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"GYM CROW MUST GO!" 
BLACK STUDENT ACTIVISM AT 

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY, 1967-1968 

by Stefan Bradley* 

If they build the first story, blow it up. If they sneak back at night and build three 

stories, burn it down. And if they get nine stories built, it's yours. Take it over, and 

maybe we'll let them in on the weekends.l 
H. Rap Brown, 1967 

When Americans remember black student activism of the late 1960s, images of gun- 
toting, bandolier-clad student protesters at Cornell University in 1969 come to mind.2 
While the protesters at Cornell University in Ithaca, New York, may be the first to come to 

mind, black student activism took place earlier at another Ivy League school: Columbia 

University in the City of New York. There, members of the Student Afro-American Society 
(SAS) fought on behalf of the Harlem community to keep Columbia University from building 
a gymnasium in Morningside Park, which represented the only land barrier between 
Columbia and the mostly black, working-class enclave of Harlem.3 

Columbia's gymnasium in the park became a symbolic issue for the black students and 

community demonstrators during the 1968 protest. The ultimate goals of the students were 
to improve the relationship of Columbia with its Harlem neighbors and for the black 
residents to gain power by controlling the neighborhoods that surrounded their homes.4 

However, the students were initially interested in exercising Black Student Power to keep 
the gym from being built in Morningside Park. In the late 1960s, Black Student Power 

represented the choice of black students at predominantly white universities to use the 

philosophies of Black Power to achieve specific goals. At colleges across the nation, Black 
Student Power was achieved by using tactics such as sit-ins, strikes, and marches.5 

This essay will examine two related issues. First, it will provide a detailed analysis of 
the role of black student protesters at Columbia in 1968. Second, it will show how the 

politics of the period (specifically Black Power) affected the protest strategies of SAS on 
Columbia's campus, as well as how the tactics of SAS affected the protest launched by the 

larger, mostly white radical group, Students for a Democratic Society (SDS). The efforts of 

SAS, in conjunction with those of SDS, led to the week-long occupation of campus 

*Stefan Bradley is a doctoral student in the Department of History at the University of Missouri in 
Columbia, MO. 
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JOURNAL OF AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY 

buildings, the six-week closure of Columbia University, and the university's decision not to 
build its gymnasium in Morningside Park. As a result of the protests, Columbia had to 
reconsider its expansion policies as well as its approach to the black residents of Harlem. 

Several books have been written about black student activism in northern, 

predominantly white universities. Some of those include Richard McCormick's volume on 
the protests that took place at Rutgers University in New Jersey; Donald Downs's account 
of the black student protesters at Cornell in 1969; and Werner Sollors, Caldwell Titcomb, 
and Thomas Underwood's discussion of black student life and activity at Harvard.6 Most 

recently, Wayne Glasker described black student protest at the University of Pennsylvania 
between 1967 and 1990.7 All these protests shared a common theme: the appeal to and use 
of Black Power educational philosophies.8 The demand for the inclusion of Black Studies 

programs at these universities typically became a protest goal. That demand is what makes 
the efforts of the black students at Columbia in 1968 stand out from other protests. 
Columbia's proximity to Harlem allowed SAS to focus on an issue that directly affected the 

surrounding black community. 
With regard to Columbia University, there have been several studies of the 1968 

protests. None of these have focused specifically on the actions of the black student 
activists and how race affected the protests that caught the attention of the nation. Authors 
such as Roger Kahn, Jerry Avom, and James Kunen attributed the protest to the emergence 
of the New Left and the rise of the antiwar movement.9 Others, like Joanne Grant, claimed 
that the protests that took place in 1968 concerned the students' push to transform 
Columbia into "a moral force in society."10 While the New Left, the Vietnam War, and the 
rise of the student movement are important to the story of the Columbia protests in 1968, 
one cannot truly understand what occurred at the university unless one confronts the role 
that race as well as the Harlem residents played in the controversy. 

In addition to the issue of the university building a gym in a park that residents of 
Harlem and Morningside Heights felt belonged to them, the protesters were motivated by 
other factors such as the suspension of several students for a demonstration held earlier 
that year, the school's contract with the U.S. Defense Department to research and develop 
war weapons, and the desire for a stronger voice in the decision-making processes of the 

university. The members of SAS and SDS took the lead in addressing these issues. 

Although each shared the goal of halting construction of the gym, cultural and class 
differences created different agendas. A major goal for SDS during the spring protest was 
the radicalization of the mostly white student population. For SAS, however, halting 
construction on the gymnasium was the principal issue. By the end of the protest in April 
1968, both groups had succeeded in achieving their goals of stopping construction of the 

gym and radicalizing the student body. They did not do so by using the integrated struggle 
approach advocated by civil rights leaders such as Martin Luther King, Jr. Instead, the 

relationship between the mostly white SDS and black SAS followed the patterns emerging 
nationally in student movements of separating along racial lines, and employing different 
tactics and methods to reach their goals.11 
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BLACK STUDENT ACTIVISM AT COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY, 1967-1968 

INTEGRATION AND REFORM 

The debate surrounding the integration of reform and protest movements is as old as 
the nation itself, but is extremely relevant to the demonstrations that took place at 
Columbia in 1968. Leaders and reformers have taken various stances on the debate and 

approaches to the problem of racism, discrimination, and injustice. Before the start of the 
Civil War, both black and white reformers dealt with the prospect of integration in the 
abolitionist movement. As historian Charles Wesley noted, some white abolitionist 

organizations attempted to limit the amount of black participation in the movement.12 In a 
similar vein, some blacks, who attempted to avoid the racism and exclusion they had 

experienced in predominantly white antislavery organizations, started their own 
abolitionist groups. The members of these black abolitionist groups, such as J. Mercer 

