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Introduction

On a spring evening in 1967 after the
first full day of a staff retreat, nearly
seventy-five members of the executive
and field staffs of the Southern Chris-
tian Leadership Conference (SCLC)
met in an auditorium on St. Helena
Island, a picturesque and secluded sea
island on the South Carolina coast.
The audience had spent the day dis-
cussing issues and planning strategies
related to their participation in the
civil rights movement. Now they were
waiting to hear words of encourage-
ment.

They were meeting at Frissell Com-
munity House in Penn Community
Center, a complex of modest late-nine-
teenth and early-twentieth century
buildings with a backdrop of live oaks
and Spanish moss. Frissell had been
built in 1925 near the center of the
island. It was the focal point of the
complex and one of its most promi-
nent buildings. New York architect
John H. House had designed it as a
one-story tabby building with a red
tiled roof in the Spanish-mission style.
It included the auditorium, a library,
a kitchen, and a dining room.!

Penn Center, often simply called
Penn, was frequently the site for meet-
ings, workshops, and staff retreats of
organizations from all over the South.
It was the successor to Penn School,
which had been founded during the
Civil War by Northern missionaries
and named for the Quaker William

Martin Luther King, Jr. (Courtesy the King Library and Archives.)

Penn. These missionaries helped edu-
cate and train ‘blacks on the South
Carolina sea islands after Federal
forces had occupied the area. In what
became known as the Port Royal Ex-
periment, teachers and administra-
tors, with help from the United States

Army, taught the blacks how to make
the difficult transition from slavery to
freedom. It was the government’s first
large-scale attempt to help newly-freed
slaves establish themselves as full and
productive members of society.?

By 1900 the school, renamed Penn
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Frissell Community House (built 1925)
at Penn Community Center; Frissell
was the site of four SCLC staff retreats
and the scene of King’s addresses to his
staff. (lan Hill, SCDAH, 1992.)

Normal, Agricultural and Industrial
School, had evolved from a primarily
academic institution to one that
helped blacks become more self-suffi-
cient and self-reliant by training them
to improve domestic, agricultural, and
industrial conditions on the island.
After public education came to the
island in the 1940s, Penn School be-
came Penn Community Services. As
such, it continued to serve as a focal
point for the black community not
only of St. Helena Island but of Beau-
fort County as well ®

On that spring evening in 1967 af-
ter an introduction from SCLC secre-
tary-treasurer Ralph Abernathy, Dr.
Martin Luther King, Jr—SCLC presi-
dent, minister, author, recipient of the
Nobel Peace Prize, and one of the
best-known leaders of the modern
American civil rights movement—
shared his thoughts on the staff retreat
and explained its purpose. “I think,”
King began, “we are having a very nec-
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essary and fruitful retreat here to-
gether. . . . In any movement, every
now and then, you must take off from
the battlefield and try desperately to
see where you are going.” “This,” he
reminded his staff, “is why we are here.
... We are trying to see where we are
going and how we are going to get
there.”*

The SCLC frequently chose Penn
Center as the site for these meetings,
which it held each year either in the
spring or the fall—or sometimes in
both. They served as retreats or plan-
ning sessions for the executive staff,
the field staff, and occasionally for
both groups together. Staff members
attending the retreats were assigned
rooms either in Benezet House—a
two-story frame building erected in
1905 to house Penn School’s female
teachers and students—or in Arnett
House—a two-story frame building
erected in 1937 to house student-
teachers—or in Lathers Dormitory—

a one-story tabby building erected in
1922 to house Penn School’s male

teachers and students. King and some
of the senior SCLC staff stayed in
Gantt Cottage, a small one-story frame
residence built in 1940 to replace the
original Gantt Cottage, which had
burned.®

The executive staff retreats were de-
signed to provide King, his senior staff,
and other advisors with a private fo-
rum where they could discuss the is-
sues facing the movement and the
direction in which SCLC was moving.
Discussions often gave way to heated
arguments over the best course of ac-
tion, and King would remind the
group, only half in jest, “Remember,
we are a non-violentorganization.”® A
recent study of SCLC has observed
that in these sessions “SCLC, in its
most complete expression, analyzed
large questions of philosophy, strat-
egy, and politics in an atmosphere of
convivial informality.””
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The field staff retreats were meant

to promote understanding within
SCLC and to forge a renewed dedica-
tion to the struggle for civil rights.
They gave the field staff an opportu-
nity to “discuss their problems, air
their grievances, and enjoy some rare
contact with King."3

Both retreats combined a variety of
activities to help SCLC'’s staff members
respond to the constant pressures they
faced. Group meals, recreation, and

sing-alongs were designed to improve
morale; workshops recommended
tactics for demonstrations or marches
against injustice; philosophical discus-
sions reinforced the fundamental
role of nonviolent protest in the
organization’s—and the movement’s
—efforts; and strategy sessions out-
lined SCLC’s plan for the immediate
and notso-immediate future. In addi-
tion, King always gave at least one

The birth of SCLC

In the ten years before 1965, events
like the Montgomery, Alabama, bus
boycott; the sit-ins in Greensboro,
North Carolina, and other cities; the
Freedom Rides in Alabama and Mis-
sissippi; the direct action campaigns
against segregation in Albany, Geor-
gia, and Birmingham, Alabama; and

the March on Washington had fo-
cused a great deal of national and in-
ternational attention on America’s
growing civil rights movement. They
also highlighted the serious racial ten-
sions created by a system that not only
enforced legal segregation but in
many ways encouraged illegal dis-

Benezet House (built 1905), at Penn
Community Center; Benezet housed
SJemale SCLC staff members during
their retreats here. (Ian Hill, SCDAH,
1992.)

speech, sermon, or informal talk—of
ten on the first or the last night of the
retreat—either to set the tone for the
discussions or to reinforce their im-
pact. Such gatherings played a signifi-
cant, even vital, part in the evolution
of SCLC’s—and King’s—participa-
tion in the civil rights movement. And
those they held at Penn Center from
1965 through 1967 were among the
most important of all.®

crimination aswell. The opposition of
the white establishment to black pro-
tests—requently backed by the power
of local, state, and national govern-
ments—was virtually universal and all
too often gave rise to violence.
SCLC, with King as its first presi-
dent, had been founded just after the
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Arnett House (built 1937) at Penn
Community Center; Arnett housed
SCLC staff members during their
retreats here. (lan Hill, SCDAH,
1992.)

successful bus boycott in Montgomery
in 1957 and had participated in vary-
ing degrees in major and minor pro-
tests throughout the South. It shared
responsibility for directing the civil

rights movement with established or-
ganizations like the National Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP), the National Urban
League, and the Congress of Racial

A distant rumble of drums?

