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Since the Civil War, the source of any civil rights argument has 

centered on the equal protection clause of the 14
th
 Amendment that no 

state shall “deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal 

protection of the laws.”  Hypotheses not aligned with the strictest 

interpretation of this clause have historically not stood the test of 

time and certainly within the context of the argument around racial 

equality, the lines designed to divide the races have dissolved into 

toothless innuendo from a legal perspective.  Those closest to the 

civil rights conversation remark famously about two events - one 

legal, the other cultural - whereby the wheels of social change were 

forced to turn in the American South.  The first was the landmark case 

Brown v. Board of Education (1954) which became the basis for 

vanquishing the idea of segregation as a legal premise for the 

separation of the races in American schools.  Yet it was years later 

before the legal effect of Brown was brought to the social conscious 

of the masses through four college students sitting down at a 

Woolworth’s lunch counter in 1960.  The actions of the “Greensboro 

Four” set into motion the non-violent civil rights movement that would 

ultimately ask for the viability of a mixed race society in a region 

where inequality had almost always been the norm.   

Yet before Greensboro and Brown, there was a theatre where the 

ideas of racial equality met head on with societal norms and one’s 

intrinsic value was based more on personal ability rather than skin 

color.  On April 15, 1947, Jackie Robinson took the field for the 

Brooklyn Dodgers as the first African-American to play major league 

baseball, smashing the sport’s color barrier.  His appearance at 
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Ebbets Field that day was preceded by other African-American firsts 

such as Hattie McDaniel becoming the first to win an Academy Award 

(Gone With the Wind – 1940) and the Mills Brothers’ becoming the first 

artists to have a number one hit on the Billboard charts (Paper Doll – 

1943).  However, Robinson’s breakthrough, with the help of Brooklyn 

Dodgers owner Branch Rickey, was a testament to reality that the black 

athlete was on equal terms with all other athletes regardless of 

perceived physical ability or inability due to race. 

The effect of Robinson’s breaking the color barrier was a 

tremendous boon to the African-American community and soon the effects 

of Rickey’s “great experiment” would bring Larry Doby and Satchel 

Paige into the league as well as countless other non-white players.  

Though his major league career was short (only nine years), Robinson 

was a force on the base paths and helped his team win several pennants 

and one World Series in 1955 before retiring after the 1956 season.  

Regardless of his effectiveness on the diamond, he served as a 

galvanizing force for racial equality in athletics – something that he 

would continue to strive to do as a board member of the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and Director 

of the organization’s Freedom Fund.
1
 

Robinson’s work after his baseball career, like his birth into 

the major leagues, was composed of unknown steps, unseen pitfalls and 

amazing accomplishments.  He found the idea of speaking to groups on 

the subject of racial equality something that he was unqualified for 

given his quiet demeanor, yet realized that there were few people in 

the world that could share his experience as well as he could.
2
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Eventually, Robinson became a strong speaker through practice and 

repetition in delivering the message of racial equality and “complete 

freedom” to audiences across the country.  It was in this endeavor 

that he made a trip to Greenville, South Carolina in October of 1959 

to be the keynote speaker at the 18
th
 Annual Convention of the South 

Carolina branches of the National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People (NAACP).  Though this would seem to be just another 

stop on the speaking tour Robinson endured, the former baseball great 

would encounter hostilities not dissimilar from his days on the 

baseball diamond.  Those events would precipitate a march on 

Greenville Municipal Airport on January 1, 1960 and start the non-

violent civil rights movement in Greenville one month prior to the 

Greensboro sit-ins.  Though the events of October 1959 and January 

1960 in Greenville bear little weight among historians, their effect 

proved to be an incredible seismic tremor the non-violent civil rights 

movement needed in order to be as effective as it was. 

 

THE ELEMENTS 

In order to understand the circumstances in which Robinson made 

his trip to Greenville, it is a good idea to give a short background 

of the major aspects, influences and geography of the situation 

leading up to October, 1959.  Originally called “Pleasantburg” until 

the early 1830’s, Greenville, SC became the self titled “Textile 

Center of the World” by the 20
th
 century, even housing the first ever 

exhibition hall for textile production equipment aptly named, Textile 

Hall.
3
  Businessmen such as J. E. Sirrine and Charles Daniel would 
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build large factories and attempt to convert the cotton industry that 

had been cultivated by slaves before the Civil War into an industrial 

economy that could provide jobs for a southern city that needed an 

identity.  Greenville was by most standards, a small town dominated by 

textile mills as it came into the 20
th
 century.  Furman University (run 

by Baptists at the time) had a campus in the downtown region and 

ultra-conservative Bob Jones University moved from Tennessee to 

Greenville in the 1940’s.  By 1960, the county had grown to just under 

210,000 residents but had a much smaller African-American population 

than other populous South Carolina counties.
4
  Further, the African-

American community in Greenville that it was mostly spread out in 

eight very small communities which made institutions like churches and 

social gatherings much more valued events than in other areas of the 

state.
5
 

The Greenville Municipal Airport (now called Greenville Downtown 

Airport to distinguish itself from Greenville-Spartanburg Airport) was 

a late addition to the city in regards to airport development in other 

cities.  In the 1920’s, the only air facility in Greenville was the 

Air Force Base at Donaldson which advertised itself as the “Air Lift 

Capital of the World” and was home to the 63
rd
 Troop Carrier Wing.

6
  

There was no commercial or public airstrip available
i
 until George D. 

Barr, a veteran of the Air Corps in 1919 that had a Reserve Commission 

as a pilot, took it upon himself to follow the advice of Greenville 

Councilman J. H. Huff to raise $25,000 for the purchase of land and 

                                                           
i
 Barr notes the event that gave him the desire to built an airstrip was watching a 2-seater bi-wing plane make a 
successful but very rough landing in a relatively flat but bumpy field.  Barr went to see the plane and discovered 
that it had incurred some damage on the landing which brought on the idea of a paved airstrip and a local airport. 
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the building of an airstrip.
ii
  After some early difficulties but 

eventually getting the three donors to comply, the airstrip was 

dedicated on November 11, 1928 with a grand air show spearheaded by 

South Carolina Congressman J. J. McSwain who brought in some examples 

of modern military airpower for the exhibition.  With an additional 

$10,000 procured the following decade, Greenville was able to put 

itself on the map as a stop on the Federal Airways System between 

Atlanta and Greensboro.
7
 

The major catalyst of the events of 1959 and 1960 is Springfield 

Baptist Church.  One of the oldest churches in Greenville, Springfield 

(as it is known to its congregation) was formed by freed slaves in 

1867 in the basement of the First Baptist Church in Greenville.  The 

congregation would move out to its own building in 1871 to a location 

on McBee Avenue and through the guidance of several pastors up through 

the 1950’s, most notably Rev. Charles F. Gandy who served as pastor 

for 42 years, various expansions and renovations made it one of the 

leading black churches in Greenville.  In 1956, Reverend Gandy stepped 

down and the congregation elected Rev. J. S. Hall from Marion, South 

Carolina.  Reverend Hall was only 24 years old when he assumed the 

pastorate and he took hold of the office quickly.  More renovations 

were planned under his guidance and the congregation was treated to 

his brand of “liberation theology.”  Hall came to Springfield well 

versed in the teachings of Mahatma Ghandi as well as a strong belief 

in the equality of the races.
8
  Early in his tenure, he formed the 

                                                           
ii
 Barr’s task was to try and raise $25,000 by asking three different entities, the city, the county, the Park and Tree 

