junior, director of the Mississippi Museum of Civil Rights, said she is worried that many civil rights veterans, mentors in their 80s and 90s, are dying and younger activists don’t have the same “warrior spirit.”

      “The community is hurting because you don’t know who is going to die next,” Junior said.

      Here are some other civil rights veterans who died in 2021. As the old folks say, they have ”gone home to glory.” 

      Meredith Anding, 79

      Anding was one of nine students at Tougaloo College who conducted a “read-in” at a whites-only public library in 1961 in Jackson. The students, who worked closely with civil rights icon Medgar Evers, became known as the “Tougaloo Nine.” Anding continued his civil rights work as a member of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.

      Joanne Gavin, 89

      Gavin took a bus from California to the District of Columbia to participate in the March on Washington in 1963. She worked in the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) office in Washington and for the Council of Federated Organizations in Jackson. 

      Jimmy Rogers, 84

      Rogers organized, protested and was arrested for participating in demonstrations in Tuskegee, Alabama, including the 54-mile march from Selma to Montgomery in 1965. He worked for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and helped register people to vote. 

      Vernon Jordan, 85

      Jordan, a civil rights attorney, was a law clerk for Donald Hollowell when he represented two Black students who wanted to integrate the University of Georgia in 1961. He served as Georgia’s field secretary for the NAACP, executive director of the United Negro College Fund and president of the National Urban League. His involvement in the Voter Education Project helped raise funds for civil rights organizations to educate and register Black voters. He also served as an adviser to President Bill Clinton.

      Jesse Morris, 84

      Morris was a field secretary for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and executive director of the Mississippi Food Bank. He worked with the Council of Federated Organizations in Mississippi. Morris helped create the Poor People’s Cooperation to address poverty among Black Mississippians. 

      The Rev. Perry Smith, 86

      Smith, who served as pastor of the First Baptist Church of North Brentwood in Maryland, for more than 50 years, was a longtime civil rights activist, NAACP leader and a Freedom Rider. He joined the Freedom Ride from Washington, D.C., to Florida in 1961. Smith was arrested multiple times for his civil rights activities, including the ride to Florida. He joined a chapter of the White Citizens' Council, a white supremacy group, to disrupt its meetings.

      Marsha Joyner, 82

      Joyner was one of five Black girls in 1954 to integrate Western High School in Baltimore. She was active with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and former president of the Hawaii Martin Luther King Jr. Coalition. Her efforts helped make Martin Luther King Day a holiday in Hawaii.

      Elizabeth ‘Betita’ Martinez, 95

      Martinez headed New York Friends of SNCC, and her efforts helped raise funds for SNCC’s projects in the South. She participated in Freedom Summer in Mississippi, where activists worked to register Black residents to vote. During her time at SNCC, Martinez helped edit “Letters from Mississippi,” which included firsthand accounts of young Freedom Summer volunteers. 

      Hardy Frye, 82

      Frye was a member of the Congress of Racial Equality and a field secretary for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee in Alabama and Mississippi. In SNCC, he participated in Freedom Summer where he helped register Black residents. He joined other protests, including at the Democratic National Convention in 1960.

      Gloria Richardson, 99

      Richardson was a leader of the Cambridge Nonviolent Action Committee and worked with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee to try to dismantle segregation on the eastern shore of Maryland. Richardson advocated for Blacks to defend themselves when attacked by white mobs and police.

      Robert Moses, 86

      Moses was a field secretary for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee in Mississippi and program director for the Council of Federated Organizations. He helped organize Freedom Summer, helped create the Mississippi Democratic Freedom Party and founded the Algebra Project, a math education program dedicated to helping Black students. 

      Jane Stembridge, 85

      Stembridge was an administrator in SNCC’s office in Atlanta where she helped coordinate a conference and produced the organization’s first publication, the Student Voice, a weekly newspaper. She was an advocate for gay issues.

      Ernest ‘Rip’ Patton, 81

       Patton was a Freedom Rider out of Nashville and participated in sit-ins at lunch counters and other demonstrations in the South. Patton served as a runner during the sit-ins, calling in arrests from nearby payphones, so organizers could send in more students.

