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Introduction: Change Seeps In

LIFE EMBRACED MYTH in the Jim Crow South, as facade blurred with fact. Hugh Wilson came up in that world, where icy stereotypes were as much a part of everyday life as hot soul food. “Since I was three or four years old I’d go down to my grandmother’s, black-eyed peas and turnip greens, hog gravy, Lord have mercy. I mean … just good old southern country.” In his childhood, Wilson absorbed as many cruel myths as colossal meals. “I was just like everybody else. Too many of us thought that, we knew individual blacks to be awful fine folks but we thought of blacks as a race as being sort of an Amos and Andy situation.” Wilson started farming near Chapel Hill, North Carolina, in the 1930s. Jim Crow had defined the minds and lives of southerners, and Wilson bought in to the common image of African-Americans as inferior and content. “These people have felt undisturbed by the Negro race, they were in their place…. You had the black fellow as a happy fellow, he sings all day … and he don’t worry about where his food is coming from tomorrow.” Many white southerners, like Wilson, persisted in those views. It was how they were raised, and many believed, how they would die.1

When the civil rights movement tore through the southern landscape in the 1950s and 1960s, it challenged the attitudes of millions, undermined their customs, and upended their ways of life. It even penetrated the minds of old farmers like Wilson. “I began to get a lot older before I began to realize.” He attributed fundamental changes in his racial beliefs to the civil rights movement. “Honest to God when I was a kid, I believed that junk,” Wilson recalled in 1974. “I changed … an awful lot of my attitude … toward matters of race.” Wilson did not count his experience as unique; he glimpsed similar changes in many of his neighbors. “These … farmers around here … and their wives, not all of them but by and large, they have come a long damn way.” As the civil rights movement reshaped the South, it snapped the thin thread that had connected stereotypes to truths. White southerners began to sift through what they had always taken for granted, and made their way in a world divorced from the myths of old.2

THE CIVIL RIGHTS MOVEMENT possessed a rare ability to transform all it touched. In its hands, oppressed African-Americans gained legal equality, old white farmers like Hugh Wilson eventually rethought unquestioned beliefs, black power challenged white rule, and in the case of the Albany Herald, sarcasm turned into prophecy. “Albany calmly today awaited to be turned upside down by Martin Luther King Jr.,” read the Southwest Georgia newspaper’s front page on July 17, 1962. While the Herald mocked King’s claim that the movement would turn Albany “upside down,” it gave unwitting expression to a fate that would soon visit thousands of communities across the South. When African-Americans struggled for civil rights, they also struck at the very foundations of southern life. The civil rights movement altered race relations, overturned ingrained practices, subverted traditions, ushered in political change, transformed institutions, undermined a way of life, and even turned cities upside down—from Black Belt towns like Albany, Georgia, and Eutaw, Alabama, to metropolises such as Atlanta and New Orleans, and college communities like Athens, Georgia, and Chapel Hill, North Carolina. Many whites felt these changes just as deeply as, if much differently than, African-Americans. The impact of the civil rights movement differed from person to person, family to family, town to town. In the end, few escaped its long reach. Some white southerners attested to liberating experiences that forever altered their racial attitudes and behavior. Others found new ways to resist racial equality. Many more clung to any sense of normalcy they could salvage, at times willfully ignorant of the tumult around them. Still, change seeped into life—in ways whites had barely conceived and scarcely contemplated.3

Most white southerners identified neither with the civil rights movement nor with its violent resisters. They were fearful, silent, and often inert. The age of civil rights looked different through their eyes. The prominent events of the era—the 1955 Montgomery bus boycott, the 1960 student sit-ins, the Birmingham church bombing in 1963, the Selma-to-Montgomery march of 1965, for example—often had less meaning than the changes in the texture of day-to-day life. Few white southerners ever forgot the day they first addressed a black person as “Mr.” or “Mrs.”; the time their maid showed up for work, suddenly shorn of her old deference; the day they dined in the same establishments as black people; the process by which their workplaces became integrated; the autumn a black man appeared on the ballot; or the morning white children attended school with black pupils. Taken together, these changes amounted to a revolution in a way of life.

To probe the experiences of white southerners in the age of civil rights is to capture the ambiguous contours of change. It is to explore beyond the pronouncements of politicians and newspaper editors, beneath the rhetoric of leaders and into the lives of their constituents. To seek such voices is often to grapple with antagonisms. As News-week reporter William Emerson cabled from the magazine’s southern bureau in May 1955, “The individual Southerner was left to shift for himself mid the deafening roar of the press, the declarations of politicians and propaganda groups. Just how he felt was a mystery and subject to change.” For many, the civil rights movement induced uncomfortable admissions, unwanted realizations, and unwelcome surprises. “It has become gradually apparent that the white man in the South woefully misunderstood the true desire of the Negro…. The city man was amazed at the fury of his country cousin. And, the farmer, himself, frequently found that he was at odds with at least one of his half-grown children.” As the civil rights movement marched on, many white southerners found themselves swept up in the torrents of a change they were only beginning to fathom. “It’s changing down here, that’s what’s happening,” said an Atlanta storekeeper whose business integrated in 1965. “The man in the street, he has to keep up with it, even if he doesn’t always go along with it…. We’re all segregationists, the white people of Georgia; or most of us are. But we’ve got caught up in something that’s bigger than us, and we’ve got to live with it.”

In many cases, white southerners’ beliefs could not catch up to events that occurred all around them. Psychologist Robert Coles, who surveyed the Deep South in the 1960s, went a step further: “In Mississippi I have watched certain white people for nearly a decade, and I truly wonder even today what they do believe in. In fact, their beliefs are often less important to them than the continuity of their lives. When that comes under a shadow, they respond—and so do their beliefs.” Through it all, African-Americans drove the motors of change. If they did not force all southerners to rethink their racial attitudes and habitual patterns of discrimination, many whites had to confront, at the very least, the fact that their cherished way of life seemed gone for good. The “Southern way of life” connoted magnolias and gentility, but it also carried specific implications about the region’s racial order—one in which whites exercised the power, and blacks ever acquiesced. Some expressed shock that blacks who had been deferential and accommodating for so long finally rose up to challenge their position. Others had seen it coming for years, but were no better prepared for the civil rights movement’s power to rupture their lives. “They’re leading us around,” said an Alabama police officer. “Everything they do, we have to think about. Who says the nigger is on the bottom? He’s calling the tune, and we run to hear it; this place, that place, everywhere, it seems.”5 When African-Americans embraced civil rights, a few whites joined them—but many more found themselves bewildered by a struggle they could neither appreciate nor understand.

