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The Echo Project is dedicated 
to challenging and overcoming 
the fears that separate us, 
telling the truth, and bringing 
people together.

Rev. David Kennedy looks at a faded 
mural of Nazi and Confederate 
Flags painted inside what was once 
“The Redneck Shop.”  
AP Photo/Sarah Blake Morgan
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BACKGROUND

The Echo Theater in Downtown Laurens, 
South Carolina was originally opened as 
a segregated movie theater in the early 
1930s. Local Black community members 
recall the indignity of the space, being 
shunted through the back door and 
up narrow and rickety side stairs to the 
balcony, only to be harassed while they 
tried to watch films. The theater would 
close in the late 1970s.

After falling into disrepair, the building 
was purchased by notorious South 
Carolina Klansman John Howard in the 
1990s and would become the site of The 
Redneck Shop. Inside, Howard and others 
sold racist merchandise and operated 

Left: Rev. David Kennedy stands 
outside the Echo Theater in 
Laurens, holding a photograph 
of his great-great uncle’s 
lynching. 
Sarah Blacke Morgan (AP)

Background

the “World’s Only Klan Museum” in the 
back of the theater. There, they displayed 
Ku Klux Klan paraphernalia and used 
the space as a recruitment and meeting 
hub for white nationalists and neo-Nazis 
across America and the world. 

The store terrorized the local Black 
community. Effigies were hung in the 
store, and black mannequins were laid 
in caskets in the windows. Following 
the opening, a protest campaign was 
led by Reverend David Kennedy, a local 
Civil Rights leader and Pastor of New 
Beginning Missionary Baptist Church. 
Despite protests, the shop was deemed 
“legal” and allowed to operate. 

These people want us to 
remember a time when hate, 
intimidation, and evil reigned 
and justice was a noose in the 
hands of a coward. We stood 
up against the Redneck Shop 
so our children would have a 
better tomorrow.”

“

 — Rev. David Kennedy
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Photos of the Redneck Shop, 
circa. 1997

Above: Photograph in 
newspaper of peaceful 
protests against Redneck 
Shop presence in Laurens.

Background

John Howard owned the shop with his 
KKK protege: Michael Burden, who was 
living in the basement of the property. 
In 1996, when Burden sought to quit 
the KKK, he and his family were evicted 
by Howard. Desperate for help, Burden 
shared his story with Reverend Kennedy, 
who took him in with the support of 
his congregation. Burden eventually 
apologized to the community at a unity 
ceremony at New Beginning Missionary 
Baptist Church and sold his half of the 

The Echo Theater has always 
represented racism and hate 
until now. This fi rst step toward 
rebuilding the theater into a place 
of healing and reconciliation 
shows that change is possible, 
even from one of the darkest 
times in our history.”

“

 — Regan Freeman

Echo Theater deed to Reverend Kennedy 
in 1997. 

For over twenty years, the church and 
Reverend Kennedy fought lengthy legal 
battles to gain full ownership of the 
building. The Redneck Shop would finally 
close permanently in 2012, and New 
Beginning Missionary Baptist Church 
would gain full control of the Echo 
Theater after John Howard’s death in 
2017.
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...creating a place where all people 
can feel their worth as human 
beings -- something that Black 
Americans and other people of 
color have long been denied.”

“

 — Rev. David Kennedy

Background
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VISION

Today, the Echo Theater is no longer a 
place of “destruction” but “construction”.  
The Echo Project, founded by Reverend 
David Kennedy, members of New 
Beginning Missionary Baptist Church, 
and residents of Laurens County, is 
transforming the theater and the adjacent 
property into a museum and multicultural 
community center which not only 
confronts the past, but also instills the 
importance of standing for peaceful and 
positive change for all. 

Above: Demolition in 
progress at the Echo 
Theater.

Right: Michael O. Allen, 
architect of the Echo 
Theater, speaks at 
community gathering on 
site.

Left: The Echo Project 
Executive Director Regan 
Freeman and Rev. David 
Kennedy pictured in front 
of the Echo Theater

Vision

In transforming this place of hate to one 
of healing, The Echo Project is conveying 
the power of standing against hatred 
and our collective possibility for positive 
change. 