      Lucille Times, 100

      Times participated in the march for voting rights from Selma to Montgomery in Alabama. She housed activists and conducted a one-woman bus boycott against Montgomery's public transportation. 

      Eva Partee McMillan, 100

      McMillan was active in the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee in Dallas where she registered Black voters and collected poll taxes to ensure they could vote. Her involvement took off when her son was sentenced to 10 years in prison after breaking a milk bottle during a protest. She co-founded the Dallas Black Women’s United Front and Anti-Klan Network. 

      Gladys Shipman, 76

      Shipman was the first female vice president of the North Carolina chapter of the NAACP and the first woman president of the Greensboro chapter of the NAACP. She participated in sit-ins and became a founder and board member at the International Civil Rights Center and Museum in the same building where the sit-ins happened.

      Janice Jackson-Vails, 81

      Jackson-Vails joined her fellow students at Tougaloo College, who protested at a whites-only public library. The demonstration spurred other college students and the community to demonstrate support. A marker honoring Jackson-Vails and the other students stands outside the library.

      Black was a professor, labor organizer and longtime civil rights activist and organizer out of Chicago who helped build a network of support for Martin Luther King Jr. Former President Barack Obama praised Black for his work. “I thought I had a responsibility to bring about change: peace, justice and equality,” Black told USA TODAY in February.
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        “Tougaloo Nine” member Janice Jackson-Vails said shortly after she and other Tougaloo College students were released from the Jackson, Miss., jail, she received a phone call from one of the arresting officers asking her out on a date. A Mississippi Freedom Trail marker recognizes the students for their peaceful sit-in at a whites-only library in Jackson. The nine people were arrested March 27, 1961.
      
    

  

  
    
      
        
          13 Timeline: US leaders have pledged to eradicate racism time and again. They keep falling short

          By Deborah Barfield Berry

        

      

    

    
      From inside his jail cell in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, Dave Dennis could see police swinging nightsticks at students from Southern University as they were chased through the streets.

      The smell of tear gas wafted through the small window. He could hear the students' screams. 

      It wasn’t the first time Dennis, then a 21-year-old field secretary with the Congress of Racial Equality, saw protestors beaten by police. This time, 1,500 college students had gathered to protest the arrest of Dennis and other activists who had sought to desegregate local lunch counters the day before. 

      “The police, they wanted to make that an example,” recalled Dennis, 81. ”It scared the community. … It scared the students and students actually got hurt.”

      The Dec. 15, 1961, protest would lead four years later to a landmark U.S. Supreme Court ruling protecting the rights of protesters to peacefully demonstrate. 

      The case was one of many victories achieved by activists standing tall against the evils of racism. 

      Throughout the nation's history, Black Americans have sought to persuade lawmakers, justices and everyday Americans to undo discriminatory laws and policies and bring about change that provided them fair treatment.

      Hilda Louise Casin, founder and director of the Black History Gallery in McComb, Mississippi, an important battleground in the civil rights movement, said it's important to share this history.

      “We need people to know it, to appreciate it,” said Casin, 91. 

      
        
          [image: Seven Days of 1961 timeline]
        

      
      To better understand these victories and sacrifices, USA TODAY compiled a timeline of major moments in American history that tell the story of the Black freedom movement and other battles against discrimination. 

      Jan. 31, 1865: Congress passes the 13th Amendment formally abolishing slavery. 

      June 13, 1866: Congress passes the 14th Amendment, which establishes birthright citizenship and requires equal protection under the law for all persons.

      Feb. 26, 1869: Congress passes the 15th Amendment, which states the right to vote could not be denied based on “race, color, or previous condition of servitude.”

      July 11-14 1905: W.E.B. Du Bois creates the Niagara Movement, a gathering of Black men supporting equal rights for Black Americans. The group helped found the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1909.

      June 3, 1946: The U.S. Supreme Court’s Morgan v. Virginia ruling finds racial segregation on interstate buses is unconstitutional. 

      July 26, 1948: President Harry Truman signs orders to desegregate the armed forces and the federal workforce. 

      May 17, 1954: The U.S. Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka ruling is widely seen as the beginning of the civil rights era. The ruling states that racial segregation in public schools is unconstitutional. 

