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O n M o n d a y , J a n u a r y  27, a t a p p ro x im a te ly  5 
p .m ., in  A tla n ta , G eorg ia , th e  c ity  “ too busy to 
h a te ,”  I w as a rrested  for tak in g  p a r t  in  a  peaceful 
d em o n stra tio n  a t  L eb ’s R e s ta u ra n t. T w o  years 
ago th is p o p u la r  re s ta u ra n t refused to  serve H arry  
Belafonte, w ho h a d  been given th e  key to  the  city. 
Like B elafonte an d  his g ro u p , A tla n ta  N egroes 
soug h t service a t  L eb ’s, a n d  w hen  tu rn e d  aw ay, 
b eg an  a peacefu l p ro tes t ag a in s t th e  re s ta u ra n t’s 
d isc rim in a to ry  policies. A p p ro x im a te ly  fifty of us, 
w hite an d  N egro, p icketed  the  b lock in w h ich  L eb ’s 
is lo ca ted , a n d  in line w ith  th e  c ity  o rd in an ce  on 
p icketing , we m oved co n tin u o u sly  an d  spaced  o u r­
selves th irty -six  inches a p a r t .  So p eacefu l was the 
d em o n stra tio n  th a t  tw o w hite  p a re n ts  d a re d  jo in  
the p icket line w ith  th e ir  tw o d a u g h te rs , Ju lia , 
eigh t, an d  G iah , tw elve. As th e  p icket line passed 
the fron t o f L e b ’s for th e  fo u rth  tim e, I h e a rd  th e  
scream s of a y oung  ch ild . W h en  I tu rn e d  a round ,
I saw  e igh t-year-o ld  J u lia  an d  h e r m o th e r  step in to  
a p a d d y  w agon. I was w a tch in g  this a rre s t in d is­
belief w hen  C a p ta in  Brooks of th e  A tla n ta  Police 
D e p a rtm e n t p u lled  m e by  the  c o a t sleeve a n d  asked 
in a very  hoarse voice, “ A re you  w ith  th is  g roup?” 
W h en  I answ ered  in th e  a ffirm ative , he  said to  
w a itin g  N egro p a tro lm e n , “ T ak e  h e r  to  th e  w ag o n .” 
A nd so it w en t, u n til a ll d em o n s tra to rs  h a d  been 
a rrested  an d  w ere en  ro u te  to th e  c ity  ja il .

N egroes an d  w hites w ere p laced  in th e  sam e 
p a d d y  w agons, b u t  n o t in  the  sam e cells. As soon 
as we reach ed  the  c ity  ja il ,  N egro  fem ale  d em o n ­
stra to rs  w ere p laced  in one  section  of th e  second-
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JA IL S
floor d e te n tio n  w ard  a n d  w hites in  a n o th e r . T h e  
usu a l p ro c e d u re  in  th e  case o f a rrests  is to  book  
crim in a ls  a t  th e  first-floor desk  a n d  th e n  con fine  
th em  to cells. T h is  p ro c e d u re  w as n o t fo llow ed 
in o u r case. U p o n  a r r iv a l a t  th e  c ity  ja il , w e w ere  
tak en  im m ed ia te ly  to  cellb locks w ith o u t b e in g  asked  
w ho we w ere, w ith o u t b e in g  f in g e rp rin te d , a n d  
w ith o u t b e ing  told w h y  w e h a d  b een  a rres ted . N o t 
u n til  we h a d  sp en t th re e  h o u rs  in  th e  ce llb lock  w ere 
we asked o u r  nam es, ages, a n d  addresses. W h e n  
tw o N egro  p a tro lm e n  cam e  in to  th e  cell to  secu re  
th is in fo rm atio n , th e  m a tro n  on  d u ty  sa id , “ In  all 
m y  tw en ty -seven  years a t  th is ja il ,  I h av e  n ev e r 
know n  peop le  to  be boo k ed  in  a ce ll.”  N eg ro  po lice  
a rrested  a n d  booked  us b ecau se  the  c ity  a c c e p ted  
an  ed ito ria l suggestion  in  th e  A tla n ta  Constitution. 
T h e  ed ito ria l adv ised  th a t  N egro  police  be used  to  
h a n d le  civil rig h ts  d e m o n s tra to rs , a p p a re n tly  b e ­
cause the  ed ito rs  b e lieved  ch an ces of po lice  b r u ­
ta lity  w o u ld  be lessened if N egroes h a n d le d  N egroes 
an d  w hite  sy m p ath izers .

