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The Greensboro Four 

 
On February 1, 1960, four friends sat down at a lunch counter in Greensboro. That may not sound like a legendary 
moment, but it was. The four people were African American, and they sat where African Americans weren’t allowed 
to sit. They did this to take a stand against segregation. 
 

Franklin McCain, Ezell Blair Jr. (later known as Jibreel Khazan), Joseph McNeil, 
and David Richmond were freshmen at the Agricultural and Technical College of 
North Carolina (now North Carolina A&T State University). The students wanted 
to protest segregation laws that prevented African Americans from entering certain 
public places. They decided to stage a sit-in at Woolworth’s, a variety store that had 
an eating area. While African Americans could shop in the store and eat at a stand-
up snack bar, they could not sit at the lunch counter, “We didn’t want to set the 
world on fire,” Khazan said.” We just wanted to eat.” Khazan and his friends would 
become known as the Greensboro Four. 
 

The students hardly slept the night before the sit-in. They knew their actions would make some white people angry. 
They were afraid they would be arrested, beaten, or even killed. But they were determined to stand up for their rights 
and the rights of all African Americans. 
 
The next day McCain, Blair, McNeil and Richmond went to Woolworth’s. They made several purchases, then sat 
down at the “whites-only” lunch counter and ordered coffee, a waitress told them that blacks weren’t served there. 
They placed their orders anyway. Then the store manager came up to the men and asked them to leave. When they 
stayed in their seats, the manager called the Greensboro police chief, who said that he could do nothing as long as they 
remained quiet. They remained seated at the counter until the store closed early at 5 p.m, and the four students left 
peacefully. Happy that they hadn’t been arrested or bullied, the four students immediately returned to campus and 
recruited others for the cause. 
  
That night they asked the members of several campus 
groups to join them, and many agreed. The next afternoon 
many African American students showed up at 
Woolworth’s. Twenty-five men (including the four 
freshmen) and four women sat from 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. 
while white patrons heckled them. Undaunted, they sat 
with books and study materials. AP news reporters & local 
TV news crews monitored the scene. Again the police 
were present, the students remained peaceful, but were 
again refused service. Once the sit-ins hit the news, 
momentum picked up and students across the community 
embraced the movement. 
 
By opening time on February 3, there were students scrambling to get seats at Woolworth’s, but there was also a 
growing opposition group. Whites continually taunted the demonstrators, who refused to respond to incitement or 
provocation, and remained non-violent. The sit-ins were on the national news and the protests spread to Winston-
Salem, N. C. On February 4, female students from Bennett College and Greensboro Women’s College joined the sit-
in, including three white students. The protests had effectively paralyzed Woolworth’s and other Greensboro 
businesses. 
 

The Greensboro Four 



On February 5, about 300 students were now sitting-in at Woolworth’s. 
Tensions were high and students feared being jailed or kicked out of school. 
Meanwhile, the sit-in movement continued to spread like wildfire to dozens of 
other cities across the country. By February 6, witnesses estimate there were 
nearly 1,000 protesters and observers filling the Greensboro Woolworth’s. The 
sit-ins had also spread to the nearby Kress department store, bringing downtown 
Greensboro to a virtual standstill. With the crowd at Woolworth’s growing 
increasingly hostile, it was announced at 1:00 in the afternoon that the store was 
closing due to a bomb threat. Kress closed early as well. 
 
The Greensboro Sit-In ignited a wave of student sit-ins across the South. Young 
people in more than 100 Southern cities challenged segregation in restaurants, 
parks, pools, theaters, libraries, and other public places with  over 3,600 of them 
being arrested  for the simple act of sitting. Even in Northern cities, where 
segregation had long ago been fought and won, picket-line sprung up at 
Woolworth and Kress stores. African Americans began picketing Woolworth’s 
and other stores with segregated lunch counters in the North, too. 
On February 7, A & T students voted to suspend demonstrations, trying in 
good faith to give city and store officials an opportunity to work things out. The 
negotiations failed, and students resumed the protests at Kress and 
Woolworth’s. When the college students left for summer recess, Dudley High 

School students took their place. Throughout the sit-ins, participants were often threatened, sprayed with food, 
burned with cigarettes, and tormented in unimaginable ways.  However, never did they respond with violence. 
Students sat peacefully while being screamed at and spat upon. 
 
Finally, on July 26, 1960, they won their peaceful fight. Store manager C. L. Harris agreed to integrate Woolworth’s 
lunch counter. The simple, yet courageous act of sitting down to eat, by four students, was the catalyst that ignited a 
decade of revolt. Within two months the Sit-in Movement had spread to 54 cities in 9 states, including Nashville and 
Atlanta. The first people served were the lunch counter employees themselves. In the first week, three hundred African 
Americans ate at that lunch counter. 
 
The Greensboro Four became famous for fighting discrimination. Because of their courage, principles, and persistence, 
they have become legends in North Carolina and American history. 
 
 

Young people demonstrating in 
Chapel Hill. 