Though SCLC held its first staff retreat
at Penn in September 1965, the orga-
nization had already used the facilities
there to conduct training sessions in
its Citizenship Education Program.
This program, which taught adults to
read to encourage the registration of
black voters, trained groups of pro-
spective teachers under the direction
of Dorothy Cotton and Septima
Poinsett Clark. Cotton, who had been
active in the civil rights movement in
Virginia, and Clark, a teacher and ac-
tivist from Charleston, South Carolina,
had helped operate similar citizenship
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programs for the Highlander Folk
School in Tennessee and had joined
the SCLC staff in 1960 and 1961, re-
spectively."

SCLC had also used Penn Center
in March 1964 to hold an earlyand im-
portant national meeting attended by
some fifty delegates from twelve
Southern states. These delegates rep-
resented affiliates—groups who had
associated themselves with SCLC and
its civil rights efforts in particular geo-
graphic areas, most often in cities and
towns. Membership in SCLC was
based in these affiliates rather than in

Equality (CORE), and with more re-
cently-formed organizations like the
Student Non-violent Coordinating
Committee (SNCC).!®

individuals to keep from alienating
the NAACP, which had long offered
individual memberships. The two-day
meeting at Penn took place on Thurs-
day 12 March and Friday 13 March. It
was the first national meeting of
SCLC affiliates and was designed to
train local leaders to organize demon-
strations and boycotts and to teach
them about negotiation, publicity, and
other tactics.!?

This meeting received a great deal
of attention—some of it sensational-
ized, most of it exaggerated, and all of
it hostile—from the Charleston News
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and Courier, edited by staunch segrega-
tionist Thomas R. Waring, Jr. C. T.
Vivian, SCLC director of affiliates, told
reporters who covered the meeting
that it stemmed from SCLC'’s desire
“to see every person allowed the
American privilege of registering and
voting without knowing the reprisals,
brutality and death that are being vis-
ited upon the voting Negro.”'* One
article claimed that King, who ad-
dressed the delegates on the first day,
“left behind a flood of unanswered
questions and a chill feeling of appre-
hension among Beaufort County’s
white population,” who feared that
Beaufort might be the scene of dem-

onstrations later that year."* The
rhetoric of an opinion piece by colum-
nist Hugh Gibson painted the SCLC
as a group of radicals under orders
from Communist leaders, planning a
revolution against the government. “It
was difficult to realize that American
history was written at Penn Center
under the old oaks festooned with
Spanish moss,” Gibson wrote. “You
had to listen very carefully to catch the
distant rumble of drums. But it was
there, lads, indeed it was.” !>

A succession of memorable events
associated with the civil rights move-
ment took place in the eighteen
months between the affiliates’ meet-

Lathers Dormitory (built 1922) at Penn
Community Center; Lathers housed
male SCLC staff members during their
retreats here. (lan Hill, SCDAH,
1992.)

ing at Penn and the first SCL.C staff
retreat held there in September 1965.
These events included the murder of
three civil rights workers in Mississippi;
the passage of the Civil Rights Act of
1964; King’s selection as the recipient
of the 1964 Nobel Peace Prize; the
dramatic march from Selma, Ala-
bama, to the state capital in Montgom-
ery; and the passage of the Voting
Rights Act of 1965. The enactment
of federal civil rights and voting
rights legislation in consecutive years
was a major milestone and in many
ways represented the culmination of
one struggle and the beginning of
another.

The Chicago Freedom Movement

Since 1957 SCLC had focused most of
its efforts in the South, where segrega-
tion and other forms of racial discrimi-
nation were firmly entrenched. King,

though he was too much of arealist to
believe that his work there was over,
thought that SCLC should expand its
movement into the North, organizing

nonviolent protests in large cities
where the social and economic status
of blacks was often just as wretched as
in the rural South. King’s “People to
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“ Staff retreats were meant to promote understanding within SCLC and to forge a renewed dedication to the struggle for civil rights.”
Hosea Williams, SCLC director of voter registration (in striped shirt at center), leading SCLC field staff in song; King is in the
background, just left of the blackboard; Andrew Young is in the background against the wall at the far right; and Joan Baez is to the
right of and facing Williams. This series of candid photographs was taken during the September 1965 retreat by photographer Bob
Fitch; all interior views are of Frissell Community House, where the sessions took place. (Bob Fitch Photo, 840-11.)

People” tours of urban ghettos in New
York, Boston, and Chicago in the
spring and summer of 1965, and out-
breaks of violence like the bloody ri-
ots in Watts, a Los Angeles ghetto,
simply reinforced his view.'® “In the
North, we have heard much about the
validity of violence. It has become a

8

challenge to the nonviolent move-
ment,” King told his executive staff in
late August. “On the heels of the Los
Angeles riots, we mustdo a soul search-
ing and profound analysis to properly
chart our course.”'” The decision was
made to go North, using efforts al-
ready underway in Chicago as a pilot

project, and SCLC scheduled a retreat
at Penn Center for mid-September to
make plans and to train the executive
and field staff who would be involved
in the Chicago campaign and other
projects in the coming year.

This retreat received much less
press coverage than the 1964 affiliates’
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meeting had, though SCLC public
relations aide Junius Griffin, in an-
swer to areporter’s question about the
organization’s presence at Penn, said,
“We came to Beaufort because we like
the area and its historical significance,
particularly at Penn Center.”'® The
retreat, held from Monday through
Thursday, 13-16 September, focused
on SCLC’s need to reaffirm its com-
mitment to nonviolence and on ways
in which staff could successfully im-
port protest strategies into Northern
cities. Andrew Young, SCLC executive
director, stressed the value of direct ac-
tion nonviolent protests like demon-
strations, marches, and boycotts,
saying they could be just as effective in
helping blacks “imprisoned in North-
ern ghettoes” as they had been in the
South.'” Though Chicago was the
major topic, SCLC discussed other
plans, like the organization’s possible
involvement in local protest and voter
registrations efforts in Mississippi,
and announced the appointment of
Robert L. Green as SCLC education
director.

King, after meeting brieflywith the
executive staff on the first day, flew to
Washington for meetings with the
Mississippi Freedom Democratic
Party, then returned to Penn to ad-
dress the retreat on Wednesday, 15
September. Folksinger and activist
Joan Baez attended the retreat and
remembered years later that at one
point during his brief stay, King, ex-
hausted and discouraged, sat in his
room at Gantt Cottage and argued
with members of his executive staff.
He said “he couldn’t take the pressure
anymore, that he just wanted to go

back . . . and preach in his little
church, and he was tired of being a
leader.”® With the unceasing and of-
ten unreasonable demands on his
time and energy, the enormous re-
sponsibilities and public scrutiny, and
the constant threat of physical harm,
it was little wonder King expressed
such emotions in a private moment—
ironically, at a retreat intended to al-
leviate, not to add to his stress.