T h e  cellb lock  in  w h ich  we w ere con fin ed  w as 
com posed  of tw o sections: a f ro n t e a tin g  a re a  of 
tw o benches an d  fo u r so lita ry -co n fin em en t cells, 
an d  a b ack  sleep ing  a re a  of six ty -tw o  beds. T h e  
beds w ere  covered  w ith  b u g -in fested  m attre sses  
an d  filthy  b lu e  sheets. In  th e  sleep ing  a re a  w ere  
fo u r seatless, u n c le a n , a n d  tissueless to ilets. T issue  
is issued o n ly  w hen  th e  p riso n e r req u ests  it fro m  
the  m a tro n , w ho  m u s t th e n  go to  a  su p p ly  ro o m , 
secure th e  tissue, a n d  b r in g  it to  th e  cellb lock .

M eals in  th e  ja i l  c o rre sp o n d e d  to  th e  p h y s ica l

68



F O U R  A N D  A H A L F  D A Y S  I N  A T L A N T A ’ S J A I L S

co n d itio n s of th e  cells. F o r b reak fast we w ere 
g iven  strips of salty , sh rive led -up , greasy , fried fat- 
back ; for lu n c h , overcooked, unseasoned , souplike 
beans, a n d  for d in n e r th e  sam e beans. M o st o f us 
found  the  food ined ib le , b u t we accep ted  o u r share  
a n d  gave it to  o th e r  cellm ates.

C ellm ates w ho w ere n o t d em o n s tra to rs  w ere 
m ostly  d ru n k s  o r  lesbians, m a n y  of w hom  cam e in to  
th e  cell w ith o u t shoes a n d  w earing  to rn  a n d  b ad ly  
soiled clo thes. M ost d is tu rb in g  to us w as n o t the 
sw earing  d ru n k s  and  the  s tro n g  o dor of c h eap  wines, 
b u t the  flirtin g  lesbians w ho fondled  som e of the  
teen-agers. O n e  n ig h t we saw  tw o h ig h ly  in to x i­
ca ted  w om en  m ake love on a back  bunk , an d  n u ­
m erous tim es we were to ld  by one lesb ian  o r a n ­
o th e r, “ I ’m  g o n n a  git you  to n ig h t.” S uch  a th re a t 
w as alm ost c a rr ie d  o u t w hen  one of the  lesbians 
p u lled  a te en -ag e  girl from  a to p  bu n k  in an  a tte m p t 
to  m ak e  love to  her. C o m p la in ts  w ere m ad e  against 
the  lesb ians, b u t  the ja i le r  m ad e  no effo rt to  sep­
a ra te  th e m  fro m  the y o u n g  girls.