Langston and Frederick Douglass, had been disillusioned by the tactics employed by 
renowned abolitionists William Lloyd Garrison and Arthur and Lewis Tappan.13 Many 
black abolitionists found that they exercised little, if any, power in decision making within 
the integrated abolitionist movement.14 

During the mid-20th century, the black nationalist leader Malcolm X opposed the 

integrated Civil Rights Movement of the early 1960s for similar reasons.15 Malcolm 
asserted that the efforts of black activists would, in the end, be unacknowledged and 
unsuccessful. His rationale was that if black leaders allied themselves with white leaders, 
soon the white leaders would take over the protest movement because it was the whites 
who retained most of the economic and political power. Therefore, Malcolm believed that 
in matters directly concerning black people, it was essential that black leaders should make 
the decisions.16 Otherwise, he warned, white liberal leaders might misrepresent or subvert 
the original goals for the movement. 

Another example of the fissure between those who would and would not support 
integrationist strategies in the struggle against racism and discrimination was the 1966 

split between the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) and the Student Non- 
Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). In the late 1950s, Martin Luther King, Jr., 

organized the SCLC as an umbrella organization that could train people for participation 
in nonviolent direct action protests. Under King's leadership, SCLC included black and 
white members.17 Students and young people, heeding the counsel of SCLC official Ella 

Baker, formed SNCC in 1960. By 1966, however, some of the members of SNCC began to 

question the effectiveness of the nonviolent approach as they watched the violence against 
blacks increase and the possibilities for social change diminish.18 

Using knowledge they gained from black nationalists such as Malcolm X, SNCC 
officials Stokely Carmichael and H. Rap Brown claimed that the SCLC leaders were too 

accommodating of the strategies of white members and allies. Furthermore, the increasingly 
militant leaders of SNCC believed that while the war against racism was as bitter as ever 
in the South, campaigns should be directed to the North where racism also thrived. With 

that, SNCC bolted from association with SCLC and pushed for "Black Power."19 SNCC's 

leadership advocated Black Power, separation from whites, and black self-determination, 
reminiscent of Malcolm X's positions. Soon, the SNCC leadership purged its white members 
and brought the struggle northward.20 This split affected the student movement in that 
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white students, who had worked alongside black student protesters, were asked to leave 
SNCC and start their own groups committed to creating a society based on racial equality. 

The debate over what approach to take spilled onto the Morningside Heights campus 
of Columbia University in 1968. The separatist approaches advocated by Malcolm X and 
later Black Power leaders worked to advance this protest, and the black students in SAS 
eventually asked the white radicals of SDS to organize their own demonstration so that the 
black group could focus on its own issue: the university's attempt to build the gym in 
Morningside Park. In this instance black activists succeeded in challenging a major bastion 
for the "white establishment." Although the Harlem community still complained about the 
alleged racist acts of the university officials, it could boast of one small, tangible victory: 
they had reclaimed 2.1 acres of Morningside Park.21 By separating from the white 
protesters early on, the black students and residents made "race" an issue the university 
officials were forced to address. Using the black communities of Harlem and Morningside 
Heights as its base of support, SAS played on the administrators' fear of a race riot spilling 
onto campus. That fear was well founded because the spring protest in 1968 took place just 
weeks after the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr., which led to rioting in the 
neighborhoods that surrounded the school.22 

In an alliance with the black community of Harlem, student and community activists 
would attain Black Power in its most essential form. For the black students and community 
members, what occurred during the 1968 protest was truly amazing. As members of the 
black intelligentsia and the working class, they were able to manifest power by using the 
threat of violence to invoke fear and reconsideration by a powerful white institution. 
Before the 1960s this was rare for African Americans in the United States. 

For European Americans, power had manifested itself along racial lines from the 
founding of the country.23 In the 19th century the Ku Klux Klan mobilized southern whites 
from politicians to sharecroppers around the perceived threat of "Negroes in power" during 
Reconstruction and afterward.24 This carried over into the 20th century during the Jim 
Crow era, and even into modern politics. For example, in 1968 presidential candidate 
Richard Nixon used his "southern strategy" to develop a southern white constituency 
threatened by black progress.25 In 1968-1969, black students and working-class black 
community members worked together to achieve Black Power, and in Harlem they organized 
to keep the proposed gym out of the park, and to force Columbia to treat the black 
community with respect. If Black Power were to ever be fully achieved in this country, at 
least politically, it would take an alliance of what sociologist E. Franklin Frazier called 
the "black bourgeoisie" and the "black proletariat."26 

It would be too simple to state that the black students of Columbia University achieved 
their goal of stopping the construction of the gym by their own protest efforts. The black 
protesters needed the support of the white students, just as the white radicals needed the 
black militants to advance their goals. While the black demonstrators had the ability to 
draw the attention of university officials, the larger number of white radicals added 
manpower and momentum to the black students who protested on behalf of the community. 
The black student demonstrators' insistence on separating themselves from the white 
protesters helped the radical white students to focus on their own agenda and goals as 
well. Because the white radicals now had a different focus, they, along with the black 
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protesters, radicalized much of the general student body, and eventually shut Columbia 

University down for six weeks.27 
Even before the 1968 protest, resentment toward Columbia University existed in the 

black neighborhoods of Harlem and Morningside Heights. Influencing the community's 
indignation about the school were national and international events that affected the 
African American and Puerto Rican population. During the 1960s, Harlem and many other 
black communities throughout the U.S. experienced civil unrest with urban insurrections in 
the summers from 1964 to 1967.28 The assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., on 

April 4, 1968, led to violence and rioting in over 200 American cities and towns, and in the 
Harlem neighborhoods adjacent to Columbia University, people poured into the streets, 
rioting and grieving the murder of their leader. Further fueling the resentment was the fact 
that Columbia administrators had purchased a great deal of land and buildings in Harlem, 
which resulted in the displacement of black and Puerto Rican residents.29 The black people 
who lived next to the Ivy League school saw the institution as a representative of ongoing 
white oppression and Columbia University became a target of their frustration. 