One issue weighing heavily on
King’s mind at this time—and one
that would continue to trouble him
for months to come—was the steady
escalation of American involvement in
the Vietnam War and his public criti-
cism of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s
foreign policy. King had opposed the
war publicly for the first time in March
1965 and throughout the year, had
increased both the extent and the fre-
quency of his comments. “The war in
Vietnam must be stopped,” he said at
a SCLC rally in July. “There must be
anegotiated settlement.”® Many ob-
servers, however, believing this antiwar
stand had no relevance to civil rights,
criticized King for his opposition.
Even SCLC, at its annual convention
in August, passed a resolution that
disavowed the organization’s interest
in the growing peace movement,
stressed that its efforts would be “con-
fined to the question of racial broth-
erhood,”® and made it clear thatany
comments King made on Vietnam
would be made as an individual and
not as president of SCLC. Criticism of
King's antiwar position increased
when, just before the retreat at Penn
Center, he met with United Nations
Ambassador Arthur Goldberg and

expressed his hope that the United
States would stop bombing North Viet-
nam and negotiate with the Viet Cong.
Press reports of this meeting, followed
by Senator Thomas Dodd’s vigorous
denunciation of King's views, gave
him even more negative publicity. In
the face of such opposition, which
threatened to endanger his effective-
ness in organizing support for SCLC’s
programs, King decided the best
course would be to refrain from tak-
ing part in the growing public debate
on Vietnam and concentrate his ener-
gies on the civil rights movement.®
Even that course had its daily prob-
lems, disputes, and disappointments,
however, most notably those associ-
ated with SCLC'’s Chicago campaign
and those caused by growing tensions
within and among the major civil
rights organizations. After months of
discussions about goals but relatively
little substantive preparation for the
staff assigned to achieve them, King
announced in January 1966 that the
campaign would be a “War on Slums.”
SCLGC, in conjunction with the Coor-
dinating Council of Community Orga-
nizations (CCCO)—an association of
several Chicago civil rights groups—
would work to improve the social, eco-
nomic, and day-to-day lives of the city's
blacks, particularly those living in the
ghettos. Such a wide-ranging ap-
proach differed dramatically from
SCLC’s approach in the South, where
it had focused attention on single is-
sues like the integration of public
places or the registration of black vot-
ers. “Our primary objective,” King
told reporters, “will be to bring about
the unconditional surrender of forces
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“We came to Beaufort because we like
the area and its historical significance,
particularly at Penn Center,” SCLC
Public Relations Atde Junius Griffin
told newspaper reporters from the State
in September 1965. SCLC staff
members talking outside Hampton
House. (Bob Fitch Photo, 849-38.)

dedicated to the creation and mainte-
nance of slums and ultimately to make
slums a moral and financial liability
upon the whole community.”*
When SCLC’s attempts to organize
a strong base of support among the
tenants of Chicago’s slums met with
apathy—and sometimes outright hos-
tility—the field staff lost their sense
of direction and purpose. Most pre-
ferred the excitement and confronta-
tion of mass demonstrations to the
relative boredom and hard work
of door-to-door community organiza-
tion and were pleased, therefore,
when, in the spring of 1966, the SCLC-
CCCO “Chicago Freedom Movement”
moved its emphasis away from com-
munity organization in the ghettos
and back to the familiar tactics of di-
rect-action rallies and demonstrations
in the all-white sections of Chicago.
They targeted the strict segregation of
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neighborhoods, which was supported
by the policies of the city’s real estate
brokers, and by June, had drawn up a
list of several demands addressing in-
equities in education and housing and
had announced plans for a 100,000-
person rally followed by a march to
City Hall and meetings with Mayor
Richard Daley and other city leaders.”

Meanwhile, however, events in Mis-
sissippi drew King’s, and SCLC’s, at-
tention back to the South and away
from their difficulties in Chicago. In
early June, James Meredith, who, in
1962, had become the first black stu-
dent at the University of Mississippi,
announced his intention to undertake
a one-man march from Mempbhis,
Tennessee, to Jackson, Mississippi.
This march, designed to dramatize
Meredith’s belief that blacks in Missis-
sippi should not be intimidated by the
threat of white violence, lasted just a

lite over a day before Meredith was
shot by a sniper.

Though Meredith’s wounds were
not serious, the attack spurred SCLC,
CORE, and SNCC to announce that
they would continue hismarch. King,
SNCC chairman Stokely Carmichael,
and others argued several times over
the proper tone of the march, with
King upholding his belief in nonvio-
lence and Carmichael advocating not
only self-defense but the concept of
black separatism as well. While a com-
mon SNCC slogan was “Freedom
Now!"—which referred to the need
for governmental guarantees of civil
rights—Carmichael and others coined
anew—and controversial—one when
they shouted “Black Power!” during
the march. Press coverage of the dis-
sension focused on SNCC's new slo-
gan and gave many Americans the

impression that “Black Power” repre-
-



sented a repudiation of King’s philoso-
phy of nonviolent protest.

The public debate over both the
meaning of “Black Power” and the
direction in which the civil rights
movement was going lasted through
the summer and into the fall and led
to a “white backlash”—a criticism of
the movement that was fueled by fear
at the prospect of widespread violent
demonstrations and marches.*® King,
for his part, tried to subscribe to the
slogan’s positive connotations and to
distance himself from the negative
ones. “We must not be ashamed of
being black,” he said ata Chicago rally
on 10 July to the some thirty-five thou-
sand people who had gathered. “We
must believe with all our hearts that
black is as beautiful as any other
color.” Then, he stressed “I do notsee
the answer to our problems in vio-
lence” and warned against “the error

of building a distrust for all white

n27

people.

Over the next few weeks, hopes for
racial or social progress in Chicago
seemed quite slim. The day after the
rally, King and other leaders of the
SCLC-CCCO coalition presented
their demands for open housing to
Mayor Daley. Daley and the city fa-
thers reacted angrily to the Chicago
Freedom Movement’s position, the
discussions degenerated into accusa-
tions on both sides, and the meeting
closed in an atmosphere of mistrust
and hostility. Frustrated black youths
in the slums, some disillusioned over
segregation and living conditions and
others upset by what they thoughtwas
mistreatment by the Chicago police,
initiated a week of nightly violence
and vandalism. Amid charges from
the city that SCLC'’s efforts there had
encouraged the rioting, and counter-

Gantt Cottage (built 1940) at Penn
Community Center; King and his
senior SCLC staff stayed here during
their retreats. (Ian Hill, SCDAH,
1992.)

