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"Business is business. I work with white men every day and I get along. But when they start fooling around with
my brothers, that's it. I don't care anymore. Long as his skin's the same as mine, he's my brother."
-Atl anta Journ al, Sept. 7, 1966
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I.

In seeking to determine the cause of the recent rebellions*
in Atlanta , Georgia, the mayor, city officials and the press
looked no further than to the presence in the city of the St udent
Non-Violent Coordinating Committee and then closed their
investigation . By attacking SNCC they joined the increasing
number of government officials and newspapers who claim that
the rebellions of this past summer have not been acts against
a system that offers a living death to black men, but have been
only the res ult of agitation by Communists and / or black nationalist groups. No evidence has ever been put forward to substantiate these claims. Yet they are repeated over and over
again in the face of much evidence to the contrary. The refusal
to accept the meaning of the rebellions of this past summer will
only result in more disturbances of the same nature.

*We use the word " rebellion" instead of riot, beca use it conveys a
t rue r meaning of w hat has been occurring . In no ne of the i n cidents of
the summe r of ' 66 d id blac k people go into white neighb orhoods . Their
first target wa s a lways t he police . Th eir second has been whi te-owned
bus inesses in th e ghett o . These targets have been chosen deliberately,
becau se they a re the most vis ible s igns of oppress io n in the ghetto .
T hese rebellio ns have been consc ious political acts, just as the sit -i ns
and picket line s were consc ious political acts. Demonstrati o n s in the
ghetto do not tend to comply with the acceptable means of protest. To
use the word ri ot g i ves ri se ro images of blac k me n r unning amok ,
without cause or reason. Thi s image does th e b lac k man no harm, because he kn ows why h e's throwing b ri c ks at policemen. It does do a
disservice to whites, though , who are not give n t he opportunity to
understand.

II.

Atlanta had many warnings of something to come. In June
1966 there were street demonstrations in Mechanicsville, a
black ghetto that is adjacent to Summerhill, the rebellion area.
These demonstrations were organized by local residents to
protest inadequate facilities. The police managed to quiet the
residents a nd some temporary measures were taken to provide
adequate playground facilities . In August there were two consecutive nights of incidents outside the Palladium, a black
club, in southwest Atlanta, when black people felt that the
police were unjustly arresting patrons of the club. In both
instances they tried to free the arrested parties and run the
police from the area. In one instance they succeeded.
The most direc t warning to the city of Atlanta came in a
report presented to the mayor in February, 1966. This report
was prepared by the Community Council of the Atlanta Area,
Inc. , under a Federal grant from the Urban Renewal Administration of the Department of Housing and Urban Redevelopment.
It was called "Social Blight and its Causes (with special
reference to the blighted areas surrounding Atlanta Stadium.) "
This area, in part, is Summerhill-the area where the rebellion
occurred, the rebellion for which the Mayor can find no other
cause th a n Stokely Carmichal and SNCC.

''No grievances
justify
mob action and
insurrection."
-Congressman
Charles Weltner ,
Sept. 7, 1966