White southerners often lived under the spell of their own collective history—or a certain interpretation of it. Through family lore or history lessons in school, the white South nurtured its youth on the myth of the happy and faithful slave, told stories of heroic Confederate soldiers in the “War of Northern Aggression,” and spun nightmares out of the “tragic era” of Reconstruction. “You would read in your history books about how gallant the South was,” recalled Selma, Alabama, mayor Joe Smitherman of his lessons in school, “and the War Between the States and that we were used and misused.” Margaret Jones Bolsterli remembered the stories of her childhood on a cotton plantation in Desha County, Arkansas, during the 1930s. “Racism permeated every aspect of our lives, from little black Sambo … in the first stories read to us, to the warning that drinking coffee before the age of sixteen would turn us black. It was part of the air everyone breathed.” Few could completely divorce themselves from the past, for its vestiges lived on at mid-century—on every cotton field, on every sidewalk, in every interracial interaction. Some whites convinced themselves that blacks deserved their lot in life; others never quite embraced that logic. They were all deeply influenced by the blacks they had grown up with, befriended, employed, or exploited—whether they liked it or not. Reporter Marshall Frady wrote, “In myriad and unwitting ways, the white southerner became, and remains, the creature of the black man he hauled through violence and abasement into his midst.” Blacks may not have gained their fair share of economic and political power through the civil rights movement, but they became the primary actors in the region’s drama. They pulled the levers of history, and fostered fear in white communities. “We are here … frightened in the depths because our past does not sweep us forward or backward,” James McBride Dabbs wrote in 1964. “In the person of the Negro, it sweeps us where we are afraid to go.” As much as George Wallace or Lester Maddox touted themselves as the faces of Dixie, leaders like King and throngs of marchers molded events in the South, and increasingly, across America. They forced the hands of millions of whites. “During most of the South’s history, the Negro stood at the back door, an insistent voice speaking out of the night,” Dabbs wrote in 1969. “Now the white man stands at the back door, but this time the back door of history, wondering what is going on inside, wondering how to meet the power of the blacks, in whose hands history increasingly lies.”6

Observers in the South during the 1960s believed they had witnessed the death of one world and the birth of another. Reporter Jimmy Breslin watched from the lobby of Montgomery’s Jefferson Davis Hotel as blacks paraded through town on the 1965 Selma-to-Montgomery march. At first, many whites cursed or even smiled. “Then the people kept coming … with their heads high up in the air…. And the faces at the windows changed…. The owner of the Ready Shoe Repair Shop stood with his lips apart and he watched the life he knew disappear on the street in front of him.” While blacks in the Deep South asserted themselves, whites often watched in amazement. As the drama unfolded, some aspects of the Jim Crow South died forever. Breslin wrote:


You have not lived, in this time when everything is changing, until you see an old black woman with mud on her shoes stand on the street of a Southern city and sing “… we are not afraid …” and then turn and look at the face of a cop near her and see the puzzlement, and the terrible fear in his eyes. Because he knows, and everybody who has ever seen it knows, that it is over. The South as it stood since 1865 is gone. Shattered by these people in muddy shoes standing in the street and swaying and singing “We Shall Overcome.”



To some, change came in sudden flashes and momentary realizations. As Robert Coles recounted after witnessing a sit-in on Mississippi’s Gulf Coast, “I think most people of the South—Negroes and whites alike— have experienced some of that same surprise I did, a jolting flash when one kind of world begins to collapse, another begins to appear, and it all becomes apparent.” Everyone had a different word for what was taking place. “This thing here is a revolution. And some of us know it,” a Montgomery businessman told Breslin. “The world’s … passed all of us by, unless we start to live with it.” Yet some whites could no easier live with the new experiences and the ensuing changes than they could understand or articulate them. When historian William Chafe asked Greensboro lawyer Ed Hudgins about the effects of the civil rights movement, Hudgins responded, “Desegregation was absolutely incomprehensible to the average southerner—absolutely unbelievable.” The prospect of integration “would be traumatic to the average southerner and his way of life— a way of life that was fixed without possibility of mutation.” While few may have comprehended it, none could deny that if the civil rights movement brought one thing to the South it was change.7

Some watched worlds collapse overnight; others saw revolutions occur before their eyes. In the 1960s, it was not yet clear whether the old order was shattered for good, or whether it merely looked and felt like that at certain fleeting moments and in certain specific places. From one perspective, the South had changed forever; from another, parts of southern life looked remarkably similar two and three decades hence. Segregation had mandated two different societies by law, and white southerners continued to drift into their own worlds, defined largely by race. “As I look back, it’s unbelievable to me that we lived in two different worlds,” Clay Lee, a Philadelphia, Mississippi, minister, said in 1980. “And to a large extent, I think we still do.” There were always two stories: one of how southerners experienced those phenomenal moments of the civil rights years; and the other of how, over a period of time, they absorbed the transformation, encouraged it, rejected it, or lived with it. Those two tales, refracted through thousands of lives, held millions of truths.8

HISTORIANS HAVE YET TO CAPTURE those narratives of white southerners during the age of civil rights in all their complexity. The civil rights movement has found many authors more than worthy of its import, from biographers of King like Taylor Branch and David Garrow to chroniclers of specific locales like William Chafe on Greensboro, Robert Norrell on Tuskegee, John Dittmer and Charles Payne on Mississippi, Adam Fairclough on Louisiana, Charles Eagles and J. Mills Thornton on Alabama, Stephen Tuck and Melissa Fay Greene on Georgia, David Colburn on St. Augustine, and Diane McWhorter and Glenn Eskew on Birmingham. With good reason, these books collectively emphasize the struggles of black southerners. While many of the authors also study white southerners, the focus frequently remains on the civil rights movement itself. The struggle’s lasting meaning often becomes overshadowed, as does its interracial impact on southern life. Many books probe white southerners’ experiences through studies of prominent figures. We know the stories of George Wallace, Strom Thurmond, and others who led a political stampede into the Republican Party. We know the writings of leading newspaper editors like Ralph McGill, Hodding Carter, and Harry Ashmore. Two newly published studies—by Kevin Kruse and Matthew Lassiter—offer groundbreaking narratives of the suburban South. But overall, an insistent focus on powerful citizens—such as political leaders and newspaper editors—renders barely visible the populace that buys the papers, and casts the votes. Moreover, the literature on the South during this era privileges the dramatic demonstrations and famous battles of the civil rights movement, often at the expense of analyzing the very realm that those struggles sought to change—southern life, black as well as white. I take these works as my models, and building alongside them, approach the age of civil rights from a perspective many of them have not broached.9

