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George Wallace

45th Governor of Alabama 

(4 Terms / 1963-67, 1971-79, 1983-87)

"Lies set all this shit up."
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George Wallace.  Albert Brewer.  Titan.  Reformer.  Past.  Future.  Rage.  Hope.  Devolution.  Evolution.  Though there are many words to describe it all, the 1970 Alabama Gubernatorial Primary was an election unlike any election seen before...or since.  This was no modern democratic election.  This was a blood match...the one with the most teeth left at the sound if the bell would be declared the winner.  Sound backward?  This was Alabama.  It was almost as if the Civil Rights Movement had never happened.  Maybe it hadn't.  Integration was still almost nonexistent.  Though some folks wanted change, most still didn't.  Politicians were more than happy to pander to the fears of the masses.  Time and again, fear had proven to be the only strategy worth employing.  Courage was seen as weakness.  In the midst of such lunacy, the election commenced.

"Wallace punished disloyalty by execution."
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In 1967, George Wallace finished his first term as governor.  Under the state's constitution, Wallace was forbidden from running for another term.  In order to retain power, he had decided that his wife, Lurleen, should run in his place.  She was elected by a wide margin and served until she succumbed to cancer in 1968.  Upon the death of Governor Lurleen Wallace, Lieutenant Governor Albert Brewer became Governor.  This turn of events prompted George Wallace to give assurance to Albert Brewer that he had his full support and that Wallace would not seek the governor’s office in 1970.  These powerful white politicians all seemed content...  Two years later, things changed.  Ambition was probably the straw that broke the camel's back.  You can't run for President without a place to run from.  So, Wallace announced.  Brewer refused to back down.  There you have it.  Simple?  Right?

"Brewer: Too black for Alabama."
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George Wallace was a serpent.  Sometimes the serpent kills.  Sometimes the serpent heals.  Nevertheless, the serpent remains as cunning as ever.  Albert Brewer was a nice guy...and....you know the story...nice guys always finish last.  Everyone thought Brewer could pull it out.  They forgot who he was running against.  Even though the outcome seems obvious now, it wasn't so obvious then.  Wallace had to work.  Everybody knew what that meant.

"I will never be out ni****ed again!"
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Most people don't know that Wallace started out as a racial moderate.  With such a stance, Wallace got his ass kicked in election after election.  Then, after losing the governor's race to John Patterson in 1960, he made the above promise that he kept in 1970.  Brewer thought he was ready.  He wasn't.

"I decide what's new."
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In 1970, people quickly concluded that Brewer and Wallace had always been mortal enemies.  Such thinking couldn't be further from the truth.  In fact, Brewer had already served as the Speaker of the Alabama House of Representatives and Lieutenant Governor under the Wallace machine.  When he struck out on his own, Brewer decided to go a new path.  Wallace wanted voters to know that he had gone too far.  New wasn't always popular in Alabama.

"I wouldn't go to Alabama to save my mother's life."
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The decade leading up to the showdown was one of tremendous violence.  When Wallace declared “segregation here, segregation now, and segregation forever,” his supporters enforced his promise in the streets.  Children blown up.  Ministers murdered.  Unarmed citizens executed.  Women brutalized.  The crimes against humanity continued without ceasing.  Alabama remained the unquestioned, "Heart of Dixie."  Despite the continued fierceness of it all, Brewer was able to create a coalition of moderates and black folk that he thought would carry him through.  I think he forgot where he was.

"We were best friends."
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Brewer was one of Wallace's earliest supporters.  Throughout the years of Wallace's most ardent racism, Brewer never wavered.  Day after day, Brewer defended Wallace's most futile efforts to defy the federal government.  Bill after bill, Brewer was Wallace's champion in the legislature.  Interview after interview, Brewer defended Wallace.  I guess you could say that he was the truest of true believers.