III.
Atlanta , Georgia is ha iled by man y as the most progressive
city in the South. The New York Times of September 7, 1966
says :
The c ity has been widely prais ed as a model
for the South in its peaceful a cceptance of
school desegregation, and its two da ily newspa pers- The Constitution and The j ournal are among the most liberal in the region in
rac ial matters .
Perhaps Atlanta is the most progressi ve c ity in the South beca use it, more than a ny other Southern city, resembles th e
c ities of the North. It has its indus try , its im posing skyline,
a n a ir of afflue nce , a symphony orchestra, an annual arts fe s tiva l , a major league baseball team, a professional foo tball team ,
a nd ai r pollution. If these credentials are not enough to qualify
Atl anta as a metropolis of the sixties, it also· has urban re newal.
As it has been exerc ised in most c it ies, including Atlanta,
urban renewal is nothing more than evicting poor black people
from their homes, razing the area and "renewing" it with h igh
cost apartments, hotel s, motels, a nd expressways. In Atlanta
the Ma rriot Hotel, a deluxe a ccommodation fo r t hose wh o can
a fford to be deluxely accommodated, s ta nds in the h eart of what
used to be a black slum a rea, Buttermilk Bottom.
Black slum s are never a nything to brag a bout. . . s hacks ,
rats, roaches, ga rba ge that spills out of the cans a nd into t he
streets becaus e the Sa nita tio n Department seems to collect
more on a whim than a schedule . The shack s a nd apart me nts
in the s lums that black people di gnify by calling home are
usually rented from la ndlords who poc ke t the re nt and re fu se to
ma ke repa irs. If he is ever carried to court for refusing to maintain his property according to the building and health codes, the
resultant fine is so low as to enc ourage him to continue to do
nothin g. Even tuall y, these "homes" are condemned as un fit;
the c it y pays the s lumlord a healthy s um for the property (wh ich
he has intentionally a llowed to dete riora te s o it would be condemned a nd b ought b y the c ity) and the reside nts, poor, black
powe rl ess , a re told they mus t move. The a rea is to be "rene we d " .
This "re newal " i s ha iled a lmost as l oudl y as would be an
a nnouncement that J esus was goin g to preach at F irst Ba pt ist
on the third Sunday . The newspa pe rs proclaim the news fa r a nd
wide . The Ch a mber of Commerce prepa res a ne w publicity b roc hure. The mayor is interviewed on his way to the bank with his
l ates t haul o f graft from this "boon to the c ity . " The victims
of t his "boon " , black people , receive the heartfe lt sympathy
of city officials and a re known throughout history as the "inevitable vic tim s of progress." (After a ll , didn't J esus Himse lf lay
the corne rs t one fo r capita lism whe n he said , 'And th e poor ye
shall a lways have with you. '?) But a few can't be a llowed to
ho ld bac k what i s good for all, we a re told , so they pack up
th e ir c lothes a nd be lon gin gs a nd move into an a lready overcrowded part of the c ity. This is the urba n renewal blueprint
from c ity to city across Ame ri ca. At la nta has followed it cons cientiously.
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"I don't care
how many buildings
they put up.
They ain't for us."
-Resident of street in photo to author.
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"I'm running this city ...
There're a lot of people in it who're not very good,
but I'm running it."
-Mayor Ivan Allen, Atlanta Constitution, Sept. 7, 1966

IV.

There was much excitement in the halls of the Chamber o f
Commerce when talk began about the possibility of Atlanta
acquiring a major league baseball team. You can't be a big
league ci ty without a ball team and Atlanta wanted to be "big
league " . An 18-million-doll a r stadium was built so th at Atlanta
could be. The black victims of this step toward progress were
forced to move without any housing being provided for that wh ic h
was to be destroyed. Like refu gees from th e conflagration of a
war they didn't understand, they moved into Summerhill a nd
Mechanicsville.
Prior to the erection of this house of progress, Summerhill
was not considered a s lum , a lthough the trend had begun due to
th e changing employment opportunities and the aging of th e
houses. According to the Community Council's report:
This deterio rat ion has been accen tuated
through clearance by reducing the avai lable lowincome h ous in g units. This increased demand for
housing has resulted in a furthe r division of old
houses into several apartments and in a more
widespread doubling up of families. One of the
most common remarks to our interviewers by
long-term residents concerned how rapidly the
areas nearest the stadium have changed since
the clearance. The doubling up and increased
pressure for housing caused "a good many of the
stable people to move away.'' During the four
months that we have been ta lkin g with people in
the area closest to the stadium, the interviewers
have observed an extremely high turnover among
renters a nd a loss of homeowners ... Many of the
areas s urrounding clearance seem to become
little more than temporary quarters for people
who are constantly forced to move. Thus, clearance and relocation, without care ful consideration of the effect on ne i ghborhoods, has a
s nowball in g e ffect in the destruction of the
surrounding areas.
That is Summerhill, expendable, as blac k people have always
bee n .