Of the many books written during the 1960s, none explores how whites accommodated the upheaval better than Robert Coles’s Children of Crisis. Coles interviewed students, parents, and teachers who integrated New Orleans and Atlanta schools in 1960 and 1961. As a psychologist, he studied how southerners coped with the tumult of desegregation. Historians now have the benefit of four decades. We can begin to understand in a wider context stories like those that Coles told—and form coherent narratives out of murky experience. We can sift the continuity from the change to understand where, when, and why transformations occurred—and did not. White southerners played decisive roles in determining the depths, and limits, of change. Better understanding of their actions and beliefs can more fully explain why the civil rights movement failed, or triumphed, where it did. And the civil rights movement, in turn, transformed many whites forever. With a critical mass of oral histories, magazine bureau dispatches, newspaper articles and editorials, students’ examinations, and other firsthand accounts, we can probe beyond the stories of black versus white, good versus evil, beyond the unforgettable speeches, protests, marches, and boycotts, and into life’s protean ambiguities—alternately forgettable and indelible.

Several scholars have urged further exploration in this direction. Charles Eagles pointed out that historians “have tended to emphasize one side of the struggle, the movement side, and to neglect their professional obligation to understand the other side, the segregationist opposition.” He urged scholars to take more detached views and seek broader perspectives. When historians analyzed white southerners, in all their diversity, that would “make for a much more complicated story, full of additional conflicts and ambiguities…. Told without condescension, the often tragic stories of white southerners’ hates, fears, and pride belong in the wider accounts of the civil rights era.” Others echoed Eagles’s plea. Kevin Mattson asserted that civil rights ought to be made “harder.” “Harder to celebrate as a natural progression of American values,” Jacquelyn Dowd Hall agreed. “Harder to cast as a satisfying morality tale. Most of all, harder to simplify, appropriate, and contain.” In a similar vein, Peter Ling counseled scholars to “delve deeper into the struggles that we believe we already understand. In doing so, we will find new heroes and fresh villains, but most of all we will confront… the people who wish it would just all go away.” In the South during the days of civil rights, that group proved to compose the majority.10

In times of relative quiescence, as well as in moments of drama, white southerners felt the ground shift beneath their feet. Change did not come out of nowhere, but had its roots in a long process that the New Deal and World War II set in motion. A booming national economy blazed into Dixie in the 1940s, while the region welcomed veterans, white and black, back from a war waged in the name of democracy and freedom against tyrannical racism. Against the global backdrop of the Cold War, pressure for civil rights intensified. Some southerners gave in to it; others used anti-communist hysteria to attack any political activity they found unpalatable, particularly support for black advancement. During the first decade after World War II, some white southerners began to open their arms to a more egalitarian ethos as others continued to resist any pushes, however small, toward black civil rights. The Supreme Court’s 1954 decision in Brown v. Board of Education further polarized these two tendencies. Citizens’ Councils rose in massive resistance, and cowed into silence the small segment of white southerners that might have tolerated integration. Even when faced with the 1955 Montgomery boycott, the rising star of Martin Luther King, Jr., and the desegregation of Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, in 1957, many whites still refused to believe that southern blacks desired civil rights, or that they possessed the capacity to organize themselves into movements. The 1960 student sit-ins in Greensboro, North Carolina, and Nashville, Tennessee, opened thousands of eyes, if few minds and hearts. Direct action protests provoked gruesome white violence, and some southern communities fractured in the face of such extreme bigotry.

As President Lyndon Johnson ushered the Civil Rights Act and Voting Rights Act through Congress in 1964 and 1965, respectively, some white southerners began to believe that rights for blacks necessarily meant a loss of freedoms for whites. White fears intensified as African-Americans clenched their fists in cries of “Black Power” and urban disorders flared. For thousands of white southerners, the movement only started to take effect in the late 1960s. Communities that had resisted school integration for the better part of two decades began to buckle under the Supreme Court’s 1969 integration mandate, Alexander v. Holmes. When all the battles ended and the struggles subsided, blacks and whites across the South were left to negotiate the terrain of everyday life—and in the face of unprecedented events after World War II, that terrain had shifted profoundly. White southerners experienced the changes in a multitude of ways.

To illustrate the arc of change in southern life, this book begins in the wake of World War II and continues into the 1970s. After the war’s last shots were fired in 1945, southerners began to grapple with larger processes—economic, demographic, industrial, and political—that gripped their land and their lives. It was not a linear path from wartime changes to the black freedom struggles of the 1960s. Industrialization and urbanization changed the outlines of the South as individual blacks began to challenge the substance of its society. In this sense, the decade after the war provides an important context for the later social convulsions. This work focuses most intensely on the 1960s, for the black civil rights movement pulsed with full force during those years. As civil rights confrontations raged and federal laws made their way into various towns, deep changes became apparent in southerners’ lives and minds. The book continues into the 1970s because many areas did not begin to feel the effects of integration—whether in schools, at the ballot box, or in the mind—until the late 1960s and early 1970s. After King’s 1968 assassination, commentators began to write the civil rights movement’s epitaph. If conventional wisdom maintained that King’s death killed the movement, the perspective of white southerners—and of everyday southern life in general, black as well as white—demanded a different timeline. While the bulk of the action took place in the 1960s, the 1970s told the story of the civil rights movement’s influence on American life, and revealed its lasting legacy.

This book focuses on a handful of episodes in different southern towns. Shifting attention from town to town, and from time to time, allows a comparison of various parts of the South, and also reveals the disparate avenues through which the civil rights movement forced change. Despite the Albany Herald’s claims, few whites in Albany, Georgia, lived with any sense of “calm” when local blacks welcomed King and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), an organization of African-American preachers that became active in the civil rights struggle. Whites felt themselves besieged by “outside agitators,” and the majority of residents could barely believe their eyes when the “good Negroes” of Albany—“their Negroes”—demonstrated that they were anything but content. In the face of black protest, the white myth of “good race relations” blew away with the wind.

Similar tremors pulsed through New Orleans in 1960 and Athens, Georgia, in 1961, when African-Americans entered white schools. Thousands of whites in New Orleans boycotted the public schools, but a few did continue to send their children to Frantz Elementary and McDonogh No. 19. Children became pawns as white communities alternately unified and fractured under the pressure of civil rights. The New Orleans school crisis brought out hateful prejudices in some and made accidental radicals of others. In that Deep South city, black rights hastened white division. In Athens, some students joined a mob when Charlayne Hunter and Hamilton Holmes integrated the University of Georgia; many more resigned themselves to the inevitability of desegregation and bemoaned its capacity to disrupt their lives. By 1970, school integration began to take hold almost everywhere, even as private “segregation academies” sprouted. School desegregation threw generational differences into sharp relief. Some white students took integration in stride as their parents continued to shout “Never!” Others could not shake off the stigma of their upbringing; black students were to them the agents of a trauma they tried in vain to ignore.