A fter sp en d in g  three n ig h ts  w ith the  lesbians, the  
d ru n k s, the  seatless toilets, an d  the  fa r-fro m -en tic in g  
food, six teen -agers a n d  I w ere tak en  from  the  
cellb lock  to  s tan d  trial for d iso rderly  co n d u c t. T h is  
ch a rg e  involves boisterous an d  d iso rderly  c o n d u c t 
in  th e  fo rm  of d runkenness, sw earing, kicking, sp it­
ting , an d  figh ting . Civil righ ts  a tto rn e y  H o w ard  
M oore , J r . ,  asked  of th e  c ity ’s w itness w h e th e r we 
seven d em o n s tra to rs  h a d  been  seen co m m ittin g  an y  
of these acts. T h e  w itness answ ered  no, b u t  a d d ed  
th a t  we h a d  been  noisy a n d  boisterous. W h en  
asked w ho h a d  co m p la in ed  of the  alleged  noise, 
the  w itness answ ered , “ N o o n e .”  W h en  asked 
w hom , th en , h a d  the d em o n s tra to rs  d is tu rb ed , the  
witness, a po lice  officer for the  city , rep lied , “ T h ey  
d is tu rb ed  m e .”  H e  fu r th e r  testified th a t  a ll d em o n ­
s tra to rs  h a d  b een  asked to  d isperse o r w ere to ld  th a t  
th ey  w ould  be a rrested . In  spite  of the  lack  of ev i­
dence  ag a in st us, we w ere found  g u ilty  of d iso rderly  
co n d u c t. T h e  ju d g e  fined us th ir ty -th re e  do llars 
an d  sen ten ced  us to th ir ty  days in  the  stockade. 
U p o n  p a y m e n t o f the fine, the  stockade sentence 
was to  be suspended  since this was o u r first offense. 
O u r  a tto rn e y  ob jected  to  the  fine, the  sen tence, an d  
the  tw o -h u n d red -an d -fifty -d o lla r  ap p ea l b o n d . O b ­
je c tio n  was im m ed ia te ly  o verru led .

T h e  th ir ty -th re e -d o lla r  fine w as no t p a id , h o w ­
ever, for civil righ ts a tto rn ey s  an d  lead ers  w ere 
n eg o tia tin g  w ith  M ay o r Iv an  A llen for release of 
all d em o n stra to rs . F u rth e rm o re , to  p ay  the  fine 
w ould  be to accep t the ju d g e ’s v e rd ic t of g u ilty ; o u r 
innocence m erited  acq u itta l, n o t p a y m e n t of a fine. 
W e w ere a fra id , therefore, th a t  we w ould  soon be 
leav ing  the c ity  ja i l  for th e  stockade. B ut o u r fears 
w ere a llayed  w h en  we re tu rn e d  to the  cellblock. 
T h e  m a tro n  to ld  us th a t p risoners w ere n o t “ sh ipped  
o u t” to  th e  stockade so la te  a t n ig h t a n d  so soon

after tria l. E ith e r  she w as m istaken  o r usual p ro ­
cedures ag a in  w ere n o t follow ed; we left the  cell- 
block for the  stockade a t m id n ig h t, on ly  hours after 
we h a d  been sen tenced . A g u a rd  took us to the 
first-floor desk, w here  we w ere fingerp rin ted  for the 
first tim e. As we w alked to  th e  w aiting  p ad d y  
w agon, a desk se rgean t pushed  a  fifteen-year-old 
g irl an d  th re a te n e d  to  kick h er because she was a 
“ sm art n ig g er.” H is ac tion  inv ited  sim ilar action  
o n  th e  p a r t  of the  d riv e r of the  w agon. In  a th irty - 
m ile -an -h o u r speed zone he d id  fifty and  tested his 
b rakes a t every  stop ligh t. E ach  tim e he h it the 
b rakes we w ere th ro w n  a b o u t the w agon and  he was 
alm ost overcom e w ith  lau g h te r. T h e  joke con­
tinued  u n til we a rriv ed  a t the stockade.

In  o rd e r to  reach  the g u a rd ’s desk we had  to pass 
th ro u g h  a  large k itchen  w here N egro w om en, 
w earin g  w hite  un iform s w ith  b lue collars, were 
cooking over huge stoves. I saw  g reat bins of 
cooked fa tback , sausage, an d  co rn b read , m arked 
“ C - F ”  for colored  fem ales, “ W -F ” for w hite females, 
and  so on. T h is food was to be served to prisoners 
in  the stockade and  in  the c ity  ja il. I could not tell 
w h e th e r th ere  was any  d ifference in the food m arked  
“ C -F ” an d  th a t m ark ed  “ W -F ,”  b u t I did observe 
th a t  a  b in  of sausage w as m ark ed  “ W -M ” for 
w hite  m ales. D urin g  m y th ree  days in the city ja il, 
N egroes, m ale  and  fem ale, h ad  been  given only 
fa tback  an d  no sausage.