Commission) for $6,500 each.  The final $6,500 would be attained through admissions to the dedication and air 
show.  
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Greenville (Negro) Ministerial Alliance – a group of area pastors 

committed towards unity in the fight for racial equality.  This group 

would later change its name just before January 1, 1960 to the 

Greenville Chapter of the Congress on Racial Equality (CORE).
9
 

Another element in creating the circumstances for 1959 is the 

attitudes of Greenville whites and, more specifically, the Greenville 

City Council.  Kenneth Cass had become mayor of Greenville in 1947 and 

would remain mayor until 1961.  One change to the city government that 

took place under Cass’ direction was the adoption of a city manager 

form of government in 1950 after Greenville was designated a 

metropolitan area by the Census Bureau.
10
  The reorganization was 

approved 1,575 to 442 and the following year Gerald Shaw became 

Greenville’s first City Manager.  He would serve the city of 

Greenville until his death in 1966.
11
  In that role, Shaw was given 

control of running the city, preparing reports for the city council 

and making sure that the city was functioning at a high level.  He 

would also be responsible for bringing any petitions Greenville 

citizens had to the City Council.
12
 

In addition to the municipal government, two other influences 

also inhabited the Greenville cultural landscape.  The stronger of the 

two was the segregationist sect that did everything in its power to 

separate the races.  The most visible of these elements was the 

Greenville News, the city’s morning paper.  Vehemently against any 

interpretation of integration including “token integration,” the News 

would publish scathing unsigned editorials day after day during the 

NAACP convention in October 1959 and almost always left news 
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concerning African-Americans to the final section of the paper.  After 

Brown, southerners became even more opposed to any idea of racial 

integration.  In Greenville, this led to a large growth in Ku Klux 

Klan membership and meetings for the organization would attract 

several thousand people.
13
  Also supporting segregation was Bob Jones 

University whose president asserted that the intermingling of the 

races was not part of God’s plan and any effort to create “one world 

and one race outside the body of Christ has been of the devil.”
14
   

Working against those efforts was a group called the South 

Carolina Council on Human Relations (SCCHR).  This was a group that 

sought better living conditions for African-Americans as well as 

better relations between the races.  In 1959, the group was headed by 

Alice Buckman Norwood Spearman Wright, one of just a few women in 

South Carolina that vehemently campaigned for the end of segregation.
15
  

A white woman, she was in attendance to hear Robinson at Greenville 

Memorial Auditorium and did take part in the march on the airport.
16
  

All of these groups would play roles of varying degrees especially 

during the march on the airport. 

The final element in this drama is Jackie Robinson himself.  One 

of the reasons that Branch Rickey chose Robinson for his “experiment” 

was because of Rickey’s belief that Robinson “wouldn’t go looking for 

trouble,” something Robinson later admitted was the best advice he had 

ever gotten in his life.
17
  Given his calm demeanor and his ability to 

resist the temptation to react violently towards physically and 

mentally aggressive acts, Robinson made the perfect candidate for 

Rickey.  In time, the gamble paid off not only culturally for baseball 
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but also professionally for Rickey who was able to account for 

multiple pennants and a World Series championship during Robinson’s 

major league career. 

Past baseball, Robinson had opened his own men’s clothing store 

in Brooklyn during his playing days and had already negotiated with 

William Black to become Vice President of Chock Full ‘O Nuts by the 

time he had retired from baseball.  However, the opportunity to become 

a voice for racial equality – especially after Brown was ignored by 

most southern states – almost became an unwilling calling for the 

integrator.  For someone with little public speaking experience, 

Robinson found himself being called by the NAACP to help an 

organization that was struggling financially in the South.
18
  Robinson 

had spoken at several events before his involvement with the NAACP, 

but they were through the National Conference of Christians and Jews.
19
  

He had established several contacts with the NAACP, but had never done 

official work with the organization.  In his autobiography, Robinson 

recounted his first real trip to speak at an NAACP event with Franklin 

Williams, an NAACP attorney who had been Thurgood Marshall’s 

assistant.  On the train ride to Pittsburgh from New York, Robinson 

recounts how the first moments were rather quiet in the sleeping car 

the two had procured.   

Frank tells me now that I was kind of withdrawn, 

not talkative at all, and that he was riding 

along, overwhelmed by being with me because he 

had been a long-time fan.  He says he kept asking 

himself, “How am I going to prepare this famous 

baseball star to become a civil rights 

spokesman?” 

Finally, I broke the ice and asked Frank to tell 

me all he could about the NAACP.  Frank came up 

with one of the most amazing performances I had 
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ever heard.  He talked and talked and talked…It 

was slightly after eleven o’clock that night when 

I glanced at my watch.  I had become utterly 

fascinated by Frank’s knowledge and by the clear 

and fluent way he had of communicating.
20
 

 

 

With Robinson clearly on board with the NAACP mission, the only 

other obstacle was to harness Robinson’s passion to make him into a 

convincing speaker.  This was accomplished through devising a speaking 

plan between Robinson and Williams in which at first, Robinson would 

only speak for 5 minutes.  Then, as his confidence grew, Robinson 

would take even more time, eventually carving out a thirty minute 

address by the end of that first speaking tour.  Williams would later 

joke that Robinson didn’t leave any time for him.  It was later 

learned that Robinson and Wiliams’ tour was the first tour to raise 

over a million dollars and they were eager to start a new one.  

Robinson even suggested the idea of a $100-plate dinner just for 

African-Americans which was almost unheard of at the time.
21
 

With his newfound passion in the NAACP and confidence in his 

ability to speak to large audiences, Robinson found himself ready to 

tour the South and help raise money in districts that were struggling 

mightily against not only financial hardship, but the segregationist 

agenda that dominated the landscape.   