If any pieces of federal legislation touched the lives of white southerners, they were the 1964 Civil Rights Act and 1965 Voting Rights Act. The former made desegregation a reality in private businesses and public facilities everywhere. From Ollie’s Barbecue in Birmingham to Pickrick Fried Chicken in Atlanta, and thousands of lunch counters in between, businessmen and their clientele expressed the entire gamut of reactions. Some white employees greeted black customers as though they had been patrons for years; others slammed doors in their faces; still more served them hesitantly and reluctantly. In the wake of black voting rights, locales with large African-American populations traveled the previously unthinkable path from white power to black political control. Greene County, Alabama, was one such area. As in other facets of life, white reaction to black voting gains varied immensely from person to person. One’s pragmatic transition to a new political world was another’s nightmare. What visited cities sometimes bypassed rural areas or newly developing suburbs, and wrenching realities in one state were foreign to another. For every pattern that seemed to emerge, however, another crumpled under the sheer diversity and complexity of experience.

Roy Blount, Jr.’s, anecdote resonates with anyone who probes the South during the 1960s. As Blount was watching a recent television drama about the civil rights era, a nine-year-old boy asked him, “Which were you in—the Klan or the FBI?” “I was just in Georgia,” Blount replied. The vast majority of white southerners were neither Klansmen nor government informants, members of neither the Citizens’ Councils nor the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC). Certainly, bigots and murderers existed. While these intransigents often captured headlines and solidified fears, they do not substantially further one’s understanding of the majority’s plight. Labels help even less. To identify whites as “extremists,” “segregationists,” or even “moderates” inadequately explains their beliefs or actions—much less so the tag “racist.” Charles Payne analyzed writing about southern whites when he praised Fred Powledge’s Free at Last ?:


I am particularly thankful that [Powledge] doesn’t hold southern racists up to ridicule; he gives them credit for being complex and makes some attempt at understanding the cross-pressures under which they were operating. The opposite tradition, in which racists are pictured as stupid, vulgar, and one-dimensional, is one of
the hoariest conventions of writing about civil rights and one of the most destructive. I take it to be a device by which authors certify their own enlightened status by distancing themselves from the grosser expressions of racism, thus giving racism the face of the ignorant, the pot-bellied, and the tobacco-chewing, an image with which almost no one can identify and which easily supplants more complex and realistic images of racism.



To think of most white southerners simply as “racist” gives them either too little credit or too much. In Adam Fairclough’s view, the label is far too generous: “The term ‘racist’ has become devalued through overuse: it fails to prepare one for the depths of disgust, contempt, and condescension with which whites, to varying degrees … regarded their black fellow citizens.” These writers attest that a sensitivity for complexities remains paramount in any story of America and its most persistently bedeviling issue—race relations.11

Present-day observers can fall victim to simple explanations, and so did those on the front lines of the civil rights struggles. Some civil rights supporters misunderstood the white communities that served as battlegrounds, the very places they sought to transform. Among the civil rights movement’s lessons, J. Mills Thornton has argued, “it became clear that white southerners’ doubts about segregation were both more extreme and complex than either zealous segregationists or civil rights advocates initially appreciated.” White southerners’ racial attitudes and behavior frequently revealed a confused and conflicted people, at times divided within and against themselves. Harold Fleming of the Southern Regional Council (SRC) wrote in a 1956 quarterly report, “There … needs to be more recognition of the complexity of opinion and attitude on race. Most people hold no simple, single-minded, coherent opinion on the subject; rather they have a number of vague, shifting, often contradictory notions of what their position should be.” Fleming unraveled aspects of a mind-set to which white southerners typically clung: they possessed a conviction that segregation was “best for both races” and that blacks desired it; respected “law and order;” believed in blacks’ rights to “an equal chance;” supported public education; took pride in the South and hoped that “outsiders” would not think it “benighted;” and feared that, if integration came, blacks would “take advantage” of whites. The list could go on, Fleming maintained. Those lines of thinking that together formed public opinion “at any given time” reflected “the depth, intensity, and balance of the various notions at the moment.” The minds and lives of the South were even more complex because they were not fixed, but precarious and mutable. Few forces shook them so thoroughly as the struggles of the civil rights movement.12

WHITE SOUTHERNERS WATCHED as African-Americans demanded their freedom and, in Chapel Hill farmer Hugh Wilson’s words, ascended “out of their place.” Even in those cases where the civil rights movement succeeded in changing whites’ attitudes and altering their lives, nothing was simple or straightforward about those transformations. Old beliefs had a powerful ability to endure. “In the back of your head from what came when you were a child, you had this idea,” Wilson said. “You still got that thing in there, that black boy, he’s trouble.” For some, the law forced changes in practices, but it could not touch the recesses of hearts and minds. Others began to question deeply held views even though their lives looked much the same as before. At times, the old stereotypes and everyday practices died hard together. And for still others, change in any form—in law, mind-set, or lifestyle—was something to fear and resist, with denial and bitterness, all the way to the grave. Wilson asserted, “Some rednecks … think about themselves as a white person rather than as a person, who happens to be white.” Change would eventually visit them, too, but it could take decades. “It’ll come one day, but God knows I probably will be dead a long time and rotten too.”13

When change came, as the story of a self-described “liberal” woman from Fayetteville, North Carolina, further attests, it was a partial and messy process. Few southerners achieved, much less desired, a clean break from the past. The intensity and form of discrimination often changed, not the fact of its existence. The woman—identified only as H.S.—belonged to the generation that came of age during the black freedom struggle. H.S. attributed her own liberal views to her Jewish background, which predisposed her to empathize with other persecuted minorities, as well as to generational differences. “I am a product of my times … those glorious 60s. When it was hip to be liberal, I was liberal.” Her parents were given to no such liberalism, and they fired their black maid when she became pregnant. “In reaction to my parents, I cried … for black political and economic rights.” But her experiences in junior high and high school during the late 1960s and early 1970s began to push H.S. toward her own type of conservatism on racial issues. Racially charged fights in school made her wary of blacks, and “I became a little suspect of the black man’s savagery. For the first time, I realized it was black against white.” At the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in the mid-1970s, H.S. felt herself on one side of an unbridgeable chasm. “Carolina nowadays exhibits a great rift between black and white society—in living arrangements, student organizations, social affairs, etc.,” she wrote in 1975. “For that reason, I have had little contact with blacks.” The tensions of the late 1960s and 1970s endowed her with a certain type of racial attitude. It was not the old mind-set that waxed nostalgic for the lost days of the happy Sambo and “good race relations,” but a more complex—and perhaps therefore more troubling—kind of attitude. “Intellectually I am still the equal rights advocate, crying for political and economic rights for blacks in all areas. But my cry has subdued. And the emotional strains altering my belief in social equality, I feel will always stand in the way of my desire to give blacks that.” Like the generation before her, H.S. still believed that “social equality” was something whites could choose to bestow upon blacks. Little else in her views resonated with the fears and prejudices of the older Jim Crow generation. “As is the case in much of the country, my racism is very subtle now.” A new day dawned in the South; even the racism it spawned was something novel.14