As we w aved to the w ork ing  w om en w ho smiled 
expressions of su p p o rt to  us, the  g u ard  on d u ty  
h a n d e d  us d ir ty  w hite  un iform s an d  said, “ P u t 
these on an d  get to  w ork .”  W h en  we protested  
s ta rtin g  w ork a t one th ir ty  in  th e  m orning , the 
g u a rd  swore an d  led us im m ed ia te ly  to so litary  con­
finem ent, a p p ro p ria te ly  called  “ th e  h o le .” L ocated  
beh in d  the  w hite m e n ’s dressing room s, the hole is a 
sm all w indow less, bedless room  of app rox im ate ly  
four by  e ig h t feet and  ap p ro x im a te ly  ten  feet high. 
O v erh ead , a  b rig h t ligh t b u rns constan tly , m ak ing  
it  d ifficult to sleep or to  d istingu ish  n ig h t from  day. 
T h e  fea tu re  of the hole th a t  d is tu rb ed  us m ost was 
the lack  of to ile t facilities: we h ad  to use the concrete  
floor an d  h ad  no tissue. T w o of us w ere placed in 
one hole, tw o in a n o th e r, an d  th ree  in  still ano ther. 
T h e  hole in w hich  six teen-year-o ld  P a tric ia  and  
I w ere confined sm elled like a  recen tly  used ru ra l 
ou thouse . O n  the floor w ere m an y  c igare tte  butts, 
tw o tobacco  pouches, fallen p laste r, and  o ther 
trash . L arge  b lack  roaches craw led  a ro u n d  boldly.

T w o h ours after being  in  the  hole, we were 
given o u r first m eal: one b iscu it an d  a cup  of w ater. 
T h e  biscuits w ere p laced  on  the  floor on top  of 
the  fallen p laste r, c ig a re tte  bu tts , an d  dried  u rine.

In  spite  of the h a rdness of o u r bed , we m anaged  
to  sleep, th o u g h  on ly  after k illing  a  few roaches. 
W e aw oke —  how  m u ch  la te r  I d o n ’t know  —  to 
the  scream s of one of the  girls. “ D ian e ’s sick, M rs.
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B ishop,”  she ca lled  to  th e  on ly  a d u lt  in  th e  group . 
“ D ia n e ’s re a l sick. S h e ’s co u g h in g  b a d .” T h e  
m e n tio n  of D ia n e ’s n a m e  w as en o u g h  to  up se t us, 
for D iane  w as on ly  tw elve. W e called  th e  guard s 
fo r w h a t seem ed like ho u rs , a n d  d id n ’t s top  calling  
u n til  one finally  cam e. T h e  girls p rom ised  to  do  
a n y th in g  if the g u a rd  w ould  le t D iane  o u t to see a 
d o c to r. In  a  h eav y  S o u th e rn  d raw l, the  g u a rd , w ho 
w as a b o u t fifty years o ld , said, “ Y aw l c a in ’t  git o u t 
cause th a r  w a n t be w ork  for th re e  weeks. So set 
t ia g h t .”  H e left a n d  re tu rn e d  la te r  to  tak e  D ian e’s 
te m p e ra tu re . She d id n ’t  have a te m p e ra tu re ; she 
co u ld n ’t be sick: th a t  w as his diagnosis. I yelled 
th ro u g h  a c rack  in  the d o o r  th a t  peop le  c a n  be sick 
w ith o u t h av in g  a h ig h  te m p e ra tu re . T h e  g u a rd  
opened  th e  d o o r  to  m y hole, s tared  a t m e hatefu lly , 
an d  said  in an  an g ry  voice, “ Y ou a in ’t no  d o c to r .” 
D ian e  rem ain ed  sick, a n d  all of us re m a in e d  in o u r 
m isery. I shou ld  give th e  g u a rd  c re d it for one ac t 
o f k indness. H e  p laced  in  each  hole a n  em pty  
th ree-g a llo n  b ean  can  in  w hich  we cou ld  relieve 
ourselves. W h en  we h e a rd  h ours la te r  th a t  D iane  
w as fast asleep, all of us re laxed , an d  we, too, slept.

