On Friday, March 21, two days after the protest at the Cadd.o PaFish
Courthouse, Judge C. A. Barnett threw out the request for an %njur.ic.tlon,
applauded the segregationists’ actions, and called on other white citizens
of the state to “stand up and be counted” by joining the crusade to ensure
that “unqualified” persons did not exercise the vote. This respons'e reflects
the extent of antiblack sentiment and the depth of the commitment to
black disfranchisement that permeated all levels of government in the
state, as was true across the South during this period.”®
Ella Baker understood that the struggles in Louisiana and Alabama repre-
sented only the tip of the iceberg of southern racism and injus'tice and gave
only a hint of black people’s willingness to resist oppressm.n. She was
committed to the struggle for the long haul, having devoted thirty years t‘o
progressive causes. In 1959, she had not yet found the right poht.lcal 01l'gam-
zation to serve as her base of operations, but she was finding like-minded
allies in the mass movements that were emerging in the South.

One way that she sustained herself physically during times of intense
struggle, and psychologically and emotionally during lulls, was by re'con-
necting with old friends and comrades. They took care of her and provided
her with refueling stations and respite from battle as she continued her
itinerant insurgency across the South. One such person was Odette Harper
Hines, a woman who had overlapped with Baker in Harlem in the 1930s
and worked alongside her during her Naacp days in the 1940s. By 1959,
Hines had relocated to Alexandria, Louisiana, not far from Shreveport;
after several weeks of tireless work in Shreveport, Baker took time out
to visit Hines for a few days to relax and regenerate herself. Hines was a
true fan of Baker’s, describing her as “a person with great integrity . . .
very human and warm,” with a sharp “clarity of analysis” about politufal
matters—overall, “an extraordinary woman.””® The two middle-aged act‘lv-
ists “talked politics a little,” but the purpose of the trip was really to give
Ella a break. Hines recalled that when her old friend arrived, “her tongue
was hanging out. She was exhausted.”® So Hines was content to pamper
her a bit, make her her favorite shrimp salad, and provide her with some

rare moments of solitude and calm. After her stay in Alexandria, Ella Baker .

went back to the battlefield in Shreveport for a few weeks more and then
on to Birmingham, Atlanta, and New York for meetings and mobilizations.
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CARL AND ANNE BRADEN AND THE
SOUTHERN CONFERENCE EDUCATION FUND

In the late 1950s, Ella Baker began a relationship with Carl and Anne
Braden, two southern white radicals who would over time become two of
her closest friends and most trusted allies. Looking back in 1999 at the
couple’s political contributions, Julian Bond referred to them as “modern
abolitionists.”®! In 1957, the Bradens joined the staff of the Southern Con-
ference Education Fund (scer), which had grown out of the Southern
Conference on Human Welfare (scHw), a New Deal organization formed in
1938, “based on a vision of a new democratic south that would be built
jointly by black and white people.”82 Among scuw’s supporters were Elea-
nor Roosevelt, Mary McCleod Bethune, and Charlotte Hawkins Brown. 2 In
1946, sceF was formed as the tax-exempt educational arm of scHw; and
when scuw folded in 1948, sceF carried on the work of grassroots organiz-
ing. The organization raised funds for embattled black activists, lobbied for
implementation of Truman’s civil rights proposals, and tried to educate
southern whites about the evils of racism. In the 19508, the members of
SCEF lent support to scLc’s efforts as much as it would allow, and in the
1960s they became stalwart supporters of the renewed black protest move-
ment. Fred Shuttlesworth joined scer’s board in 1958, and Baker accepted
a full-time job with the organization in 1962, after serving as a consultant,
paid and unpaid, for several years.84

The Bradens were part of a small network of progressive white south-
erners who shared their antiracist views and activist orientation. In their
politics, however, they were decidedly to the left of most of their col-
leagues, both white and black, and the notoriety the Bradens had earned
during and after the McCarthy era meant that many civil rights activists
were reluctant to work with them.8 In the context of the Cold War South,
where antiracism and communism were virtually synonymous in the segre-
gationist imagination, people committed to equal justice were lumped to-
gether regardless of their actual political affiliations; the whole lot of them
were labeled subversives and made the targets of reproach, harassment,
and reprisals. The Bradens’ outspoken advocacy of social justice and racial
equality had cost them dearly, although, like Ella Baker, they focused on
the struggle rather than the sacrifices it entailed. The couple endured loss
of work, death threats, and years of government surveillance and persecu-
tion. Carl twice served time in prison for his political work, and Anne
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was jailed repeatedly for short stints. Throughout tlhese tumult;l:us years,
Anne raised their three children and held the family togetht?r. The B.ra-
dens’ stubborn perseverance endeared them to Baker. The.lr unﬂa.ggn?g
allegiance to the cause of racial justice was all the :nore IIH}Z.)IES”SIV; in
comparison to the “ambivalence” expressed and’ the moderat;?on advo-
cated by most white liberals and some leftists durmg the 19505.. .

Anne Gamrell McCarty and Carl Braden, both natives of. L(':)UISV?HE, Ker;-
tucky, met in 1947 while working as reporters for the Lloutswlle Tjtmes an
married in 1948. From then on, they fought side by side as ra‘chcals and
social reformers, gaining regional and then national reputatlon%;. Th‘ey
were quite a pair. Thin, wiry, and intense, Anne was a keen strategist with
an intuitive ability to size people up right away. Carl, a stout, blus.tery, and
sometimes brash working-class union organizer, made uR for his lack of
finesse with an unconditional commitment to social justice that, earned
him friends and foes alike. Carl’s political passion had won Anne’s atten-
tion and ultimately her heart. Anne and Carl compler.nented c?ne aljlother
personally and pwlitically, and their mutually supportive relationship sus-
tained their activism over many years.® '

The Bradens challenged racial injustice in all of its forms, from lynch.m.g
and segregation to the denial of voting rights. In 1951, Anfle_wc_ant.to jail
briefly for protesting the unfair prosecution of a black MISS'ISSIPPT man,
Willie McGhee, for the alleged rape of a white woman, which e\{lflence
suggested he did not commit.®® In early 1954, the Bradens surreptltlousl;ly
bought a house in a white section of Louisville on behalf o.f a black coul? e,
Andrew and Charlotte Wade, deliberately violating the city’s segregation
laws and triggering a storm of violent protest among whites. Not only were

they maligned and hounded for their actions, but Carl Bradej'n was con-
victed under a World War I-era sedition law and sentenced to e.lght montl.'ls
in prison.?® The prosecution argued that the Bradens engaged ina consplrl-
acy to foment chaos by purchasing the house for a black_ ffﬂ.mly. In 195.8, Car!c
was targeted again, this time by the Un-American Activities Conantee o
the U.S. House of Representatives (HuAc). He refused to cooperate with the
committee, and in 1961 he spent ten months in prison for contempt .of
Congress.®! While the Bradens were not open members of the Commum;;f
Party (cp), they believed that socialism represented a more humam‘iz C;/vay )
organizing society than capitalism—a view that Bak‘er had lo_ng hi : —an
they refused to countenance the denial of civil liberties to radicals. ‘
Baker was heartened by the moral stamina the Bradens hac-i demon
strated, and she was eager not only to support them but also to find a way
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to work with them more closely and more consistently. She felt they shared
more of her political values than the majority of her scLc colleagues. In
addition to their committed left-wing and antiracist views, the Bradens
shared Baker’s confidence in the political capacity of ordinary people to
change their own lives. According to Anne Braden, one of the most impor-
tant lessons that she learned during her early political involvement was
that poor black people were their own best advocates; while they needed
allies and resources, they did not need middle-class whites (or blacks, for
that matter) telling them what to do.% This is a concept that southern
segregationists and the rI found difficult to grasp. They persisted in the
€rroneous assumption that southern blacks would simply not stand up for
themselves and demand fair treatment unless someone “smarter”—white
or northern—put them up to it. Baker and the Bradens vehemently rejected
such racist and elitist assumptions.

On the surface, Ella Baker and Anne Braden were very different women.
One black, the other white, they were nearly a generation apart. Anne did
her political work in tandem with her husband, who was her closest politi-
cal comrade until his death in 1975. Ella Baker was fiercely independent all
of her adult life and consciously disassociated her marriage and family life
from the political circles in which she traveled. But in other, more funda-
mental ways, they were very much alike. Both were women of great prin-
ciple and integrity. Anne and Ella demonstrated a deep determination to
fight injustice that was tempered by patience and generosity toward those
alongside whom they fought. Neither was fully recognized or financially
recompensed for her achievements and service. Yet each had a major influ-
€nce on an entire generation of younger activists. Ella Baker and Anne
Braden had crafted for themselves identities and work that defied assump-
tions about what women from middle-class families, black or white, should
be and do. Both served as powerful alternative role models for young
women who came of age politically during the early 1960s, Bold, confident,
and intellectually sophisticated, they were tireless organizers and gener-
ous mentors.%4

Ella Baker met Anne Braden in the winter of 1956, during the campaign
to win Carl’s release from prison the first time. Anne was traveling around
the country desperately trying to drum up support for her husband’s case,
and in New York a mutual friend who worked with the Emergency Civil
Liberties Committee put her in touch with Baker. They got together at a
tiny neighborhood restaurant in Harlem. Anne remembered that Ella’s im-
mediate response to her request for help was to take out a pen and paper
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and begin to list the names of other people she could contact in New York.
Baker thought it was outrageous that the Bradens would be abandoned by
former friends because of their alleged communist affiliation. In February
1956, Baker helped organize a support rally for Carl Braden at the Commu-
nity Church in Manhattan.® At the time, Baker was immersed in the New
York City school struggle, but she made the time for a stranger in need. Her
unqualified support made a lasting impression on Anne Braden, beginning
a close and enduring friendship.

Ella Baker and Anne Braden became reacquainted in the midst of the
civil rights campaign in Birmingham in 1958. One chilly fall evening in
Ruby and Fred Shuttlesworths’ home, Anne recalled, Ella was sitting at a
table, “wearing a black pillbox hat pushed to the back of her head,” making
yet another list—this time a list of what had to be done the next day for the
desegregation and voter registration campaign. Anne had driven from Lou-
isville to lend her support. She and Ella chatted, compared observations
about civil rights activities in Birmingham and elsewhere throughout the
South, and found a bit of humor to share as well.°¢ They swapped stories,
laughed, and bonded. There was something visceral in the connection.

Anne and Carl Braden became familiar faces to civil rights activists dur-
ing this period. Like Baker, they gravitated to wherever struggles were tak-
ing place. The Bradens crossed paths with Baker and the Shuttlesworths
routinely at meetings, late-night strategy sessions, workshops, picket lines,
and the homes of mutual friends. Their personal and political bonds deep-
ened as a result. Anne Braden later described Ella Baker as one of her
“strong and brave allies” who “never feared association with us and always
provided support.”?’