charges from King that the city’s ne-
glect or abuse of'its black citizens had
caused it, the Chicago Freedom Move-
ment launched a series of protest
marches in white neighborhoods that
began at the end of_]ﬁly and lasted
throughout August. Angry hecklers
and often violence greeted the dem-
onstrators, who were protected, not
always successfully, by the Chicago
police. During one particularly vicious
attack, King was struck by a rock.
When press coverage of the vandal-
ism, violence, and demonstrations
contributed to the perception that the
situation was getting out of hand, both
sides agreed to meetin an attempt to
come to terms. On 26 August, after
two weeks of spirited negotiations, the
city and the Chicago Freedom Move-
mentannounced that the city govern-
mentwould endits participation in or
support of discriminatory practices,
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particularly in regard to housing.
Some in the SCLC-CCCO coalition
viewed this settlement as a victory; oth-
erssaw it as a defeat. Though King be-

lieved that the agreement was the best
they could hope for under the circum-
stances, some accused SCLC and King
of “selling out” to the white establish-

Staggered but not stopped

David J. Garrow, author of the monu-
mental study Bearing the Cross: Martin
Luther King, [r., and the Southern Chris-
tian Leadership Conference, has observed
in a recent article that in the fifteen
months between August 1965 and
November 1966, “four major set-
backs—black riots, beginning with
Watts; the moral trauma of Vietnam;
the perceived failure of the Chicago

campaign; and the debilitating debate
over "Black Power”—had staggered
but not stopped Martin Luther King,
Jr. Gradually he was moving toward an
explicit decision to make issues of eco-
nomic justice the focal point of his
future work.”® The setbacks and the
need to outline a plan for SCLC’s fu-
ture led King to the conclusion that he
himself needed “a respite from his

Where do we go from here?

Arguably, this retreat was the most
important of all the SCLC staff re-
treats. It marked a turning point in
King’s career as he completed his evo-
lution from a spokesman for civil
rights to an advocate of human rights.
It also demonstrated that King could
criticize with “vigor” both “America’s
war policies abroad and its deep-
seated economic injustices athome.”
King delivered a major speech to an
audience of some seventy-five SCLC
staff members on the evening of
Monday 14 November. Garrow has
noted that King, who usually spoke ex-
temporaneously or from rough notes,
undoubtedly considered this an im-
portant speech because he took the
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time to prepare a handwritten—and
later, typed—outline before he deliv-
ered it; Adam Fairclough has called
this address “among [King’s] most sig-
nificant statements, for it staked out
the radical position which guided him
for the rest of his life.”* Garrow also
observed that “what began as a two-
stage draft outline for the November
14 speech also became the initial out-
line for a book and supplied the
book’s title.”*

After an introduction by Andrew
Young, King made a few opening re-
marks. “T want all of us to recognize
the seriousness of this retreat and of
all that we are doing,” he reminded
the SCLC staff. He thanked “those of

ment—a disturbing anticlimax to the
Chicago campaign after nearly a year
of work.®

wearying daily schedule of travels and
speeches” and that he and the SCLC
needed “the opportunity for serious
reflection on the strategic choices that
lay ahead.”* Accordingly, he called
for a five-day retreat at Penn Center
from Sunday through Thursday, 11-
17 November, for all executive and
field staff.

you who are working on a day to day
basis in communities all over our
country to make the American dream
a reality.” Then, he introduced his
main topic as “First, from whence we
have come. Secondly, where we are
now. And thirdly, where do we go
from here.” He continued, “Now, I
want to assure you that I am still
searching myself. Idon’t have all the
answers. . . . [ don’t know everything
so you can feel free after I finish my
informal statement to question me
and we question each other.”*
Beginning with a look at “from
whence we have come,” King gave his
staff a short narrative and analysis of
the civil rights movement from 1954



“The Southern Christian Leadership Conference’s staff retreats at Penn Center ‘played a significant, even vital, part in the evolution
of SCLC’s—and King’s—participation in the civil rights movement.” Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., (just right of center) and SCLC
staff singing at the September 1965 retreat. Andrew Young, SCLC executive director, is third from left with his arms crossed; Ralph
Abernathy, SCLC secretary-treasurer, is on King’s left. (Bob Fitch photo, 838-3.)

to its present situation in the fall of
1966. He emphasized two turning
points, which he considered crucial to
the movement. The first he called the
legal turning point—the 1954 Su-
preme Court decision in Brown v. the
Board of Education of Topeka, in which
“the highest tribunal of our nation
pronounced legal segregation consti-

tutionally dead.” The second, he
called the psychological turning
point—the series of developments
from the Montgomery bus boycott of
1957 to the Selma marches of 1965, in
which “the Negro recognized that if
freedom was to be real, it had to be not
only something from the top down,
but something from the bottom up.”

King, after recounting the strides
made “as we engaged in nonviolent
action during the psychological turn-
ing point,” admitted, “Now what we
must see is that this period did notac-
complish everything.”* Problemsstill
faced the movement. One arose from
the fact that the legal successes that
elevated civil rights in the South did
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“Discussions often gave way to heated arguments over the best course of action, and King would remind the group, only half in jest,
‘Remember, we are a non-violenl organization.’” Hosea Williams in an animated moment during a staff session. ( Bob Fitch photo,
§43-9.)

not address questions of social and
economic rights in Northern cities—
as SCLC’s recent experiences in Chi-
cago painfully illustrated; another
arose from the fact that most of the
successes were themselves minor vic-
tories and did not address larger is-
sues; yet another stemmed from that
fact thatalthough many forms of legal
segregation were falling, the underly-

14

ing racism, which had helped create
and support that segregation, was still
very much alive. “If you say that I am
not good enough to live next door to
you, if you say that [ am not good
enough to eat at a lunch counter, if
you say that I am not good enough to
go into a hotel or motel because of the
color of my skin or my ethnic origins,
then you are saying in substance that

I do not deserve to exist. And this is
what we see when we see that racism
still hovering over our nation.”*
Proceeding to an examination of
“where we are now,” King acknowl-
edged that the “Black Power” debate
and the corresponding “white back-
lash™ had contributed to “a great deal
of confusion in the air, and I think we

would all agree thata lot of people are
-~



frustrated, a lot of people have lost
their way.” His response was to argue
that the movement was actually a so-
cial revolution—a revolution taking
place not only in America but
throughout the world—and that revo-
lutions did not always develop by mov-
ing from one event to another in an
orderly progression. “Often you feel
like you are going backwards and it
looks like you are really going away
from the goal . . . But you are in fact
stillmoving on .. . in every social revo-
lution, there is a period of progres-
sion, there is a period of recession.”*
Conceding that the civil rights move-
ment was in just one such recession,
King then began to address the prob-
lems posed by “Black Power” and the
“white backlash.” “Black Power is a cry
of pain,” he claimed. “Itis in fact a
reaction to the failure of White Power
to deliver the promises and to doitin
ahurry.” Itwas, he said, “a cry of hurt”
that contained within “an unconscious
belief in Black separatism” and “an
unconscious belief in the validity of
violence;” and he argued again that
“the concept of Black Power is some-
thing we are certainly able to under-
stand and accept . . . [ hope what we
are seeking is black equality, not black
domination.”*® As for the recent and
much-debated “white backlash,” King
believed that “the so-called White
backlash is really White reaction to
questions being raised by the Civil
Rights Movement which demand a
restructuring of the very architecture
of American society,” and that “Black
Power did not create the so-called
White backlash. . .. The backlash is not