      Aug. 28, 1955: Emmett Till, 14, is murdered in Mississippi after he is accused of flirting with a white woman. 

      Dec. 1, 1955: In Montgomery, Alabama, Rosa Parks refuses to give up her seat on a public bus to a white passenger. The ensuing protest movement lifts up Martin Luther King Jr. as a leader.

      Sept. 9, 1957: President Dwight Eisenhower signs the Civil Rights Act of 1957 creating federal protections against trying to suppress the right to vote.

      Feb. 1, 1960: Four African American college students attempt to desegregate a lunch counter at Woolworth’s in Greensboro, North Carolina. 

      Dec. 5, 1960: The U.S. Supreme Court’s Boynton v. Virginia ruling bans segregated waiting rooms, lunch counters and restroom facilities.

      April 15, 1960: Black college students create the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee to uplift young people in the civil rights movement.

      Jan. 11, 1961: Charlayne Hunter-Gault and Hamilton Holmes become the first Black students at the University of Georgia. 

      Feb. 1, 1961: Ten civil rights activists stage a sit-in at a department store lunch counter in Rock Hill, South Carolina, and are convicted of trespassing. The activists opt for jail time, setting in motion the ”jail, no bail” strategy to save money by pushing back against paying fines for fighting segregation. 

      March 27, 1961: Nine Black students from Tougaloo College attempt to desegregate a ”whites only” public library in Jackson, Mississippi. 

      May 14, 1961: More than a week after the Freedom Rides begin with activists riding commercial buses bound for New Orleans, a white mob attacks two buses in Alabama, setting one on fire. 

      Oct. 4, 1961: More than 100 Black students from Burglund High School in McComb, Mississippi, walk out to protest the expulsion of fellow student Brenda Travis, a voting rights activist, and the murder of civil rights activist Herbert Lee. 

      Nov. 11, 1961: Young people protest segregation at restaurants along Route 40 in Baltimore and Annapolis. 

      Dec. 15, 1961: Students are arrested after marching through Baton Rouge, Louisiana, to protest the arrest of students who had picketed against segregated lunch counters. The incident eventually ends up before the U.S. Supreme Court, which in 1965 finds such arrests violate First Amendment rights. 

      June 10, 1963: President John F. Kennedy signs into law the Equal Pay Act, which bans wage discrimination in the workplace. 

      Aug. 28, 1963: More than 250,000 people participate in the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, where Martin Luther King Jr. gives his “I Have A Dream” speech.

      March 8, 1964: In California, Sioux demonstrators occupy Alcatraz Island for 18 months to highlight the government’s violation of treaties.

      July 2, 1964: President Lyndon B. Johnson signs into law the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which forbids employment discrimination because of race, color, sex, religion or national origin. It creates the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) to address workplace discrimination.

      March 7, 1965: More than 600 civil rights activists walk from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama, to draw attention to Black voter suppression. 

      Aug. 6, 1965: Johnson signs the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which bans the use of literacy tests as a voting requirement and allows for federal observers to monitor polling places.

      Sept. 8, 1965: Filipino grape workers boycott in Delano, California, protesting low pay and working conditions. Labor leader Cesar Chavez and other Latino farmworkers join the strike. 

      June 12, 1967: U.S. Supreme Court ruling Loving v. Virginia declares laws prohibiting interracial marriage unconstitutional.

      April 11, 1968: President Lyndon B. Johnson signs the Civil Rights Act of 1968, known as the Fair Housing Act, to address discrimination in housing.

      June 19, 1968: More than 50,000 people attend an anti-poverty protest known as “Solidarity Day,” on Juneteenth at the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C. 

      March 23, 1969: More than 1,500 Chicano students in Denver host the first National Chicano Youth Liberation Conference. 

      June 28, 1969: New York City police raid the Stonewall Inn, a gay club in Greenwich Village. Resulting protests and violent clashes helped fuel the gay rights movement.

      Aug. 26, 1970: More than 50,000 feminists march down New York City’s Fifth Avenue for the Women’s Strike for Equality March. 