W h en  we aw ak en ed , we h ea rd  the  voices of 
w hite  m ale  prisoners dressing  for the c h a in  gang. 
M a n y  of th em  peeped  in to  the  hole a n d  said, too  
ju b ila n tly , “ T h e re ’s som e n iggers in  th a r .” O f 
course, we felt d u ty -b o u n d  to  se renade  th em  w ith  
o u r freedom  songs, an d  we em p h asized  one verse 
of “ W e Shall O v e rco m e ,”  w hich  sim ply  b u t  pow er­
fu lly  asserts, “ W e’re  b lack  a n d  w hite  to g e th e r.”  
W e w ere sad w hen  the  m en  left the  d ressing  room s, 
for once ag a in  th e re  w as th a t  pa in fu l silence, th a t  
absence of life th a t  we so d re a d e d . L uckily , the  
silence w as soon b ro k en  by  a h a p p y  so u n d . N egro  
fem ale p risoners b ro u g h t o u r second m eal, ag a in  
b iscuits an d  w a te r, b u t  m ore  im p o r ta n t, th ey  
b ro u g h t them selves a n d  good news. T w o  o th e r 
d em o n stra to rs  a rrested  a fte r us sen t w ord  th a t we 
w ould  be o u t soon. W e ch eered  a n d  san g  again , 
this tim e w ith  re a l gusto. B u t we w ere n o t o u t soon, 
an d  hours la te r  o u r sp irits  w ere no  lo n g er h igh . 
B rea th in g  w as b eco m in g  m o re  d ifficu lt in  th e  stuffy 
ro o m  as the  s trong  fum es of u rin e  seem ed to  be in ­
h a led  b u t n o t exhaled . I tr ied  v isualiz ing  the o u t­
side, b u t I cou ld  see on ly  th e  a rre s t of e igh t- 
year-o ld  J u l ia  an d  th e  d e te rm in e d  m o v em en t of 
the b lack  roaches. F a u lk n e r’s novel The Unvan­
quished, w h ich  I h ad  stashed  in  m y  b ra , afforded  
m e som e e n te r ta in m e n t, th o u g h  I w ould  have p re ­
ferred  read in g  a n o th e r  novelist w hile in  a S o u th e rn  
ja il . T h e  teen -ag ers  e n te r ta in e d  them selves by 
te lling  jokes a n d  ta lk in g  seriously  a b o u t over­
crow ded , poo rly  e q u ip p e d , double-sessioned  N egro 
schools in  A tla n ta . W e ta lk ed  o r  re a d , bu t we 
could  n o t get one questio n  o u t of o u r m inds: “ I 
w onder if anyone  know s w e’re  h ere?”

Som eone d id  know  w e w ere th e re . A t m id n ig h t

on  F rid ay , J a n u a ry  31, a g u a rd  b ro u g h t a N eg ro  
nu rse  to  th e  holes to  a d m in is te r  tw o  g re e n  asp irin s  
to  each  of us. W e w ere in fo rm ed  a t  th a t  tim e  th a t  
we w ould  be released  from  so lita ry  as soon as we 
took on?' m ed ic ine . P ro u d ly , we left th e  hole a n d  
w alked  a g a in  th ro u g h  th e  h u g e  k itc h e n  w h ere  
N egro  w om en  w ere still w ork in g . I n  th e  N eg ro  
w a rd  we d o n n ed  w h ite  un ifo rm s, b u t  we w ere n o t 
to ld  to  w ork. T h e  S tu d e n t N o n v io len t C o o rd in a t­
ing  C o m m ittee  h a d  p a id  o u r  bonds, an d  we w ere 
go ing  hom e very  soon. W e w ere  g ra te fu l to  res t o u r  
tire d  bodies on  a b ed , n o t co n c re te , a n d  in  a ro o m  
n o t roach -in fested  a n d  u rin e -s te n c h e d . A n ex ­
trem ely  y o u n g  g u a rd  w ith  a boy ish  face to ld  us th a t  
we w ould  be re leased  th e  n e x t m o rn in g  a n d  th a t, 
for th e  tim e  being , w e shou ld  w ash  u p  a n d  sleep.