new.”%

Concluding with a lengthy discussion
of “where do we go from here”—al-
most half his speech—King told his
staff, “we must honestly face the fact
that the Movement must address itself
to the restructuring of the whole of
American society.”* He spoke of forty
million Americans living in poverty
and elaborated on his belief that
“something is wrong with capital-
ism”—a theme he thought could be
explored more fully in the confines of
a private staff retreat than in a public
forum. He wanted, he explained, to
bring up the topic “in this quiet set-
ting, in this atmosphere where you can
discuss such things, and you are notac-
cused of being a Communist for dis-
cussing it.” He did not, he said,

embrace all the tenets of Marxism, -

and he theorized on the differences
between capitalism and socialism.
“Capitalism fails to realize that life is
social. Marxism fails to realize that life
isindividual. Truth is found neither in
the rugged individualism of capitalism
nor in the impersonal collectivism of
Communism.” Referring to persistent
charges that he was a communist or
was heavily influenced and supported
by communists, King remarked,
“when you read about me being a
Communist you really know where 1
stand.”*! He then suggested courses
of action. The best way to eliminate
poverty and other social inequities, he
believed, was to establish a guaranteed
annual income—"Until we come to
the point in America of saying that
every family must have a livable wage,”
he said “then we aren’t going to solve
the problem.™? King returned to the
theme of nonviolence and the rising

spirit of black separatism in the move-
ment, saying “We must still believe that
violence, in our struggle, is impracti-
cal and immoral. . . . I think the ulti-
mate weakness of violence, practically,
and morally, is the fact that it never
really deals with the basic evil in the
situation.”* He also stressed his wish
that SCLC, through interracial coop-
eration, would be “thatlamp of hope,
that light in a very dark situation. . ..
We are tied together. And in some
strange way every Negro is a little
White, and every White man is a little
Negro. . . . we must still sing Black
and White together, We Shall Over-
come.”* Apologizing for speaking
“far too long,” King spoke briefly
about the “three basic evilsin America:
the evil of racism, the evil of excessive
materialism, the evil of militarism.” He
called these three evils “inseparable
triplets” and noted that the movement
would have to address not only civil
rights as most people perceived them
but human rights as well.*®

. King brought his speech to a stir-
ring end by employing the analogy of
football to describe the task facing
SCLCin particular and the movement
as a whole. “We have some difficult
days, but I think some challenging
days,” he admitted.

We brought the football of Civil

Rights through gains in public

accommodations, and the right

to vote to about the 50 yard line.

And now we are moving into the

opposition’s territory. We must

not forget now that there are die-

hards on that team determined

to defeat our advance, deter-

mined to keep us from getting
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across the goal line, determined
to resist every move. . . . I think
at this moment that we have got
to get together and see that we
have some good quarterbacks
calling sound signals. That we
have some good forces in the
backfield running the ball. That
we have a great dedicated, abid-
ing line making the way through
.. . As we move on, sometimes
we may even fumble the ball, but
for God'’s sake recover it. And
then we will move on down the
field. And I believe that with this
kind of moral power, with this
kind of determination, with this
kind of willingness to suffer,
we’ll get across that goalline.

If they were successful, King
concluded, “people everywhere will
rise up and sing, there lives a great
people, a Black people with marvelous
White allies who injected new mean-
ing into the veins of Western Civiliza-
tion,” 4

After being acknowledged, edu-
cated, encouraged, and challenged by
such an address, the staff spent the
three remaining days of the retreatin
topical sessions. Executive staff
members led the sessions—Andrew
Young on “SCLC & Strategy for Social

“The [September 1965] retreat . . .
Jocused on SCLC’s need to reaffirm its
commatment to nonviolence and on
ways in which staff could successfully
import protest strategies into Northern
cities.” fames Lawson of the SCLC
executive staff (at blackboard) and Ira
Sanperl, activist, lead a staff session on
strategies in nonviolent protest. (Bob
Fitch photo, 842-37.)



Change;” King on “SCLC & Foreign
Affairs;” James Lawson on “Practice
and Training in Nonviolent Action;”
Hosea Williams on “Voter Registration
Emphasis;” and Young on “Personal
Decorum & Group Discipline of
SCLC Staff.”#" The discussions em-
phasized openness, and executive and
field staff talked frankly about the is-
sues they considered important; the
concerns they had; their personal
strengths and weaknesses; and SCLC’s
philosophy, projects, and programs.*

A partial transcript survives from
the session on nonviolent action, held
on the afternoon of Tuesday, 15
November; it reveals a diversity of
opinion among the SCLC staff, who
embraced differing and sometimes
contradictory views on the best way to
further nonviolent protests. At one
point, the discussion focused on the
question whether differences between
the South and the North were differ-
ences of reality or perception. Atan-
other, it dealt more explicitly with the
concept of nonviolence and how it
related to the daily work of the SCLC
staff. “Now, most people think that if
we get whooped on our heads for the
white man and take this, that we
are nonviolent,” one staff member
claimed. “There are lots of different
points in nonviolence.”** The group
agreed that “a political organization is
ameans of bringing about nonviolent
social change”and thatone of SCLC’s
priorities should be “to build a politi-
cal base in the South—to bring about
social change to provide justice.”
Lawson tried to get the group to ap-
ply the concept of nonviolence to the
specific situations SCLC faced in Chi-

cago or in Mississippi, saying, “we
ought not to be facing it with this kind
of abstract, and universal and world-
wide context. We ought to be saying,
what is it that I ought to be doing
now.”* Though this session—like
most at these retreats—raised more
questions than itanswered, it gave staff
members the opportunity to discuss
successes, failures, hopes, and con-
cerns about their work and SCLC's
place in the movement.