Ben Smith, a professor at North Carolina State University, was one southerner who admitted to no such prejudices. Smith wished his region would overcome its past at once, and step into the new world that the civil rights movement offered. As southern senators filibustered against the Civil Rights Act in December of 1963, Smith penned North Carolina senator Sam Ervin a futile plea to support civil rights. “It is not easy for a native white citizen of a southern state to give up the traditions of his early years,” he wrote. “I was born in Prince Edward County, Virginia. I am still proud of my birthplace but not of its politics.” Smith explained how he, like many southerners, cherished his heritage and took pride in his region’s history. He had visited Shiloh and Vicksburg, Andersonville and Fredericksburg. “I have stood in pride and sorrow where Jackson fell at Chancellorsville.” While many politicians warned of a “Second Reconstruction,” a handful of white southerners, like Smith, welcomed it. “It is long past time to bury the ghost of the Old South, that has been dead and gone so long. The ghost has served the purposes of too many murderers and thieves; it has duped countless simple folk who forget that they are free men and Americans. The world is waiting, hoping that we will set our own house in order.”15

Increasingly, the struggles of southerners during the age of civil rights became contests over competing visions of what made people “free men and Americans.” Authors as disparate as Toni Morrison, David Roediger, Nathan Irvin Huggins, and Edmund Morgan have argued that white American visions of freedom historically depended—for their very substance and survival—upon black slavery or oppression. The idea of freedom became more powerful “in a cheek-by-jowl existence with the bound and unfree,” Morrison wrote. Huggins argued that slavery and freedom were less polar opposites than interdependent pieces of America’s historical fabric: “Slavery and freedom, white and black, are joined at the hip.” More concretely, white Americans—aristocrats and workers, in the North and South, from colonial through antebellum times— rooted their economic and political power in African-Americans’ lack of it. Whiteness paid wages, psychologically and also economically. Southern whites reinforced their freedom and economic livelihood after the abolition of slavery when they established the sharecropping system, the crop lien, and countless other instruments to keep African-Americans in a “slavery of debt.” Legal segregation marked the emergence of the Jim Crow South, an era defined by lynching, intimidation, and disenfran-chisement that kept blacks powerless and enslaved by fear. The civil rights movement was death to much of that. While the extent of its legacy may be well debated, the post—World War II era and the civil rights movement won for black Americans undeniable political and legal freedom. And if it is true that white American freedom depended upon black oppression, what happened to that freedom—in its visions and its practices—when the touchstone of bondage disappeared?16

In this vein, some white southerners perceived the civil rights movement as a threat to their very notion of freedom. Others saw the civil rights struggles for what they were—attempts to translate American promises of democracy and liberty for all into reality. Where some saw a world turned “upside down,” others glimpsed, at long last, the chance for southerners and for all Americans to turn their lives right side up. “You take these country people out here,” North Carolina farmer Hugh Wilson offered. “[They’re] changing a lot of their attitudes. [They’re] learning.” The South in the 1970s was a society remarkably similar to that of Jim Crow times in some respects, yet fundamentally transformed in others. Even for those who resisted, change continued to seep into life. At times its arrival was sudden; more often it was halting and gradual, and came in fits and starts. When tranquillity settled over the sites of the civil rights movement, the work of adjusting to life in a new world finally began. White southerners had miles to go. “I don’t know how long it’s going to take,” Wilson said in 1974. “[It] is one hell of a process.”*17

* I have chosen to render quotations exactly as they appeared in historical documents, with punctuation and grammar unchanged. When brackets, apostrophes, plus signs, parentheses, ampersands, misspellings, or the like occur in quotations, it is because they existed in the original documents—in newspapers, letters, and other manuscript sources. Italics are a notable exception: if some people I have quoted chose to underline words, those underlines have been replaced with italics in the text.
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Prelude: In the Wake of the War, 1945—1955

ON BATTLEFIELDS IN EUROPE and the Pacific, World War II blew gusts of change toward Joe Gilmer and Lewis Barton. For these white soldiers who fought alongside blacks, the war left indelible imprints. “Before the war I had the same feeling towards the Negro as the typical Southerner. God didn’t intend them to have equal rights with other races, I thought,” Petty Officer Barton wrote in a letter to his hometown newspaper, the Lumberton, North Carolina, Robesonian. By 1945, his belief became one of the war’s millions of casualties. “I am afraid that all race prejudice is gone from the boys who have fought this war,” Sergeant Gilmer wrote to the Fort Worth Star-Telegram. “White boys who have seen Negroes die to save their ‘buddies,’ and to help keep America free, are not in favor of the ‘Jim Crow’ law.” In several regiments, by war’s end, whites and blacks ate, worked, lived, and fought together. The South’s segregation laws seemed petty and absurd by comparison. “Forcing them to ride in the rear of busses and stand for white[s] to sit down, I realize now is narrow-minded childishness practiced by our state,” Barton wrote. “I discovered that the Negro is a human being.” It was a lesson some white southerners would soon learn. For many others, the humanity of blacks remained a threat of the first order, a fear too immediate to peacefully allow, a reality to indefinitely deny. “It isn’t going to be wise for any man … to try to abuse the colored people any more,” Joe Gilmer warned. “The veterans of this war have learned that freedom means more than just freedom for the white man.” Many southern veterans carried this truth back to their communities. The question of the ensuing decade—between the end of World War II in 1945 and the beginning of the Montgomery bus boycott in 1955—was whether white southerners would welcome or challenge it.1