Although Anne Braden appreciated Ella Baker’s principled stance in her
defense and recognized Baker as one of the most effective opponents of
red-baiting within the Black Freedom Movement of the 1960s, she also

acknowledged that Baker’s position had evolved slowly over time. Like all
historical actors, Baker was inescapably influenced by the society and his-
tory that she fought so hard to change. During the late 1950s and early
19608, when American political culture was defined by the ideology and
rhetoric of the Cold War, anticommunism was prevalent in the Black Free-
dom Movement as well. Baker’s position on communism and anticommu-
nism was ambivalent at best. She was resolute on most issues, but on this
one she vacillated. She worked with Stanley Levison against the anticom-
munist McCarran Act, then served on the “watchdog” committee to keep
communists out of the Naacp, then befriended the Bradens as they were
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being hounded by HuAc, and then participated in a 1957 mobilization that
openly prohibited communist participation. 8
We can infer a few things from Baker’s awkward navigation of this issue.
One, she could have been considered a part of what Herbert Hill has de-
scribed as the anticommunist left of the 19308, although she would be
more aptly characterized as a noncommunist than an anticommunist. She
never attacked her communist friends, but she worked with and was sur-
rounded by people who did: A. Philip Randolph, Lester Granger, Pauli
Murray, and others. The disagreements were real, but the different sectors
of the left—socialists, communists, and other factions—worked together
off and on during the 1930s. For some in Baker’s circle, they acted prin-
cipally on their convictions, disagreeing without denouncing their oppo-
nents. Others saw Bolshevism and later Stalinism as so detrimental to
social progress that they sought to undermine communists at any cost.
When the Cold War and McCarthyism set in, the stakes changed, and
old adversaries of the cp had some hard choices to make. Would they join
the government crusade against the “reds” or take a stand in defense of the
larger principle of civil liberties? Some tried to navigate a position some-
where in between: challenging McCarthyism as the persecution of inno-
cents while implying that the persecution of real communists was justified.
Baker seems to have straddled the fence on the question at least for a while,
leaning on the pragmatic side of condemning red-baiting without defend-
ing the rights of communists. Baker’s relationship with the Bradens may
have been the critical variable that moved her to a more well defined
position. They were closely associated with the left and made no apologies
for it, but Baker sided with them anyway, eventually coming to the con-
clusion that the corrosive effect of anticommunism had to be fought ag-
gressively if any broad-based progressive movement was going to survive,
Interestingly, even though Baker sat on a committee that expelled commu-
nists from the Naacp’s New York branch in the 19505, she would join the
Angela Davis defense committee to win the release of the jailed communist
leader in the 1970s. Like Martin Luther King Jr., Malcolm X, and Du Bois
Baker did not hold to static political positions. Her views evolved over thé
course of her long political career as a result of her engagement with and
reassessment of the world and the forces around her. The influence of
those she met and respected also had an effect.
Baker worked directly with the Bradens for the first time in a sustained way
when she and Carl joined forces to organize a set of mock civil rights
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hearings called “The Voteless Speak,” which were held in Washington,
D.C., in January 1960. Both sceF and scLc hoped that the hearings would
reactivate the stalled U.S. Civil Rights Commission, which had become
dormant soon after its creation under the 1957 Civil Rights Act. In response
to the moratorium on official government hearings on civil rights viola-
tions, scer decided to establish a volunteer commission that would hold its
own unofficial hearings on electoral abuses, collect data on voting fraud
and discrimination, and use that information to try to resuscitate the offi-
cial commission.

In order to broaden participation and gain publicity, sceF invited other
groups to cosponsor the hearings. Reactions were mixed. Some of the more
mainstream civil rights groups viewed scer with suspicion, primarily be-
cause of Carl Braden’s imprisonment for contempt of HuAc and the couple’s
openly radical views. There was a debate inside scLc about whether to
even cosponsor the hearings. Baker was a strong proponent of the hear-
ings, and scLc finally agreed to sign on.

On January 21, 1960, Ella Baker arrived in Washington to join Carl
Braden as a co-coordinator of the project.® Ella and Carl became close
friends during those intense weeks of organizing. While spending long
hours arranging conference logistics, they talked about everything from
world politics to family life.1% Few of her close political associates even
knew about her private life, but Carl and Anne knew more than most.
Although there is no evidence that Baker shared her innermost feelings
with Carl or revealed the more personal details of her private life, they
talked about what politics, struggle, and sacrifice meant to each of them.
Their friendship deepened as a result. Baker commented soon after that “if
Carl was a communist, we need more of them.”19! She never asked either
Carl or Anne whether they were, in fact, members of the cp. As time went
on, it simply did not matter to Baker.

Aaron Henry, a militant Mississippi Naacp leader, came to Washing-
ton, D.C., for the hearings, and Braden recruited John McFerren, a rep-
resentative of the black sharecroppers’ struggle in Tennessee, to testify
about his experiences. They were also able to involve the veteran activist
and educator Nannie Helen Burroughs.'°? Baker held the legendary anti-
racist and women’s rights crusader in high esteem. In their 1959 correspon-
dence, Baker expressed her eagerness to feast on Burroughs’s “wit and wis-
dom” and applauded her “organizational drive and accomplishments.”103
Although Baker could be enormously charming when she chose to be, she
never doled out flattery insincerely. When she began doing outreach to
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D.C.-area civil rights activists to mobilize local support for the mock hear-
ings, the elderly Burroughs responded enthusiastically, helping Baker and
Braden to secure a site for the hearings when the church they had booked
canceled at the last minute.1%4 This campaign was one of Burroughs’s last;
she died in 1961.

Ella Baker and Carl Braden were optimistic that the voting rights hear-
ings cosponsored by scLc and scer in Washington, D.C., set to begin on
January 31, 1960, had the potential to make a signiﬁ'cant impact on na-
tional politics and reignite the stalled civi] rights movement—or at least
light a few sparks. Much to their surprise and delight, the black student sit-
in movement began the very next day, entirely independently of their ef-
forts, and immediately overshadowed the hearings.

© s e s s

THE ADVENT OF THE SIT-IN MOVEMENT

On February 1, 1960, four black college students sat down at the “whites
only” lunch counter at the Woolworth’s in Greensboro, North Carolina, and
refused to move. After several successive days of sit-ins, the store gave
in and served the young black patrons without serious incident. The stu-
dents’ actions ignited a blaze of sit-in demonstrations that spread quickly
across the South. By the spring, over 100 cities had been affected, sev-
eral thousand youthful protesters had been arrested, and violent counter-
demonstrations had made headlines across the country. What began as a
single protest action had rapidly generated the sparks of a movement,
freeing the pent-up political ambitions of students, in particular black stu-
dents, all over the country.105 "

When the sit-ins erupted seemingly spontaneously, involving clusters of
young people throughout the South, they energized and piqued the inter-
est of civil rights activists everywhere, black and white, young and old. The
sit-in was a more dramatic and confrontational tactic than the bus boycott
of five years before. By doing something, instead of withholding participa-
tion, young people put their bodies on the line in order to challenge seg-
regation and second-class citizenship. They steadfastly endured hostility
and violence. Lit cigarettes were gouged into some protesters’ backs, and
food was dumped in their laps. Solidarity demonstrations and picket lines
Sprang up in cities throughout the North.

When Baker heard about the sit-ins, the protests were still local and
small in scale; they had not yet made national headlines. Recognizing the
demonstrations’ potential to catalyze a mass movement, Baker called her

NEW BATTLEFIELDS AND NEW ALLIES 237



contacts in other cities to find out what was going on. When she returned
from Washington to scLc headquarters in Atlanta, Fred Shuttlesworth
called with the news that the sit-ins had just spread to High Point, North
Carolina, where he had been visiting. Fred was already excitedly urging
students in Birmingham to conduct their own demonstrations. The sit-ins
had become contagious. Baker, Shuttlesworth, and the Bradens were all
ecstatic.

Baker later recalled that she was not surprised that the initial sit-ins had
occurred, since in her view oppressed people had always fought back in
one way or another. What did surprise her was how rapidly the protests
had caught on in city after city.’° Baker attributed this chain of events, in
part, to social and family networks among southern blacks. When sit-ins
occurred at one school, students would call relatives and friends in nearby
towns and spread the word in advance of media coverage. Baker knew that
organizers had to appreciate and tap into these social and familial net-
works in order to mobilize southern black communities. During the next
few years, with Baker’s encouragement, this is precisely what young orga-
nizers did under the banner of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Com-
mittee (sNcc), the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (mrpp), and
their half-dozen or so local organizational affiliates. The sit-in demonstra-
tions and the militant new leadership that emerged from them were the
answer to Ella Baker’s political prayers.

By the end of 1959, Baker was already preparing to leave scrc. King in-
vited her to stay on in a diminished capacity once the new director, Wyatt T.
Walker, was hired. But there was more promising political work on the
horizon, and Baker was ready to go. In 1960, young activists took up the
challenge she had laid out in her speech in Birmingham in June 1959. Once
again, Baker was invigorated and hopeful about the political possibilities
for the South and the nation. “This may only be a dream of mine,” she
confided to Anne Braden, “but I think it can be made real,”107
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MENTORING A NEW GENERATION
OF ACTIVISTS
THE BIRTH OF THE STUDENT NONVIOLENT
COORDINATING COMMITTEE, I1960—196T

Throughout the decade of the sixties, many people helped to ignite or were touched by
the creative fire of sncc without appreciating the generating force of Ella Jo Baker,
James Forman, 1972

In the young and determined faces of the sit-in leaders, Ella Baker saw the
potential for a new type of leadership that could revitalize the Black Free-
dom Movement and take it in a radically new direction. Baker wanted to
bring the sit-in participants together in a way that would sustain the mo-
mentum of their actions, provide them with much needed skills and re-
sources, and create space for them to coalesce into a new, more militant,
yet democratic political force. Maintaining the neophyte activists’ auton-
omy from established civil rights organizations was one of her key objec-
tives. But she also hoped they would develop their own vision and strategy
based on the transformative experience of confronting injustice personally
and collectively. The students’ direct assaults on Jim Crow had done more
to demolish the most ubiquitous and offensive everyday forms of segrega-
tion than years of carefully orchestrated national campaigns. While exem-
plary local movements such as the Montgomery bus boycott seemed diffi-
cult to replicate in other locations, the sit-in tactic had spread with startling
rapidity. Above all, the young activists themselves seemed transfigured by
their success, and their challenge to segregation was reshaping national
politics.

After the success at Greensboro and the wave of sit-ins that rippled



across the South, Baker took immediate steps to help the students consoli-
date their initial victories and make linkages with one another, anc‘:l she. set
the stage to move them in what she hoped would be a leftV\'ral"d direction.
Under the auspices of scLc, Baker called for a gathering of sit-in leaders th
meet one another, assess their respective struggles, and explore the possi-
bilities for future actions. The Southwide Student Leadership Conference
on Nonviolent Resistance to Segregation was held on April 16—18 (Easter
weekend), 1960, and attracted some 200 participants, more than double
the number Baker had anticipated. Many of the young people came out of
sheer curiosity, eager to protect their local autonomy but interested to hear
what others were doing. The gathering took place at Baker’s alma mater,
Shaw University, in Raleigh, North Carolina, where she herself had begun
her activist career more than forty years earlier. Around the ‘cou'ntry, a
number of similar meetings were convened by various orgam-zatlor}s to
support the southern students, analyze the significance of their lactmns,
and capitalize on the momentum they had generated. The- gathering that
Baker convened in Raleigh had the most profound and lasting results.- -

A month before the Shaw meeting, Baker conducted her own political
reconnaissance, contacting friends around the country to collect informz}-
tion on the political mood of the students and others’ responses to their
actions. She wanted to put her finger on the political pulse and assess the
protests’ potential before deciding what role she would play at the cn?n~
ference. During the week of March 7—12, Ella Baker met and tal'ked with
literally hundreds of students and community leaders about the impact of
the sit-ins and potential for future actions. She then wrote up a ten-page
report for the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (scLc) that re-
flected her findings.! Baker also talked the issue over with Doug .Moore,' a
young minister from Durham, who had convened a smaller meeting -of sit-
in demonstrators in North Carolina in February, and Rev. Glen Smiley, a
white official with the Fellowship of Reconciliation, and persuaded them
that the students would be better off as a new and independent group.?
When the Shaw meeting got under way, Baker had already decided to
support what she determined was the sit-in leaders’ desire fo_r autonomy.
Her “basic hope from the beginning was that it would be an independent
organization of young people.”