v.
To many, including Mayor ·Ivan Allen a nd Mr. Ralph McGill
of the Atla nta Constitution, it i s possible for someone to enter
a n area with a soundtruck, shout "Black Power!" several times
a nd people will knock each other over getting out to the streets
with bricks and bottles in their hands . If the Mayor and the press
are to be believed, this is actually what happe ned. A rebellion,
however, cannot be induced by some witch doctor named Stokely
from the stone-age SNICK tribe. Rebellions happen because
people know no other way in which to make themse lves heard.
Those who demonstrate with Molotov cocktails are not people
who can go to c ity planning commission hearings and hear themselves discussed as an item in the budget. A rebellion is the
language of those who must talk to the deaf.
The report b y the Community Council was prepared in language that the Mayor could hear and understand.
In the area around the stadium 8 to 12% of the
families have annual incomes of less than $1,000
Another 15-25% have incomes between $1,000
a nd $2,000. Education shows a similar pattern:
5-10% of the adults have never been in school.
Another 20-30% have had less than 5 years of
education. About one-fourth to one-third of the
children live with onl y one parent. The infant
mortality rate is between 40 a nd 50 deaths per
1,000 live births, twice as high as middle class
areas. The ir streets are unpaved; the schools
are much more crowded; the enforcement of sanitation, housing and other standards is much less
stringent; in many neighborhood s street lights
are virtuall y non-exis tent. .. Coupled with the
absence of services have been many unfulfilled
promises to improve conditions. Bond issues
have been sold on the promises of improved
schools or streets or parks, but these services
have not materialized. Public officials have
stated their desires to improve this or that si tuation, but conditions remain essentially unch anged. It should be no surprise that most
people simply do not believe the benign expressions of good intent made by local officials.

" ... our summers of riots are caused
by America's winters of delays."
- Martin Luther King, Jr. Atlanta Journal, Sept. 10, 1966

"The Atlanta Community-Negro and white-will be making a
sad mistake if it writes off Tuesday's disturbances in the
South Side as a plot of outside agitators, to be dealt with
by replenishing the police department's supply of tear gas."
-The Council on Human Relations of Greater Atlanta, Inc.
Atlanta Constitution, September 9, 1966

VI.

The s ummer was almost over and Atlanta was about to
relax, because "niggers ain ' t never bee n known to riot in the
winter. " The d ay after La bor Day a white policeman shot a
black man suspected of auto theft. (Given a c hance he could
have proven he had borro wed the car he was driving.) "The
a mbulance come t o take him off and he lay d own there," said
Mrs. Ma rjorie Prather, mother of the victim. "My other son and
this other police was a bout to get in to it out there. H e was
saying, 'I know you didn 't have to s hoot him . You didn 't have to
cause this . You could have caught him cause he wasn ' t running
that fa s t. ' And some of the people told me that when the po licema n shot him once , he said, 'Lord, l et me ma ke it back to the
hous e. Let me make it back t o the house . ' I told the policeman
'You didn 't have to do anythin g except t ake a l ong step to catch
him, but you didn ' t even try. You were too busy shooting a t him ~'
Thus, it began. How ma ny othe r times had white policemen
s hot black men? How many other tim es had white policemen
bea ten black men a nd t a ke n them off to jail ? How many other
times? But this time was the one time too many. In Cl evela nd
it was not being able to get a glass of water in a ba r run by a
white man. In Watts it was the s imple a rrest o f two men on a
traffic violation. It 's always something that has ha ppened a n
infinite numbe r of times before , but on one occasion it becomes
the prove rbial s traw b reakin g the camel 's back .

"You go home and eat a big steak with mushrooms,
while we has to go home and eat sardines.
Let us go home with you."
- Atlanta Const it ut i on , Sept. 12, 1966
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VII ..
No matter how many times the city of Atlanta and the press
scream that SNCC was responsible for the rebellion , the black
people of Atlanta know that SNCC did not destroy homes for
hotels, motels, expressways and a ball stadium . They know that
SNCC did not force these people to move into Summerhill, Meehan icsville and other al ready c rowded areas of the ci ty . They
know that SNCC does not set the exorbitant prices black people
are forced to pay for groceries in the ghetto stores owned by
whites. Yet, Ivan Allen says SNCC is responsible for the rebellions. Those black men he has bought off with tea and cookies
can say, as did the Rev. Otis Smith , "Our main concern is
Stokely Carmichal. Whether or not we have a riot is up to him. "
The Rev. William Holmes Borders can say, "We've got to stop
him befo re he stops us. " Dr. 0. W. Davis can say, "Mr. Carmichat is an albatross around our necks. "
Like Shadrach , Meshach and Abednego, Ivan Allen and the
city of Atlanta are in a fier y furnace , but they do not feel the
heat. It is not, however, the grace of God that keeps t hem from
feeling the flames. It is their own inability or unwillingness to
respond to desperation and despair. Rather than recognize this,
which would be no shame, they launch a vendetta against SNCC.
Wh ether SNCC lives or dies is not important, because the
black community will continue to fight until a society is created
in which the black man will be able to fulfill himself. In that
society there will be no place for the Ivan Allens , who think a
city's image and progress can be separated from the people
of that city.

Photo: Jtmmy Lytle