COLUMBIA'S BLACK ACTIVISTS 

Archibald Cox, the head of Columbia's Fact-Finding Commission (Cox Commission), 
observed in 1968 that the "Negro students on campuses, large and small, throughout the 

country have made unprecedented efforts to bring about changes in campus life increasing 
their participation and enhancing respect for their identity."30 According to Lerone 
Bennett, Jr., a writer for Ebony magazine, the Cox Commission's report correctly assessed 
the mood of many black students across the country. In an article entitled "Confrontation on 
the Campus," Bennett wrote about the phenomenon of black students revolting against the 
administrations at black as well as white universities to obtain specific goals. Like the 
student demonstrators at Columbia University, black students elsewhere were "struggling, 
often physically, for the ultimate in power-the power to control the cultural apparatus 
which defines reality and shapes and maims minds."31 

Columbia's SAS, after consulting with various members of the Harlem community, saw 
the proposed gym in the park as a symbol of racism and a struggle for control over land in 
the adjacent neighborhoods. By constructing the gym in Morningside Park, many Harlem 
residents believed that the university was trying to take even more land from the 

community. Columbia's architects only allocated the community a small percentage of actual 
floor space in the gym, and nonuniversity patrons were to enter through a different set of 
doors. In fact, during the protest the black students cleverly referred to the proposed 
structure as "Gym Crow," which pointed up some of the feelings of second-class citizenship 
that neighborhood residents would experience if they decided to patronize the gym. 

Before the April 1968 protest, a group of black students at the Morningside Heights 
campus organized protests to gain the employment of more black faculty members, the 

implementation of Black Studies courses, and the recruitment and admission of a larger 
number of black students. An anonymous observer of these student activists reported to the 
Cox Commission that the purpose of the black student participation in the 1968 protest 
"was to dramatize the unresponsiveness of the University primarily to them," and not 

necessarily that toward the community of Harlem.32 While the observer's statement may 
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have been valid, it was unlikely that the black students on campus remained oblivious to 
the concerns of the black community surrounding Columbia University. The issue that SAS 
wanted to dramatize was the construction of a "racist" gym in Morningside Park, not their 
own bid for power, claimed professor of sociology Immanuel Wallerstein. As Professor 
Wallerstein understood their position, "the black students acted as representatives for 
Harlem within Columbia."33 Unlike many other black students in predominantly white 
colleges and universities in the 1960s, those at Columbia found themselves surrounded by a 
black community. Ray Brown, a senior majoring in history, stated that "the black students 
are specifically opposed to Columbia University's use of its position of political strength to 
take advantage of the powerlessness of the black community."34 In this way the issue of 
"Gym Crow" gave these young students the opportunity to become activists in support of the 
community. 

STUDENTS FOR A DEMOCRATIC SOCIETY 

In 1962 Tom Hayden, a white leftist, helped found Students for a Democratic Society 
(SDS) in Michigan. According to Hayden, its main goal was "the development of a political 
means toward the creation of a radical society."35 To achieve this goal, the student group 
sought to restructure society beginning with the university. The challenge for Columbia 
SDS members was to convince the politically apathetic student population that there was a 
need for change in society in general and at the university in particular. Alan Adelson, 
author and former SDS member, recalled that SDS "spent long hours discussing the 
University's role in society." Members of the group found that, "despite its pretenses of 
accumulating knowledge and inspiring scholarship, the school was really an integral part 
of the system's corruption," so they decided to confront university administrators."36 

Most white students at Columbia believed that societal institutions and environments 
in need of change had little to do with them. To end the apathy, white radicals at Columbia 
had to identify issues that influenced the students personally. SDS needed, in Adelson's 
words, "something very concrete that they [Columbia students] can't ignore; and, if at all 

possible, something that will finally produce moral indignation in people."37 
In light of the April 1968 assassination of the Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr., one of 

the issues they used to arouse the students' moral indignation was the idea of the proposed 
university gymnasium being built against the will of the black community in Morningside 
Heights and Harlem. Along with the gym, the other issues in the SDS protest were the 
Institute for Defense Analysis (IDA), which conducted research on the creation and 
improvement of weapons for the Vietnam War effort, the presence of the Naval Reserve 
Officers Training Corps (NROTC) at Columbia, and the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 
contracts with the university to recruit students from campus.38 Many students believed 
that their university should not be a laboratory for the military in the war efforts against 
North Vietnam. Mark Rudd explained that SDS's role was "changing people's 
understanding of society, getting them to understand the forces at work to create a 

university the way it is."39 In the fall of 1967, SDS held a national convention at the 
University of Maryland, where the delegates decided that the Columbia chapter should 
take over the Morningside Heights campus so that it could serve as an example to other 
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universities. Rudd remembered that the protest would have to be a "straight political act to 

gain power-to gain some power."40 
During the spring protest, the gym issue provided the only connection between 

Columbia's SDS and SAS. Before the April protest, the relations between the Columbia 

chapters of SDS and SAS had not been especially close.41 As Ray Brown of SAS put it, "our 

position on other issues, specifically [those] of student power, is simply this: our immediate 
concern is not with restructuring of Columbia University."42 To be sure, in the spring of 

1968, SAS may not have stated as one of the goals the restructuring of the university, but by 
making their earlier protests for an increase in black faculty members and courses, that was 
indeed what they had sought. The same was true for its later proposals for a Black Studies 

major and increased African American and Puerto Rican student admissions into the 

university. In 1968, though, the proposed gym in the park was their primary target. 
During the 1960s students had staged several demonstrations against Columbia 