Joe Gilmer’s and Lewis Barton’s transformative experiences placed them in a minority. Many soldiers who fought alongside blacks felt their attitudes change, but they constituted only a small fraction of white southern servicemen. About two-thirds of all white soldiers said blacks should have the same rights after the war as they had before. Many justified their beliefs with assertions like, “We get along fine with the Negro, why change?” and, “They’re satisfied with the way they are now.” More than 90 percent of white southern soldiers supported separate military facilities and outfits. And white southerners who stayed at home defended segregation even more vehemently. The sight of blacks in uniform had the peculiar ability to spark violence. “It seems that a Negro in uniform has stimulated some white civilians and soldiers to protect the customary caste etiquette of the South,” read a 1943 report on the American soldier. That “protection” often manifested itself in the form of racial violence. During the war, the South was the site of six civilian riots, twenty military riots and mutinies, and between forty-five and seventy-five lynchings. While some soldiers felt that interracial contact in the army promoted tolerance, “a larger group seemed to have reinforced their pre-Army attitudes while in the service…. The job done, they wanted to get out, get home, and by and large resume where they had left off.” That often meant supporting Jim Crow as staunchly as ever.2

Gilmer and Barton both believed their profound wartime experiences were not unique; they thought many white southern soldiers had similar changes in attitudes. Although the testimonies of most whites challenge that generalization, there is some evidence to support it. “All of our servicemen have not reacted in the same way,” Guy Johnson said in 1945. Johnson headed the Southern Regional Council, a progressive group— made up of mostly white southerners—that came to support integration. “Some of them have come out with worse attitudes toward the other race than they had when they went in. I believe, however, that the majority of our fighting men have had experiences which have taught them a new appreciation of their fellow Americans of another race.” In fact, those with “a new appreciation” for blacks comprised but a small segment. Yet their experiences were significant, and augured larger changes in the years to come.3

Before Frank Smith gained notoriety as the rare progressive congressman from the Mississippi Delta, he fought in the army during World War II. What Smith learned at Artillery Officers Training School in Fort Sill, Oklahoma, in 1942 stayed with him for the rest of his life. “OCS at Fort Sill was a revolutionary experience to those of us from the South, and probably to a good many others from outside the South. Negro officer candidates were scattered among us wherever they happened to fall in the alphabetical list.” Smith detected little resistance to this policy among southern soldiers. “The Southerners who expressed themselves to me said they had no objections, and some even voiced approval … nobody was bucking the tide.” Southerners who would later oppose segregation, like Smith, often looked back on the war as a turning point. While Smith grew up as a member of the Mississippi Delta’s small middle class, Claude Ramsay was raised in poverty across the state in Ocean Springs. Ramsay carried traditional southern beliefs about race into the war. Yet when he returned to civilian life, he began to believe that blacks should have their rights. He landed a job at International Paper Company shortly after the war, and won the presidency of the state AFL-CIO in 1959. For the rest of his life, Ramsay would consider the war a defining experience.4

Georgia native Harold Fleming had similar memories of his service as a commander in the Pacific. “It did more to change my life than any other experience I’ve ever had,” he confessed. “I’m a … good old boy at heart.” Fleming neither sought nor expected any transformation of racial views, but his war experiences thrust such changes upon him. Stationed in Okinawa, Fleming was placed in charge of African-American troops. “The nearest thing you could be in the army to being black was to be a company officer with black troops,” he later told journalist Fred Powledge, “because you lived and operated under the same circumstances they did, and they got crapped all over.” This experience did not instantly convert the “good old boy” to political radicalism, but it opened his eyes and changed his life. “ ‘Radicalized’ would be too strong a word. It wasn’t that I came to love Negroes; it was that I came to despise the system that did this.” Fleming completed the transition when he went to work for the SRC after graduating from Harvard. He would eventually lead the organization during the 1950s. Fleming kept few friends from his prewar days; he associated mostly with like-minded progressives and friends from the American Veterans Committee. The committee consisted of “usually young veterans, just back from the war, white and black, who thought there was or ought to be a new day on this race stuff. And I exchanged my old friends for a new set of friends and co-workers and collaborators.” After the war, nothing in Harold Fleming’s life remained the same. “The army experience activated me,” he later recalled; it set him along an arc that reshaped his career, his friendships, and the stuff of his everyday life.5

Most southern soldiers followed life trajectories unlike those of Frank Smith, Claude Ramsay, or Harold Fleming. Still, the majority of white southern soldiers who fought alongside blacks found that they “got along well together.” A platoon sergeant from South Carolina remembered, “When I heard about it, I said I’d be damned if I’d wear the same shoulder patch they did. After that first day when we saw how they fought, I changed my mind. They’re just like any of the other boys to us.” Many soldiers confirmed that in combat the color line vanished. “We was trapped behind the line, and white was afraid of dying as blacks,” African-American veteran Wilson Evans remembered of the Battle of the Bulge. “And there was no color, no nothing. … I did see that Americans could become Americans for about eight or nine days.” While these soldiers asserted that race was inconsequential in combat, an overwhelming majority of white southern soldiers still resented the army’s integrated living quarters. Combat suspended the color line, but the garrison introduced it again.6

Seth Lurie, an air force major from New Orleans, was stationed after the war at Craig Field in rural Dallas County, Alabama. He described himself as “a reconstructed southerner,” and attributed that conversion to his military career. “The greatest teacher is experience … My education on this came solely from the military.” Like Frank Smith, Lurie was housed alphabetically at Officer Training School. In that interracial contact, prejudices centuries in the making dissolved during everyday interaction:


That was my first real contact with Negroes. … I learned that a Negro was a human being, with blood in his brain, and perspiration on his brow, with aches the same … ambitions the same, thought of home the same. I learned later that he died the same as a white man dies, for the same cause. Also in combat I learned that he has the same courage and daring as a white man. … To the
best of my knowledge, there is no resentment on the part of any white officer.