A session on Wednesday gave the
staff a chance to evaluate the executive
staff. Ralph Abernathy opened it and
invited everyone to “Please feel free to
speak very freely.” Concerns, which
were numerous, ranged from “the
breakdown in communication be-
tween the field staff and the Executive
staff” to “the lack of our employing the
principles of nonviolence among our-
selves;” from “being sent into a project
cold with no prior orientation about
the local set-up” to “the attitude of the
secretaries toward the field staff.”!
Some comments and questions were
quite pointed. “I have lost a lot of my
effectiveness as a worker because of
inter-personal relations,” someone
claimed. “The only time I have ever
been hit is by a staff member.”** An-
other complained, “If I can’t feed my
kids, how am I going to buy $5.00
worth of [SCLC] stock?”™ A third
asked bitterly, “What are we going to
do for the Negroes[?]—that is what I
want to know. We have got them in a
lot of trouble [by committing the
organization’s limited resources to too
many projects], and SCLC is fixing to
go to Chicago [to organize a voter reg-
istration drive].”* Such discussions

not only confirmed King’s Monday-
night observation that “we all live
with day to day tensions and day to
day problems, and we do need to
let our hair down, so to speak at
times,” but honored as well hiswish to
“take all of these sessions very seriously
because we are dealing with serious
problems.”®

Though the retreat gave the SCLC
staff an opportunity to discuss impor-
tant issues and to get away from daily
demands on their time and energy,
King himself still needed an uninter-
rupted period in a secluded place
where he could reflect seriously on the
future of the movement. Within a few
weeks, SCLC announced that he
would be taking a two-month leave of
absence to work on a book. The book,
which would develop many of the
themes and incorporate much of the
language of his speech at Penn Cen-
ter, was written and revised in January
and February 1967 and published as
Where Do We Go From Here: Chaos or
Community? Itreceived mixed reviews,
and most focused either on the long
chapter dealing with “Black Power” or
its emphasis on economic justice and
King’s belief that Lyndon Johnson's
“War on Poverty” was largely ineffec-
tive.?® Where Do We Go From Here, as
edited, often softened the tone of
King's speech of 14 November. Its dis-
cussion of “Black Power,” for example,
called the slogan “areaction to the fail-
ure of white power” rather than “a
reaction to the failure of White Power
to deliver the promises and to do it in
a hurry.”*” Touching on topicslike the
civil rights movement to 1967, “Black
Power,” the “white backlash,” the war
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in Vietnam, education, employment,
housing, and poverty, and offering a
blueprint for the future, Where Do We

Go From Herehas been called “far and
away the best starting point in all of
King's published writings for the

reader who wants to reflect upon
where King had come from and where
he potentially was going.”**

“Aint gomna study war no more”

After completing the revisions for his
book, King turned his attention to a
subject he was thinking about more
and more and mentioning quite fre-
quently in the speeches and public
statements he was making in the first
few months of 1967—the military and
political quagmire of the Vietnam
War. Two crucial factors influenced
this shift in direction: King’s uneasi-
ness over his 1965 decision to refrain
from extended public comment on
Vietnam, and the pleas of advisors and
others that he speak out more force-
fully against American involvementin
the war. In his speeches and public
statements, he began to criticize war
in general as the antithesis of nonvio-
lence and this war in particular as the
product of misplaced national priori-
ties.* In a speech at Riverside Church
in New York on 4 April, King ex-
plained his decision to voice his firm
opposition to the war. “My conscience
leaves me no other choice.”® He gave
several reasons—military spending
undermined the “War on Poverty;” a
disproportionate number of blacks
were fighting and dying in Southeast
Asia; violent young men in America’s
ghettos and slums were no worse than
“the greatest purveyor of violence in
the world today—my own govern-
ment”; and critics claiming the civil
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rights movement had nothing to do
with the peace movement were sadly
mistaken.” “Somehow this madness
must cease,” King told his audience.
“We must stop now. . . . The great ini-
tiative in this war is ours. The initia-
tive to stop it must be ours.” He also
demanded that “we admit that we
have been wrong from the beginning
of our adventure in Vietnam, that we
have been detrimental to the life of
the Vietnamese people.”® After out-
lining several steps toward ending
American involvement in the war, he
encouraged nonviolent protest and
concluded with a call to action,
adapted from the final chapter of
Where Do We Go From Here. “We are now
faced with the fact that tomorrow is
today. We are confronted with the
fierce urgency of now. . . . We must
move past indecision to action. We
must find new ways to speak peace in
Vietnam and justice throughout the
developing world—a world that bor-
ders on our doors.”®

Criticism of King’s more aggressive
antiwar stance was both immediate
and widespread, not only among
those who had opposed him in the
past but among some who had been
his closest supporters as well. The
NAACP, for example, when it issued
a resolution opposing any effort to

combine the civil rights and peace
movements, rebuked King’s speech by
implication, though it did not men-
tion him by name. Even Stanley
Levison—one of his closest advisors,
who had urged him to take a more
public stand on the war—thought the
speech would harm King’s standing in
the eyes of most Americans. Editori-
als and press coverage were over-
whelmingly negative, questioning his
qualifications to criticize American
foreign policy and his motives for do-
ing so.# “He has diminished his use-
fulness to his cause, to his countryand
to his people,” the Washington Post
claimed. “And thatisa great tragedy.”
Press support for King’s speech, like
the Christian Century’scharacterization
of it as “a magnificent blend of elo-
quence and raw fact. . . of tough real-
ism and infinite compassion,” was rare
indeed.® David J. Garrow has ob-
served that King was “pained but not
shocked” at the bitter controversy
over his 4 April speech and that he
“pledged not to be undaunted by the
unpopularity of his stand.”®

The themes of economic justice
and the Vietnam War would be cen-
tral to King’s thought until his death
a year later. His address at the third
SCLC retreat at Penn Center, which
was held from Sunday through Thurs-
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day, 21-26 May, bear this out. Andrew
Young, in a memo to all SCLC staff
members, cautioned them that “no
one will be excused from thisretreat.”
Some seventy-five members of the
executive and field staffs arrived on St.
Helena Island on the 21st.5” King de-
livered his speech to the staff the next
night in Frissell Community House.
He intended to provide “a few points
on where we are. . . . I think we need
to look at these points in order to char-
ter our course for the future.”®

His first point demonstrated the
way his thinking had evolved since the
fall of 1965, about the same time as the
first SCLC retreat at Penn. “It is nec-
essary for us to realize that we have
moved from the era of civil rights to
the era of human rights,” he observed.
“You see when we think of civil rights
we are referring to those rights that are
clearly defined by the Constitution.
The denial of those rights can be dealt
with by going into court, by demon-
strating to dramatize the denial, or by
an Executive Order . .. But when you
deal with human rights, you are not
dealing with something clearly de-
fined in the Constitution. They are
rights that are clearly defined by the
mandates of a humanitarian concern.
... We are talking about a good, solid,
well-paying job. We are talking about
agood, sound, sanitary house. We are
talking not merely about desegregated
education, but we are talking about
quality education.”®

King emphasized other points as
well. One centered on his belief that
the movement’s fight against segrega-
tion and other legal forms of discrimi-
nation was not enough “in this new era

where the struggle is for genuine
equality.” He stressed that the move-
ment, which, up to 1967, had been a
reform movement, would have to un-
dergo a transformation in the imme-
diate future. “I think we must see the
great distinction between a reform
movement and a revolutionary move-
ment. . .. In short, we have moved into
an era where we are called upon to
raise certain basic questions about the
whole society.”™ Another point cen-
tered on his view that “the evils of rac-
ism, economic exploitation and
militarism are all tied together. And
you really can’t get rid of one without
getting rid of the other. . . . what
America must be told today is that
she must be born again. The whole
structure of American life must be
changed.””