      March 25, 1971: Shortly after its founding, the Congressional Black Caucus meets with President Richard Nixon to discuss 61 recommendations to attack racism.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          14 Our extensive coverage of civil rights era relied on these resources. You can, too

          By Deborah Barfield Berry, Mike Thompson, Melissa Brown, Wenei Philimon, Marc Ramirez, Stephanie Allen and Bailey Loosemore

        

      

    

    
      JACKSON, Miss. – Hezekiah Watkins led visitors through the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum last summer, pointing to a wall lined with mugshots of hundreds of Freedom Riders who were arrested in 1961 for challenging segregation on buses and trains.

      A mugshot of Watkins, then 13, was also on the wall. He was #21129.

      “There were others there who lost their lives for this movement. We don't talk about them enough,” Watkins told USA TODAY as he stood in front of a map showing bus routes of the Freedom Rides. “For their work to be carried on, it is very important to know the work that they were able to do and what they were able to accomplish in their lifetime. We don't get it in the schools.”

      Watkins is one of several civil rights veterans determined to tell their own story. He teamed with Andrea Ledwell to write his 2019 memoir, “Pushing Forward.”

      Hezekiah Watkins led visitors on a tour on July 27, 2021, at the Mississippi Civil Rights Museum in Jackson, Miss. Watkins, now a guide at the museum, was arrested at the Greyhound Station in Jackson in 1961 when he was 13 years old and went to see the Freedom Riders. He co-wrote his memoir, “Pushing Forward.”

      It was one of dozens of books, museum archives and documentaries USA TODAY turned to as part of its research for “Seven Days of 1961,” a multimedia project focused on pivotal civil rights moments that helped bring about change. The project features stories, videos, photographs, an augmented reality experience, podcasts, a playlist of protest songs and more.

      Activist Brenda Travis, who co-wrote her memoir with John Obee, said that for too long others had told her story. Some got it wrong. Travis and more than 100 of her fellow students walked out of their high school in McComb, Mississippi, in 1961 to protest Travis’ expulsion for participating in civil rights protests. 

      “I want to be able to tell this true story, as I remember it, as I lived it,” said Travis, who also founded the Brenda Travis Historical Education Foundation. “I don't want to have anything fabricated, because there's been enough fabricated about our history already.”

      Some activists faded into the shadows, said Gladys Robinson, chairwoman of the African-American Cultural Resources Advisory Committee in Rock Hill, South Carolina. Not all of them were considered heroes. Some were called troublemakers.

      “They didn't know their place” was a frequent complaint from white and some Black critics, Robinson said. ”How dare they go and try to sit at the counters.”

      She said activists like the “Friendship Nine” are finally getting their due with recent media attention. The students held a sit-in at a whites-only lunch counter in Rock Hill in 1961, and instead of paying bail when they were arrested, they did hard labor in protest. 

      “It has taken this long for the story to finally get out and for people to finally understand the significance of it,” Robinson said.

      Here is a list of some books, documentaries and exhibits USA TODAY journalists reviewed to help tell the stories of freedom fighters who dared to “sit-in” at whites-only lunch counters, ride Greyhound buses to end segregation and travel to dangerous territories to register Black citizens to vote.

      Books

      
        	“Mississippi’s Exiled Daughter: How My Civil Rights Baptism Under Fire Shaped My Life,” by Brenda Travis with John Obee.

        	“Pushing Forward,” by Hezekiah Watkins with Andrea Ledwell.

        	“Brother Hollis: The Sankofa of a Movement Man,” by Hollis Watkins with C. Leigh McInnis.

        	“Hands on the Freedom Plow: Personal Accounts by women in SNCC,” edited by Faith S. Holsaert, Martha Prescod Norman Noonan, Judy Richardson, Betty Garman Robinson, Jean Smith Young and Dorothy M. Zellner. 

        	“Blessed Experiences. Genuinely Southern, Proudly Black,” by James E. Clyburn.

        	“The Wrong Side of Murder Creek: A White Southerner in the Freedom Movement,” by Bob Zellner with Constance Curry.

        	“Voices of Freedom: An Oral History of the Civil Rights Movement from the 1950s Through the 1980s,” by Henry Hampton and Steve Fayer.