 

THE PRECEDENT 

In November of 1958, Richard B. Henry, an African-American air 

force civil service employee originally stationed at Selfridge Air 

Force Base in Michigan, was completing a short assignment at Donaldson 

Air Force Base in Greenville.  With his dismissal, Henry procured a 
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plane ticket back to Michigan through the Greenville airport – the 

same airport he had used to come to South Carolina.  He arrived 45 

minutes before his flight was to leave and sat in the main waiting 

area of the airport.  The airport manager, O. L. Andrews, came to 

Henry and told him “we don’t allow colored people in here.”  Henry 

then said that he was an interstate traveler which didn’t alter the 

mindset of Andrews.  Cutting his losses and avoiding a confrontation, 

Henry called the bases at Donaldson and Selfridge and then chose to 

wait for his plane outside of the terminal building.
22
  After 

consulting with attorneys, Henry brought suit against the airport 

commission through the NAACP asking for a “permanent injunction 

restraining the Greenville Airport Commission, its members, and the 

manager of the Greenville Airport from making any distinction based on 

color in regard to service to the traveling public.”
23
  Willie T. Smith 

Jr., a prominent Greenville attorney, was asked to assist on the case 

and noted that “attorneys for the airport had filed and answer denying 

there was any discrimination there.  Upon receiving this information, 

the local branch of the NAACP sent representatives to the airport to 

investigate.  They bought tickets to fly to Charlotte, but as soon as 

they used the white waiting room to wait for their plane, there were 

ordered out.”
24
  Though Smith notes that records do not show the names 

of the representatives, testimony from the Henry trial reveals that 

the A. J. Whittenberg, president of the Greenville chapter of the 

NAACP, and Rev. J. S. Hall of Springfield Baptist Church may have been 

the representatives in question.  Testimony reveals they had purchased 
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tickets in July, 1959 to go to Charlotte and were asked to leave the 

white waiting area when waiting for their plane.
25
 

The case was tried in District Court with former South Carolina 

Governor George Timmerman presiding.  Though the plaintiffs were able 

to bring witnesses that had similar experiences to Henry – including 

Whittenberg and Hall - it was clear that Timmerman had his own ideas 

about the case.  At one point, he even badgered Henry on the stand as 

to whether or not he actually signed an affidavit saying that what 

happened actually happened.
26
  On September 8, 1959, in a seemingly 

inevitable decision, Timmerman found for the defendants and in his 

ruling invoked Plessey vs. Ferguson (1896) – a decision that was 

overturned by Brown v. Board of Education (1954).  Timmerman went on 

to say that Henry “did not go to the waiting room in quest of waiting 

room facilities, but solely as a volunteer for the purpose of 

instigating litigation...The Court does not and should not look with 

favor on volunteer trouble makers or volunteer instigators of strife 

or litigation.”
27
  The NAACP vowed to keep fighting as they would 

petition the Fourth Circuit Court for a reversal of the Timmerman 

decision. 

 

OCTOBER, 1959 

The 18
th
 convention of the South Carolina Branches of the NAACP 

was scheduled to last from October 22-25, 1959 and would be based at 

Springfield Baptist Church.  Speakers would address crowds in sessions 

that would last the entire day surrounded by meetings and official 

business.  At the end of the convention, the venue would switch to 
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Greenville Memorial Auditorium where Jackie Robinson was to speak.  

Though the Greenville News had been outspoken about matters of 

integration, the paper did cover each day of the convention whereas 

the Greenville Piedmont (the afternoon paper) did not devote as much 

coverage.  As Thursday, October 22
nd
 was reserved for registration, 

meetings and other business, the addresses did not start until Friday.  

That session included an address on church relations by Rev. William 

R. Crawford of Mt. Pleasant Methodist Church in Winston-Salem, NC.  

Rev. Crawford, a current member of the Winston-Salem City Council, 

spoke in the morning session of integration as “not a social thing as 

some people think...It’s a thin based on freedom and justice.”  A 

common theme throughout the convention was first echoed by Crawford in 

urging African-Americans to register to vote.
28
 

The other sessions of the second day would include addresses by 

NAACP Branches Director Gloster B. Current, Rev. H. P. Sharper and the 

Rev. I. DeQuincey Newman, president of the South Carolina branches of 

the NAACP.  All three individuals would figure greatly in the events 

of the coming days and months.  Newman told an audience in the 

afternoon session that “It won’t be long before we will being to take 

the offensive,” eluding to the idea that integration in South Carolina 

schools was coming sooner rather than later.  Newman also referenced 

that Greenville and Spartanburg counties were targets for the NAACP. 

Sharper’s comments centered on education citing that his daughter 

cannot get the education in her Negro high school that is equal to the 

one offered in the white high school.  He took his comments a 

dangerous step further by saying that the “same thing that happened in 
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Little Rock and Front Royal should have happened in South Carolina two 

or three years ago.”  Current, a self-described “militant,”
iii
 told a 

crowd of about 150 that the White people will have to “get right with 

their consciences, with the Constitution of the United States and with 

God.”  Current would go on to criticize the “sorry” laws passed in 

South Carolina to avoid integration and in a moment of ironic 

foreshadowing, Current stated that “Time is running out on South 

Carolina.”
29
  The schedule was thrown off on day three when Herbert 

Hill, NAACP labor secretary was scheduled to speak on labor and 

employment but his flight was cancelled due to bad weather.  The 

remainder of the events on Saturday included a “freedom dinner” at 

Springfield Baptist Church where awards would be presented and 

Clarence Mitchell, Director of the NAACP Washington Bureau would 

speak.
30
 

These events did not pass without rebuttal.  The Greenville News 

published several editorials including a bold entry on October 24 on 

the subject of integration.  In reference to Brown v. Board of 

Education, an unsigned editorial read, “There is nothing sacrosanct 

about a Supreme Court decision, nor even an act of Congress.  Neither 

is a ‘law of the Medes and of the Persians’ which never be revoked or 

altered.”
31
  Other editorials covered topics such as the Supreme 

Court’s decision to not hear two cases involving African-American 

students and concluded that “so long as the federal courts adhere to 

present policies, force will not be used to compel sudden and drastic 

                                                           
iii
 In referring to his character, Current deferred to his parents saying "My father and mother are outspoken people, 

and my grandfather, Rev. Gloster Bryant, was a militant too. I suppose my outspokenness comes natural." 
(Obituary printed in Jet Magazine – July 21, 1997) 



15 
 

changes.”  On the morning of October 25, the unsigned editorial paid 

attention to a situation in New York City where a student assaulted a 

teacher and another assaulted a police officer who came to the scene.  