A politically shrewd and purposeful organizer, Baker clearly had her
own political goals going into the Raleigh meeting, but—ever the demo-
crat—she was careful not to be too presumptuous about what the students
themselves did or did not want. She had to strike a balance between put-
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ting forward her own very strongly held views and values and being careful
not to intimidate, overwhelm, or alienate her prospective allies. After all, in
the spring of 1960 there was no basis for them to “embrace me with open
arms,” as she put it.# She had yet to earn their trust. Baker appreciated and
encouraged their desire to arrive at their own consensus and even make
their own mistakes. She was also a stickler for process. She did not want to
rush things; she knew that forming an organization, like building a move-
ment, took time and patience.
Even if Baker had been so inclined, she could not simply have dictated

what direction the student movement was going to take. The young activ-
ists were inexperienced, but they were not blank slates on which Baker or
Martin Luther King Jr. could write a political script. They each brought
something with them: ambitions, passions, ideas, and ways of doing things.

In the case of the Nashville students, they had already embraced the philos-

ophy of nonviolence as articulated by their mentor, a Vanderbilt seminarian

named James Lawson, who was an admirer of Gandhi and a resolute de-

votee of nonviolence as a philosophy and way of life. The Atlanta students,

led by Julian Bond and Lonnie King, had their own ideas as well. They had

participated in sit-ins, but they had also drafted a document, the Atlanta
Appeal for Human Rights, which had been published in a local paper and
which embodied their concept of how the struggle should be framed. So the
students had ideas of their own, and no one understood or appreciated this
more than Ella Baker,

* e e e 8w

SETTING THE STAGE AND PLANTING THE SEEDS

The atmosphere on Shaw’s campus that weekend was electric. The discus-
sions were lively, and the mood was optimistic. For many of the students, it
was not until the gathering in Raleigh that they fully appreciated the na-
tional significance of their local activities. They felt honored by the pres-
ence of Dr. King, whom they had watched on television or read about in the
black and mainstream press. He was a hero for most black people in 1960,
and his presence gave the neophyte activists a clear sense of their own
contribution to the growing civil rights movement. Baker was content to
use King’s celebrity to attract young people to the meeting, but she was
determined that they take away something more substantial. Most of the
student activists had never heard of Ella Baker before they arrived. Yet she,
more than King, became the decisive force in their collective political fu-
ture, It was Baker, not King, who nurtured the student movement and
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helped to launch a new organization. It was Baker, not King, who offered
the sit-in leaders a model of organizing and an approach to politics that
they found consistent with their own experience and would find invaluable
in the months and years to come.

Baker’s imprint was all over the Raleigh meeting. She did not make any
unilateral decisions, but she handled virtually all of the logistical details.
She understood how important details were in shaping the character of an
event like this, and she gave every task her utmost attention. She collected
news clippings about sit-in protests in various cities and made profiles of
the organizations and individuals involved for her own knowledge and for
publicity purposes. The group that gathered at Shaw was an amorphous
body that, at the outset, had the potential to take any number of political
paths. Baker structured the meeting so that those who were politically
engaged rather than those who claimed the label of “expert” would be at
the center of the deliberations.

The first goal was to provide those who had been directly involved in the
protests the opportunity to confer, compare notes, and brainstorm about
future possibilities in private. Baker urged those in attendance to give
southern students, who were disproportionately black and less politically
experienced, the time and space to meet separately, setting the stage for
them to be the principal framers of whatever organization might emerge.
“The leadership for the South had to be a southern leadership,” Baker in-
sisted. In her view, the sit-in leaders were on the front lines. They had taken
the initiative and endured the violence. Therefore, they should retain the
prerogative to structure and direct whatever organization emerged from
the conference. It was a matter of self-determination, defined broadly. Ella
Baker was wary of experienced leaders’ tendency to move in and take
control of locally initiated struggles because they saw themselves as more
capable than the local folk. She had seen such dynamics again and again
within the Naacp and scLc. Baker was determined not to let this happen to
the nascent sit-in movement.

On the second day of the Raleigh conference, Baker was invited—or, as
she described it, she invited herself—to a private meeting at the home of
the president of Shaw University, William Russell Strassner. The incoming
executive director of scLc, Rev. Wyatt T. Walker, was there, along with
Ralph Abernathy and Dr. King. According to Baker, an effort was made to
“capture” the youth movement, an effort to which she refused to be a
party.s There are different versions of the meeting, and certainly differing
views about whether scLc intended to “capture” and subordinate the emer-
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gent student movement. In Baker’s account of what occurred, she repri-
manded the presumptuous ministers for their territorial ambitions and
walked out of the meeting.”

@though ?aker was generally a sharp judge of character, her suspicions
of King’s motives may not have been fully warranted in this instance. King’s
speech to the Raleigh delegates praised the students for having taken ini-
tiative and leadership. Yet Baker remained skeptical. Her distrust of scLc
leaders had deepened over the course of her three-year tenure with the
organization. In her view, the scLc ministers had badly mismanaged their
own organization, and she wanted to minimize their control over this new
crop of activists. She feared their efforts to annex the new group would
stifle and suppress the militancy and creativity that the students had dis-
played. She also understood that since her own troubled relationship with
SCLc was about to come to an end, if the students opted to become a part of
King’s organization, her role would be sorely limited.

While Baker wanted to protect the students’ autonomy, she was not the

hands-off facilitator that some have made her out to be. She understood
that the students needed guidance, direction, and resources from veterans
like herself who shared their general political orientation. As she put it at
the time, “However hopeful might be the signs in the direction of group-
centeredness, the fact that many schools and communities, especially in the
South, have not provided adequate experience for young Negroes to as-
sume initiative and think and act independently has accentuated the need
for guarding the student movement” against those who might steer them in
an undemocratic direction.® Simply stated, Baker saw some forms of inter-
vention and influence as empowering and supportive of the students, and
others as meddling and self-serving. This may seem like a double standard
but it was a position that grew out of Baker’s honest assessment of th(;
political forces at play at the time. She feared that the heavy-handed min-
istersl would usurp the mantle of leadership and the media spotlight. Her
own intention was to provide a gentle mentorship that would enable the sit-
in movement to develop in a direction that she could influence but would
not determine.

Baker’s push for the students to remain unaffiliated did not stem pri-
marily from the fact that they were young and the more moderate forces
were older, although this was part of the rhetoric that she and others used
to make a case for their autonomy. She saw the emergent movement not as
a youth-only movement, but as “an opportunity for adults and youth to
work together to provide genuine leadership.” The fundamental divide
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was not generational. After all, King, who was only thirty-one years old in
1960, was closer in age to the students than Baker was. The hypothetical
case could have been made that scLc’s ministerial leaders, most of whom
were some twenty years younger than Baker, were also youthful activists
who deserved protection and insulation from the critical interference of
old-timers. This was not at all Baker’s position. In fact, she argued just as
passionately for the autonomy of middle-aged sharecroppers and commu-
nity activists when student organizers began lending support to their strug-
gles beginning in 1961. In Baker’s view, the students who convened at
Raleigh needed to be encouraged to take the lead because they were at the
forefront of the struggle and represented the greatest hope for a renewed
militant, democratic mass movement, not simply because they were young,

For Baker, radical youth did have a unique, although not isolated, role to
play in the movement for social change. The energy and passion they
brought to bear was a vital resource. Students were less inhibited than
adults by concerns about jobs, children, and reputations. Still, Baker was
living proof that one did not have to be young to be radical. Her friend
Howard Zinn was another example: a white antiracist professor at Spel-
man College, he became one of the early adult advisers of sncc. Septima
Clark, the civil rights activist who organized Citizenship Schools, first on
the Sea Islands, then for scLc in Georgia, was another middle-aged radical.
So were Fred and Ruby Shuttlesworth of Birmingham, Dorothy and C. O.
Simpkins of Shreveport, and, of course, Anne and Carl Braden of scEr.
Since young people were less socialized and less indoctrinated with pre-
vailing ideas than their elders, they were generally more rebellious and
more open to new ways of thinking. But certainly youth was no guarantee
of political radicalism, and age did not always mean moderation.

It was radical youth Baker was concerned with. She wanted to preserve
the brazen fighting spirit the students had exhibited in their sit-in protests.
She did not want them to be shackled by the bureaucracy of existing orga-
nizations. At this early stage, the nascent political ideas of the students
were not much more radical than those of scLc’s leadership. However,
Baker saw enormous promise in their courageous actions, their creativity,
and their openness to new forms of struggle, and she wanted to give them
the space and freedom for that potential to develop.

Another move Baker made that influenced the climate of the Raleigh
meeting was to limit media access to the proceedings. In closed-door strat-
egy sessions, the young people were able to express their views and expec-
tations candidly, without the intrusive presence of reporters. Some of the
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students had already been captivated by the publicity their actions had
garnered, and Baker did not want to encourage any grandstanding or
speech making. As she put it, “the step that I took as far as the conference
was concerned, was to prevent the press from attending the sessions at
which kids were trying to hammer out policy. . . . You see, I've never had
any special inclination to being publicized and I also knew that you could
not organize in the public press. You might get a lot of lineage, but you
really couldn’t organize.”10

The sum of Baker’s influence in shaping the outcome of the Raleigh
conference was both strategic and ideological. If the group that came to-
gether on Easter weekend at Shaw was going to become a permanent
organization, a myriad of unanswered questions had to be broached, What
type of structure would it adopt, if any? Would the group become a coali-
tion of local chapters or a membership organization? Would it be inter-
racial or all-black? Would it be national or regional? Would it be an explic-
itly Christian group, or would it be secular? What place would the philos-
ophy of nonviolence have in the group’s identity? What tone would the
spokespersons set in articulating its politics and purpose? Finally, would
the group tackle only the problem of segregation or, as Ella Baker urged,
would it take on a more expansive political agenda? All of these were
critical questions in the spring of 1960. How they would be answered was
not at all clear. In the end, while many factors informed the course of
events, Ella Baker had more influence than any other single individual on
the development and sustenance of the new organization.

Baker was one of several keynote speakers at the Raleigh conference,
and the only woman to address a plenary session. When her opportunity
came to speak, she urged the students to see their mission as extending
beyond the immediate demand to end segregation. She reiterated this goal
in an article published a few weeks later in the Southern Patriot summariz-
ing the conference. In her remarks, Baker drew a clear distinction between
the “old guard” leadership, which implicitly included the four-year-old
scLc along with the more established naacp, and the more militant new
leadership represented by the students. She warned against having the
sparks the students had ignited smothered by bureaucratic organizations.
She praised the neophyte activists for their “inclination toward group-
centered leadership” rather than toward following a charismatic individ-
ual. In a thinly veiled criticism of King, she observed that many had felt
“frustrations and the disillusionment that come when the prophetic leader
turns out to have heavy feet of clay.”! In her Patriot article, Baker empha-
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sized the students’ unwillingness to tolerate any treatment by their elders
that “smacked of manipulation or domination.” This was as much a warn-
ing from Baker as it was an account of the sit-in leaders’ sentiments.'?