University. Most of them concerned the university's relation to the military, and in 1966 
and 1967 SDS had organized small protests against CIA recruiters on campus.43 For their 

participation in the 1967 demonstration, several students received reprimands that had 
been suggested by a tripartite committee of administrators, faculty, and students. The desire 
for this committee to take part in the discipline of students became an issue in 1968 as 
well.44 In 1967, however, SDS waged a larger campaign against the presence of Marine 
recruiters on campus.45 When conservative student protesters attempted to block the efforts 
of SDS, violence erupted. Then, in February of the next year, SDS protested the presence of 
Dow Chemical Company job recruiters on campus.46 Dow was a major manufacturer of the 
chemical agent napalm, which was being used as a weapon in Vietnam. A month later, on 
March 27, 1968, SDS led a protest against Columbia's affiliation with the IDA that 
resulted in the suspension of six SDS members who became known as the "IDA Six."47 That 

particular protest also led to the administration's decision to ban indoor protests on 

campus. 
Internal and external opposition mounted against the university after March 27. The 

faculty of the School of Architecture passed a resolution, stating that President Grayson 
Kirk and the trustees must reconsider the decision to build the gym because the school had 
not acted fairly toward the community.48 Two weeks later, at a memorial for the death of 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., SDS leader Mark Rudd seized the microphone from Columbia's 
vice president David Truman. As Truman walked to the podium to eulogize King, Rudd beat 
him to the microphone, and asked: "How can these administrators praise a man who fought 
for human dignity when they have stolen land from the people of Harlem?" He continued: "If 
we really want to honor this man's memory[,] then we ought to stand together against this 
racist gym."49 Rudd's point was valid and probably correct, but high-ranking university 
officials could appreciate neither his tone nor his timing.50 

THE PROTEST BEGINS 

"Up against the wall, motherfucker, this is a stick-up," white SDS organizer Mark 
Rudd wrote on April 22, 1968, in a widely circulated letter to President Grayson Kirk in 

hopes of inciting student protest.51 Rudd claimed that SDS was adopting the struggle of 

oppressed African Americans.52 In urging the mostly white audience to "stand together" 
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against the gym, Rudd emphasized the duty of concerned white students to fight on behalf of 
African Americans and other people of color victimized by white oppression and 
domination. In his opinion, he and his followers saw the unfairness of the racist gym 
project and were committing themselves to battling it, and in doing so, changing society for 
the better. 

SDS started preparations for another mass demonstration. At noon on Tuesday, April 
23, SDS held a rally at the Sundial, located in the middle of the campus. After berating 
university officials for their support for the Vietnam War and their insensitivity toward 
the adjacent community, Rudd suggested that students take the demonstration into Low 
Memorial Library, where the university's administrative offices were located.53 When 
Vice President David Truman managed to get to the building and locked the doors, Cicero 
Wilson, one of the leaders of SAS, called for the attention of the crowd.54 "This is Harlem 
Heights, not Morningside Heights," he declared, and questioned the radical commitment of 
the mostly white crowd by asking what it would do if somebody tried to take their 
property. Counter-demonstrators, from groups such as the Students for a Free Campus (SFC) 
and the "jocks" (student athletes and fraternity members), protested, but Wilson explained 
that it was the duty of both the white and black students of Columbia to help their 
neighbors keep control over their land and neighborhoods.55 Then Wilson led many of the 
demonstrators to the gym construction site.56 

After talking with Tom Gold, the leader of the group of protesters that had remained on 
campus and former leader of the Columbia chapter of SDS, Rudd again urged the crowd to 
move into Low Library. By this time, Wilson and many of the other black demonstrators 
had become annoyed by the apparent indecisiveness of SDS leadership. "SDS would make 
decisions then undo them and go back and forth... they were just confused," claimed one 
SAS member.57 In a speech Wilson intimated that his group intended to take over the 
demonstration: "SDS can stand on the side and support us... but the black students and the 
Harlem community will be the ones in the vanguard."58 This statement was very much in 
line with the tenets of Black Power, which advocated that blacks take the leadership in 
matters that affected them.59 

Wilson's statement took Rudd and the white protesters by surprise because they 
believed that blacks and whites should attack Columbia together. In turn, SAS members 
began to wonder if SDS was using them to enhance its campus "revolution." The back and 
forth decision making that was typical of the participatory democracy that the SDS 
leadership practiced gave some members of SAS the impression that the white protesters 
were not serious about capturing the attention of the university and, in turn, forcing 
administrators to reconsider construction of the gymnasium. Despite their growing distrust 
for SDS, the black students recognized the benefit of being affiliated with the larger, 
predominantly white group. In this way, SAS used SDS's influence to advance its goals. To 
that end, SAS leader William Sales soothed the anxiety of the crowd by temporarily 
reaffirming the black-white coalition. He commented nevertheless on the demonstrators' 
poor organization.60 As the situation cooled, Rudd took the spotlight again; but this time he 
had a definite plan. 

