The Boston Civil Rights Walk

(Created by Dr. Martell, Framingham High School)

STOP 1: Outside JFK Library, overlooking the city

Civil Rights Connections to Boston in the 1940s, 50s, and 60s.

Martin Luther King: In the 1950s and 60s, Boston had a strong movement for civil rights. Martin Luther King lived in Dorchester and went to Boston University, where he became Dr. Martin Luther King. 

King began his doctoral studies in systematic theology at Boston University in 1951. During this time he lived in several locations including the Grove Hall section of Dorchester. The Dorchester apartment drew friends and followers like a magnet, with “untold numbers of visitors coming from the other schools.” The roommates housed and fed the visitors, who would join in civil rights discussions. Most of Martin Luther King’s early interactions with the work of Thoreau and Gandhi and his foundations in non-violent protest happened during his studies at BU under his mentor BU professor and minister Howard Thurman (who was the first Black dean at BU). Martin Luther King also met Coretta Scott, his future wife, in Boston (She was a student at the New England Conservatory – a music school). He often referred to Boston as a second home. MLK received his Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) from BU on June 5, 1955 after completing his dissertation.

Freedom House and Freedom Schools: Freedom House was founded in 1949 in Roxbury as a center of civil rights and advocacy for Boston's African American community. The founders were the social workers (and married couple) Otto P. and Muriel S. Snowden. The initial goal of Freedom House was to centralize community activism in the fight for neighborhood improvement, good schools, and harmony among racial, ethnic, and religious groups in Roxbury. Although black militants criticized the “self-help” approach to racial equality, Freedom House played an increasingly critical role in the struggle for civil rights in Boston, especially during the period of desegregation of Boston's public schools. In the 1960s (before busing), when the Boston schools were not adequately teaching Boston’s black children, freedom house opened free volunteered staffed Freedom Schools. These schools not only taught the basic subjects, but also included Afro-centric curriculum like Black history and literature.

Civil Rights Protests on Boston Common and City Hall: Numerous rallies were held supporting SCLC, SNCC, CORE, and other civil rights organizations on Boston Common and City Hall during the 1960s. Later , in the late 1960s and 1970s rallies were held to support the Black Panthers and free Huey Newton from jail. These were important signs of support for the movement to fight racism and would characterize Boston as a very progressive city to the rest of the United States. However, as we will see, the Boston busing crisis will show Boston still had many race issues to work through.

Malcolm X: After living in a series of foster homes and after Malcolm X became involved in a number of criminal activities in New York, he moved in to his sister’s home in between the Dudley Square section of Roxbury and the Grove Hall section of Boston (72 Dale Street, Roxbury) of Boston. In 1946, Malcolm X was caught breaking into homes in the Beacon Hill section of Boston and sentenced to eight to ten years in prison at the Charles Street Prison (near Massachusetts General Hospital amd now “The Liberty Hotel,” a high end hotel). While in prison, Malcolm X became a member of the Nation of Islam, and after his parole in 1952 he went to Chicago to meet Elijah Mohammad and he became one of the Nation's leaders and chief spokesmen.

STOP 2: John F. Kennedy Presidential Library

When John F. Kennedy became president in 1961, African Americans throughout much of the South were denied the right to vote, barred from public facilities, subjected to insults and violence, and could not expect justice from the courts. Although JFK was not able to pass any substantial civil rights legislation, there were major changes during his presidency and he made strong statements in support of desegregation. In the 1960s, there were many protests locally on Boston Common and at Boston City Hall supporting desegregation and against the racism that was prevalent in the South.

In the 1970s, the civil rights movement moved north. In the north, Black Americans faced discrimination in housing, employment, education, and many other areas. Although Boston did not have actual laws segregated people by race, there was de-facto segregation based on where people chose to live. Some neighborhoods were somewhat racially integrated (like Dorchester), where others were segregated (like Roxbury, which was predominately Black and South Boston/Charlestown which were predominately White). As a result, schools in those neighborhoods were racially segregated. Much of today’s Civil Rights Trail will relate to the battles against this type of segregation in the north…

We will now tour the JFK Presidential Library. After the tour we will specifically discuss the items you saw in the museum related to the civil rights movement.