In her formal remarks at Shaw and in individual interactions with par-
ticipants over the ensuing weeks, Baker gave the students an enlarged
sense of the importance of their actions. The sit-in movement was part of a
worldwide struggle against many forms of injustice and oppression, she
insisted. Baker encouraged the participants to see themselves—not their
parents, teachers, ministers, or recognized race leaders—as the main cata-
lysts for change. She was trying to pull the student activists beyond the
confines of the South and the nation to grapple with, and connect to, a
large and complex political world. Her comments made quite an impact on
her listeners. Max Heirich, a young white staff person for the American
Friends Service Committee working in Chapel Hill, had driven over to
attend the conference and was overwhelmed by Ella Baker’s presence. “She
spoke simply but powerfully. It was as if she was speaking right to you
about such large and important issues. She was much more effective than
the men,” he recalled.??

No one was more impressed by Baker’s message and the compelling
image she projected at the conference than Diane Nash. An idealistic
eighteen-year-old, Nash was a native of Chicago and a student at Fisk
University. She had become the leader of and principal spokesperson for
the sit-in movement in Nashville, Tennessee. Nash looked up to the youth-
ful Reverend James Lawson, who was a political guru for many Nashville
students. But, with few female role models, Nash was uncertain of her own
abilities as a leader and insecure about the leadership role that she had
come to hold. When she went to Raleigh that weekend, she was looking for
reassurance and affirmation. Ella Baker provided both.

Diane Nash’s involvement in the sit-ins in Nashville was her first taste of
politics, and she was both excited and nervous about meeting other stu-
dents and civil rights leaders. She drove from Nashville to Raleigh with a
young seminarian named James Bevel, whom she later married (and di-
vorced), and Marion Barry, soon to be elected the first executive secretary
of the new student organization (and, much later, mayor of Washington,
D.C.). Articulate, poised, and beautiful by conventional standards, Diane
Nash was one of the few young black women leaders who rose to national
visibility in the early months of the student sit-in movement. By the time
she attended the Raleigh meeting, she had faced down the mayor of Nash-
ville at a press event, braved rowdy mobs, delivered speeches to large
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crowds, and given interviews to the national press—all bold acts of political
leadership she had never dreamed of for herself before February 1960. Yet
her sophisticated exterior concealed a scared and naive young woman who
was deeply ambivalent about assuming the mantle of leadership. When she
saw Ella Baker in action, speaking without a glimmer of self-doubt and
exuding confidence with every gesture, Nash’s political self-esteem was
buoyed. She was struck by Baker’s self-possession and eloquent command
of language. She recalled thinking to herself, “I’d love to be able to make
contributions like that.”'4 Ella Baker became a confidence-builder, role
model, and adviser for Nash as she evolved into one of the most influential
young personalities within the student movement during its first few years.

Raleigh was the launching pad for a new phase of the Black Freedom
Movement and a new phase of Ella Baker’s career. Northern-based white
leftists, southern antiracist liberals, and even anticolonialist leaders abroad
followed media coverage of the gathering to see what would come out of it.

At the end of the weekend, the conference participants formed the
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (sNncc). Ella Baker, Dr. Mar-
tin Luther King, Howard Zinn, Connie Curry, and several other observers at
the Raleigh meeting were invited to serve as adult advisers to the new
organization. For King, this meant lending his name to the effort and
attending its formal gatherings. For Baker, it meant much more: she coor
dinated the business of the new organization. In her words, “The writing
that took place between the conference in April and the activities of the
group in the summer came out of the office where I was and much of jt I
had to do.”5 She typed minutes, drafted internal documents, maintained a
mailing list, kept in phone contact with interested students, and recruited
new ones. She found meeting sites and office space and secured funds from
scLc and other sympathetic donors. Although Baker was still being paid by
scLc, she was now working for the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Com-
mittee,

* & e 0 s e

THE SUMMER OF 1960

At Baker’s side for most of the summer of 1960 was the hard-m)‘orking and
tenacious Jane Stembridge, who had attended the Shaw meeting and vol-
unteered to take a leave from her studies at Union Theological Seminary in
New York to work for the new organization. Stembridge was first moved to
act after hearing a speech by King in New York City. His words touched a
chord. As a liberal white southerner, she had never felt at ease with the
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racism that permeated her childhood world, and now she had a way to
act on that uneasy feeling. Baker and Stembridge did much of the day-to-
day work to hold the embryonic organization together during its first few
months of life. Baker’s leadership and Stembridge’s tireless labor were
indispensable at that critical stage. Ella Baker was a heroine for Jane Stem-
bridge, just as she was a model of black female leadership for Diane Nash.

All of the young people who came into Baker’s and sncc’s orbits in the
1960s did so at a formative time in their lives, roughly ages eighteen
to twenty-four, when they were enormously impressionable. Most were
searching. They had been living on their own, away from their parents, for
only a short time, if at all. So, they were figuring out their adult identities in
a new way in the midst of trying to figure some other very important
questions about social change and American society. For Jane Stembridge,
coming to grips with her sexuality as a lesbian at a time and place where
“absolutely no one talked about such things,” as she put it years later,
was extremely difficult. In fact, it was “awful” in some ways. Here she
was rearranging her life to be a part of a struggle and she could not even
reveal to her closest co-workers what she was feeling and going through
personally. Like Nash, Stembridge was looking for affirmation and for role
models. She turned first to Lillian Smith, the author of Strange Fruit, an
activist, and a rebel against what it meant to be a southern white woman in
those days. Smith was a militant antiracist, an outspoken social critic, and a
closeted but suspected middle-aged lesbian. Stembridge visited Smith at
her home in Atlanta in search of counsel and support, but she was quickly
turned off by Smith’s vitriolic anticommunism and her insensitivity to some
of the personal dynamics of race. Even though Stembridge never directly
came out to Baker and discussed her sexual orientation, she was “open,
and didn’t hide anything consciously.”'® The perceptive Baker did not miss
much. Stembridge found in Baker an accepting mentor whose politics and
sensibilities about social change and her personal open-mindedness were in
line with her own.

Bob Moses, like Diane Nash and Jane Stembridge, was drawn to Baker’s
humanistic style of political acumen. A deeply spiritual young man with
a sharp intellect and a perceptive ear, Moses read Camus, loved math,
and wanted to change the world, especially, but not exclusively, the black
world. Aresident of New York City, Moses had not participated in the sit-ins
and did not attend the Easter weekend meeting. Baker deliberately pulled
him into the expanding orbit of sncc in the summer of 1960, when it was
still in the making. From 1961 on, Moses played a critical role in the organi-
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zation. He and others who made a full-time commitment to activism even-
tually displaced many of the students who had ignited the sit-in protests in
February 1960. Bob Moses, like his mentor Ella Baker, led the group in a
radical democratic direction.

In 1960, Moses was working as a math teacher at New York City’s pres-
tigious Horace Mann School. He had previously been an undergraduate at
Hamilton College and, briefly, a graduate student at Harvard University.
During his spring break, in the immediate aftermath of the sit- -ins, Moses
traveled to Newport News, Virginia, to visit his uncle, a faculty member at
Hampton Institute and an activist in the local naacp. While there, he went
to hear Wyatt T. Walker, the incoming director of scLc, speak about the
growing civil rights movement in the South. Moses had already read about
the sit-ins in the mainstream and black press. Although the student move-
ment was sweeping the region and plans were already under way to form a
southern-based student organization, Walker said little about them. Moses
went home energized about the southern struggle—but still unaware that
SNCe was in formation.”

After returning to New York, Moses immediately went to the Harlem
scLc office and became reacquainted with Bayard Rustin, whom he had
met some years before. Rustin, a pacifist, had been a conscientious objector
during World War II, and Moses had sought him out for counsel when he
was confronted with a similar moral dilemma. Moses hung around scLc’s
small Harlem office for a while, where he met and got to know the veteran
leftist organizer and former union leader Jack O’Dell and other northern
supporters of the movement. But he was still itching to return to the South.
So he persuaded Rustin to write a letter of introduction, which was actually
addressed to Ella Baker, that would open the door for him to go to Atlanta
as an scLc volunteer.18

When Moses arrived in Atlanta in the summer of 1960, he got aroom in
the Butler ymca and reported for duty at the scLc office on Auburn Avenue,
letter of introduction in hand, eager to throw himself into the struggle. But,
far from feeling he was on the front lines of the resurgent Black Freedom
Movement, Moses quickly realized that there was virtually no meaningful
work for him to do. He rarely even caught a glimpse of the scLc leaders. So
he spent his time getting acquainted with Jane Stembridge, hearing about
SNcC's embryonic campaigns, and learning his way around the city. Stem-
bridge and Moses struck up a friendship right away, talking about religion
and philosophy, reminiscing about their common East Coast ties, and shar-
ing their thoughts about the ideals that had brought them both to Atlanta.
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They debated the writings of philosophers Paul Tillich and Albert Camus
and pondered their relevance to the realities of the agrarian South.

A couple of weeks after Moses arrived, Ella Baker returned to Atlanta
from an extended trip, and things began to look up. Baker and Moses
developed an immediate rapport, beginning a relationship that changed
both of their lives over the coming decades. When Baker first noticed the
bespectacled and pensive-looking Moses sitting around the scLc offices,
she took an immediate interest in him. As was her manner, she called him
over to her desk one day and began to query him about his life, his family,
and his ideas. Who were his people? Where did he attend school? What did
he want to accomplish? Ella Baker was always interested in people’s life
stories, even though she often found it necessary to protect her own pri-
vacy. Her personal interest impressed Bob Moses,

Baker’s initial response to Moses stood in stark contrast to his first meet-
ing with Dr. King. Moses recalled that one day, after weeks of feeling
invisible to the higher-ups in scrc, King summoned him to his office and
grilled him on his participation in a rally that had been sponsored by
members of Atlanta’s white antiracist left. Moses, who had attended the
rally, had been identified in the Atlanta newspapers as an affiliate of scLc.
To King, this meant bad press for the organization. No one in scrc had
endorsed the protest, and Moses had inadvertently linked the group to it.
King warned the earnest young student to be more careful. Unlike Baker,
he did not bother to find out who Bob Moses was, why he had come to the
South, or what he had to offer the movement. His concerns were wholly
pragmatic. Moses was sorely disappointed.’® What King’s reaction also
illustrated was how strictly scLc sought to police its public image in 1960,
quietly working with leftist allies, like Rustin, Levison, and Baker, but care-
ful not to tarnish its respectability by associating too closely in public with
those who may have been labeled subversive by the government.

Baker’s and King’s differing responses to Moses are telling. King was
focused on external perceptions of the movement and how negative pub-
licity might undermine scLc’s efforts. He overlooked what Baker would
have regarded as more important: the possible alienation of a talented
young recruit. Baker was not worried about bad publicity, especially at that
stage. She was more concerned with identifying and developing potential
leaders like Moses, who could contribute to the movement’s future, than
she was about maintaining an organization’s public profile.

Moses had been exposed to a brand of politics that predisposed him to
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progressive ideas and to the direction that the new student movement
under Baker’s influence, was headed. He had attended New York’s Stuyvej
sant High School during the 1950s, and many of the young people in his
circle had leftist parents. He remembered meeting the radical folk singer
Pete Seeger while visiting the apartment of some friends in Greenwich
Village. The psychiatrist Alvin Pouissant was a high school classmate of
Bob’s. According to Moses, Pouissant’s father was a black printer who had a
number of left-wing clients and customers, which also exposed Bob to
these ideas in a roundabout way.2°

Moses credited his own humble but politically astute father with instill-
ing in him certain values and sensibilities that he later applied in his politi-
cal work. The senior Moses, an educated blue-collar worker in Harlem for
most of his life, always emphasized the integrity of “the common person.”
Bob Moses recalled that his father “viewed himself as the man on the
street . . . and the person at the bottom.”?! The egalitarian values Moses
learned in childhood from his father were reinforced during the 1960s by
the woman who became his political mother, Baker did not spoon-feed new
ideas to Bob or any other young activist. Rather, she looked for and con-
nected with individuals who had a predisposition to the ideas and values
she embraced, and she worked with them to deepen and refine those ideas.
When Moses entered the movement, he admittedly “hadn’t worked out any
notions of leadership,” but he had an inclination toward “what people later
termed grassroots leadership.” Baker helped turn that inclination into a
conviction.??