First, he made it clear that SDS was not indecisive, but rather practicing "participatory 
democracy," a system that allowed each member to participate in the group's decisions.61 
Rudd then suggested to the protesters that they should take a hostage. While Rudd's earlier 
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suggestions were ignored, this one attracted the support of most of the demonstrators. As 
the crowd wondered about whom to take as hostage, someone called for the seizure of 
Hamilton Hall, a classroom building and the location of most of the administrative offices 
of Columbia College, the undergraduate school.62 

BUILDING OCCUPATION 

Although Hamilton Hall was not his first choice, Rudd liked the idea and led some four 
hundred students into the building, providing SAS with a successful example of the 

participatory democracy that SDS practiced. While they chanted "Racist Gym Must Go," 

acting Dean of Columbia College Henry Coleman appeared. Rudd ordered the onlookers to 
clear a pathway for Coleman to go into his office in Hamilton. The Dean remembered: "I had 
to make a decision on whether or not to go in, and it seemed to me that it was my office, my 
secretarial staff was in there, and ... that I should walk in."63 Rudd informed Coleman that 
the students (in Hamilton) had staged an illegal indoor protest, that he and his people 
would no longer stand for the university's slowness to restructure, and finally, that 
Coleman had become the group's "guest of honor."64 

In a manner unbecoming of a good host, Rudd left his guest of honor Dean Coleman, and 
held a meeting in the upstairs lobby of the building. At that meeting, he helped to form a 

Steering Committee, consisting of the most influential student leaders on campus. This small 

group included Ray Brown and William Sales of SAS, Ted Gold and Rudd of SDS, and 
students from several other organizations. The purpose of the committee was to 
communicate the protesters' strategies, goals, and instructions. The committee also dealt 
with matters such as how to feed the protesters and keep them warm throughout the night.65 

As the students made themselves at home in Hamilton, the integrated Steering Committee 

put forth a list of demands: amnesty for Rudd and the rest of SDS members known as the 
"IDA Six," whom the university had placed on disciplinary probation for their March 27 
demonstration in Low Memorial Library; a permanent halt to the construction of the 

gymnasium in Morningside Park; the termination of affiliations with the Institute for 
Defense Analyses (IDA); the resignation of Kirk from the IDA executive committee; repeal of 
the ban on indoor protests; a resolution that students and faculty should decide jointly on 

judicial matters; and university cooperation in dropping police charges against the 

protesters.66 Later that day the Steering Committee distributed pamphlets and contacted 
students at various locations, including New York University and City College.67 

After receiving a phone call from Dean Coleman, Vice President Truman became aware 
of the possible conflict between SDS and the black protesters. He finally contacted 
President Kirk who had been fund-raising off campus. When Kirk heard that Hamilton had 
been seized by SDS, SAS, and other students, he was furious. "The protest took me 

completely by surprise," he said later.68 His first reaction was to call the police, but when 
he found out that the students held an administrator hostage, he changed his mind: "I 
demurred [on calling the police], being fearful for the safety of Dean Coleman." His anger 
quickly changed to anxiety over the possibility of violence after he listened to Truman's 
account of the bad relations brewing within the racially mixed group. 

Until this point, the protesters had given no real thought to the possibility of violence 

among themselves, but the situation soon changed. Sometime after 7:00 p.m., a short black 
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man with three bodyguards disrupted a meeting of the Steering Committee. Some students 
knew that the committee had contacted residents of Harlem earlier to take care of food 

provisions, but for the most part, even the black students on the Steering Committee seemed 
shocked to see the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) leader, H. Rap 
Brown. "I'd like to tell you that the Harlem community is now here and we want to thank 

you for taking the first steps in this struggle." Rap Brown then announced, "The black 

community is taking over."69 Fearing the turn the protest was taking, many white 
demonstrators remained silent after hearing what Rap Brown had to say. Reinforcing those 
fears, six large, black males approached five white jocks (counter-demonstrators) who 
stood guard outside of Dean Coleman's office. The black men then offered to let the counter- 
demonstrators leave without receiving physical injury. When the white students refused to 

budge, the black men promptly commenced to moving the white students. Subsequently, a 
new group of black guards formed outside of the door of Coleman's office.70 

BLACK STUDENT POWER 

By 2:00 a.m., SAS and the Harlem contingency differed with SDS over whether to 
barricade the building. Rap Brown and SAS supported the measure, while SDS wanted a 
sit-in instead.71 SAS's plan to erect a barricade would have allowed the students to control 
who could enter or leave the building. SDS, on the other hand, proposed a sit-in, which 
would have allowed people to come in and out of the building freely. "At that point it was 

impossible for the white students to remain," SAS leader Ray Brown later explained; "if 

they had remained[,] it would probably have diluted the effectiveness of the protest."72 
Black graduate student Bill Sales affirmed Ray Brown's position: "Many of the white 
students were not prepared to dramatize the issue through a confrontation with students 
and faculty."73 He recalled, "They were talking about holding the building but allowing 
classes to continue so that they could politicize the people that came in and out." Not 

agreeing with that strategy, Sales and his group voiced their objections. "We said this is 

crazy. Don't you know we have committed a crime in here. We are going to seize this 

building and make some demands and not move until they are met or until they [the police] 
carry us out of here." "We decided we couldn't deal with their madness ... so we said you 
[the white students] got to get out of the building."74 This decision to separate themselves 
was indicative of what had happened on a larger scale with the student movement across 
the nation when it came to integrated protest.75 

Discipline and organization were of utmost importance to the black protesters. To 
"dramatize the situation" effectively, they had to do so in a manner that showed they were 
serious and focused on their goal. Part of the reason for the black students' ability to 

organize was that many of them had been members of other organizations before joining 
SAS.76 For instance, Bill Sales had been a member of the "Black Student Congress" (a 
coalition of smaller black student groups at Columbia and Barnard College) and a secret 

group called "the Cadre." This group involved itself in community affairs and had its 
members join local organizations. Sales and another SAS member were assigned to the 
Harlem chapter of the Congress for Racial Equality (CORE). Some of the black women 

protesters, who attended Barnard College, were members of other groups. Many of those 
who protested at Columbia were members of the Barnard Organization of Soul Sisters 
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(BOSS), whose goal was to gain as much information as possible about the neighboring 
community's relationship with the university.77 They too added discipline to the 
demonstration.78 Finally, Sales credits some of the organization of the group to the fact that 

many of the protesters were members of historically black fraternities, such as Omega Psi 
Phi, Inc., in which the leadership placed high value on discipline and organization.79 