“It is not without significance that New York’s ‘problem’ schools are 

integrated,” the paper concluded. 

Though the words of a daily publication might stir the soul, the 

actions of an offended party can certainly move it.  In an unconfirmed 

allegation, A. J. Whittenberg said in an interview that after permits 

had been procured to use Greenville Memorial Auditorium for Robinson’s 

address, two white men came to his front door, one with a shotgun, and 

told him to call off the meeting or “they’d shoot me right then and 

there.”  Whittenberg’s response was defiant in the harshest of terms.  

“I guess you better start shooting,” he said, turned around, walked 

back through his front door closing it behind him.  No shots were 

fired.
32
  In another unconfirmed allegation, Whittenberg said that he 

had received bomb threats on Greenville Memorial Auditorium.
33
  Though 

the possibility may seem outlandish given that the auditorium was the 

city’s only indoor conference and event center, there was almost 

unlimited access to the building the previous evening.  2300 people 

assembled in the main auditorium area to see a production of Giuseppe 

Verdi’s opera “Rigoletto” and in the lower level, a promenade party 

enjoyed “more folksy rhythms.”
34
  Taking no chances, Whittenberg said 

that he asked for the Greenville Police Department to sweep the 

building that morning, which he says they did, and no explosives were 

found.  Whittenberg said that he did not share the news of either 
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event with anyone for fear that it might scare people away from the 

Robinson address.
35
 

The plan for October 25 was for Greenville Memorial Auditorium to 

be opened at 1:00, a musical program was to start at 2:30 and 

Robinson’s address would begin sometime around 3:00.  Headed to the 

airport to pick up Robinson were Whittenberg, Current, Rev. H. P. 

Sharper and Billy Fleming – Chairman of the South Carolina State NAACP 

Executive Committee.
36
  In a letter to Robert Carter, general counsel 

for the NAACP dated October 28, 1959, Current described the drama that 

ensued as his party waited on Robinson’s plane. 

We took seats in the main waiting room and 

shortly after being seated, we were faced with 

the manager who came over and told the group that 

we could not occupy seats in that area; that we 

had to go into the “colored lounge.”  This is a 

room which has been specifically set aside, off 

the main entrance of the airport, for Negroes.  

It contains seats, telephones and lavatory 

facilities. 

We refused to leave the area, although we did 

arise from our seats and became engages in 

conversation with the manager. 

The manager’s name is Mr. O. L. Andrews.  He 

stated that if we attempted to re-seat ourselves, 

we would be arrested.  To emphasize this, he 

called Officer No. 87, whose name, I learned 

later, was Woodall.  He told the officer to 

arrest us if we attempted to sit down. 

Several members of the group remonstrated with 

the manager and told him we had a right to be 

there; that the airport is federally subsidized; 

that Mr. Robinson was an interstate passenger and 

the facilities were rightfully ours to use 

without discrimination.  We made no further 

protest of the situation at the time and left 

when the plane was taxiing to the gate.  We did 

not subject Mr. Robinson that morning to the 

humiliation of the discriminatory treatment 

indicated by the manager.
37
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As the scene shifted to Greenville Memorial Auditorium, A crowd 

estimated at 1700 had come to hear Robinson
iv
 and it would be hard to 

say that any of them left disappointed.  Alluding to the experience at 

the airport, Robinson stated that by 1963 (the NAACP target date for 

“complete freedom”), “I hope that we can walk into the airport, sit 

down and enjoy ourselves.”  Other topics Robinson touched on included 

the fact that he and his wife Rachel had moved to a white neighborhood 

in Stamford, Connecticut so their children could be afforded a good 

education.  As with many speakers over the course of the weekend, 

Robinson also urged the African-American community to register to vote 

and what kind of effect it can have on a community.  Referring to a 

situation in Atlanta, Robinson illustrated the improvement of city 

parks after black leaders had successfully registered 25,000 voters.  

In closing, Robinson stayed close to the company line urging unity 

behind the NAACP saying that the opportunities African-Americans have 

today are because of that organization.
38
   

The program was completed without any problems and after a period 

of hand shaking and autographs, Robinson was headed back to the 

Greenville airport, this time with Gloster Current and the Rev. and 

Mrs. J. S. Hall. Current also references this encounter in his letter 

to Robert Carter. 

Both Mr. Jackie Robinson and myself were 

passengers on Fight Eastern Airlines 538 

scheduled to depart Greenville Sunday October 25, 

at 5:20 p.m.  We arrived at the airport 

approximately 5:00 p.m. and in the company of a 

large group of citizens from Greenville, checked 

                                                           
iv
 In his Greenville news story, Gil Rowland stated that “The writer saw only two white persons in the audience, one 

of them a radio station reporter.” 
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in.  Thereafter, Rev. and Mrs. Hall and I took 

seats in the main area which is reserved for 

whites, and Mr. Robinson was standing behind me 

autographing baseballs and talking to admirers. 

 

In an editorial that was printed in the Baltimore African-

American newspaper, Robinson described the encounter.
v
 

We arrived at the airport 20 minutes before 

our plane was due to leave, and I stood while my 

companions took the only available seats near a 

television set provided for passenger use.  We 

purposely by-passed a small segregated corner of 

the terminal which was labeled “Colored Lounge,” 

for we knew that four years ago the Interstate 

Commerce Commission had ruled that segregation of 

interstate travelers in public waiting rooms was 

unlawful. 

We had hardly arrived when a disheveled, 

unshaven man in a jacket approached us.  He was 

wearing a gun and told us he was a policeman.  In 

halting, seemingly uneducated speech, he told us 

either to move on or be moved. 

As we tried to determine this man’s authority, 

another arrived who said that he was O. L. 

Andrews, the airport manager.  He, too, ordered 

my companions to get out of their seats, and when 

he was informed that he had made no impression 

whatsoever, he summoned a uniformed police 

officer.  When the officer arrived, my companions 

rose to join the discussion and the manager 

turned to the officer and said: “If they sit 

down, put them in jail.” 

Closter Current, Director of Branches for the 

NAACP, bristled at this and informed the manager 

that threats of jail can no longer be counted on 

to frighten colored Americans who are sure of 

their rights.  We then informed the officer that 

we had no desire to create a disturbance, but 

pointed out that this was a federally-subsidized 

public facility which came under the rules and 

regulations of the ICC and we asked under what 

Greenville law were we being ordered to move. 