Bob Moses became Flla Baker’s political apprentice. He was one of the
young people whom she spent a lot of time talking with and listening to,
and he continued in her political tradition—teaching, listening to, and
organizing young people—long after her death.?® Ella and Bob had similar
sensibilities. Both were intellectuals, thoughtful and analytical, yet at the
same time practical and personable. Both were deeply attentive to ideology
and the ideological implications of certain tactical decisions, but both were
equally willing to do the messy, hands-on work necessary to implement
those ideas. “What is the larger picture we are framing here?” was the
Implicit, if not explicit, question both of them often asked. Moses absorbed
Baker’s message that revolution was an ongoing process intimately bound
up with one’s vision of the future and with how one interacted with others
on a daily basis. Moses also shared Baker’s confidence and faich in young
people. After leaving sncc in the mid-1960s and living for several years in
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ATanzania, he became a radical teacher, in Ella Baker’s style and tradition,
focused on creative methods of teaching and learning as a strategy for
empowerment and social change.?*

Connie Curry, like Jane Stembridge, immersed herself in the work of the
newly formed student wing of the movement during the summer of 1960.
A white antiracist southerner, Curry had attended Agnes Scott College,
where she was introduced to what was called intergroup work for whites, a
euphemism for civil rights and antiracist organizing, through the ywca.
After college she moved to Atlanta to take a job with the National Student
Association. Curry often felt quite lonely as a progressive white person in
the Jim Crow South, which was nearly as hostile to antiracist whites as it
was to all blacks. Curry was ecstatic to meet Ella Baker and the interracial
group of young people in the sit-in movement. In 1960-61, Baker used
Curry’s apartment as a sort of local youth hostel to accommodate the
varied assortment of female volunteers who floated through Atlanta. Curry
was evicted from one apartment because one of her roommates had enter-
tained a black guest, an act that was viewed as so scandalous she was
forced to move out right away. Curry officially became one of sncc’s “adult
advisors,” but she was not much older than the students themselves were.
She was typical of a small minority of white southerners who did not fit
into their own communities, and sometimes even their own families, be-
cause of their open-mindedness about race issues and sympathy with black
aspirations for freedom.?>

Baker appreciated the importance of progressive white allies like Connie
Curry, but she understood the even greater importance of cultivating allies
among southern black activists. Baker knew that the students who started
the sit-in movement had to move into other areas of political activity and
forge a broader base of black support throughout the South if they were
going to have a sustained impact. Toward that end, Baker decided to work
with Bob Moses to make links and initiate contacts that would pull the
students away from the lunch counters and their campuses and into the
front lines of the southern battlefields against racism. She wanted to ex-
pose them to the kind of grassroots organizers she had worked closely
with, most recently the scic affiliates in Shreveport and Birmingham and,
before that, the activist branches of the Naacp.

The summer of 1960 was filled with hopefulness and newfound cama-
raderie for Baker as well as for the students. Curry remembers many occa-
sions when the small group of activists deliberated about the possibilities
for the resurgent Black Freedom Movement while eating ice cream sundaes
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in the back room of B. B. Beamon’s, Atlanta’s legendary black-owned res-
taurant.?® Baker’s personal regard for them endeared many of the young
people in sNcc to her. She was clearly not a peer, but she was willing to
engage them on their turf, not just intellectually but socially too—over ice
cream sundaes, in smoke-filled back rooms, or on long, uncomfortable
rides in jalopies of various sorts. Baker was often shuttled back and forth
to meetings and conferences in Curry’s beloved convertible Karmen Ghia
sports car, which Curry emphasized was not a jalopy, holding onto her hat
so it wouldn't fly off. Despite her age and encroaching health problems,
Baker often rejected anything that could even remotely be construed as
special treatment that would put distance between herself and the stu-
dents. If they sat in uncomfortable chairs for long hours debating this or
that, so would she. If they walked long distances, she walked with them at
least as far as she could. If they slept in cramped accommodations on road
trips, she did the same.?” Lenora Taitt-Magubane, a Spelman student who
became involved in the movement through the ywca and became a dear
friend of Ella Baker near the end of her life, remembered one such in-
stance. The two had traveled to Albany, Georgia, in 1961 after there had
been numerous arrests of civil rights demonstrators. They were staying at
the home of a local activist, Irene Moore, but there were not enough beds
to accommodate everyone. Lenora offered to give up her bed, but Baker,
then almost sixty, insisted they share the tiny bed since she did not want
anyone to have to sleep on the floor, even though Lenora knew Baker
“hated sleeping in the bed with someone else.”?® Her example, in this
instance and many others, was a lesson in personal egalitarianism that the
young people in sNcc applied to their own organizing efforts with southern
farmers, workers, and youth.

PERSONAL MATTERS

July and August 1960 were especially busy months for Ella Baker. She was
wrapping up loose ends for scLc, tallying the sales of King’s book, Stride
toward Freedom (a task she did not relish), and getting scLc’s files in order.
At the same time, she was helping to launch a brand new organization.
During these months, Baker departed from her usual pattern by giving
greater attention to her own personal affairs. Surgery for cataracts was
followed by enforced rest and a brief vacation with Anne Braden and her
family. Then, in September, her niece Jackie married Henry Brockington,
marking a moment of great fulfillment in Baker’s family life.
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Her long neglected health concerned her friends and family more than it
did Baker herself. Like her mother, Baker was plagued with health prob-
lems for her entire life. But she rarely allowed them to slow her down.
She sometimes joked with friends that she was entirely too busy to get sick.
Baker’s chronic asthma was a constant source of discomfort to her. In
a period when the health hazards of second-hand smoke were not well
known, she often endured long meetings in smoke-filled rooms, sitting pa-
tiently with a handkerchief over her mouth and quietly gasping for breath,
while impassioned discussions continued on for hours. Baker’s vision,
which was seriously impaired by cataracts, was the most immediate con-
cern. Years of typing, writing, and reading in poorly lit offices and on trains
and busses probably did not help. In the summer of 1960, she finally had
the eye surgery she had postponed for months.

Baker took a long overdue vacation while recuperating from her surgery.
She had maintained a hectic schedule since the April meeting, and by the
middle of the summer she was thoroughly exhausted. Many summers,
Baker’s only vacation was an extended speaking engagement in one place
or another. Her friend Anne Braden, who always took a special interest in
Baker’s physical and psychological well-being, managed to persuade her to
fly to Rhode Island to spend a few days with her at a wooded cabin owned
by some movement friends, the O’Connors. Anne and Ella sat on the long
front porch of the house in the evenings talking about the direction of the
movement and about their own lives and families. Ella enjoyed a glass of
expensive Jack Daniels whiskey—one of the very few indulgences she al-
lowed herself—as Anne sat next to her sipping a glass of wine.?® The two
women warriors were refueling themselves physically and emotionally for
the battles that lay ahead.

Baker left Rhode Island for a meeting at the Highlander Folk School,
made a brief stop in Atlanta, and then flew to New York for the big family
event: Jackie’s wedding. Ella found herself in the ill-fitting role of the
mother of the bride. Her sister Maggie, Jackie’s biological mother, was still
alive and even attended the wedding, but she had long before relinquished
her role as Jackie’s primary parent.

Baker had raised Jackie since the age of nine. She had watched Jackie
enter high school and excel, experiment with smoking cigarettes, experi-

ence her first kiss, and go on to college. Jackie was influenced more by her
independent, generous, and strong-willed Aunt Ella than by any other
single adult in her life. It was a source of great pride for Ella to see Jackie all
grown up and going out on her own to establish a family.
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Ella Baker liked and trusted Henry Brockington, the man Jackie had cho-
sen to marry. More importantly, she trusted Jackie to be her OWn woman
and to pursue her own goals in the context of marriage, a balancing act that
Baker herself had struggled to manage. So, amid the flurry and excitement
of political activity that marked the summer of 1960, Baker took time off to
return to New York, shop for a dress and, of course, a hat, and help make
catering arrangements. Jackie’s wedding took place at St. Mark’s Church in
Harlem. The reception was held in the legendary Audubon ballroom, where
Malcolm X (El Haj Malik El Shabazz) was assassinated four vears later
while delivering a speech calling for a reinvigorated militant black move-
ment. On September 17, 1960, the Audubon was the site of a happy family
occasion. Baker put her political concerns and dilemmas aside to relax and
enjoy the celebration. Her family and close personal friends were all there.,

It was also good for Ella Baker to see her sister Maggie again. They had
not spent much time together since Ella’s move to Atlanta, but Jackie’s
wedding was a happy reunion. In a photograph with Jackie pinning Aunt
Ella’s corsage on her new suit, Ella is absolutely beaming. Jackie was her
personal success story. Although Ella had not had much luck in love and
marriage, her relationship with Jackie had met all of her expectations.
They remained close until Baker’s death a quarter of a century later. Like a
good and loving daughter, Jackie nursed Ella during her last years. In 1960,
as Jackie and Henry set off on their honeymoon and began a new life
together, Ella went back to the love of her life, political work, and to her
growing political family in the South,3°

The wedding was a high point in Ella Baker’s personal life, but few of her
political associates were invited or even knew about the celebration. She
was familiar with some of the most intimate details of the lives of her co-
workers, especially her younger comrades, but few of them knew very
much about her private side, which she consciously kept separate from the

movement. There were rumors of an ex-husband, but Baker refrained from
discussing her marriage and divorce even with some of her closest women
friends, including Anne Braden. She had a repertoire of family stories that
she shared, usually to make a political point, but the messy areas of her
personal life were off limits.?! It is hard to explain why she was so guarded
about her private life. Perhaps this was her refuge from the fractious politi-
cal environment that she inhabited most of the time, Perhaps she did not
want her personal choice of a spouse or lover to become a matter of public
scrutiny within the movement, Or perhaps she was resisting the ways in
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which public female figures were so often defined in conjunction with male
partners and in terms of their sexual identities. Baker wanted to be I"(.E-
spected for her work and her ideas; to open up her personal life to pllb‘ll.C
view might have made her politically vulnerable. Two of her male politi-
cal colleagues admitted that there were whispers and rumors about Ella
Baker’s sexuality during the 1930s and r940s. Her marriage was not a
widely known fact. She was “Ella Baker” when she arrived in Harlem as a
single woman in 1927, and she remained “Ella Baker” even after her mar-
riage to Roberts; so, many of her associates thought she was single the
whole time. “A strong single woman always leads to rumors,” remarked
John Henrik Clarke, “but none of that stuff was true about Ella.”32
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AN ALTERNATIVE MODEL OF WOMANHOOD

Most young women entering the Black Freedom Movement during the
early 1960s knew very little about Ella Baker’s personal life. Instead, they
were awe inspired by her public example as they sought to construct their
own identities as independent activist women.3® Many of them had to con-
tend with circumscribed notions of middle-class black womanhood passed
down from their families and teachers. Even those from working-class
and poor backgrounds, whose mothers and grandmothers were formida-
ble figures, had been influenced by the socially conservative gender me?-
sages from churches and schools. Although some families encouraged their
daughters’ activism, many young women were told by relatives, ministers,
and school officials that protesting and getting arrested were simply “not
ladylike” and therefore unacceptable, Fortunately for the movement, many
of them did not listen.