STOP 3: Carson Beach, South Boston/Dorchester line

Up until the 1970s, Carson Beach was the center of serious turf war, between Blacks and Whites. Located in between the predominately White South Boston and the predominately Black Columbia Point Housing Project in Dorchester, the beach was generally seen by the residents as being for Whites only. A Globe article from August 1977 described Boston Mayor Kevin H. White walking the sandy strip, and telling reporters the situation was "a classic problem of turf . . . the beach is going to be used by anyone who wants to use it. But you don't change turfs overnight." It was so explosive that the attorney general at that time reconvened a special commission on violent crime. The standoff was a subset of the busing crisis, which was over racially integrating the schools of Boston, and that had greatly divided the city. “First, they're in our schools, now they're on our beach," recalls political consultant Michael Goldman, who, back then, handled communications for the Metropolitan District Commission, which controlled Carson Beach. 

In an act of protest and a simple desire to use the beach near their homes, a group of Blacks decided to start using the beach. This caused a summer of numerous fights over the beach, which would result in a segregation of the beach and the routine stationing of helmeted Boston riot police officers lining the beach, trying to keep peace. For years, however, most blacks still considered Carson Beach off-limits. However, they started to return in the mid-1980s, when Mayor Raymond Flynn, a Southie native, made race relations a priority. Incidents still cropped up - in 1987, a race between Irish fishing boats was nearly cancelled over a racial slur.

STOP 4: Columbia Park (now called Joe Moakley Park) and the Carson Tower

As America moved to integrate its schools in the mid-1900s, Boston, like many Northern cities, struggled with segregated housing patterns. Because students were assigned to schools based on where they lived, schools in primarily white areas such as South Boston and Charlestown had a mostly white student body, while schools in black areas such as Roxbury were overwhelmingly black. The earliest Supreme Court school desegregation decisions, however, outlawed only the de jure segregation prevalent in Southern schools, where laws specifically forbade blacks and whites from attending school together. The decisions did not condemn de facto segregation such as that in Boston.

On June 21, 1974, Judge W. Arthur Garrity "found that the School Committee had used covert techniques to segregate the system, and had done so with 'segregative intent.'" Garrity's decision was upheld on appeal, and the judge set about working on a remedy for the segregation he had found. With only three months left before the 1974-1975 school year opened, he was forced to adopt an existing plan for school desegregation that included busing some black students from Roxbury to South Boston and other white students from South Boston to Roxbury.

Most schools integrated quietly. In South Boston, however, protestors "stoned buses, shouted racial epithets, [and] hurled eggs and rotten tomatoes." Nine black South Boston High School students were injured when angry whites shattered the windows on their buses. A riot broke out in front of South Boston High School and to avoid the mob’s attack on the students a decoy bus filled with adults was driven out the front parking lot and the black Roxbury students were secretly driven in another bus out of the front. Even elementary school students were not spared from the violence. Ellen Jackson, who ran a community center in Roxbury, described the scene as a bus of elementary school students returned home: When the kids came, everybody just broke out in tears and started crying. The kids were crying. They had glass in their hair. They were scared. And they were shivering and crying. Talking about they wanted to go home. We tried to gently usher them into the auditorium. And wipe off the little bit of bruises that they had. Small bruises and the dirt. Picked the glass out of their hair. This would continue for much of the school year, with racially-motivated violence breaking out throughout the city, including the beating of an innocent black motorist driving through South Boston.

Columbia Park (now Joe Moakley Park) was a notorious place during this racial upheaval of the 70s in Boston as it is located between South Boston and Dorchester. White students threw rocks at buses fill of Black students from Roxbury returning to Roxbury. Carson Tower, at the heart of the South Boston, had graffiti during this time spray painted near the buildings roof that read “Kill Niggers” and numerous other acts of hate graffiti were committed in the neighborhood. Fewer incidents occurred in Roxbury, but during one riot, White motorists driving through the area had their cars hit with rocks.