With its partners, The Echo Project is 
creating an educational, cultural, and 
economic hub for a Southern downtown 
that will serve as a beacon of hope for the 
world. 
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SITE

When the new Echo Theater opens, it will 
serve as an education and community 
hub in the historic downtown district of 
Laurens, South Carolina, marking a much-
needed development for the prominent 
Courthouse Square.

The renovation of the Echo Theater 
features two key parts:

An exhibition space that bears witness 
to the history and legacy of racial 
violence in Laurens and across the 
country and call visitors to confront 
racism and build healthy communities for 
all.

An on-site multicultural community 
center that fosters conversations and 
programming centered on forgiveness, 
and reconciliation.

Vision

P
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VISITOR JOURNEY

The exhibition brings visitors on a  
transformative journey of “moving toward 
the light” — illuminating the power of 
standing against hatred, the impact in 
healing division in our communities, 
and the possibility for change. Through 
workshops with The Echo Project, the 
importance of telling the truth about a 
diff icult history was emphasized, with two 
key points highlighted: the experience 
should aim to not leave the Black 
community in hatred, and not leave the 
white community in shame.

Vision

I want the young people who come 
to visit to leave knowing the truth 
of how society has treated people 
in the past–but knowing that The 
Echo Project’s goal is to change that 
narrative of hate to one of love and 
togetherness.” 

 “

 — Janice Kennedy

Light Invites Light Reveals Light Disrupts Light Unites
Identity Matters Endure Discomfort Remain Hopeful Be Proximate Change the Narrative

While literally and metaphorically “moving 
toward the light,” visitors will start to see 
themselves in stories of resistance, and 
begin to understand the diff erence a 
single person, a single choice may make. 
Bolstered by the community, visitors will 
be invited to make the choice to join 
together to end racism: in both big ways 
and small.
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“Darkness cannot drive out 
darkness: only light can do that. 

Hate cannot drive out hate: only 
love can do that.”

 — Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

Vision
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VISITOR JOURNEY

Welcome
Trust

Introduce

• Build trust with the visitor

• Invite visitors to seek truth 
together

Relearn

• Encounter the 
discomfort of a lesser 
known history

Re�lect

• Invite the visitor to 
spend some time in 
reflection, recognizing 
themselves in the 
history they just 
observed

Participate

• Visitors are invited to 
participate in history 
and the future

Explore

• Explore on your own, 
feel connected to 
inspiring exampels 
and precedents in 
history

• Connect to ongoing 
challenges and 
successes of today

Dialogue

• Listen, share, 
absorb together

Energize

• Inspire visitors to enter 
the workshop areas 
and join the fight to 
confront racism 

Discomfort Empathy Hope Inspiration

Recognize Confront Instill

Together, the museum and center 
will empower community members—
school children and adults alike—to hold 
productive conversations around justice, 
forgiveness, and racial reconciliation. The 
initiative will help redefine the narrative 
of Laurens and South Carolina, and also 
pave the way for peer organizations to 
join together to fight for transformative 
healing. 

The exhibition will connect the narrative 
of the Echo Theater to the larger story of 
the struggle for justice and civil rights in 
American history. The ultimate goal is to 
impart visitors with a lasting provocation 
to act, calling on all visitors to confront 
racism in their communities. 

Vision
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VISITOR JOURNEY

Recognize
Visitors will explore the place-based 
history of segregation and racism 
through an immersive experience.

Confront
Visitors will be invited to 
rest, restore, and recover 
energy in order to prepare to 
join the fight.

3

Vision

4

2

1

Instill
Through community programming 
and workshop spaces, visitors are 
given tools and resources to continue 
the fight to end racism.

Welcome
Visitors are welcomed and invited 
to join along a journey of truth-
telling and reconciliation.
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WELCOME

Visitors are invited into the theater to seek 
and receive the truth of history, and to 
participate in the struggle for universal 
freedom.