Baker offered an alternative image of womanhood that many young
women had not previously encountered. As Dorie Ladner, who organized
with sncc in Mississippi, observed, “I never knew anyone quite like Miss
Baker.”** Her external appearance was reserved, even a bit conservative,
She was a small, brown-skinned woman with a flawless complexion, sharp
features, a commanding voice, and a hearty laugh. Her deep, almost bari-
tone voice belied her diminutive frame. Her hair was generally pulled back,
often tucked neatly into a hat. She dressed simply in skirts, suits, or dresses,
usually in muted tones, never wearing anything revealing or the least bit
flamboyant, and no makeup, save for a scant bit of lipstick now and then.
Juanita Abernathy, whose husband Ralph was an scLc leader, remembered
gray suits as Baker’s typical uniform during her years on the scLc staff.
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Juanita speculated that “this is how she had to dress to fit in with the men”
and perhaps to allay their wives’ concerns that she was interested in any-
thing but business.3s
Baker never developed much of a personal relationship with Coretta
Scott King, perhaps because of her deepening criticisms of Martin, but she
did with Juanita Abernathy, which was a typical practice of hers. She had
made a habit of reaching out to the wives of the male political leaders with
whom she worked, even if the woman in the family was not herself ex-
plicitly an activist. Juanita played more of a background role in the scic,
but Baker always acknowledged her presence and welcomed her contribu-
tions. Sometimes huddled in the dining room of Juanita’s home with the
men, Baker would consciously excuse herself and g0 pay her respects to
Juanita. When she was based in Atlanta and Abernathy and King were still
in Montgomery, she stayed at the Abernathys’ home during visits to the
city. This was another opportunity to share her ideas and observations with
Juanita. The two women bonded during these visits; and while they were
never close friends, there was mutual respect and much cordiality.36
Baker situated herselfin the dining room debates of the men and kitchen
conversations of the women, and through her roles in these often mutually
exclusive discussions she came to occupy a category and style all her own.
In interviews of any real length, those who knew her well invariably de-
scribe Baker as someone with a “presence.” “She commanded attention just
by the way she came into a room and the way she carried herself,” sncc
activist Ivanhoe Donaldson said. According to Lenora Taitt-Magubane,
“She just had a certain presence.”®” In Bob Moses’s words, “She had this
black woman’s manner, and she carried that with her into the dangerous
arena of radical politics.”8 It was partly the carriage and comportment that
Anna had taught her—a reminder to always walk into a room as if you
belonged. She retained that confidence of movement and she used it. Baker
traveled in all-male circles, and she sometimes found herself in all-white
contexts, but she never hesitated. By the 19505, she maneuvered within
these spaces as a middle-aged black woman with her purse tucked under
her arm, her hat carefully placed, and her good southern manners. To
Moses, a woman taking the dignified and self-respecting manner that was a
familiar feature of black family life into the rugged political domain was
nothing short of revolutionary.
A white male co-worker found her persona more puzzling. She “was
warm” but always had a certain “formality” about her, Howard Zinn ob-
served; “she was friendly enough but you never felt you could go up and
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give her a hug.”* Ivanhoe Donaldson agreed: she was “always dignified,
never casual,” and it was disarming “because physically she was not threat-
ening.”® Baker kept her boundaries between what was public and private,
formal and informal. But she was not rigid about it. Dorothy Dawson (Bur-
lage), a sNcc volunteer and staff member, once “slipped” and called her
“Ella” (instead of Miss Baker), a mistake Dawson immediately regretted,
feeling she had transgressed a boundary. Baker reassured her, “People
know when they are ready to call me Ella. Don’t worry about it.”#!
To young women, black and white, Baker embodied the possibility of
escaping the restrictions that defined conventional femininity. Authorita-
tive yet unassuming, self-confident and assertive, forcing others to take her
seriously simply by presuming that they would, Baker was a revelation. At
the time, few of these young women thought they could actually emulate
Ella Baker. She was a larger than life figure more than twice their ages.
Still, because of her, many young women in the movement did realize that
they could define their own identities rather than be defined by others, and
in the course of their work with sncc they developed new ways of inter-
acting with women and men, with other young people and their elders,
both in the movement and in the larger black community. Decades after
their involvement in the movement, dozens of women remember their lives
were touched at a formative stage by a woman who, through her example,
showed them a different way of being in the world. Prathia Hall, an African
American woman who went south from Philadelphia in 1962 and lived and
worked in Terrell County, Georgia, for a year, remembered quite vividly the
impact Baker had on her. Qualifying a recollection by saying she did not
mean to actually compare herself to Baker, she nevertheless said, “I would
see myselfin her . . . I was a wandering pilgrim . . . [and] the more I talked
to her, the more I understood myself.”4?

Ella Baker was the comforting, nurturing, rock-solid mother to the
movement. Yet there was nothing maternal about her in the traditional
sense of that term. She was a militant activist, an insurgent intellectual,
and a revolutionary, descriptors that are usually associated with men
rather than women and with youth rather than the middle-aged. Baker’s
complex, carefully crafted persona enabled her to cross gender and genera-
tional boundaries within the movement. Even in retrospect, she defies
categorization.

Baker maintained a dignified public self-presentation partly as a form
of camouflage that allowed her to operate in male-dominated and some-
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times mainstream political circles. She was a freethinker at heart, accept-
ing of alternative lifestyles, personal eccentricities, and violations of social
etiquette.** For example, in contrast to her ever-so-sober public posture,
Baker frequently enjoyed a stiff shot of bourbon or a glass of red wine at the
end of the day. She was not as prim and proper as her conservative gray
suits suggested. Baker would talk comfortably about almost any subject,
including sex. She often gently teased her young colleagues about their
romarntic interests or inquired about the lack thereof. 44
The growing irreverence for conventional standards of morality and re-
spectability among sncc members disturbed some of their more moderate
adult supporters, but it did not bother Baker. Virginia Durr, a white civil
rights activist in Montgomery, complimented Baker on her ability to social-
ize with the young people and tolerate what Durr viewed as their “wild” be-
havior. Baker responded that she “was prepared to forgo manners” for the
sake of the larger politics that were at stake.*S She was, in fact, prepared
to do more than that. She was instrumental in sncc’s rejection of bour-
geois respectability as a defensive political strategy, a rejection that opened
the organization up to historically marginalized sectors of the black com-
munity. When sncc broke with the largely middle-class, male-centered
leadership of existing civil rights organizations, it stripped away the class-
based and gender-biased notions of who should and could give leadership
to the movement and the black community. Some of the manners and
decorum that Durr valued were evident at the Shaw conference in April
1960. Within a year, a visible change was well under way. The young
activists’ dress, comportment, and language changed considerably, making
the organization more welcoming to those traditionally excluded from
formal leadership circles. They donned blue jeans and overalls instead of
skirts and suits, resembling in their dress workers and peasants of the
South rather than preachers and teachers.

Baker encouraged and affirmed the young people’s boldness, their grow-
ing radicalism, and their risk-taking. Her reasoned approval was important
to them. Diane Nash recalls that, as the movement intensified, many of her
own relatives were worried about her safety. “Older people would look at
you and say you were young and you would calm down when you matured,
So, she was the first older person I had known who was so progressive, And
I needed that reinforcement. It was important that someone like
her thought we were right. It was really important when things got hot
and heavy.”6
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MOLDING A NEW ORGANIZATION

Ella Baker gave up her plans to move back to Harlem after leaving scLc in
the fall of 1960, deciding to stay in the South in order to work as closely as
possible with the young sit-in activists in sncc. She still needed a paying
position. Although scer had offered her a full-time job, which she was
tempted to accept, she ultimately declined it because she thought it would
demand too much of her time. Aware of Baker’s need for autonomy and
some flexibility in hours in order to continue her unpaid work with the
students, her friend Rosetta Gardner helped her get a job with the ywca.
Gardner was typical of Baker’s lesser-known female friends and admirers.
She supported the movement but never became a leader herself. As one
Atlanta activist who worked alongside the two women remarked, “Rosetta
just loved Ella.”*” Women like Gardner admired Baker’s competence, her
self-possession, her intellect, and her compassion. Above all, they admired
her courage to forge another path and assert herself in all kinds of situa-
tions. These are the things that most of Baker’s close associates loved about
her. So, Rosetta did what she could to make it possible for Ella to do the
work that was important to her. Ella in turn used her position at the Y to
build, nurture, and protect sncc. Lawrence Guyot recalled that Baker ob-
tained ywca and ymca membership cards for young civil rights workers as
soon as they came south to give them local identification in case they were
stopped by the police and were accused of being outside agitators.*® More
significantly, she traveled around the South conducting workshops for the
Y on human relations, which essentially meant trying to foster greater
interracial understanding—not as simple a task as one might think given
the racially polarized context of the 1960s South, It was through this work
that she met and subsequently recruited to sNcc a number of serious, ideal-
istic young women searching for meaningful ways to apply themselves.*
In describing her southern-based work with the ywca in a 1962 report,
Baker used the metaphor of planting and cultivation to describe the slow
methodical process of bringing young people into political consciousness.
She wrote of planting “first the seed,” alluding to the outreach recruit-
ment and orientation of new activists, which would nurture their motiva-
tion to want to make a difference. Part two of her report, entitled “Then
the Blade,” described the first rumblings of political activity among “Y
women,” some of whom had participated in desegregation sit-ins. This was
the first visible result of the seeds having been planted. Next, in Baker’s
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narrative of organic leadership development, “the full corn appears.” This
section describes the need for creating concrete channels for “meaningful
social action.”s® The same metaphor could have applied to her work with
SNCC.

Ella Baker once confided in Vincent Harding, her friend and colleague, that
if she ever wrote her memoir, which she never managed to do, she would
entitle it “Making a Life, Not Making a Living,” because while she did a very
good job of the former, she barely accomplished the latter.5! In the summer
of 1960, she made the same choices as before: finding a job that barely paid
the bills, she focused instead on creating a meaningful life for herself by
building a movement. The movement was more important to Baker than
religion, money, or even romantic love; the movement had become her life
and her extended family.

Baker was relieved finally to be free from her obligations to scLc, and
she was excited about the emerging student movement. The young peo-
ple’s optimism and sheer energy were uplifting. When Baker was immersed
in this kind of struggle, she felt most alive and her creative talents could
soar. She had always enjoyed the challenge of building something new: the
YNCL in the 1930s, local Naacp branches in the 1940s, even scLc at the
outset. These had been the high points of her political career before 1960.
Inherent in Baker’s philosophy, however, was the recognition that no orga-
nization should last forever. Each must yield to something new as historical
circumstances changed. Just as scLc was yielding, albeit unwillingly, to
SNCC, so sNce would have to be prepared to make room for whatever new,
grassroots organizations it might help to create. These politics and sen-
sibilities pervaded sNcc from its inception.

Baker realized that the radical pulse she had detected needed to be
sustained, cultivated, and propagated. In the summer of 1960, as several
leaders of the emergent organization went off to make speeches to the
political elites of the Democratic and Republican Party Conventions in Los
Angeles and Chicago, she assigned Bob Moses to meet and speak with an
entirely different constituency, one that Baker thought was far more impor-
tant than national elected officials. She freed Moses up from his mundane
clerical duties at scLc and dispatched him on a bus tour of Alabama, Mis-
sissippi, and Louisiana to do outreach for snce and to recruit local activists
of all ages to attend the group’s October conference. Baker had another
objective in mind as well. She wanted to put the students in touch as
quickly as possible with a set of elders who represented a different class
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background and political orientation than the ministerial clique heading
scrc.5? This was her way of planting the seeds.