STOP 5: South Boston High School

As the school year wore on, many white families planned a boycott of the public schools, sending their children to tutoring sessions at night, where public school teachers, college students, and prospective teachers volunteered to teach. [12] Violence against the black students had not entirely disappeared either. One night, a prominent black leader received an anonymous phone call telling him not to send the black students to school the next day. Community leaders managed to intercept the buses just before they left for school, and the black children spent the day at the University of Massachussetts Boston. It turned out that somewhere between 1,500 and 2,000 people had been waiting for the buses in South Boston. Had the buses arrived, the protestors had planned to turn them over and burn them. Racial tensions continued to escalate, according to Phyllis Ellison, a black student at South Boston's high school:

On a normal day there would be anywhere between ten and fifteen fights. You could walk down the corridor and a black person would bump into a white person or vice versa. That would be one fight. And they'd try to separate us, because at that time there was so much tension in the school that one fight could just have the school dismissed for the entire day because it would just lead to another and another and another. You can't imagine how tense it was in the classroom. A teacher was almost afraid to say the wrong thing, because they knew that would excite the whole class, a disturbance in the classroom. The black students sat on one side of the classes. The white students sat on the other side of the classes. [13] 

Racial tensions erupted on December 11, when a black student at South Boston High School stabbed a white classmate. White students ran around screaming "He's dead, he's dead. That black nigger killed him. He's dead, he's dead . . . Get the niggers at Southie." [14] An angry mob quickly formed outside the high school, screaming "Niggers eat shit." [15] The principal ordered the black students to go into the office and stay there, because the situation was so volatile that any black student found in the halls would be attacked. It was up to the black parents of Roxbury to get their children out safely, which they managed to do by sending three decoy buses as well as the two that would actually carry the children.

Although the black students did manage to finish the school year, the temporary Phase I plan was clearly less than optimal.

STOP 6: “The Soiling of Old Glory” Picture Location Near City Hall Plaza
The Soiling of Old Glory is a Pulitzer Prize–winning photograph taken for the Boston Herald American in 1976 by Stanley Forman. The photograph depicts a white teenager, Joseph Rakes, about to assault black lawyer and civil-rights activist Ted Landsmark with a flagpole bearing the American flag. 
Landsmark was walking in the plaza to get to Boston City Hall when anti-busing protesters attacked him. In that photograph, anti-busing organizer Jim Kelly pushes Landsmark away while teen Joseph Rakes appears to be about to strike Landsmark with an American flag. Video footage of the event shows that Rakes missed hitting Landsmark with the flag. The entire incident only lasted 15–20 seconds and when the police broke up the assault, Landsmark was taken to the hospital, where he was treated for injuries, including a broken nose and bruising over much of his body.
It was taken in Boston on April 5, 1976, during one in a series of protests against court-ordered desegregation busing. It ran on the front page of the Herald American the next day, and also appeared in several newspapers across the country. It won the 1977 Pulitzer Prize for Spot Photography. According to Landsmark, Rakes was swinging the flag at him, not trying to spear him as it appears in the photo, and he narrowly missed.
STOP 7: Boston Common Band Stand
+MLK March from Roxbury and Boston Common Rally
In 1965, around the passage of the Voting Rights Act, Martin Luther King led a 3 mile march from Roxbury to Boston Common. There he led a rally of 50,000 people on Boston Common against segregated housing and in favor of integrated schools and against an all-White School Committee. 
+Women’s Liberation in Boston

The Women's Liberation Movement in Boston began in an era of elevated consciousness about an array of civil rights issues. At the dawn of the 1960s, there was a growing gap between a prevailing ideology of the contented housewife in a traditional domestic role and the reality of increasing numbers of women in the workforce who faced discrimination in pay and advancement because of their gender. Beginning in 1967, groups of newly politicized women in Boston were gathering informally for discussion about women’s issues. In 1969, many of these women organized a conference at Emmanuel College with over 500 attendees. The conference spawned the formation of more formal women’s organizations in Boston, such as Bread and Roses, the first socialist women’s organization in the United States. Like their sisters across the U.S., Boston female activists in Bread and Roses advocated for a number of concerns, such as abortion and other reproductive rights, child care, equal employment, laws against discrimination, and to prevent violence against women. In a dramatic climax to the group’s search for a meeting space, Bread and Roses seized an unoccupied building owned by Harvard University in 1971. The women held the building for ten days, offering free classes and childcare before they were forced out.