The officer apparently was completely 

perplexed, for after making a quick telephone 

                                                           
v
 Robinson’s column begins “Sunday evening in Greenville, S.C., a group of friends and I had a taste of what Harry 

Golden calls ‘vertical integration.’” It is apparent that this column perhaps ran in another newspaper in the week 
following Robinson’s trip and that the Baltimore African-American newspaper saw it appropriate to print.  
However, being a weekly paper, the African-American was only able to publish it almost two weeks after the initial 
incidents. 
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call he decided to quit the scene.  We stayed on 

in the main waiting room until our plane arrived.  

And before we boarded for our flight to New York, 

we were greatly heartened by a crowd of well 

wishers who entered the terminal as a means of 

expressing their support for our stand.
39
 

 

Current would add even more drama to the situation by saying in his 

letter to Robert Carter that “in my own case, I said that I had no 

objection to going to jail.  However, no attempt was made to arrest 

either of us.”
40
 

It is important to note the legal issues surrounding these 

similar events.  Robinson asked a very clear question to the police 

officer concerning what Greenville law were his colleagues being 

ordered to move.  Under Mayor Kenneth Cass, the Greenville law code 

had been published in 1953 with addendums added in 1955 and 1958.  

With southern states vehemently opposed to the Brown decision, 

segregation laws stayed on the Greenville books until 1964 – the next 

publication of the law code after the Civil Rights Act of 1964.  

However, there was no Greenville law that required the segregation of 

races within airport facilities.  There were laws regarding separation 

of the races on buses and in taxicabs, but there was no law of the 

same effect on airports.  The closest interpretation that could be 

applied to the situation is in the case of serving food to people of 

different races – those facilities had to be at least 35 feet apart.
41
  

Yet, the “colored lounge” at the airport did not contain and area for 

food distribution of any kind.  With that information, it is 

understandable that the uniformed officer could not give Robinson an 

answer to his question because no law existed.  Taken to a greater 
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extent, the policies of the Greenville Airport Commission and the 

recorded actions of O. L. Andrews had no legal foundation on a state 

level either.  In 1955, the South Carolina state constitution was 

amended to say that “The separate but equal doctrine has been 

repudiated as to cases involving transportation.  Fleming v. South 

Carolina Elec. & Gas Co., 224 F. 2d 752 (1955).”
42
   

Word spread of the Robinson incident quickly through an 

Associated Press story that ran in newspapers in all parts of the 

country (including the New York Times) and one paper in Manitoba, 

Canada.  Yet editorial reaction on a local level sparked more than 

general dialogue.  Firing the first shot was The Greenville News 

editorial staff in a section of the unsigned column entitled 

“Citizenship Implies Responsibilities.”  Convinced that the NAACP’s 

efforts were to bring integration to South Carolina public facilities 

by force, the writer went on to say, “The belligerence was apparent 

not only in the worlds of some of the speakers (“a new offensive in 

South Carolina…we should have had a Little Rock”) but in the 

deliberately provoked incident at the Municipal Airport terminal in 

connection with the arrival and departure of one of the speakers.”  

The editorial would go on to harshly criticize African-Americans on 

the basis of their motivations.  “Integration will not bring with it 

first class citizenship.  The mere act of voting in order to force 

politicians and courts to grant the demands of a pressure group is not 

first class citizenship.”
43
 

Joining in the Greenville News’ position on the events of the 

airport was the Barnwell People-Sentinel out of Barnwell County, SC – 



21 
 

southeast of Augusta on the South Carolina/Georgia line.  A section of 

their editorial ran in the Aiken Standard Review on November 4, 1959 

calling Robinson a “showboat.”  “He knew full well that State laws 

forbade him the use of the white waiting room at the Greenville 

airport nevertheless he immediately took a seat in the waiting room 

and more or less dared officials to remove him.”
vi
  The editorial ends 

on harsh terms as the writer states, “We’d like to give the Negro 

leaders who are trying to better themselves a tip – leave Jackie 

Robinson up north, where he belongs.”
44
 

Chronologically, the next opinion offered on the record would 

have been Robinson’s editorial in the Baltimore African-American.  

Unexpectedly, Robinson does not take O. L. Andrews or the Greenville 

Airport Commission to task for the treatment he and others endured at 

the airport. 

Eastern Airlines, it seems to me, has an 

obligation to see to it that incidents such as 

this do not occur to anyone using their 

facilities, especially since the ICC ruling was 

handed down four years ago.  Colored customers 

pay the same, hard-earned, federally-taxed 

dollars that everyone else pays and are entitled 

to protection from intimidation, whether willful 

or through ignorance of the law.
vii
 

Washington has a greater obligation, too, for 

as long as they accept our taxes we are entitled 

to enforcement of federal regulations.  In any 

federally subsidized place of public 

accommodation there should be no room for 

“Colored” and “White” signs, which so graphically 

illustrate the bigotry which still remains so big 

a part of our American way o’ life.
45
 

 

 

                                                           
vi
 Again, there were no state laws that applied segregation to airports. 

vii
 This assertion gives a little credence to the idea that Robinson knew there wasn’t a South Carolina or Greenville 

law he and his party were breaking when he asked the police officer about the issue. 
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In a development four days after the incident that could have had 

incredible consequences, the United States Justice Department 

announced that they were looking at the Robinson incident in 

Greenville.  Without waiting for a formal complaint, the Justice 

Department had launched a preliminary study and commented initially 

that, “on the surface, at least, it doesn’t appear there was any 

specific violation of constitutional rights.”  Both the Justice 

Department and the NAACP said that no protest had been filed (and none 

would be) though as of that Thursday the NAACP did say that “there was 

a good chance there may be one.”  Ironically, the first mention of a 

Justice Department and/or NAACP inquiry was made on October 26 by 

Clarence Mitchell – the Director of the NAACP’s Washington branch - 

who was the featured speaker at the awards dinner in Greenville on 

Saturday night.  He later commented that he felt there was a 

constitutional question involved.
46
 

Though Jackie Robinson didn’t indicate that he was “looking for 

trouble” publicly with his editorial, privately he did want to see 

litigation take place.  He wrote NAACP general counsel Thurgood 

Marshall on December 8, 1959 wanting to pursue a complaint against the 

airport.  Marshall wrote back on December 11 saying that the Henry v. 

Greenville Airport Commission, et al. would set the precedent on how 

all similar cases would be interpreted and that filing another 

complaint would not only take more time (and probably be significantly 

delayed until the Henry case was decided) but that any action Robinson 

pursued would be on exactly the same argument as the Henry case.  