"Loyalty to Wallace was always expensive."
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When Lurleen ran for Governor in 1966, Wallace made Brewer he practical running mate in the Lieutenant Governor slot.  They both won in a landslide.  Little did the public know, Lurleen was sick with a fierce reoccurrence of cancer.  Throughout her short term in office, Lurleen underwent surgery after surgery.  None of it worked.  During his 1968 campaign for President, Wallace told all that would listen that she was beating back the disease.  In April of 1968, Wallace even told the public that Lurleen was coming home from the hospital because she was cured.  It was all a lie.  Lurleen passed away on May 7, 1968.  Brewer might have been the most shocked of all.  Now, he was Governor.

"Is this the same guy?"
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After years of doing Wallace's bidding, Brewer was stepping out on his own as a reformer of sorts.  The national media loved it.  In piece after piece, Brewer was called the antithesis of Wallace.  From his new platform, Brewer reached out to newly registered black voters, increased funding for state schools, pushed to rewrite much of the racist language out of the state constitution, established a state ethics commission and championed economic reform.  Behind the scenes, Wallace was fuming.  Brewer tried not to care.  The main thing that he was concerned about was expanding his coalition...which miraculously included...folks ranging from the Alabama Farmers Association (ALFA) to prominent African–American ministers.  To add insult to injury, Brewer accomplished these goals with staff left over from the Wallace administrations.

"Fresh air was miraculously coming out of Montgomery."

––––––––
[image: ]


For Brewer, regress was never going to be a path to progress.  People far and wide took notice.  "He's the best governor this state has ever had."  "He understands that everything don't have to be about keeping the blacks down."  "Teachers are finally getting their due."  "We are finally being treated like we matter."  "This is new...this is real."  Such momentum did not occur in a vacuum.  Throughout his administration, Brewer searched the state for the best the state had to offer.  Careful to not upset Wallace further, Brewer tried to make sure they were agreeable.  It didn't matter...anybody but Wallace in charge was going to be disagreeable.

"Only a sissy would spend time working on all that shit."
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Brewer was on a roll.  In his first year alone, he succeeded in multiple areas that his predecessors either failed or didn't even consider trying...the creation of the Alabama Ethics Commission...the regulation of pornography...the banning of major industrial air pollution...the engagement of black communities...the elimination of waste in state budgets...the cessation of cronyism.  The list goes on and on and on...but progress is not always popular in Alabama.  Despite questionable responses, Brewer decided to use any capital that he'd gained to tackle what would become his signature achievement...education reform.  The legislation that he proposed and eventually signed into law...established the Alabama Commission for Higher Education...made permanent the Alabama Education Study Commission...equalized funding for all school districts...drastically increased education appropriations...raised teacher salaries.  After all this, Brewer was on top of the world.  He even garnered the nerve to do the unthinkable...privately engage state leaders about quickly integrating public schools...though he had to remain defiant publicly.  Due to his numerous diplomatic achievements...and his ability to avoid embarassing incidents...Brewer was incredibly well positioned to run for a full term.  That is...until...

"You will be the only Wallace candidate on the ballot."
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Up until the last few days of qualifying, Brewer was convinced that Wallace wasn't gong to run.  It seemed as if Brewer had too much support to be beat.  Praise and support was coming from every direction.  All of the denials turned out to be a lie.  To the shock of many...and no one...Wallace announced his candidacy.

“Somehow Brewer received the impression that I wasn't going to run for governor...”
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All bets were off.  Conventional wisdom was out the door.  Nobody could be trusted.  The race was on.

“I'm going to be the nastiest thorn in the side of the President...”
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Wallace didn't care anything about talking about Brewer.  He wanted to talk about race.  He wanted to talk about integration.  He wanted to talk.

"I think he thought he was just going to waltz back into office."
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The old Wallace magic was gone.  People seemed tired of the constant theatrics.  Initially, Brewer held a wide lead in public polling.  Incessantly, he promised to keep on being a full-time governor.  The meaning of such a message was not lost on Wallace or his supporters.  As the weeks went by, it was very clear that the message was working.  People thought of Brewer as a simple man...and thought of Wallace as everything but.  In addition to local funding sources, Brewer was also getting money
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