        	“Twelve Days in May: Freedom Ride 1961,” by Larry Dane Brimner.

        	“Buses Are a Comin': Memoir of a Freedom Rider,” by Charles Person and Richard Rooker.

        	“Beyond the Burning Bus: The Civil Rights Revolution in a Southern Town,” by J. Phillips Noble.

        	“Jailed-in,” by Thomas Gaither.

        	“Freedom Rides: 1961 and the Struggle for Racial Justice,” by Ray Arsenault.

        	“Freedom Ride,” by James Peck.

        	“Got My Mind Set on Freedom: Maryland’s Story of Black Activism, 1663-2000,” by Barbara Mills..

        	“Freedom Faith: The Womanist Vision of Prathia Hall,” by Courtney Pace.

        	“Stokely: A Life,” by Peniel Joseph.

        	“Round & Round Together: Taking a Merry-Go-Round Ride into the Civil Rights Movement,” by Amy Nathan.

        	“Building the Beloved Community: Philadelphia’s Interracial Civil Rights Movement and the Origins of Multiculturalism, 1930-1970,” by Stanley Arnold.

        	“Back to Mississippi: Sidewalks Represent a Journey to the Paths of My Success, Follow My Steps and Take the Journey!” by Geraldine Hollis.

        	“This Nonviolent Stuff'll Get You Killed: How Guns Made the Civil Rights Movement Possible,” by Charles E. Cobb Jr.

        	“America on Fire: The Untold History of Police Violence and Black Rebellion Since the 1960s,” by Elizabeth Hinton.

      

      Other resources

      
        	“Louisiana Diary,” a documentary on voter registration in Plaquemine, Louisiana, in 1963.

        	“Commission of Inquiry into the Administration of Justice in the Freedom Struggle,” a 362-page transcript of testimony from 17 activists in May 1962.

        	“Eyes on the Prize,” an award-winning series produced by Blackside on the civil rights movement.

        	“Son of the South,” a 2021 movie about Bob Zellner of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee.

        	“Big Step Ahead: The Anger that Inflamed Route 40,” article in Life magazine, December 8, 1961.

        	“The Junction: The Cold War, Civil Rights and the African Diplomats of Maryland's Route 40,” article in Primary Source, Indiana University, Spring 2012.

        	National Museum of African American History and Culture, Civil Rights exhibit.

        	Mississippi Civil Rights Museum.

        	Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee Legacy Project.

        	SNCC Digital.

        	The Black History Gallery.
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      “Seven Days of 1961” was initially conceived by USA TODAY correspondent Deborah Barfield Berry, who has covered politics and civil rights for more than two decades. As Berry reported over the years on the deaths of U.S. Rep. John Lewis and other giants of the civil rights movement, she worried about what our culture and history was losing. She sought to document the stories of national leaders, as well as the rank-and-file freedom fighters.

      That idea grew into a sprawling multimedia project featuring narrative storytelling, a podcast with veterans of the movement, an augmented reality experience that put users inside a burning bus surrounded by an angry white mob, graphic novels, videos, live events and more. Many dozens of talented, hardworking journalists throughout the USA TODAY Network came together to bring this effort to life.

      USA TODAY Editor-in-Chief Nicole Carroll and Executive Editor Kristen Go helped guide and elevate the project and ensure its publication. Deputy Managing Editor Cristina Silva handled the day-to-day management and editing of the project, along with Annette Meade, senior project manager at USA TODAY.

      “Seven Days of 1961” features graphic novels from Mike Thompson; a sweeping timeline of civil rights movements from Veronica Bravo and Berry; video from Jasper Colt; and stories from Berry, Wenei Philimon, Marc Ramirez, Melissa Brown, Stephanie Allen, Bailey Loosemore, Mabinty Quarshie, N’dea Yancey-Bragg, Javonte Anderson and Doug Caruso. Andrea Brunty created the design for the project. Nicole Gill Council oversaw audience outreach. Hannah Gaber, Sandy Hooper and Chris Powers were the video executive producers. Sean Dougherty worked on photo editing. Charlie Borst was the freelance photo and video archival researcher. Robert Hanashiro also contributed to the photography. Stephanie Chung, Naya Diaz, Brooke Thomas, Nicole Sia and Marilyn Gibney helped with marketing campaigns to win over new subscribers for USA TODAY’s digital product. Shannon Green, Claire Thornton and Nathalie Boyd worked on podcast episodes. The USA TODAY copy desk led by Robert Abitbol provided countless crucial edits.