Though Robinson would be disappointed with this response, Marshall’s 
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letter certainly indicates Robinson’s interest in defending the people 

of Greenville: 

“With the above in mind, I cannot see how you, 

I or anyone else can be ‘letting the people in 

Greenville down’ by not filing another case on 

the same subject matter involving the same 

airport.  Again and for the same reasons, I 

cannot understand how ‘the people of Greenville 

will feel we have forgotten them.’
47
 

 

As for the African-American response in Greenville, emotion was 

moved to action.  Taking a cue from the liberation theology of Rev. J. 

S. Hall and using his connections as the Greenville chapter of the 

Coalition on Racial Equality (CORE), the first announced possibility 

was a march on the airport as reported by the Baltimore African-

American in early November.
48
  On December 1, 1959, the Florence 

Morning News, one of the more progressive newspapers in South 

Carolina, published an Associated Press story saying that a New Year’s 

Day march had been planned.  Reverend Hall asked all Negro 

organizations in South Carolina to participate and claimed that “5,000 

Negroes will march.”  The march was reported to begin at a Greenville 

church at 12:30 p.m. and proceed to the airport where a resolution 

will be read.
viii49

  Not a part of the Florence story were four 

paragraphs that were printed in the Charlotte Observer concerning 

comments from Greenville officials.  Chairman Olin H. Spann of the 

Greenville Airport Commission said that any comment would have to come 

from the full commission which would hold its regular meeting on 

                                                           
viii

 This plan would change over time, but it should be noted that Greenville Municipal Airport is 2.7 miles away 
from Springfield Baptist Church using the quickest walking route.  Given a 5,000 person march though, that might 
have been necessary to accommodate a contingent that large. 
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December 15.  “The matter may be discussed by the commission at the 

time and if there is any statement it will be made after that meeting, 

he said.”  Also asked for comment was Mayor Kenneth Cass who said that 

he would want more time before commenting.  Finally Police Chief P. P. 

Oakes had no official comment but did say that there were many legal 

aspects of such a meeting that would have to be interpreted.
50
  In 

covering the meeting on the 15
th
, the Greenville News reported that the 

issue of the march was not on the agenda and therefore not brought up 

for discussion.  Chairman Spann added that he would not have a 

statement regarding the march.”
51
 

It was suggested by some of the CORE leadership that James T. 

McCain, a CORE field supervisor, should organize the march.  Under his 

leadership, McCain was able to recruit a number of civic and protest 

leaders from around the state including I. DeQuincey Newman who spoke 

at the South Carolina NAACP convention and Rev. C. A. Ivory who was 

the leader of the Rock Hill, South Carolina bus boycott. However, the 

march was almost lost when local officials denied the group the 

permits to conduct the march.
52
  Under the city manager form of 

government in Greenville, petitions made to the city council had to go 

through the City Manager Gerald Shaw and had to have been made by 

12:00 Noon the Saturday before the next meeting which would be on the 

second and fourth Tuesdays of each month.  Though it is not known when 

the permits were denied for the marchers, there is conspicuous 

connection between the denied permits and the Greenville Airport 

Commission having no comment on the matter of a march on the airport 

on December 15.  Rev. Hall and McCain decided to go through with the 
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march, yet again, they would meet social resistance.  A report in the 

Baltimore African-American printed on December 15, 1959 stated that 

Rev. Hall received a telephone call from a person calling himself “The 

Grand Dragon of the Ku Klux Klan.”  However, Rev. Hall responded in 

the story by saying that the march would go on as scheduled.
53
  If Hall 

continued to push for the march, he would be doing so without police 

protection and under threat of violence from the KKK.  By this time, 

the plan for the march (now renamed the Emancipation Day Prayer 

Pilgrimage) had been changed as protestors would drive to the traffic 

light on SC Hwy 291 (Pleasantburg Drive) and park in the grassy area 

there.  From that point, they would walk along Tower Road to the 

airport terminal (a distance of about 770 yards and all of it uphill).   

At 12:30 at Springfield Baptist Church on January 1, 1960, a 

program began that would attempt to rally African-Americans to march 

on the Greenville airport.  The program had many speakers but featured 

two, Mrs. Ruby Hurley, Southeastern Regional Director of the NAACP 

from Atlanta, and Rev. H. P. Sharper of Florence who was the South 

Carolina NAACP director.  Both speakers lashed out at blacks and 

whites as they asked for change.  Hurley asked for the audience 

estimated around 350 people to “stop thinking colored and remember 

that things like illegitimate children and common law marriages were 

forced upon us.”  She would go on to criticize those who say that the 

white folks have done for the Negro.  “The only thing I know that 

White folks have done for the Negro is to brainwash us.”  She even 

alluded to voter registration so Governor Ernest Hollings could be 

voted out “so we could get some real government in South Carolina.”  
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Rev. Sharper took aim at the reporters in the room by announcing that 

“they are not here because they are interested in your welfare, they 

are here because they want to make money.”  As the march was planned 

to begin at 2:30, the program went so long that it didn’t start until 

after 4:00.  Though they knew they would not have any police 

protection and the weather was snowing/sleeting, an estimated 250 

African-Americans started the drive over to the Pleasantburg 

intersection.
54
 

Following the unfolding events from Columbia, Governor Ernest 

“Fritz” Hollings had heard about the developments in Greenville, 

though it is not sure if he knew that permits and police protection 

had been denied to the protesting party.  Even as a segregationist, 

Hollings felt he had to uphold the law in this case and called his 

legal assistant Harry Clayton Walker and South Carolina Law 

Enforcement Division (SLED) head J. P. Strom to ensure the safety of 

all involved in this demonstration.  In a 1999 interview, Walker 

recounts the directive Hollings issued to him and Strom. 

He told us “We are going to enforce the laws 

as long as they’re on the books.  I am the chief 

law enforcement officer of the state but I want 

you to be sure that you understand what I mean.”  

And he proceeded to make clear that we were going 

to enforce the law, it was not going to be 

enforced by rednecks, member of the Klan [or] any 

other group other than the duly constituted law 

enforcement authorities.
55
 

 

Walker elaborated on that to say that “the law was enforced in such a 

way that we protected all participants as well as we could possibly do 

so.” 
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As a witness with access to all aspects of the demonstration, 

Walker went into great length about the circumstances of the march and 

how he and Strom were able to accomplish their mission. 