Lurie’s revelations were powerful. They showed that weeks of experience could undo the received wisdom and ingrained customs of an entire upbringing.7

Seth Lurie was quick to realize that his experiences did not suggest a region-wide transformation. He could see it firsthand in his interactions with the residents of nearby Selma. “Old timers in this town are against progress…. Until this segregation-preaching generation dies off and a new generation takes hold, there will be trouble.” Monumental wartime changes failed to grip all southerners. More than half of the war’s veterans predicted “trouble” with blacks, and almost 20 percent foresaw “trouble” with Jews. A 1946 social psychological survey found “little reason for doubting the re-absorption of the vast majority of American soldiers into the normal patterns of American life.” White southern soldiers became reabsorbed in the South’s traditional way of life. Many believed they had fought to defend, not overturn, racial customs.8

While African-American veterans remembered that some white soldiers lost their prejudices in the war, those memories were far outweighed by accounts of whites who violently defended Jim Crow. Dempsey Travis was stationed in Camp Shenango, Pennsylvania, where the only PX excluded blacks. When a black soldier went into the PX for a beer, whites kicked his eye out. Travis joined an expanding crowd of African-American soldiers who discussed what action to take. A caravan of six trucks arrived, and white soldiers jumped off—wearing battle fatigues and carrying arms. They fired into the crowd, hitting Travis in several places. He recalled the ambulance ride: “Two guys were sitting in front. The one says to the driver, ‘Why we be doin’ this to our own soldiers?’ Driver says, ‘Who ever told you niggers were our soldiers? Where I come from’—I detected a southern accent—’we shoot niggers like we shoot rabbits.’ ” By 1943, Travis had been put in charge of a troop movement on its way to Camp Lee, in Richmond, Virginia. It was the first time Travis, a Chicago native, had witnessed the life of the South. Some sights singed his northern eyes. German POWs rode in the front of the city’s streetcars, blacks in the back. After Travis received a transfer to Aberdeen, Maryland, in 1945, he came across the rare white southerner who seemed to have been liberated by the war. A major from Texas made Travis manager of an integrated PX. In the end, Travis “found the most sympathetic white men in the army were actually southerners.” White southerners were nothing if not diverse: some welcomed blacks; others brimmed with hostility. In the memories of most black soldiers, however, the hostility far surpassed the acceptance.9

Alfred Duckett found few sympathetic whites. A freelance journalist who published articles in many of America’s major black newspapers, Duckett was drafted and sent to Camp Claiborne, Louisiana. “The first night we arrived, a white officer told us what the rules were…. “We want you to know we’re not takin’ any foolishness down here, because we don’t shoot ‘em down here, we hang ‘em.’ ” When Duckett shipped over to Camp Lucky Strike in France, he found “an almost psychotic terror on the part of white commanders that there would be a great deal of association with the white women.” The company’s chaplain traveled in advance to each town, and informed the locals that blacks had tails. The commander issued an edict that black troops could not associate with French civilians. When Allen Leftridge disobeyed this order and conversed with a French woman who was serving coffee and doughnuts, a white MP shot him in the back. The white officers were so paranoid about black soldiers that they locked up the regiment’s guns. Blacks received arms only in combat. As some white southerners clung to the myth of the “happy Negro,” many recoiled in terror at the prospect of black men with guns—or even worse, with white women.10

When the last battles were over and soldiers became veterans, whites and blacks alike gazed back toward home. Many black soldiers discovered that if their native Southland had begun to grapple with economic and demographic change, little metamorphosis had occurred in white racial attitudes. Ben Fielder, an African-American from Mississippi, served in both Europe and the Far East, and made his way up the ranks to staff sergeant. After returning to the United States, Fielder and a white veteran embarked on a train ride from California back to their native Mississippi. As the train rumbled across the country, the two dined together and passed the time telling stories. Fielder felt they transcended “this race nonsense” and “became tight.” When the train passed into Texas and Louisiana, Fielder realized his mistake. The white soldier assumed a posture of superiority, and informed Fielder that the war was over, that they were back in the South, and that, as Fielder recalled, “I was still just a nigger. Not an American soldier anymore. Just a nigger.” Black veteran German Levy of Brookhaven, Mississippi, concurred that on the level of white racial behavior, little had changed. “The pancake hadn’t turned over … you come back home right into the same world you left.” In many ways, the South at war’s end closely resembled the prewar land. Reconstructed or not, white soldiers made their way back to factories, farms, and families, or moved into growing cities. While these soldiers had seen the wide world, some returned to communities that seemed much the same as before they left. Many preferred it that way.11

2

MOST WHITES CONTAINED POTENTIAL for both acceptance of and resistance to racial change. It often took powerful events, like a world war, and broad social processes, such as urbanization and industrialization, to bring out those tendencies. As one Alabama man told John Dos Passos, “Looks like the war has speeded up every kind of process, good and bad, in this country.” In southern states that had relied upon staple crops for centuries, wartime industry and labor shortages accelerated the processes that diversified and mechanized the economy. “War does a lot of things,” Mississippi Delta planter W T. Wynn reflected in 1946. “Our economics have been disrupted. … I believe that in the next five to ten years you will see the greatest revolution that ever happened in this country, happen in this Mississippi Delta.” Poor whites and blacks who had known nothing but sharecropping and tenancy moved into newly expanding urban and industrial areas. As a dispatch from News-week’s southern bureau put it, “The South is in the midst [of] two revolutions, an industrial revolution and explosive urbanization.” Numbers help to capture part of that story. In the 1930s, more than 15 million southerners (more than half of the region’s people) lived in rural areas. Lured by job opportunities—and more vaguely, by hopes for better lives—both whites and blacks, during and after the war, moved to southern as well as northern cities. Four million of them left the rural South in the 1940s. In 1950, Mississippi was the only southern state where the majority still worked on farms. By 1960, the South’s rural population had dropped to 7 million. Many whites felt the transformative effects of these demographic and economic changes. The Lemann family ran a sugar plantation in Palo Alto, Louisiana, for centuries. Arthur Lemann, who represented the fourth generation of that dynasty, deemed the wartime changes revolutionary. “I recall so vividly back in the early ‘40s that there were no trucks on the farm. … I rode a horse like every other overseer, from can to can’t.” The expanding industrial economy brought with it the mechanical cane-harvester, introduced the tractor, and displaced one hundred of Lemann’s workers. “World War II brought about the drastic changes that we’re enjoying, or not enjoying, today,” Lemann recalled in a 1991 interview. The days of the horse, mule, and human cane-cutter became the stuff of memory.12

As farmers left rural areas, their absence often undermined white solidarity and its tendency toward mob rule and lynch law. Small-town sorts began to populate the burgeoning urban areas. Large factories like the Ingalls Shipyard in Pascagoula, Mississippi, attracted thousands of workers, and many more millions of dollars in industry. Corporations moved plants southward, often with implicit promises that southern localities would stamp out the grosser manifestations of racism. Industrialization and urbanization brought economic changes and new hopes for a “New South,” and they helped lay the structural groundwork for a loosening in southern race relations after the war.13