Several white students agreed with SAS's decision to go it alone. One remarked, "The 
real thing about the black/white split was that the two groups realized they had different 

political agendas.... The blacks wanted to stop the gym;... the whites' goal was to 
radicalize other white students."80 By taking Hamilton, "we were moving too fast" without 

prior planning or preparation, confessed one white student. Understanding the position of 
the blacks, another white radical said, "When the blacks saw we were split amongst 
ourselves, that we weren't disciplined,... they asked us to leave."81 

Although the African American students disliked the white radicals' indecisiveness, 
that was not the only reason the SAS leadership asked SDS members to leave. "We felt that 
we had to have a distinctive identity," Sales later admitted.82 "We were in there-black 

folks-taking up for the community, and we had to make that clear.... There was no real 
riff between SAS and SDS." Upon evicting the white protesters, the blacks suggested that, if 
the whites wanted to help the black community and fight the construction of the gym, they 
should take other buildings. To the blacks, it was important that they alone occupy 
Hamilton. By doing so, claimed Sales, they could "focus the protest on the community-wide 
issues, ... to forge an identification between what the blacks were doing in Hamilton Hall 
and what the community was doing in Harlem in relation to Columbia University's 
racism."83 

In taking control of Hamilton, the black demonstrators obtained a victory over the 

university that, in their opinion, had taken control of land from the neighborhood for so 

long. The "Reverend Sam," a resident from Harlem, smiled as he reminisced about the 
incident. He recalled that to the black Harlemites, when the SAS-led protesters took over 
Hamilton Hall, it was like "the invasion of the ivory tower."84 The writer Roger Kahn said: 
"The men from Harlem were people who had been raised in rats' alleys, offered no hope, or, 
worse, false hope as they grew. Above them Columbia, the elite fortress, towered on the 

hill," and they would hold on to any small victory against that symbol of power.85 While 

many of the black residents had grown up as Kahn suggested, he offered an understandable 
reason why many SAS members favored barricading the entrances to the hall as opposed to 

having a sit-in that allowed people to enter and leave as they wished. The African 
Americans did not care if they alienated the white protesters; they did not work to please 
the masses of white students-a role that SDS claimed. SAS, its members claimed, wanted to 
serve the interest of the black community.86 

The members of SAS in many ways were closer to the residents of Harlem with regard 
to social background and class than they were to Columbia's white students in SDS. The 
white SDS members, of course, were of the same racial background as some residents of the 

Morningside Heights and Harlem communities, but their class status was typically quite 
different from those in the neighboring communities. Most of the black students were of 

working-class background and were first-generation college students. After surveying 
many of the students who participated in the protest, psychiatrist Robert Liebert found 

that, among the students who occupied Hamilton, fifty-five percent were of working-class 
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backgrounds, while eighteen percent were middle class, and twenty-seven were in the upper 
middle class.87 Being first generation college students from working-class backgrounds 
placed the black students closer to their community. These numbers, however, were quite 
different from those of the white students who had invaded the hall. Among them, only six 
percent came from working-class backgrounds, fifteen percent were from the middle class, 
and a striking seventy-nine percent were from upper-middle-class backgrounds.88 This, in 
fact, differentiated them from a majority of the larger white community at the time as well. 

Considering the racial and class differences between the black and white protesters, it 
was understandable why many black students were suspicious of the white students who 
attempted to occupy Hamilton with them. While many of those white students were radical 
in their political beliefs, their class and educational background set them apart from the 
black students from the outset. Most of the black protesters in Hamilton had attended 
"urban or small-town public schools," while most white occupants had attended "private or 
public schools."89 For many of the African Americans inside the building, the gymnasium 
issue was not an abstract struggle, as some black militants had concluded about the efforts 
of the white radicals, but rather an actual fight against a tangible, oppressive white 
institution that had for years oppressed people of African descent. Indeed, that oppression 
benefited some, if not most, of the radical white students involved in the protest. From the 
perspective of the members of SAS, white protesters could afford (literally and figuratively) 
to theorize about a democratic society, while not suffering too much in the present. As one 
of the black protesters noted, "it's expensive to be a revolutionary. The [white students can 
afford the] luxury of ideas... I don't have that luxury."90 Another student agreed, 
commenting on the position of many of the radical whites in this society. "A white student 
can say all he wants against the system, [but he can also] shave his beard and join the 
system. Black students can't."91 

To view the efforts of the white radicals as abstract is somewhat unfair and skewed. 
Undoubtedly, the followers of SDS believed sincerely in their cause, and, in fact, they did 
have something to lose. They risked discontinuing the university education that they had 
begun. They, like the black students, risked losing their student status and becoming eligible 
for the draft if the university chose to expel them for their demonstrations. Furthermore, 
they risked losing the respect of the people in their communities. 

While the white radicals might have railed against the power that allows a university 
to build a gymnasium in a park used by the community, these affluent students grew up with 
the benefits of their racial, educational, and class status. It was indeed remarkable that 
they would rebel against the values that their white, privileged parents had offered them, 
and that they should be taken seriously. The fact that these students had these advantages, 
however, distinguished them from traditional "revolutionaries" (a term many used to refer 
to themselves), who were often politically and economically suppressed.92 

For the black protesters, Morningside Park was just one more piece of Harlem the large 
Ivy League school was attempting to take from the community. Like the white students, they 
wanted Columbia to close the Institute for Defense Analysis and sever ties with the Defense 
Department during the war, because SAS members also did not want to be associated with 
the Vietnam War. If the university was involved in the war, then indirectly the students 
were involved as well. Black students also wanted to create a more democratic society, like 
the members of SDS had proposed. But at that moment in time, the university's construction 

174 

This content downloaded  on Fri, 8 Feb 2013 15:00:53 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