Introducing the central argument
of his speech, King gave his staff a
lengthy and detailed analysis of the
Vietnam War and what its continua-
tion meant to him, to the civil rights
movement, to the future of American
society, and to the future of the world
community. He disputed “those who
tell us that the reason we are fighting
in Vietnam today is because we are
fighting Communist aggression.”
King claimed that there was no North
or South Vietnam—that Vietnam was
actually one country fighting a civil
war—and that the Viet Cong were not
Communists at all but were actually
part of aresistance movement fighting
against an oppressive regime.”? “I
couldn’t look at this without raising
my voice against it,” he continued, ad-
dressing his critics. “Now I know the
voices that are being raised against me

and they are enjoying it now. Because
they can lash out against Martin
Luther King. . .. That it’s hurting the
civil rights movement, to take a stand
against the war in Vietnam. I wantyou
to help me as God’s prophets. And
a prophet tells the truth. What is
the truth? The war in Vietnam is
doing much more to hurt civil rights
than our standing against the war is
doing.””

After briefly speaking about other
issues of American domestic and for-
eign policy, King talked to the SCLC
staff in a more informal, more per-
sonal way, explaining how his philo-
sophical and political positions had
evolved since the November 1966
retreat. “I went away for two months
to do a lot of thinking, but basically
to write a book. . . . I thought about
civil rights and I thought about the
world situation and I thought about
America. And I thoughtabout the war
in Vietnam,” he told the audience.
“There are dmes in life when you must
take a position thatis neither safe, nor
politic, nor popular. Butyou doit, be-
cause it is right.”™ King called his
public opposition to the war his own
personal cross and commented,
“when I took up the crossI recognized
itsmeaning. ... The crossis something
that you bear and ultimately that you
die on.” He concluded his speech by
assuring his staff, “Iwant you to know
that my mind is made up. I backed up
a litde when I came out [against the
war] in 1965. My name then wouldn't
have been written in any book called
Profiles of Courage. But now I have
decided. Iwill not be intimidated. I
will not be harassed. I will not be
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James Lawson making a point in a discussion on the philosophy of nonviolence while Ira Sandperl listens. (Bob Fitch photo, §41-3.)

silentand I will be heard.” As King sat
down the audience broke into the
spiritual “Down By the Riverside,”
singing the refrain, “Ain’t gonna study
war no more.” ™

This retreat, just like the 1965 and
1966 retreats before it, attracted al-
most no press coverage, even in South
Carolina. King did speak to an Asso-
ciated Press reporter by phone from
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Penn Center, however, replying to
recent criticisms of his opposition to
the Vietnam War. A position paper
issued by Freedom House, an organi-
zation that included Roy Wilkins of
the NAACP on its board of directors,
had claimed that the peace movement
included “well-known Communist
allies and luminaries of the hate-
America left” and attacked King for

lending his name and “mantle of re-
spectability” to the antiwar cause.
King told the reporter that such
charges were “totally untrue and un-
warranted,” and defended the peace
movement as motivated by “a deep
love and concern for this nation.” 7
For the next few months, King,
anxious to show progress in SCLC's ef-
forts to organize blacks in Northern

-



cities, devoted more attention to cam-
paigns there than to Vietham. For the
rest of 1967, he focused on voter reg-
istration, open housing, and right-to-
work campaigns in Chicago; and on
the mobilization of similar campaigns
in Cleveland. Urban violence broke
out again during the summer, just as
it had in 1965 and 1966, with Newark
and Detroit suffering the worst rioting
in July. King responded to this third
summer of riots, blaming the white so-
ciety for creating the ghettos rather
than the rioters themselves. He told

The ‘Poor Peoples Campaign”

Though the concept of massive civil
disobedience as a weapon against pov-
erty had been discussed and debated
in the movement for several months,
King, his staff, and his advisors began
concrete planning for a specific cam-
paign in the early fall of 1967. Some
preliminary discussions, which tar-
geted Washington, D.C., as the most
effective site for these protests, were
held in September during a staff re-
treatin Warrenton, Virginia. The pro-
posed protest, set for the spring of
1968, was intended as a second,
more confrontational March on
Washington, and was named the
“Poor People’s Campaign.” It would
be an effort to forge anew movement,
one that would focus on social prob-
lems rather than racial ones, and one
that would encourage the participa-
tion of all citizens who sought to
change American society—whites as
well as blacks. King soon called an-
other staff retreat, this time at Penn

President Johnson, “only drastic
changes in the life of the poor will
provide the kind of order and stabil-
ity you desire.”” The summer riots,
and the white establishment’s reac-
tion to them, spurred King to arrive
at a more radical approach to non-
violent protest in urban America.
He believed that the SCLC could
channel the frustration that had
helped create the riots into con-
structive protests against the living
conditions that gave rise to the

Center, to work out the details of the
project. &

This last SCLC staff retreat at Penn
before King's death was a seven-day
meeting held from Monday, 27 No-
vember, through Sunday, 2 Decem-
ber. It featured one brief, informal,
and motivational speech by King titled
“Why A Movement?” and a second
longer, more formal and more inspi-
rational one, titled “The State of the
Movement.” These speeches demon-
strate the way King used different
types of addresses for different pur-
poses at staff retreats, and they provide
excellent illustrations of the ways in
which these retreats gave SCLC oppor-
tunities to refocus.

When the retreat opened on Mon-
day night 27 November, King’s first
spoke about the Poor People’s Cam-
paign and the reasons for it. “My
brothers and my sisters,” he said, “we
are going to Washington to confront
the seat of government and to say to

frustration. “To raise protest to an
appropriate level for cities, to in-
vest it with aggressive but nonvio-
lent qualities,” King said at the
SCLC annual convention in Au-
gust, “it is necessary to adopt civil
disobedience.”” Such disobedience
would be aimed at the disruption of
normal life in American cities, using
tactics designed to force schools, busi-
nesses, and transportation routes to
shut down to get attention—and re-
lief—from the federal government.”™

our nation and the powers that be that
something is wrong. And we are not
going to sit down on stools of do-
nothingism and accept this. Some-
thing is wrong.” Answering the
skeptics in SCLC and among his
advisors, who feared that the new
campaign had not been adequately
thought out, King exclaimed, “We're
talking about the right to eat, the right
to live. . . . You see, ] don’t care if we
don’t name the demand—just go to
Washington!”#'He stressed his convic-
tion that barriers to cooperation—like
tension between blacks and whites, or
disputes between those who believed
in nonviolence and those who sub-
scribed to it—would disappear during
the campaign. “It doesn’t matter
what, just get on to Washington.”%2
Hope, King believed, was the central
force behind this new campaign, and
he told the staff a story about a violin-
ist who broke a string in the middle of
a concert but transposed the piece
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“Both [the executive and the field staff] retreats combined a variety of activities to help SCLC'’s staff members respond to the constant
pressuresthey faced . . . [like] sing-alongs designed to tmprove morale.” Joan Baez, folksinger and activist, singing to King and the
SCLC staff; Ralph Abernathy is seated on King’s left. (Bob Fitch photo, 841-24.)

and finished it by playing on three
strings instead of four. Applying that
story to SCLC, King acknowledged
pastdisappointments and failures, say-
ing, “Our Asstrings have broken,” but
insisting, “We're going to Washington,
and we’re going to transpose the com-
position. And we’ll go on, in spite
of.”® Telling his audience, “I don’t
know if I'll see all of you before April,
but]I send you forth,” King expressed
faith that they would “do something
that will give new meaning to our own
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lives, and I hope, new meaning to the
life of the nation. I may not see you
before, but I'll meet you in Washing-
ton.”®!