T h e  re w a rd  of b e in g  re leased  fro m  th e  h o le  w as 
th e  o p p o r tu n ity  to  ta lk  to  o th e r  N egro  p riso n ers . 
T h e y  w ere  e m b arra ss in g ly  p ro u d  of us a n d  looked  
a t  th e  y o u n g  girls th e  w ay  a sm all boy  looks a t  his 
favo rite  h ero . O n  th e  p re te x t of u sin g  th e  to ile t, one  
by one th e  w o m en  d rif te d  in to  th e  w a rd  w h ere  we 
w ere dressing. T h e y  stood  a ro u n d  g r in n in g  a n d  
ask ing  a b o u t th e  d e m o n s tra tio n s . O n e  la d y  w ith  
g ray in g  h a ir  squeezed  m y  h a n d  softly, sm iled , a n d  
w alked  back  in to  th e  k itch en .

O u r  stay  in  the  ho le  w as n o th in g  c o m p a re d  w ith  
th e  p lig h t of o th e r  N eg ro  w o m en  in  th e  stockade . 
T h e y  w ork  s tead ily  on  th e ir  feet fo r tw elve h o u rs  a  
d ay , u n lo a d in g  tru ck s, cook ing , sc ru b b in g  floors, 
w ash ing , a n d  iro n ing . F ro m  tw elve to  six a n d  from  
six to  tw elve th ey  a re  w o rk in g  like oxen , a n d  as 
one la d y  p u t  it, “ b e in g  tre a te d  like d aw g s.”  W h ile  
N egro  w om en  w ork, w h ite  w o m en  sleep, lo u n g e , o r 
sew. T h e  N egro  n u rse  a t  th e  sto ck ad e  to ld  m e th a t  
w hite  w o m en  do  n o t w ork ; th e y  sew a p ro n s  a n d  sell 
th e m  to  th e  N egroes.

A t tw o  th ir ty  in  th e  m o rn in g , w e w ere a w ak en ed  
a n d  to ld  to  ch an g e  o u r  c lo th es; w e w ere  go ing  
hom e. W e dressed q u ick ly  a n d  w alked  a g a in  
th ro u g h  th e  h uge  k itc h e n  w h ere  N egro  w om en  
w ere still w ork ing . W h e n  I re a c h e d  th e  ex it, I 
tu rn e d  to  th e  g u a rd  a n d  sa id , “ W h e re  d o  th e  w h ite  
w om en  w ork?” N o t re a liz in g  th a t  I k n ew  th e  
w hites d id  n o t w ork , N eg ro  w o m en  in  th e  k itch en  
yelled , “ T h e y  d o n ’t  w ork . T e ll th e  folks o u ts id e  
th e  w h ite  girls d o n ’t  w o rk .”  T h e  g u a rd  d id  n o t a n ­
sw er m y  q u estio n  a n d  d id  n o t re fu te  th e  sho u ts  of 
th e  w om en . H e  ju s t  q u ick ly  a n d  a n g rily  sh u t th e  
door.

W h a t a  re lief th a t  th e  d o o r  w as sh u tt in g  us, n o t 
inside as before, b u t  o u ts id e  w h ere  th e  a ir  w as 
free from  th e  o d o r of u r in e  a n d  th e  sm ell o f too  
obv ious in h u m a n ity . A n d  so, tw en ty -five  h o u rs  
a fte r e n te rin g  th e  s tockade  a n d  fo u r a n d  a  h a lf  
days a fte r b e ing  a rre s te d , I w as once  a g a in  free  —  
to  th e  e x te n t th a t  N egroes a re  in  th is  c o u n try  a n d  
in  th is c ity  “ too b u sy  to  h a te .”
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