
346 | This Day in Civil Rights History

— November 16 —
2000

Activist Hosea Williams Dies

On this day in civil rights history, outspoken activist Hosea Williams died in Atlanta, after a 
three-year battle with cancer.

Born in Atapulgus, Georgia, in 1926, Williams was raised by his grandparents until he left 
home at age 14. He enlisted in the army during World War II, where he served in an all-black 
unit under General George S. Patton. He won the Purple Heart and was hospitalized for a year 
after being the only survivor of a German bombing run. Returning to the U.S., Williams earned 
his high school diploma in his early 20s and later received bachelor’s and master’s degrees in 
chemistry from Morris Brown College and Atlanta University.

His career seemed set.
But one day he drank from a whites-only water fountain and was severely beaten by a white 

mob. Doctors predicted he would die from his injuries, but he survived. Leaving the hospital, he 
turned his considerable energies to the civil rights movement. 

Williams first joined the NAACP, but was more attracted to SCLC’s direct action. In 1963, 
he became part of Martin Luther King Jr.’s SCLC staff. Uncompromising and opinionated on 
every topic, Williams knocked heads with many of the other staffers, most notably with program 
director Randolph Blackwell. But Williams was also fearless and tireless; he was arrested more 
than 100 times during his civil rights career. Beatings, jail cells, harassment—none deterred 
Williams.

Despite animosity between Williams and other staffers, Williams soon became head of the 
SCLC voter education division. He began devising a massive voter registration project, nicknamed 
SCOPE, which was an SCLC version of Mississippi Freedom Summer. 

In 1965, Williams was with SNCC’s John Lewis at the head of the column that crossed 
the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama, on what became known as Bloody Sunday. The 
demonstrators were beaten and teargassed by sheriff ’s deputies and state troopers. Williams was 
left with a fractured skull and a concussion.

Williams was with King in the Chicago and Memphis campaigns. After King’s death, Wil-
liams became involved in Georgia politics, winning terms on the Atlanta City Council and in 
the Georgia General Assembly. In 1987, in his 1960s, Williams led a widely publicized march 
into Forsyth County, a predominantly white suburb of Atlanta which had a long reputation for 
racism and discrimination.