King addressed the SCLC staff
again the next night, after the first full
day of the retreat. Thisspeech empha-
sized determination rather than hope,
stressing the need to change society by
coercion rather than by trusting in the
good will of the establishment. It
pointed out that the boycotts, sit-ins,
and marches of the late 1950s and

early 1960s gave blacks “a sense of
achievement” but gave manywhites “a
sense of completion.” “Aselation and
expectation died,” King explained,
“Negroes became more sharply aware
that the goal of freedom was still
distant. . . . A sense of futility and frus-
tration spread.” Some blacks re-
sponded with “dismay and hostility in
a succession of riots,” while many
whites reacted with equal dismayand
hostility to this “new stage of Negro
struggle replacing the old and alleg-
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edly outworn tactic of non-violent re-
sistance.”® He discussed the adoption
of violence by urban blacks, argued
that their environment helped push
them to riot, and quoted Victor Hugo:
“If the soul is left in darkness, sins will
be committed. The guilty one is not
he who commits the sin but he who
causes the darkness.”%

Getting to the heart of the Poor
People’s Campaign, King told his staff,
“we must formulate a program and we
must fashion new tactics which do not
count on government good will, but
instead serve to compel unwilling au-
thorities to yield to the mandates of
justice.” He reaffirmed his faith in
nonviolent protest while acknowledg-
ing thatitneeded to “mature to a new
level, to correspond to heightened
black impatience and stiffened white
resistance. . . . There must be more
than a statement to the larger society,
there must be a force that interrupts
its functioning at some key point.”
The idea was to “transmute the deep
anger of the ghetto into a creative
force,” to “dislocate the functioning of
a city without destroying it.”%’

Then, speaking in more general
terms, King identified an entire gen-
eration of potential allies—the youth
of America—and expressed the hope
that they might “help keep open the

I will be heard

Martin Luther King, Jr., never re-
turned to Penn Center and did not
live to see the Poor People’s Cam-
paign reach Washington; he was as-

possibility of honorable compromise.”
He warned against the temptation to
give in to despair, calling courage “the
hallmark of any great movement.”®
Returning again to the theme of non-
violence and its central place in his
thought, King told his staff, “I want to
close by saying what I am sure you
expect me to say, and that is that we
must remain faithful to love and non-
violence.”® If the movement was
faithful to nonviolent protest, he as-
sured the audience, “we will be able to
go to Washington, we will be able to
move through the cities of our coun-
try. By the thousands we will move.
Many will wonder where we are com-
ing from. Our only answer will be that
we are coming up out of great trials
and tribulations. . . . We may just be
able to speed this nation upside down
and right side up.”®® King and the
SCLC publicly announced the Poor
People’s Campaign just a few days af-
ter the retreat, calling it a “strong,
dramatic, and attention-getting cam-
paign” and a “last desperate demand”
for “jobs or income for all.”®!

Even before the retreat ended,
some observers, confident that the
nation was already “right side up”and
that King represented a dangerous
threat to its continued security, de-
nounced the Poor People’s Campaign

sassinated a few months later, on 4
April 1968, in Memphis, Tennessee.
Courtney Siceloff, director of Penn
Community Center, commented

and SCLC’s mere presence at Penn.

The lead editorial in the Charleston
News & Courieron 28 November, titled
“Dr. King at Frogmore,” was a particu-
larly striking illustration of such atti-
tudes. It described Frogmore—the
former name for the post office on St.
Helena Island—as being in “a backwa-
ter of the South Carolina coastal plan-
tation country,” where “Emancipation
and Reconstruction left its people to
doze in the sunshine, unmolested by
overseers and mildly guided from the
Penn Community Center” until King
and SCLC came to Beaufort County
and stirred up trouble. The News &
Courier, claiming that “civil disobedi-
ence programs that have come out of
Frogmore have rocked the country
and unleashed among others a Black
Power campaign of explosive vio-
lence,” warned that the proposed dis-
location of Washington might have
international repercussions. The edi-
torial continued with a reference to
Penn as “a secluded meeting place
... said to have been the scene where
the campaign was planned for passage
of the Civil Rights bill of 1964,”
and concluded with the comment,
“whether any good thing can come
out of Frogmore is a question that only
time will answer.”*

shortly after King’s death that the
SCLC presidentvisited Penn “seeking
a quiet retreat from the demands of
his busy life.”** Though this was
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undoubtedly so, the true significance
of the SCLC staff retreats there from
1965 through 1967 lies in their role as
vehicles for organizational and per-
sonal growth. These retreats were
much more than an opportunity for
King and his staff to rest for a few days,
often demanding just as much work
and creating just as much pressure as
any other period demanded from
them. They served as a forum to dis-
cuss sensitive topics, as a mechanism
to set SCLC policies and priorities, and
as an incentive for King to redefine
and clarify his positions on critical
issues.

Time has answered the rhetorical
question “whether any good thing can

24

come out of Frogmore,” for King’s
frequent visits to Penn represent yet
another example of the institution’s
central—and continuing—signifi-
cance to black history and culture not
only in South Carolina but through-
out the United States. “It was difficult
to realize that American history was
written at Penn Center under the old
oaks festooned with Spanish moss,”
the Charleston News & Courierhad com-
mented in 1964. “You had to listen
very carefully to catch the distant
rumble of drums.” # American history
was written at Penn Center; it had
been written there one hundred years
earlier, during the Port Royal Experi-
ment; it had been written there since;

and it was written there again from
1965 through 1967, during the staff
retreats of the Southern Christian
Leadership Conference. That “distant
rumble of drums,” it can be argued,
was not the sound of a military revo-
lution. It was, instead, the sound of a
social revolution, a revolution of
American hearts and minds, a revolu-
tion yet to be completed almost thirty
years later. The distant rumble was the
voice of Martin Luther King, Jr., echo-
ing in Frissell Community House at
Penn Center: “Now I have decided. I
will not be intimidated. I will not be
harassed. [ will not be silent and I will
be heard.”**
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