Ella Baker placed great confidence in the smart and earnest Bob Moses.
In him, she saw the makings of the kind of leader she herself had striven to
become: modest, principled, and able to empower others through the force
of example. Moses did not disappoint her. Baker wrote down the names of
contacts in each state, and Moses set off for a monthlong journey with a
bus ticket and a list of telephone numbers in his pocket. The contacts he
made that summer laid the foundation for some of sncc’s most important
community organizing work.

The October conference of sncc, when it officially formed, was the
culmination of Baker’s efforts over the spring and summer to help build a
permanent organization. Marion Barry, the confident and charismatic
young chemistry graduate student from Fisk, stepped down as chair, and
Chuck McDew, a stocky, dark-skinned former football player from South
Carolina State with a quick wit and disarming sense of humor, was con-
firmed to replace him. Others were jockeying for the position, but Baker
had her eyes on McDew. She had probably been observing him in meetings
and recognized his ability to gently but effectively steer the organization
forward without indulging his own ego. McDew had to leave the October
conference early, so he was not even present when he was nominated and
elected as the group’s new leader. “Ella Baker made me chairman,” McDew
later recalled. She persuaded him to accept the nomination and urged
others to support it. This was a little behind-the-scenes meddling, but
Baker was convinced she was placing the organization in fair and able
hands.5®

Several issues of a newsletter, which Baker suggested they call the Stu-
dent Voice, were published during the spring and summer. The group ac-
quired temporary office space in one corner of the scLc office on Au-
burn Avenue and hired one staff person, Jane Stembridge. Representatives
made their mark on national electoral politics by testifying before the two
major party conventions. Student leaders also met with the nation’s top
civil rights leaders, from King and the ministers of scLc to the national
officials of the Naacp. Moses established contact with older activists who
were conducting their own campaigns and with other students throughout
the Deep South who had not been directly involved in the original wave
of sit-ins. Already the movement was growing beyond its circumscribed
beginnings.

Early on, one of sncc’s difficult decisions concerned the plans for the
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October conference and involved Baker’s friend Bayard Rustin. The Pack-
inghouse Workers Union had pledged some funds to help finance the con-
ference. When the union officials learned that Rustin was a scheduled
speaker, they threatened to pull the money because of his radical past.
Nervous about alienating new alljes, especially funders, but not terribly
scrupulous about retaining existing ones, sncc awkwardly disinvited Rus-
tin. The details of this decision remain unclear. There is no indication that
Baker intervened to question or challenge the decision, and she likely had
been instrumental in obtaining the funds since she was handling most of
the outreach and fund-raising over the summer. Stembridge, however, was
highly upset and feared sncc was abandoning its principles before it had
even gotten off the ground. She abruptly resigned but declined to make a
public issue of the matter. Years later, she reasoned that it was probably as
much Rustin’s sexuality as his leftist past that caused the union to reject
him and prompted sncc not to stand up in his defense. For Baker’s part, she
was either opting to choose her battles or, in a pragmatic vein, allowing the
students to make their own mistakes as they groped to define themselves.
Still, Stembridge was “sure” that “Ella would not have approved of this if
she had been asked.” The snce of 1960 took the easy way out. Four years
later, the outcome would have likely been quite different.54 Rustin, used to
being mistreated by colleagues, had developed a thick skin. He continued
to advise and work with sNcc despite the affront.

Throughout 1960 and early 1961, sNcc staged sit-ins and stand-ins at
funch counters, bus stations, movie theaters, and other segregated public
facilities and mounted support campaigns for protesters who were arrested.
The group also coordinated Christmas boycotts of segregated businesses in
December 1960. Meanwhile, bitter debates and personal power struggles
embroiled the more established civil rights leadership, even though they
maintained the appearance of unity in public. Baker felt that much of this
wrangling was attributable to a kind of egocentrism and organizational
competition that she desperately hoped would not infect SNcc, but the
young organization was inescapably drawn into the quarrel.

Roy Wilkins of the Naacp was upset that Martin Luther King’s supporters
were portraying scLc as the vanguard of the civil rights movement. Wilkins
Wwas particularly outraged when Jim Lawson, a sit-in leader and ally of
King, was quoted in the New York Times as dismissing the NAACP as “a black
bourgeois club.”s5 Both scLe and snec tried to distance themselves from
these comments, and Lawson claimed that his words were taken out of
context. In another political skirmish, Harlem congressman Adam Clay-
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ton Powell harshly criticized both Wilkins and King for the protests that
occurred outside the Democratic National Convention in August. Powell
threatened to spread erroneous rumors about King if he did not sever his
ties with Bayard Rustin, whose left-leaning politics Powell objected to.
Rustin was a socialist, not a communist, but he was still labeled a “red” by
those who did not care about the distinction between one type of leftist and
another. However, the nature of Powell's threat, which was that he was
going to leak the false rumor that King and Rustin were lovers, suggests
that his dislike of Rustin had as much to do with homophobia as with
anticommunism, especially since Powell himself had a radical political
past. This is what movement infighting had come to.

In the midst of all this animus and rancor, Ella Baker accompanied a
small delegation of sncc leaders and several members of scLc to a meeting
with NaAcp officials to try to clear the air. The response was lukewarm,
but the fact that the meeting was held signaled the student group’s grow-
ing reputation as an organization to be reckoned with in national black
politics.

Through the summer of 1960 and the winter of 1960-61, a core of about
twenty sNcc activists huddled together in a series of meetings to map their
future course. While the work in Mississippi was still being contemplated,
there were continuing sparks of direct action protest that were inspired by
the 1960 sit-ins. One such spark was in Rock Hill, South Carolina, in the
early months of 1961. A group of young people had been agitating there for
months, picketing, conducting sit-ins, and getting themselves arrested. Fi-
nally, they decided to up the ante and refuse bail. They sent out a call to
others to join them. The coordinating committee of sNcc was in a meeting
at the Butler Y in Atlanta when word of the Rock Hill stance came. A group
immediately latched onto the idea and prepared to go. Ella Baker went
along to inspect the situation, visit those who had already been arrested,
and make sure parents, lawyers, and the media were contacted. She and
Connie Curry stayed with a local minister who was supportive of the pro-
tests, and the two women drove back to Atlanta two days later to get the
word out to allies and the press. Rock Hill was sncc’s first collective protest
action after its founding, and Baker was there to urge the students on and

help minimize their losses.>¢
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FREEDOM RIDES

The following spring, sNcc was propelled into a much more visible national
spotlight by its involvement in the Freedom Rides. The rides were begun in
April 1961 by the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), a northern-based civil
rights group, to desegregate interstate transportation. Still reeling from
their stay in the Rock Hill jail, sncc members looked to the Freedom Rides
as their next challenge. Interracial teams of freedom riders took busses
from the North to the South and attempted to use waiting rooms and
restrooms in violation of the “Whites Only” and “Colored” signs that were
posted everywhere. Southern segregationists’ response to this campaign
was swift and vicious. Vigilantes firebombed busses and angry mobs pum-
meled the freedom riders, threatening them with death and beating some
protesters within inches of their lives. Even the U.S. Justice Department
officials who were sent South to observe the civil rights protests and the
news reporters who were assigned to cover them were caught up in the
violence; some of them were also beaten severely by white mobs. Several
freedom riders were hospitalized after an especially bloody melee in Annis-
ton, Alabama. Fearing that the next attack might be fatal, core leaders
then called off the rides.5”

So that the protesters would not appear to be caving in to vigilante
violence, brazen sNcc activists immediately intervened to continue the
Freedom Rides. A determined Diane Nash flew to Birmingham to be part of
a team to coordinate a resumption of the rides. sncc activists, such as John
Lewis, a Nashville student who would become sncc’s chairman and later a
member of Congress, volunteered for the dangerous assignment. When the
rides resumed, so did the violence. The situation provoked a clash between
civil rights activists and the new administration in the White House. John
F. Kennedy, the son of Irish immigrants and the nation’s first Catholic
president, had been elected in 1960 with strong African American support
by promising to be an ally of civil rights and racial equality. The spectacle of
violence in reaction to the Freedom Rides and Kennedy’s fairly slow re-
sponse to the open violation of federal law caused many movement activ-
ists to question how strong an ally the young president was really going to
be. This distrust of the federal government deepened as the struggle in the
South intensified over the next few years.

Ella Baker did not participate directly in the 1961 Freedom Rides. In
1947, she and her close friend Pauli Murray had volunteered to engage in
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the same kind of action during the Journey of Reconciliation, but they were

rebuffed because they were women.58 This time, even though she was still

not a rider, she would not be excluded. In daily contact with Diane Nash,

who was on the front lines, Baker dispatched a written critique and analy-

sis to the committee coordinating the rides, raising issues about publicity,

future strategies, and what she viewed as bungled negotiations with At-

torney General Robert Kennedy.>® Baker insisted that a better media and

outreach strategy had to be crafted: “Although one can understand that the
demands upon the committee in recruiting and processing riders would
consume a great deal of time and energy, one is, nevertheless, also aware
that the full value of the Freedom Rides could only be realized in propor-
tion to the degree to which an aroused and vocal public made its voice
felt.”® She went on to discuss the committee’s mistake in its meeting with
Robert Kennedy, on which she had been briefed, probably by Nash, after
the fact. “It would seem clear to me,” she chided, “that the point to have
been concentrated on in the conference with the Attorney General was not
that of seeking his aid to release persons from jail directly [since they had
declined bond already to make a point] but that of urging action in the
enforcement of existing laws and regulations which prohibited segregation
practices in interstate commerce especially.”®! She pointed out that Robert
Kennedy had already noted this contradiction in some of his public com-
ments to the media as a way to get himself off the hook.

It is unclear if Baker ever received a formal reply to her letter, but a
three-page typed memo from someone as well connected and influential
on the grassroots level as Baker would not have been taken lightly by the
committee coordinating the rides. Her motive for such a formal and force-
ful intervention, as opposed to her preferred mode of communication by
telephone, is not fully clear. On the last page of the document, however,
there is a hint that this was a gesture to bolster Nash’s authority and
confidence and to protect sncc from other organizations that may have
wanted to claim the Freedom Rides as their own organizational victory. In
this regard, she wrote: “What coordination is to be expected or exacted in
connection with public appeals for financial support? All of us, I am con-
fident, will have to agree that the Freedom Rides are the primary basis on
which recent contributions to constituent agencies have been made. There-
fore, it would appear that the question of stewardship in the handling
of public funds is one that deserves more attention than may have been
given.”s2 She then demanded to know what would happen to “the students
who are spending the longest periods in jail [and] will be in need of money
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for maintaining themselves and for scholarships next school term. Where
will this come from?”%3 In other words, since sncc had salvaged the Free-
dom Rides and provided most of the courageous volunteers, it deserved its
rightful place in the leadership and its share of funds to further advance
its work.®4
Eventually, federal authorities had no choice but to offer some protec-
tion to the unflagging freedom riders, whose bloody and bandaged faces
appeared on nightly television newscasts across the country. Attorney Gen-
eral Kennedy, brother of the president, cut a deal with local officials in
Mississippi, but the deal compromised rather than aided the activists’ im-
mediate goals. They were protected, but only by being taken into police
custody and charged with violating Mississippi’s segregation ordinances
which prevented the protest from continuing. Hundreds of protesters evenj
tually served jail time in Mississippi’s notorious Parchman Prison as a result
of the so-called protection they were provided. Among those prisoners was
Ruby Doris Smith, who later recalled the experience as a transformative
moment in her life. It was also a watershed in sncc’s political maturation.5s
In November 1961, after dozens of freedom riders had been beaten
some nearly to death, and while dozens more were stil] imprisoned, thc;
Interstate Commerce Commission finally mandated the full desegregation
of all interstate travel facilities, implementing a Justice Department ruling
made in September. The freedom riders felt at least partly vindicated, Now
sNcc had a concrete national victory to its credit. snce activists had dem-
onstrated determination and courage under fire. And they had garnered
visibility and recognition as a major political force in the growing civil |
rights movement. After 1961, sNcc members were increasingly viewed as
the movement’s shock troops. They were able to quickly mobilize people to
go to sites of intensified racial conflict: Birmingham in 1963, Selma in 1965,
and James Meredith’s short-circuited one-man march from Mempbhis, Ten-
nessee, to Jackson, Mississippi, in the summer of 1966. And the activists
were willing to take on difficult and dangerous organizing challenges—
such as voter registration in the Mississippi Delta—that other civil rights
groups were unwilling to touch.