First, we knew that the demonstration was 

going to be held, and we contacted what law 

enforcement authorities that needed to be 

contacted in order to make sure that we had as 

much presence as was necessary to handle any 

situation that might arise and at the same time 

to maintain the even flow of traffic.  The South 

Carolina Highway Patrol was an invaluable help in 

most of the demonstrations....We would have to 

make sure that the manager of the airport knew 

what was happening....Chief Strom and I came to 

Greenville; we set up a meeting ahead of time.  

We sat down and met with the city administration 

and with the chief of police and a few other 

pertinent individuals present.  The outcome of 

that meeting was the city fathers knew that the 

Governor’s office and SLED were available to them 

for assistance and they could arrive at a 

decision on how these matters should be handled 

knowing that assistance would be available from 

the state.  One they became of one mind, the city 

police officers knew that they were backed by the 

city administration and consequently when the 

officers were called on to police the sit-ins 

they reacted like a group of West Pointers, they 

were top-notch.
56
 

 

Unbeknownst to the protestors, the Mayor had sent a motorcycle 

escort and the Governor had summoned 75 plain clothes (disguised) 

officers as well as numerous uniformed city police.  When the marchers 

got to Tower Road, they were greeted by this law enforcement force and 

escorted to what was already a packed airport terminal.  In accordance 

with fire codes, the terminal could only hold 265 people and 
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spectators had started showing up around 2:00.
ix
  Authorities held the 

number of spectators in the terminal to 250 and when spectators left, 

an equal number of other spectators were allowed inside.  In addition, 

authorities also made a short announcement over the public address 

system asking people not to make any words or gestures against the 

delegation.  A similar warning was given to the protesting group as 

they got to the airport.  It was already known days before the march 

that a small contingent of the marching delegation would be let inside 

of the terminal.  At 4:28 p.m., 15 men were led inside by Harry Walker 

where a five point resolution was read by Rev. Matthew D. McCullough 

of Orangeburg: 

Be it resolved: 

1. That we are only demanding that which is the 

due of every citizen of the United States of 

America. 

2. That we will not make a pretense of being 

satisfied with the crumbs of citizenship while 

other enjoy the whole loaf only by right of a 

white-skinned birth. 

3. That we should be base citizens, indeed, 

unworthy to be called Americans if we acquiesced  

in the degradation which Southern tradition would 

impose upon us. 

4. That our insistence upon the right to 

participate fully in the democratic processes of 

our nation is an expression of our patriotism and 

not a defection to some foreign ideology. 

5. That with faith in this nation and its God we 

shall not relent, we shall not rest, we shall not 

compromise, we shall not be satisfied until every 

vestige of racial discrimination and segregation 

has been eliminated from all aspects of our 

public life.
57
 

 

                                                           
ix
 Articles about the march had been published for the last two days in both the Greenville News and the Greenville 

Piedmont.  Newspaper reports of the march also mention that radio and television reporters covered the march 
giving rise to the possibility that they had publicized the event in the days and hours leading up to that afternoon. 
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Rev. S. E. Kay, Pastor of New Pleasant Grove Baptist Church gave 

the benediction and the delegation left the terminal and rejoined the 

remaining protestors outside who had been singing “America” while the 

15 men were still inside.  There were no incidents as all persons left 

the airport area and the protesters were back in their cars at 4:58 

p.m.
58
 

In contrast to the seemingly cooperative tone inside the terminal 

were several elements of tension.  First, the protestors not allowed 

inside the terminal positioned themselves past the opposite side of 

the main parking lot with their backs turned towards the terminal.
x
  

There are two possible reasons for this.  One, by standing with their 

backs to the terminal, they were making a statement about the airport 

and its treatment of Jackie Robinson.  Two, and more likely, they did 

not want to be identified by anyone who could harm them in any way 

such as making them lose their job or perhaps incur bodily harm.  

Another point of tension is that local police identified and searched 

at least nine men who had ties with or were known to be in the Ku Klux 

Klan that were inside the terminal.  These men were allowed to stay 

inside the terminal for the duration of the demonstration.
59
  The last 

area of tension really should not have existed in the first place, yet 

perhaps because of the protestors’ minds being set on achieving 

equality and less on achieving friendship, the tension was probably 

justified at the time.  Roughly 300 of the “spectators” were actually 

members of the South Carolina Council on Human Relations (SCCHR) and 

                                                           
x
 An image of this event can be found at http://www.knowitall.org/roadtrip/cr-html/facts/photos/photo-

result.cfm?id=145&type=search&LocationID=0 
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were there supporting the protestors.
xi60

  Given that there were 

approximately 75 plain clothed officers and an unknown number of 

uniformed city police officers, it would be easy for the protesters to 

conclude (1) they were incredibly outnumbered and (2) the whites that 

were present and not in uniform were all against the agenda of the 

protesters.  Yet the latter was not the case and a great deal of 

tension or apprehension felt by the protesters was probably created by 

those assumptions. 

After being incredibly quiet on the issue of integration in its 

opinion pages (it spent more time on the controversy surrounding the 

rigged game show “21”), the Greenville Piedmont showed its colors in 

an editorial penned by James H. McKinney Jr.  “As I watched the little 

drama unfold at the airport and at Springfield Baptist Church, the 

thought kept running through my mind that this activity was a terrible 

waste of good human energy.”  McKinney would go on to suggest that 

using that energy to address unhealthy living concerns or economic 

development would be a far better use of everyone’s resources.  “If 

only we could put aside integration-segregation issues and concentrate 

on the economic factors, we could accomplish much in the years ahead.  

If we every do get on that track, we probably will find that the 

question of racial separation will fade into nothing as the years go 

by.”
61
  Instead, exactly the opposite would happen in the “Textile 

Capital of the World.” 

 

                                                           
xixi

 There is some disagreement on the number of SCCHR members that were there.  Newspaper reports say that 
there were 200 people at the terminal including the police officers whereas Meier and Rudwick suggest that the 
number might be 350, not including law enforcement personnel. 
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AFTERMATH 

The cumulative effect of Jackie Robinson’s trip to Greenville 

resulted in a whirlwind of change for the community in a very short 

period of time.  On March 16, 1960, two Greenville youths were asked 

to leave the local library which was restricted to whites.  Several 

months later, eight Greenville students were arrested for conducting a 

sit-in inside the library which resulted in the library closing for 

several months.  Shortly after the Greensboro sit-ins, several youths 

were arrested for staging a sit-in at Kress Lunch Counter on Main 

Street in Greenville.  When litigation concluded in 1963 at the 

Supreme Court level resulting in a victory for the youths, Greenville 

was forced to remove all ordinances from the law code that were driven 

by the idea of segregation.
62
  However, perhaps the most unexpected 

change would come voluntarily from the white community.  On July 1, 

1961, Charles Daniel, who had served as a U.S. Senator from South 

Carolina, made a landmark speech at the annual Watermelon Festival in 

Hampton in which he admitted that the separation of races was a policy 

that needed to be changed.  “The desegregation issue cannot continue 

to be hidden behind the door.  This situation cannot be settled at the 

lunch counter and bus station levels.  We must handle this ourselves, 

more realistically than heretofore; or it will be forced upon us in 

the harshest way.  Either we act on our own terms, or we forfeit the 

right to act.”
63
 

 

THE RIPPLE EFFECT 
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Taking into consideration those who were involved in the South 

Carolina NAACP Convention, the events at the airport and the march on 

the airport, it is interesting to note the impact these individuals 

had inside and outside of Greenville in other areas of the civil 

rights movement. 