      An augmented reality experience transported the audience to a bus being attacked by a white mob. The effort guided by Ray Soto was put together based on reporting from Brown. Jarrad Henderson served as the narrator, while Will Austin did the story design and art, Alan Davies and Alex Daley-Montgomery worked on development and Patrick Shannahan did the script and sound design.

      Megan Finnerty, Evan Roberts and Josmar Taveras helped put together live events. Teresa Lo and Elizabeth Shell made the playlist pop.

      Charlene Washington booked travel for the veterans and freelancers, making sure everyone felt safe and comfortable amid COVID-19. She also took on the task of sending thank-you USA TODAY mugs to our event panelists and performers.

      Tim Gardner and Katie Vogel helped with headlines. Editors Kelley Benham French, Nichelle Smith and Laura Trujillo were among our first readers, providing early feedback and suggestions. Kaitlyn Radde contributed to data research.

      USA TODAY worked with TikTok creators Garrison Hayes, Nick Courmon, Kahlil Greene and Morgan Simone to promote this project.

      Outside the newsroom, many organizations provided support, granting the USA TODAY staff access to archival material and other resources. Collaborators included The Anniston Star, Teaching for Change, Maryland Center for History and Culture, Baltimore Heritage, Historic Annapolis, Freedom Rides Museum, Mississippi Civil Rights Museum, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee’s Legacy Project, Winthrop University Louise Pettus Archives, National Museum of African American History and Culture, and National Center for the Study of Civil Rights & African American Culture. 

      We also teamed up with organizations to collaborate for a live events series. We enlisted performers and panelists and drafted questions for the panel discussion, while our collaborators provided a moderator and helped edit those questions. Our collaborators for these events were: the National Museum of African American History and Culture in Washington, D.C., the National Center for Civil and Human Rights in Atlanta and Tougaloo College in Mississippi. Performers during these events included poets Evie Shockley, a Pulitzer Prize finalist in 2018; Tracy K. Smith, who served as the poet laureate of the United States from 2017 through 2019; the Morgan State University Choir, the FAMU Concert Choir and Charles Neblett, one of the original Freedom Singers.

      Our event moderators were Daphne Chamberlain, an associate professor of history at historic Tougaloo College in Tougaloo, Mississippi; Lance Wheeler, director of exhibitions at the National Center for Civil and Human Rights located in Atlanta; and Aaron Bryant, a curator at the National Museum of African American History and Culture and co-curator of the Johnson Publishing Archives.

      Our event panelists were Derrick Johnson, president and CEO of the NAACP; Nupol Kiazolu, a civil rights activist and organizer from New York City’s Brooklyn borough and founder of We Protect Us; Ruby Nell Sales, director of the SpiritHouse Project and a former activist with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee; Valerie B. Jarrett, board chairman of Civic Nation and president of the Barack Obama Foundation; U.S. Rep. Nikema of Georgia's Fifth Congressional District in the United States Congress; Arekia Bennett, executive director of the youth civic engagement organization, Mississippi Votes; James E. Clyburn, majority whip and the third-ranking Democrat in the United States House of Representatives, as well as the highest-ranking African American in Congress; Courtland Cox, a former leader on the executive committee of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee; LaTosha Brown, co-founder of Black Voters Matter Fund and Black Voters Matter Capacity Building Institute; Brenda Travis, a former civil rights activist with the NAACP and SNCC and founder of the Brenda Travis Historical Education Foundation; Gerard Robinson, vice president for education at the Advanced Studies in Culture Foundation and a fellow of practice at the Institute for Advanced Studies in Culture at the University of Virginia; Georgia state Sen. Kim Jackson serves of Georgia’s 41 Senate district; Ja’Mal Green, a political and civil rights activists in Chicago; and Niambi Carter, associate professor of political science at Howard University.