BLACK STUDENT ACTIVISM AT COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY, 1967-1968 

of a gymnasium in the park provided them with a tangible symbol of class and racial 

exploitation. 
After leaving Hamilton Hall, the SDS members and their supporters waged their own 

separate attack on the university at Low Memorial Library. The seriousness of the black 
students' decision to hold Hamilton by themselves contributed to the radicalization of many 
in SDS. As one white student remembered the occupation of Low Library, "it took the 

example of the blacks to move us."93 Low, because it housed the administrative offices of the 
entire university, was a building that, if taken, could stop traffic entirely on campus, a 
situation that SDS subsequently demonstrated. At 7:00 a.m. on April 24, Rudd, other SDS 

members, and a number of white protesters took the advice of the black students and moved 
into Low and to three other buildings on campus. At Low, the white students, following 
Rudd, broke down a door in the southeastern section of the building.94 Rudd and the other 
leaders soon realized, however, that Low was too large for them to occupy effectively, so 

they focused on a most strategic spot: President Kirk's offices.95 By taking the president's 
offices, the protesters believed they would receive the attention of all officials at the 

university; but most of all, SDS members believed such an action would draw Kirk's 

attention. 
While in Kirk's offices, the protesters embarked on an adventure of discovery and 

opened some of the president's confidential papers. Although one white radical claimed that 
he found documentation proving that the administration intended to suppress SDS, and "a 
lot of letters about cleaning up the area by moving out the blacks and the Puerto Ricans," 
most of Kirk's papers were personal memos that dealt with general university matters.96 
The students ransacked the president's offices. According to Kirk, they smoked his cigars, 
drank his sherry, urinated on the floors, ripped the rugs, and almost destroyed the 

Rembrandt portrait hanging on the wall.97 
President Kirk, whom Bill Sales remembered as "the kind of president who was 

invisible to students," had an unexpected reaction to the occupation of his offices.98 He 

worried less about his offices in Low, than he did about the protesters in Hamilton. Fearing 
for the elite university's image (especially after King's death and the resulting Harlem riots), 

solving the Hamilton problem became the main issue for Kirk and the rest of the university 
officials. When asked how the relocation of the SDS members to Low and the SAS's 

occupation of Hamilton affected his opinion of the protest, he replied: "The fact that a group 
of black students were in sole occupancy of one of our buildings did complicate the 

matter."99 The possibility of a "race riot," like the one that had occurred in Harlem just 
weeks before, was probably frightening to him and the rest of the school officials. The 

president as well as the SAS protesters understood that when both the white and black 

protesters were occupying the building, it was an issue of "student protest." However, when 

SAS asked the white students to leave to occupy Low Library, the issue was no longer 

simply a student building takeover, but a black student and community protest. 
Fear provided the motivation behind the university officials' actions to quell the 

disturbance in Hamilton. The president worried about the possible arrival of a massive 

group of outside black protesters on Columbia's campus. He believed that "it was quite 
clear that the people of City Hall would not be happy about responding very positively [to 
a request for the police] .. . until they made an assessment of the attitudes in 
Harlem.... They were still feeling the effects of the very serious riots in Harlem upon the 

175 

This content downloaded  on Fri, 8 Feb 2013 15:00:53 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


JOURNAL OF AFRICAN AMERICAN HISTORY 

assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr."100 Most of the black students in Hamilton 

recognized their collective position of power. One maintained that "they [university 
officials] weren't that worried about a handful of black students at Columbia, but when 
Harlem protesters arrived, the mood certainly changed."101 Playing on the fear of the 

university, some black protesters noted that "as a house goes up, it must come down," 
referring to the possible destruction of Hamilton or the gym. According to another black 
student protester, gaining the assistance of Harlem residents was not difficult. In fact, in the 
first few hours of their sole occupation of the building, emissaries from Hamilton Hall had 
raised $125 in local clubs and restaurants in Harlem. Similarly, most of the food they were 

eating had come from the homes of Harlem residents who supported their efforts. This 
student went on to assert that people in Harlem would say, "Look at these brothers up here, 
who got it made, [they] are revolting against the system too." So the longer the university 
waited to deal with the students in Hamilton, the greater the chance for the destruction of 
school property. 

Kirk could wait no longer to take action on the "black issue." On April 25, 1968, the 
school's newspaper reported that the "administration wanted to seal off the 

campus ... after receiving reports that militant black organizations in Central Harlem were 

planning to stage a mass protest at Columbia."102 The night before, fifty policemen secured 
almost all of the gates of the university. The black protesters' main objective was still to 
halt construction of the gym, and until the university could satisfy that objective, the 
Harlem protesters vowed to support the black students in Hamilton. The Fact-Finding 
Commission later concluded that the seriousness of SAS and community members' demands 
showed in "their own discipline... and their personal conduct... [which] was almost 

military [and] strictly regulated."103 Unlike those in Low and the other buildings, the 
students and community members in Hamilton did not break or seize anything for fear that 
the university and police would blame any damage or negative incidents on the black 
students, drawing attention away from their goal to stop the gymnasium's construction.104 

Several observers commented favorably on the way the black protesters had conducted 
themselves in Hamilton. Immanuel Wallerstein, who had contact with the students in 
Hamilton throughout the controversy, said that he was "extremely impressed with their 
seriousness."105 President Kirk concurred with Wallerstein in that "the blacks handled 
themselves very well in Hamilton." Vice President Truman later said that "my respect for 
them is quite high, and ... the other group [the whites in Low and the other three buildings], 
I have no respect for." In an interview with Peter Jansen of Newsweek magazine, Truman 
added, "those black students are a totally different cut.... I admire the way they conducted 
themselves."106 According to the Amsterdam News, "the black students, who launched their 

protest from Hamilton Hall, were models of decorum, courtesy, cleanliness, and 

purpose."107 Roy Wilkins, executive director of the NAACP, claimed that "Columbia's black 
students showed maturity. They did not choose to impair their position by conduct related, 
no doubt, to their emotions, but unrelated to their main purpose" of stopping construction of 
the gym.108 

For that and other reasons, the protesters released Dean Coleman from custody, which 
in no way weakened their position. In fact, at noon on April 26, SNCC activists Stokely 
Carmichael and H. Rap Brown appeared on campus, predicting that "if the university 
doesn't deal with our brothers in there, they're going to have to deal with the brothers out 
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on the streets."109 The Amsterdam News confirmed Rap Brown's prediction with the 
headline, "Harlem Backs Columbia Sit-in."110 The presence of the nationally renowned 
activists only bolstered SAS's position of power in negotiations. 