As visitors ascend the stairs, they 
are confronted with the history 
of segregation within the theater, 
experiencing the indignity of being 
shunted to the “colored stair.”
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RECOGNIZE

Design
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RECOGNIZE

Visitors are invited to learn of tales of 
courage and resilience in the face of 
racial intimidation and terror. A timeline 
anchors the room, with key artifacts and 
oral histories adding a tangible element 
to the events described.
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RECOGNIZE

In the upstairs gallery, which is located 
where the segregated balcony once 
was, visitors are asked to reckon with the 
history of the Echo Theater via personal 
accounts from local residents, that 
foreground the collective struggle for 
freedom.

Design
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CONFRONT

As visitors descend down a universally 
accessible ramp, they are surrounded 
by colorful expressions of the power of 
protest and collective courage. 

Design
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CONFRONT + INSTILL

The Library of Hope off ers visitors 
resources and ample seating to reflect, 
recharge, and contribute their own 
stories of resistance, growth, and hope 
as they prepare to enter the multicultural 
center next door.

Design
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PROJECT TIMELINE

1930 1980 1996 1997 2000 2012

Late 1970s
The Echo Theater 
closes.

1930
The Echo Theater opens 
as a segregated movie 
theater.

March 1996
The Redneck Shop opens.

September 2006
World Aryan Congress held 
inside Redneck Shop, hate 
groups from across the world 
convene to promote “cooperation” 
among white supremacists.

April 2007
American Nazi Party establishes 
headquarters inside Redneck 
Shop, swastika mural painted on 
back wall of theater.

May 1996
Michael Burden quits the 
Klan, is evicted by John 
Howard. Burden asks 
Rev. Kennedy for help.

2017
John Howard dies. 
New Beginning 
Missionary Baptist 
Church obtains full 
control of the Echo 
Theater.

May 2012
The Redneck Shop 
closes permanently 
when John Howard is 
finally evicted after a 
lengthy court battle.

March 1996
Protest campaign begins 
as hundreds gather for rally 
opposing the KKK outside of 
Redneck Shop, led by Rev. 
Kennedy and NBMBC.

April 1997
Burden sells Echo Theater 
deed to Rev. Kennedy & 
New Beginning Missionary 
Baptist Church for $1,000.

1998
NBMBC congregation start 
community outreach and 
planning for the “Laurens 
County Multicultural Center,’’ 
a core concept which will 
eventually evolve into TEP 
over 20 years later.

THE ECHO 
THEATER THE REDNECK SHOP

Next Steps

COMMUNITY ORGANIZING

2018
• Burden movie premieres 

at Sundance; wins US 
Dramatic Audience Choice 
award.

• Burden book published.
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20202019 2021 2022 2023

2019
• Community talkback sessions 

are held to discuss possible 
uses of Echo Theater.

• The Echo Project is established 
as a nonprofit.

May 2021
“ECHO” marquee is lit on the 
Echo Theater for first time in 
over 30 years.

2020
• Michael O. Allen joins as 

architect of Echo Theater.

• Client representative 
Paratus joins the team.

Summer 2021
The Echo Theater interior is 
gutted and stabilized.

2021
• Historian Advisory 

Committee is established, 
and led by Dr. Vernon 
Burton of Clemson 
University and Dr. Nicholas 
Gaff ney of University of 
South Carolina Upstate.

• MASS Design Group joins as 
exhibit designer.

November 2021
The historic Cantey Building 
next to the Echo Theater is 
purchased.

April 2022
Building survey and 
structural assessment 
completed.

March 2022
Oral History Project 
launches, focused on 
community voices 
impacted by The Redneck 
Shop and its legacy of 
hatred.

May 2022
The Echo Theater is designated 
a Site of Conscience via the 
International Coalition of Sites 
of Conscience.

EXHIBITION DESIGNARCHITECTURAL DESIGN

RENOVATIONTHEATER DEMO

ORAL HISTORY PROJECT

THE ECHO PROJECT

ARCHITECTURAL DESIGN EXHIBITION DESIGNEXHIBITION DESIGN

Next Steps

PROJECT TIMELINE

COMMUNITY ORGANIZING
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REHAB HATE
WHO WE ARE

The Echo Project was founded in 2019 by Rev. David 
Kennedy, members of New Beginning Missionary Baptist 
Church, and residents of Laurens County; The Echo 
Project is a nonprofit dedicated to healing racial division 
and standing against hatred through dialogue, empathy, 
and understanding. We work on expansive, community-
informed projects that recognize our past to create 
space for a more just future, and we’re starting with our 
namesake: the Echo Theater. 

www.rehabhate.com

Founded in 1997, Paratus Group
provides cultural and institutional clients 
with a comprehensive approach to 
planning and executing exceptional 
building projects. Based in New York 
City, our group comes from a variety of 
backgrounds with extensive experience 
in the design and construction industries. 