On Women’s Liberation Day, April 17, 1971, the New England Women’s Coalition marched from Copley Square Plaza to the Boston Common. A rally was held at the Common, with local and national speakers talking about women’s liberation. The Movement did not end there, but continues today with many feminist organizations across the Boston area and at many local colleges and universities.

+Cesar Chavez’s UFW Strikes

When Chavez founded the United Farms Workers, field-workers in California averaged $1.50 an hour, received no benefits, and had no methods by which to challenge their employers. Under Chavez's leadership, the UFW won tremendous wage increases and extensive benefits for farmworkers, including medical and unemployment insurance and workers' compensation. A strict believer in nonviolence, Chavez used marches, boycotts, strikes, fasts, and civil disobedience to force growers in California's agricultural valleys to the bargaining table. In 1968, Filipino grape pickers in Delano, California, struck for higher wages; several days later, the UFW joined the strike and initiated a boycott of California grapes. More than two hundred union supporters traveled across the United States (including stops at Catholic churches and unions in Boston) and into Canada urging consumers not to buy California grapes. The mayors of New York, Boston, Detroit, and St. Louis announced that their cities would not buy nonunion grapes. By August 1968, California grape growers estimated the boycott had cost them about 20 percent of their revenue. The boycott brought Chavez to the attention of national political leaders, including U.S. Senator Robert F. Kennedy, who sought the Democratic party nomination for president before his assassination in 1968. Kennedy described Chavez as a heroic figure. In 1970, after its successful boycott, the UFW signed contracts with the grape growers.

STOP 8: South End
As the 1970s continued, other racial/ethnic groups, women, and gays and lesbians began fighting for their rights. After we eat lunch in China town we will discuss three major civil rights events that occurred in the US in the 70s and 80s.

+Stonewall Riots

Gays and lesbians in the 1950s and 1960s faced a legal system that was anti-homosexual. Most states had laws making it a crime to be homosexual. Very few establishments welcomed openly gay people in the 1950s and 1960s. Those that did were often bars, although bar owners and managers were rarely gay. The Stonewall Inn, at the time, was owned by the Mafia (which was a group that commonly ran secret gay bars). Police raids on gay bars were routine in the 1960s, but officers quickly lost control of the situation. At the Stonewall Inn, and attracted a crowd that was incited to riot. Tensions between New York City police and gay residents of Greenwich Village erupted into more protests the next evening, and again several nights later. Within weeks, Village residents quickly organized into activist groups to concentrate efforts on establishing places for gays and lesbians to be open about their sexual orientation without fear of being arrested. The city of Boston (along with New York City, San Francisco, and Chicago) held the first gay pride parades in June of 1970, in the summer following the Stonewall Riots (November 1969). To this day, Boston holds a gay pride parade every June to commemorate the Stonewall Riots.

STOP 9: Chinatown

+Vincent Chin’s Death

Vincent Chin was a Chinese American beaten to death in June 1982 in the United States, in the Detroit, Michigan. The murders were two Chrysler plant workers named Ronald Ebens, with his stepson, Michael Nitz. The altercation became at a strip club, where Vincent was celebrating his bachelor party (he was getting married the next day). The two men used racial slurs on Vincent and his friends and tell them “It's because of you little [Japanese] motherfuckers that we're out of work,” which was even more bizarre, because Vincent and his friends were Chinese American. The men left the club after fisticuffs broke out. Vincent and his friends left the club. Later that evening Ebens and Nitz searched Vincent and his friends (even paying another guy $20 to help them search for him) and found the group eating at a McDonald’s. This time they beat him to death with a baseball bat. He fiancé, mother, and the Asian American community was outraged. Making matters worse, when the men went to trial, the two men received a plea bargain of 3 years probation, $3000 fine, and never served any jail time. The case became a rallying point for the Asian American community. There were major protests in Chinatown’s across the country, including San Francisco and Boston (where the Vincent Chin Support Committee was established). These protests were supported by the relatively young Asian American civil rights organizations in Boston, including here in Chinatown Boston – two prominent organizations are the Asians for Justice and the Asian American Resource Workshop (1977) on Kneeland Street. It also gave more reason for universities to start Asian American Studies courses and departments (especially in California).