Contrary to what one might have expected from observing previous demonstrations 
across the nation, the two activists did not come to Columbia University to take over the 
protest, but rather to assist the protesters. As Bill Sales recalled, the members of SAS "had 
to maintain control of what was going on,... so we decided to tell Stokely and Rap what 
we wanted them to do."111 Carmichael and Rap Brown, wanting to do whatever it took to 
advance the struggle for Black Power, did indeed lend their services to the group. Sales said 
that SAS told the SNCC leaders that the Columbia students were up against a "press 
blackout" and that their message was not reaching the public. Using their fame for the 
benefit of SAS's demonstration, Rap Brown and Carmichael read the protesters' demands 
and delivered their messages.112 

"Gym Construction Is Halted," reported the school newspaper on April 26, 1968.113 
The headline should have read: "Construction Suspended." Still, university representatives, 
particularly members of the faculty, had made tremendous progress in negotiations.114 The 

faculty's contribution was of particular importance to the protesters in Hamilton. 
Professor Immanuel Wallerstein acted as a liaison between the protesters in Hamilton and 
the university administration. He was one of the only faculty members allowed in the hall 
once the students barricaded the entrances. His contributions to the Hamilton negotiations 
were invaluable to the evacuation of the black students. Since the gym was their main 
concern, negotiations were feasible as long as trustees assured them that they would halt 
construction permanently.115 

The situation was different, however, for the students in Low and the other three 

buildings the SDS members consequently took. For them the main issue for SDS still 
remained amnesty. Those students refused to negotiate with the faculty, administration, 
trustees, and city officials; and they boasted that they would not leave until the school 

accepted all six of their original steering committee's proposals, making their stance that 
much more militant than the black student protesters'. Since the faculty could not yet fully 
fulfill the demands of SDS or SAS, it continued trying to effect a peaceful resolution to the 
crisis. 

Finally, on April 30, 1968, the university moved to end the protest. Kirk had the water 
and phone lines cut on campus. SDS, as well as the black demonstrators, understood what 
was happening, but reacted differently. The SDS leadership had decided not to leave 
without a fight. On the other hand, after seeing that the school had suspended construction 
on the gym, the blacks merely waited. At 2 a.m., the police, along with university 
representatives, approached all of the occupied buildings. The Faculty Ad Hoc Group, 
which had pledged earlier to stand between outsiders and the occupants of the building, 
steadied its cordons. First, a representative from the university read the faculty group a 

warning. Then, the representative from the police force warned the group that, by 
obstructing the police, it would be breaking the law. The faculty members held their line, 
and refused to move. Without hesitation, the police broke through the line, entered each of 
the buildings, and the students left without bloodshed or violence.116 
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CONCLUSION 

As many of the black protesters viewed it, the 1968 protest was over power. Power 

rested in the hands of the university, in those of the Harlem and Morningside Heights 
communities, and in those of the students-black and white. The black student protesters 
knew that the little power they had in relation to the university was not enough to 
influence the type of change they sought to make. With that in mind, they were able to turn 

to the black residents in the neighboring Harlem and Morningside Heights communities who 

were willing to support their demands. The white student radicals knew that they had 

power as well but not enough to change the structure of Columbia University. They, like the 

black student protesters, needed a broader base of support to accomplish their goal of 

student power, and during the 1968 protest, they turned to the mostly moderate student 

body, which they eventually helped to radicalize. The university officials, in spite of claims 
of wanting to cooperate with the Harlem community on matters such as the gymnasium, 
were using their power to expand into black neighborhoods that could rarely resist these 
efforts to encroach onto land that they considered their own. 

In the "battle for Morningside Heights," the issue of racial oppression was used by the 
black SAS protesters to influence the decision of university officials to halt construction of 
the gymnasium.117 They did so first by separating themselves from the white student 

protesters, and then by using the surrounding black community as a support base whose 

presence in the protest posed as a threat to the university. It was precisely this cooperation 
along racial lines, which allowed white students in SDS to radicalize much of the general 
student population (as evidenced by the six-week student strike that ensued), and the black 
students in SAS to achieve Black Student Power, which resulted in the termination of gym 
construction.118 Indeed, the 1968 Columbia protest was a victory for students and 

community members. 

Fortunately for the school, H. Rap Brown's 1967 prediction that it may be necessary to 
blow up the gym never came to pass. Instead, the community, along with black student 

activists, unsettled the university just enough to achieve their goal of stopping the gym's 
construction. As it was, the Harlem community regained control over Morningside Park, 
and the gym was never built. In 1968, Steven V. Roberts, a reporter for the New York Times, 

correctly concluded, in an article for Commonweal magazine, that "now Columbia knows 
that almost anybody-students and faculty as well as poor people-will 'cause 

disturbances' if pushed far enough."119 More than that, Columbia's administration learned 
that the students as well as black community members were willing to shut the university 
down to gain respect and the power to influence decisions that affected them. 
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