Thurgood Marshall – general counsel for the NAACP and one of the 

lead attorneys in the Henry v. Greenville Airport Commission case 

would go on to become Chief Justice of the United States Supreme 

Court. 

Gloster B. Current – in 1963, he would screen all of the platform 

speeches in the March on Washington that was highlighted by Martin 

Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech.  A 30-year veteran of the 

NAACP, Current retired from the organization but was called back for 

five more years of service in the 1980’s.  In remembering Current, the 

NAACP’s leadership award is named after him.
64
 

A. J. Whittenberg – in 1964, he would sue the Greenville School 

Board to have his daughter Elaine (and her siblings) go an all-white 

school.  He would win the suit with Willie T. Smith as his attorney.  

After his death in 2001, the city of Greenville would name a brand new 

advanced elementary school after him that specializes in robotics 

engineering. 

Rev. J. S. Hall – A few years after coming to Springfield Baptist 

Church, Rev. Hall and his wife would leave the church for one in 

Philadelphia.  However, he has returned several times to speak at 

Springfield. 
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Jesse Jackson – A Greenville resident and graduate of Sterling 

High School, Jackson came home for Christmas break from the University 

of Illinois and participated in the march on the airport on New Year’s 

Day.  It would be the first civil rights demonstration in which he 

would participate.  Several months later, he would be one of the 

“Greenville Eight” that staged a sit-in at the local library and was 

arrested.  Jackson would go on to form the Rainbow/PUSH organization 

promoting equal rights and would make several solid runs towards the 

U. S. Presidency. 

Willie T. Smith – Would eventually become Judge Smith in 

Greenville County and be one of the most widely respected judges in 

the state. 

Horace Nash – Originally recruited to help serve food as a 14-

year-old during the Robinson program at Greenville Memorial 

Auditorium, Nash took part in the airport march.  Out of that 

experience, he helped found the NAACP Youth Council for which he was 

made the first vice president and would later become president.  In 

the early 1970’s, he would help start one of the most effective civil 

rights organizations in South Carolina – the Black Council for 

Progress (BCP).  This group worked to put the first black on the 

Greenville County Commission and the first black state representative 

– all from an area that has a much smaller African-American population 

in terms of percentage than other areas of the state. 

Governor Fritz Hollings – Hollings would run for the Senate in 

1963 and would serve in that capacity until he retired over 38 years 

later. 
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Richard Henry – On December 1, 1960, the Fourth Circuit Court 

overturned Judge Timmerman’s decision by saying that Henry’s 14
th
 

amendment rights had been violated.  It was this action that formally 

desegregated the Greenville Municipal Airport as the waiting area, 

restaurant and lavatories were open to all races. 

Greenville Municipal Airport – In 1961, the Greenville Airport 

Commission started talks on building a new airport which would 

eventually become Greenville-Spartanburg airport.  The downtown 

airport has continued to facilitate smaller needs for the people and 

businesses of Greenville and still serves a solid role as a resource 

for the city. 

Springfield Baptist Church – The facility that had been home to 

Springfield since 1871 burned down in 1972.  The congregation held 

services at Beck Middle School for two years before a new building was 

completed in 1974, less than 100 yards from its original location.
65
 

Jackie Robinson – In 1962, Robinson would earn the two honors 

that he would cherish the most.
66
  He was voted into the Baseball Hall 

of Fame on his first ballot and he was selected to become a member of 

the NAACP Hall of Fame for his work in promoting the organization and 

racial equality.  Robinson would pass away in 1974 after battling 

diabetes.   

 

CONCLUSION 

Southern historians rarely give Robinson’s visit to Greenville 

more than a few sentences or a paragraph when they recount the events 

of the civil rights era.  Yet Robinson was more than a baseball player 
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especially to the African-American community.  He became the 

embodiment of hope for many people in the South striving for racial 

equality.  A man with such gravitas is not taken lightly and the 

actions of Robinson in Greenville in 1959 should not be construed as 

footnotes to history.   

The airport march is separated from the Greensboro sit-ins by 

exactly one month and roughly 190 miles.  During that period in early 

January 1960, college students (like Jesse Jackson) were home from 

school for the Christmas holidays.  Given Robinson’s reputation, it is 

not out of the question to think that news spread very quickly 

throughout the Carolinas and Georgia via word of mouth, then those 

students would head back to school for the spring semester.  In 

addition, Associated Press wire stories publicized the airport march 

from one coast to the other.  Newspapers in High Point, Burlington and 

Rocky Mount, North Carolina all carried news about the march spurred 

on by Robinson.  It is possible that Robinson’s actions sparked the 

Greensboro sit-ins and given his unrivaled position in sports and 

social culture, it would be hard to disagree with that hypothesis.  

Nevertheless, Robinson’s actions in Greenville in 1959 coupled with 

the actions of a pastor bent on social equality created a scenario 

where Greenville culture could do nothing but change – and change it 

did through sit-ins and court cases all instigated by young students.  

Greenville citizens were forced to come to terms with the African-

American call for racial unity through the actions of a man that had 

proven his worth, his word and his influence.  If one considers just 

the man himself, it is easy to understand why a march on the airport 
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was done for Robinson and not for Richard Henry.  A man who was 

accepted and flourished at the highest level of his field in stadiums 

across the country could not even be afforded a seat in an airport 

waiting room because of his color: that was the reason for the march.  

Though historians may see Robinson as less an agent of social change 

as they would Thurgood Marshall or Dr. Martin Luther King, it is worth 

remembering that Robinson’s number 42 is the only number that has been 

permanently retired by Major League Baseball, cementing Robinson’s 

place as one of the greatest heroes of his age.  His words spoke 

volumes, his actions spoke character and his example in an airport 

waiting room sparked the civil rights movement in Greenville, if not 

the entire South. 
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