In the summer of 1961, after a difficult first year, SNCC activists came
together to grapple with the question of the political course the organiza-
Fion should take. Smaller groups had met in June in Louisville and in July
%n Baltimore, but it was the August meeting at the Highlander Folk School
in Monteagle, Tennessee, itself an institution under siege and soon to be
closed down because of its radical and antiracist politics, that was the most
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intense. Highlander was the site of many historic meetings. This gathering
included new people, discussed new proposals, and faced new political
challenges. The political landscape in the country was changing rapidly,
and the young people in sncc were changing as well. One impulse was to
do more of the same, to continue nonviolent direct action tactics on an ever
more massive scale until the last bastions of segregation fell before the
onslaught. After all, the tactic had been successful, although the victories
were purchased at a high human cost. Some veterans of the sit-ins and the
Freedom Rides wanted to move beyond the demand for desegregation and
the tactic of nonviolent direct action. The number of people who were
willing to risk their lives to achieve desegregation was limited, and segre-
gated public transportation and accommodations were not the only, or
even the most important, forms of oppression that southern blacks faced.
The sncc activists wondered whether they could confront those in power
over such issues as citizenship rights and economics.

Layered on top of everything else was the question of allies and af-
filiations. By attending the national conference of the Students for a Demo-
cratic Society (sps) in June, Chuck McDew, Casey Hayden, and Bob Zellner
had linked sncc to the nascent antiwar movement. Baker was working
with Myles Horton to defend the Highlander School against the threat of
closure, and in so doing she linked sncc to the southern white left that had
been one of the targets of government red-baiting. Even more significant
than the Highlander connection was sncc’s deepening relationship with
scer, which Baker had largely facilitated and encouraged. Anne Braden
had attended most of sncc’s meetings, and sScEF, at Ella Baker’s urging, had
pledged an annual contribution to sncc's budget. On the liberal front, poli-
ticians attached to foundation funding sources were also vying for sNccC’s
attention.

As it tried to chart its own course, sncc was presented with an op-
portunity to receive funds from several liberal foundations, including the
Taconic Foundation, if it joined a Voter Education Project to be admin-
istered by the Southern Regional Council. This project was strongly sup-
ported by the Kennedy administration. With a hefty residue of suspicion
left over from the federal government’s response to the Freedom Rides,
SNCC activists debated the White House’s motives. The Kennedys may well
have been sympathetic to civil rights in principle, but they also had a direct
interest in promoting voter registration. A campaign that added thousands
of new voters to the rolls, most of whom were likely to vote Democratic,
would certainly increase the administration’s chances of reelection. Some
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SNcc members thought that such an intimate involvement with electoral
politics would compromise the organization’s values and lessen its effec-
tiveness. They felt that the Democrats’ obvious opportunism should not be
rewarded with cooperation. At one point, the controversy threatened to
split the young organization wide open,. 56
Bob Moses had come to the conclusion that the disenfranchisement of
poor southern blacks was the cutting-edge issue the movement needed to
address. He was not so naive as to think that voting would solve all the
problems African Americans faced, but he did become convinced, strongly
influenced by Amzie Moore, that theijr oppression hinged in large part on
their total political powerlessness. Moses could not attend the Highlander
meeting, but Charles McDew, Charles Sherrod, and Charles Jones were in
favor of the voter registration project and argued for that position in the
meeting. In contrast, Diane Nash and many of the Nashville activists had
retained an almost spiritual investment in the tactic of nonviolent direct
action. Becoming involved in the messy business of electoral politics, they
concluded, would take the group away from its strength and the moral
high ground that they felt the protests embodied. John Lewis feared that
the “voter registration push by the government was a trick to take the
steam out of the movement, to slow it down.”? Passions were heated;
tensions were high; and some of the participants felt that the only way both
factions could remain true to their convictions was to part ways,68
Baker vehemently disagreed with the formation of two organizations.

And it was her aggressive intervention that calmed the situation, abated
the rancor, and preserved unity. “I opposed the split as serving the purpose
of the enemy,” she recalled years later.% The importance of this interven-
tion in sncc’s decision making is generally acknowledged, even by those
who remain unaware of the crucial role Baker played at many other mo-
ments of decision. She understood that the two approaches being proposed
were not mutually exclusive. While she leaned in the direction of expand-
ing the scope of snec’s work and activities to include voting rights, she
knew from her recent experience with scLc’s Crusade for Citizenship and .
from her years with the naace that organizing for voting rights did not
preclude direct action. In fact, any attempt to register black voters would
precipitate confrontations with white registrars and public officials in small
towns and big cities. As both sides stated their case with great fervor, Baker
saw that if some compromise were not reached, the group was headed for
an even more serious crisis. She stood up and spoke forcefully in the meet-
ing, calling for the formation of two wings of one organization. Rather than
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two organizations, one wing would focus on direct action and the other on
voter education and registration. Nash would head the direct action cam-
paign, and Charles Jones would coordinate the voting rights project.”’® Not
everyone was completely won over to the idea, but Baker made a compel-
ling case. No one was prepared to stand up in a meeting and argue vehe-
mently against her.

Although the compromise appeared to give equal weight to both posi-
tions, this decision to expand the group’s political agenda began the pro-
cess of redirecting sncc’s energies in significant ways, The shift from transi-
tory, high-profile events like the sit-ins and freedom rides to protracted,
day-to-day grassroots organizing in local communities was a significant
turning point. Baker insisted that a movement was a web of social relation-
ships. Charismatic leaders could rally an anonymous mass of followers to
turn out for a single event or series of events; millions could watch televi-
sion coverage of heroic actions by a brave few or speeches by mesmerizing
orators; but that was mobilization, not organization.”* In order to be ef-
fective organizers in a particular community, Baker argued, activists had to
form relationships, build trust, and engage in a democratic process of deci-
sion making together with community members. The goal was to politicize
the community and empower ordinary people. This was Baker’s model,
and in 1961 it became sncc’s model.”2

From the spring of 1060 through the summer of 1961, the new student
movement and the group that emerged out of it toughened and matured
tactically and ideologically. In the beginning, sncc was not Baker’s ideal
organization. As a result of the Rock Hill jail action, the Freedom Rides,
and its growing reputation for boldness, sNncc’s practices and philosophy
became more recognizably similar to Baker’s own vision and values. But
exactly what were those political values? Dorothy Miller (Zellner), a young
white leftist from New York, who worked in sncc’s Atlanta office, admired
Ella Baker but always found her politics “a bit of a mystery.””? What Doro-
thy really meant by this was that she could not precisely situate Baker
within the various ideological tendencies of the left, and Baker was neither
a nationalist nor a liberal.”* She defied orthodoxy, and her views tran-
scended traditional political categories.

Since Baker never wrote an organizing manual or an ideological trea-
tise, her theory was literally inscribed in her daily work—her practice.
Some of the most powerful political lessons that she taught were through
example, which represented an articulation of her unwritten theory in a
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conscious set of actions and practices. In no sense an armchair radical
Baker pursued a politics of action more than of words. The concept 011‘
political “praxis,” meaning the marriage of theory and practice, is a helpful
way to try to map Baker’s political ideas on the bumpy landscape of her
work of more than half a century.’s
Baker had enormous confidence in the knowledge base of poor and

oppressed communities and in the intellectual and analytic capacities of
people without formal academic training. This was in part what she mod-
eled in her own exchanges with students, sharecroppers, and movement
co-workers. Because she and other women did clerical work, it was as-
sumed that they could not think, analyze, and articulate. Baker rejected
the artificial division between menta] and manual labor. It was, she said, a
problem that “so many people who are ‘not educated’ always defer to tho;e
who have got book learning.””6 She spelled out this problem in the move-
ment’s own practice: “The clerical people are the people who take the
dictation, . . . put it on paper . . . you don'’t expect them to be the ones to
have the ideas. . .it’snota given.””” Baker made this observation eritically,
suggesting that there should be no distinct intellectual leadership; rarherj
thinking and analysis should be incorporated into all aspects of movement’
work. She was willing to run the mimeograph machine and type letters, but
she was just as determined to offer historical insights and theoretical, cri-
tiques to the process.

Ella Baker earned the incontestable position of resident elder and intellec-
tual mentor of snce during its first six years of existence. Her ideas and
teachings permeated the group’s discussions, shaped its ethos, and set its
tone. She was consulted on issues ranging from strategy and analysis to lo-
gistics and fund-raising on an almost daily basis. As Jim Forman, executive
secretary of sNcc, later remarked, “Throughout the decade of the sixties,
many people helped to ignite or were touched by the creative fire that was
SNcc without appreciating the generating force of Ella Jo Baker,”8

Even though the national media never cast the spotlight on Baker’s

political career in the 1960s, her colleagues and coworkers fully appreci-
ated the contribution she made. When Howard Zinn, a historian and move-
ment activist, published SNCC: The New Abolitionists, the first account of .
the organization’s development, he dedicated the book to Baker. In his
words, she was “more responsible than any other single individual for the
formation of the new abolitionists [snec] as an organized group.”? In the
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1960s, her lifelong friend Pauli Murray, a keen observer of progressive
politics, praised Ella Baker as “the gal who I think has done so much ior
spearheading the revolutionary movement among Negroes in the S_outh. L
Stokely Carmichael, another sncc leader, recalled that by the m1d-1960's
Baker “was just so overwhelming and ubiquitous in sncc that it seems as if

she was always present.”®

THE EMPOWERMENT OF AN INDIGENOUS
SOUTHERN BLACK LEADERSHIP, 1961-1964

One of the major emphases of sNcc, from the beginning,
was that of working with indigenous people, not working for them,
] but trying to develop their capacity for leadership.
Ella Baker, 1967

i Between 1961 and 1964, sncc launched over a dozen projects in rural and
urban communities across the South. Young civil rights activists partici-
pated in grassroots struggles in places like Pine Bluff, Arkansas; Danville,
Virginia; Albany, Georgia; and, later, Lowndes County, Alabama, and the
heart of the Mississippi Delta. In some cases, sNCG supported and helped
sustain desegregation and voter rights projects that were already under
way. In other places, where protest campaigns had stagnated or had been
halted after violent reprisals, sncc organizers had to start over, identifying
people who were ready to take action, helping them select targets and
tactics, and offering them whatever resources they could mobilize to con-
front their adversaries. Whether sncc Sent activists into a community to
Support an ongoing campaign or to reinvigorate a local movement, its
approach to organizing was a direct outgrowth of Ella Baker’s teachings
and represented a major shift in the way Black Freedom Movement groups
operated in the South,

Ella Baker’s unofficial political curriculum was not the only contributing
factor to the formation of sncc’s radical democratic approach, but it was a
major one. Her message was simple and subtle. She urged snce organizers
to suppress their own egos and personal and organizational ambitions as
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