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We are not going back
By Ed Breen 

 

We shall not know for a 

very long time exactly what 

it is we Americans are 

achieving, fixing, cobbling 

together  this week and last, 

days in which rage seems to 

have given way to aspira-

tion, anger tamed by the 

presence the well-inten-

tioned and perhaps even 

hope that change – real, 

substantial change – is at 

hand.   

The people of towns, 

hamlets, villages, cities of 

all sizes responded to so 

many challenges in so little 

time.  There was, of course, 

the convulsive response to 

Minneapolis, but even it 

was multi-faceted. All were 

outraged by the killing of 

George Floyd. On that we 

can agree.  

Much anger was in re-

sponse to the conduct of the 

police. Much anger was in 

response to those who 

lashed out violently, de-

structively, wantonly.  Some 

anger was directed at those 

who sat passively and dis-

engaged as their nation con-

vulsed. And some was 

directed at government by 

those victimized and some 

was directed at the victim-

ized by agents of govern-

ment incapable of appropri-

ate response. The shoving 

and injuring of the frail 75-

year-old peacenik by the 

police in Buffalo is an 

image that will endure. But 

so is the image of demon-

strators in Louisville form-

ing a safe zone around a 

lone police officer who had 

become separated from his 

squad and was about to be-

come a target of revenge.  

We in Marion have not 

done well in this regard 

through the years. We know 

that. Our story is violent 

and tragic — and racist.  To 

argue otherwise is to ignore 

the obvious. There was 

1930 and there were those 

tense and fretful summers 

of 1968 and 1969. And who 

killed Robert Johnson? We 

still do not know.  And the 

disturbance all those years 

ago at Marion High School 

and the vilifying of Oatess 

Archey. Many at the time 

wanted to call it a riot, 

which it was not, unless you 

apply Dr. Martin Luther 

King’s definition of “riot” 

as being the voice of the un-

heard. Which is what it was. 

On and on and on it has 

gone in our town and in our 

own time. Sometimes some 

violence. Most often, insult 

and emotional injury. The 

swimming pool. The movie 

theaters.  Flossie Bailey re-

sisted. Dr. Joe Casey resis-

ted. Henry C. Mills resisted.  

And Oatess Archey re-

turned, resisted and pre-

vailed. The first African 

American sheriff in Indiana 

right here in Grant County.  

Books have been written, 

movies have been made, 

declarations have been read. 

The local newspaper from 

time to time held a mirror to 

our face and found us want-

ing.  Some pastors – black 

and white – called us to 

task. The Rev. Ned Gillum; 

the Rev. Phill Stephens; the 

Rev. B.T. Jackson, the Rev. 

J.D. Williams.  

But all of this seems to 

pale, seems perhaps to have 

changed in some real, fun-

damental way in the few 

days since that first sponta-

neous gathering on the 

north side of the Court-

house Square a week ago 

Monday, and then culminat-

ing in the larger congrega-

tion on Friday evening, an 

event that concluded with a 

prayer service on the 

grounds of City Hall at 

Fourth and Branson streets.  

Most remarkable – and 

hopeful and praiseworthy – 

about this is that it was not 

the work of institutions or 

organizations or congrega-

tions that made it happen. It 

was the work of people. 

And even more remarkable 

is that the people who made 

it happen were of  all faiths,  

all ages and, yes, all races: 

Black, white, brown; Cau-

casian, African-American, 

Hispanic.  

The heart and soul of 

what has happened in our 

town in the last few hours is 

the heart and soul – and 

strength  — of one young 

woman, Torri Williams.   

She is 40 years, a mother, 

African-American, a person 

of singular intelligence and 

determination.  She ran, un-

successfully, for a seat on 

the Marion city council last 

fall. She will be on the bal-

lot again. That is a certainty.  

There were others, of 

course, a lot of other people 

involved. There must be. 

There should be. The list is 

lengthy, multi-generational 

and multi-racial.  

But it is Ms. Williams 

around whom all others ral-

lied, a woman who does not 

seems to enjoy celebrity but 

understands that the mes-

sage is more important than 

the medium.  

In weekend Facebook 

posts, she revealed some-

thing of herself, but shed 

more light on what she saw 

in that large crowd and long 

walk. Listen to her: 

“I hoped that Friday 

would have a good turnout. 

Collective action is a spark 

that can light a fire in some 

people. I wanted the young 

people to know that other 

people would join them. I 

also know as an organizer 

that there are relationships 

that need to exist to bring 

about collective action. I 

personally believe that 

peace in this time is an illu-

sion. I didn’t need peace, 

but I did need safety. With 

this in mind I reached out to 

some city officials, local 

businesses, and the county 

commissioners. Thank 

you.”  

The redemption for her 

can be found in this simple 

observation from one who 

was there that evening:  

“We are not going back.” 

Torri Williams