MOA ARCHITECTURE is a diverse team 
of talented and experienced architects, 
interior designers, planners, marketers, 
technologists, and administrative 
staff  all here for one purpose — to 
make a diff erence in people’s lives, our 
community, and our world by delivering 
the promise and value of great design

MASS Design Group was founded on 
the understanding that architecture’s 
influence reaches beyond individual 
buildings. MASS (Model of Architecture 
Serving Society) believes that 
architecture has a critical role to play 
in supporting communities to confront 
history, shape new narratives, collectively 
heal and project new possibilities for the 
future. 

Rehab Hate
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COST

The Echo Theater Multicultural 
Community Center

Building Program Building Program

Estimated Cost Estimated Cost

Total

Welcome Welcome

Exhibits Community

Off ice Off ice

Infrastructure Infrastructure

Total Area Total Area

Capital Costs Capital Costs

Note: The estimated annual budget for 
operations and programs is approximately 
$350,000/year for the first three years after the 
museum’s opening. The Echo Project is in the 
process of finalizing these budgets.

Area (SF) Area (SF)

1,500 900

2,800 4,200

2,300 1,400

2,300 2,500

8,900 9,000

$4 MM $2 MM

$6 MM

Opening Doors

THE ECHO THEATER MULTICULTURAL 
COMMUNITY CENTER



The Echo Project         4039

OPENING DOORS CAMPAIGN

Join The Echo Project’s Opening 
Doors Campaign today. 
We have launched our Opening Doors Campaign 
to raise the remaining $6M to complete the 
transformation of the Echo Theater, create 
innovative exhibitions and programming—and 
open our doors to the public. Help us transform 
a former place of hate into a place of hope, 
remembrance, and peace.

Phase One of the campaign includes 
a $4 MM renovation and exhibition 
program in the historic Echo Theater—the 
home of the new Echo Museum. 

Phase Two of the campaign includes the 
$2 MM renovation of the neighboring 
building, which will be transformed into a 
Multicultural Community Center.

Rehab Hate

The Opening Doors Leadership 
Circle is comprised of individuals and 
organizations that are community leaders 
and strong advocates for building 
positive change. The support of this 
advisory group will open the doors to the 
NEW Echo Theater.

All giving levels will receive prominent 
recognition in the museum for their role 
in advancing the mission of The Echo 
Project. Leadership Circle members 
will also be recognized on our website, 
newsletters, and at special events.  Join 
the Opening Doors Leadership Circle with 
a tax-deductible gift and create a new 
future for ALL.

www.RehabHate.com

The Echo Project 
PO Box 8, Laurens SC 
29360
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When The Echo Project 
opens, I want the world to 
know there’s a place that 
accepts you as you are, where 
diversity is celebrated and 
people can engage in open 
conversation.”

“

 — Janice Kennedy

The Today Show
Black pastor transforming theater 
with racist past into place where 
diversity is celebrated

Good Morning America
South Carolina minister removes hate 
from former KKK shop

Washington Post
Once the ‘World’s Only Klan Museum,’ 
it is becoming a center for history and 
healing

Bitter Southerner
A New Sound for the Echo

Post & Courier
Once-segregated Laurens theater 
shines with new marquee sign, vision 
for the future

CBS This Morning
Transforming a White Supremacist 
Meeting Hall into a Center for 
Diversity and Reconciliation

The State
Former Redneck Shop site begins 
construction on Echo Project

CNN
The Redneck Shop was a hub for the 
KKK. Years after the store’s closure, a 
Southern city is reckoning with this 
history

Greenville News
Once a symbol of racism and hate, 
the Echo Theater is now a place of 
hope and healing

SELECTED PRESS



Find out more at
www.RehabHate.com