      The USA TODAY staff is grateful to all the researchers, organizers and activists who made time to contribute to and elevate this project: Renee Romano, an American history professor at Oberlin College; Hilda Louise Casin, founder and director of the Black History Gallery in McComb, Mississippi; Spencer Crew, director emeritus of the National Museum of African American History and Culture; Stanley Arnold, a history professor at Northern Illinois University; David Armenti, director of education, Maryland Center for History and Culture; Kelly Rosinger, a professor of education and research associate at the Center for the Study of Higher Education at Pennsylvania State University; Bobby Donaldson, an associate professor of history at the University of South Carolina and the director of the Center for Civil Rights History and Research; Dorothy Walker, director of Alabama’s Freedom Rides Museum; journalist Theresa Shadrix; the Baltimore Afro-American newspaper; Johns Hopkins, executive director of the Baltimore Heritage; Robert E. Luckett,  a history professor at Jackson State University in Mississippi; Thomas “Tim” Borstelmann, a history professor at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln; historian Amy Nathan, author of the book “Round and Round Together,”; Melanie Campbell, president of the National Coalition on Black Civic Participation; Sean Morales-Doyle, acting director of the voting rights & elections program at the Brennan Center for Justice; David Bositis, a researcher on voting rights and redistricting; the Rev. William Barber II, co-chair of the Poor People’s Campaign and a national voting rights advocate; Peyton McCrary,  a former historian in the voting section of the U.S. Department of Justice; David Becker, executive director of the nonpartisan Center for Election Innovation & Research; Glynda Carr, president of Higher Heights, which works to expand Black women’s political power; Andrea Benjamin, an African and African American studies professor at the University of Oklahoma; Adrianne Shropshire, executive director of BlackPAC, a political action committee; Bernard Fraga, a political scientist at Emory University in Atlanta; Marcia Johnson-Blanco, co-director of the Voting Rights Project at the Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law; Erin Pineda, a professor who researches protest movements at Smith College in Massachusetts and the author of “Seeing Like an Activist: Civil Disobedience and the Civil Rights Movement.”; Raymond Arsenault, author of “Freedom Riders: 1961 and the Struggle for Racial Justice.”; the Rev. James Lawson, the southern director of the Congress of Racial Equality; Maggie Ellinger-Locke, the mass defense committee chair with the National Lawyers Guild; Daryl Turner, president of the Portland Police Association; civil rights activist Talesha Wilson; Pamela Junior, director of the Mississippi Museum of Civil Rights; Gladys Robinson, chairwoman of the African-American Cultural Resources Advisory Committee in Rock Hill, South Carolina; and Howard Robinson, an archivist at Alabama State University’s National Center for the Study of Civil Rights and African-American Culture.

      Many, many civil rights veterans shared their time, memories and struggles with us during the course of this project. We want to give special thanks to these freedom fighters for letting us into their experiences and for the work they have done to dismantle segregation and fight racism. These activists are: Joseph Jackson Jr.; Mack Jones; Sylvia Cooper; Bob Zellner; Mack C. Workman; Kenneth Dious; Hollis Watkins; Joyce Ladner; Brenda Travis; Judy Richardson; Hezekiah Watkins; Joan Trumpauer Mulholland; Robert “Bobby” Talbert; David Williamson Jr.; Hank Thomas; Charles Neblett; Reggie Robinson; Olivette McClurkin; Joyce Barrett; Weldon Rougeau; Charles Person; Ronnie Moore; Charles Mason; Dorie Ladner; Ethel Sawyer Adolphe; Jerry W. Keahey Sr.; Bernard Lafayette; Phillip Colbert; Courtland Cox; Dave Dennis; Evan Fales; Thomas Gaither; Joe L. Smith; Larry Gibson; Geraldine Edwards Hollis; John Harper; Charlayne Hunter-Gault; Marion Kwan; Martha Shelley; Harry Gamboa Jr.; Kathie Sarachild; Lenny Foster; and José Angel Gutiérrez. There were also witnesses to these protests that spoke with us about their recollections: Joan Zitzelman; Tommy Johnson and Calvin “Bud” Trillin.
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