The war era altered the mind-set of some white soldiers, nudged rural southerners into cities, further industrialized the South, and also injected new streaks of progressivism into the politics of various states. National and international forces thus pierced local fortresses of white supremacy. The Supreme Court destroyed a pillar of Jim Crow when it outlawed the white primary in 1944. Before that time, the Democratic Party’s all-white primary had proved the most effective tool for excluding blacks from politics. Yet while an influx of black voters helped change politics in some cities, rural areas remained citadels of disenfran-chisement. In rural Mississippi, Alabama, and Louisiana, for instance, whites used violence, intimidation, and legal ploys to keep blacks away from the polls long after the white primary had been banned. In areas where fear was less pervasive, some southerners voted for reformist politicians rather than race-baiters. The states that trod this political path contained smaller percentages of whites who lived among black majorities. Often it was not the presence of blacks per se that fueled white fears, but their potential for power—a potential most evident in heavily black areas. In Texas, Tennessee, Florida, North Carolina, and Virginia, less than 5 percent of whites lived in black-majority counties in 1940. Between 8 and 12 percent of white Arkansans, Louisianans, Alabamians, and Georgians lived in such areas. In South Carolina, the figure was 20 percent; in Mississippi, 37 percent. These figures help to explain which states elected reformist politicians in the 1940s: Estes Kefauver and Albert Gore won victories in Tennessee, Claude Pepper in Florida, Frank Porter Graham in North Carolina (though he was appointed, not elected), Sid McMath in Arkansas, and “Big” Jim Folsom in Alabama. More to the point, the figures help to explain which states did not vote for progressives: notably, Mississippi and South Carolina.14

On the level of national politics, both reform and reaction touched Dixie in 1948. Henry Wallace, Franklin D. Roosevelt’s former vice president, mounted a presidential campaign under the banner of the Progressive Party. Wallace made substantial—if ephemeral—inroads in Upper South states like North Carolina and Virginia. He was the first national candidate to publicly attack segregation in the South. Wallace was also the first politician to address mixed audiences—and for the deliberate way in which he broke the taboo, he encountered angry crowds and a mob atmosphere. Wallace’s efforts failed in the end, although his campaign showed that some southerners might oppose segregation if given a viable forum in which to do so. While 1948 brought Henry Wallace and the Progressive Party to the South, it witnessed the similarly fleeting—yet equally significant—revolt of the Dixiecrats. The States’ Rights Party nominated Strom Thurmond of South Carolina for president and Fielding Wright of Mississippi for vice president. Democrats unhappy with President Harry Truman’s steps in the direction of black civil rights bolted from the party, and fueled the fledgling Dixiecrats. Both Wallace and the Dixiecrats scored breakthroughs in southern politics, yet neither shattered the one-party Democratic stronghold. That would have to wait until the 1960s.15

THE WAR PROVIDED some southerners with novel experiences, brought demographic and economic transformations, and portended wider changes in life, yet it also left mixed legacies. Whereas Guy Johnson teemed with optimism in 1945, he grappled with new realities a year later. “The year 1946 has brought many things. Perhaps we can best characterize it as a year of reaction,” he said before the annual meeting of the Southern Regional Council in November 1946. “The Nation has ‘let down’ after its great war effort, and the inevitable conservative and reactionary trend has made itself felt in unmistakable ways.” Johnson did not have a difficult argument to make. He cited the revival of the Ku Klux Klan, the reelection of race-baiting politicians like Theodore Bilbo in Mississippi and Eugene Talmadge in Georgia, and beatings of union organizers, black veterans, and others who threatened to disrupt the status quo. In a 1946 letter to Dwight Eisenhower, Alvin Owsley, chairman of the American Legion National Americanism Endowment Fund, predicted racial violence would mount. Reflecting on the new confidence African-American soldiers had displayed overseas, Owsley wrote, “I do not know … where these Negroes come from, but it is certain that if they expect to be returned to the South, they very likely are on the way to be hanged or to be burned alive at public lynchings by the white men of the South.” As several grim cases showed, Owsley was not far off the mark. In a four-week stretch during July and August of that year alone, a dozen black men were murdered in the Deep South. A white mob lynched Leon McTatie when he supposedly stole a saddle near Lexington, Mississippi. Maceo Snipes, a veteran, met a similar fate in Butler, Georgia, after he became the first African-American in Taylor County to register to vote.16

Incidents in Walton County, Georgia, and Columbia, Tennessee, marked the “year of reaction.” The executions of two young black men— Roger Malcolm and George Dorsey (a veteran), who were brothers-in-law—and their wives, Dorothy Malcolm and Mae Murray Dorsey, occurred outside the town of Monroe, Georgia, on July 25, 1946. Roger Malcolm was a laborer on Bob Hester’s farm. On July 14, Malcolm allegedly stabbed Hester’s son during a dispute. Malcolm spent the next eleven days in jail, until he was bailed out by Loy Harrison—the area’s largest cotton grower, and George Dorsey’s boss. The Dorseys and Malcolms piled into Harrison’s car, and headed for his farm near the Apalachee River. Harrison sped past the Dorseys’ house, across a bridge toward a waiting white mob. Rumors of a lynching had swirled about town after Malcolm’s arrest, and a visit from Eugene Talmadge roused the rabble to a fever pitch. The gubernatorial candidate told a Monroe crowd, “If I’m your governor, they won’t vote in our white primary the next four years.” The Dorseys and Malcolms would never get that chance. On July 18, Talmadge carried Walton County by seventy-eight votes in the Democratic primary—and with it the state of Georgia. On July 25, the Malcolms and Dorseys were lynched near Loy Harrison’s plantation. The reaction was at its height.17

The lynchings and Talmadge’s victory made that summer of 1946 a restive one for white Georgians. Talmadge ran his campaign around the race issue, and made many pledges like the one in which he vowed to disenfranchise black Georgians. He targeted rural white voters, in full knowledge that they could carry him to victory. Georgia’s infamous county-unit system of elections made that possible. Each county possessed a given number of unit votes, ranging from two for the smallest counties to six for the largest. Of Georgia’s 159 counties, 8 of them received six unit votes; 30 possessed four unit votes; and the remaining 121 had two unit votes apiece. The candidate that won a certain county received all of its unit votes. Talmadge captured the Democratic primary with 242 unit votes (twice the number of two-unit counties), to 148 for James Carmichael. More Georgians voted for Carmichael than for Talmadge—a full 16,144 more—but the county-unit system gave voters in rural areas disproportionate power. Urban Georgians expressed outrage. Cliff Owsley of Atlanta felt “completely disfranchised and powerless.” Frances Barnes of Marietta was “disillusioned and sick at heart over the inability of the rural sections to understand what is happening in our state.” The perspective tilted 180 degrees in the rural areas. Ira Butt, editor of the North Georgia News, celebrated the fact that “We’ve got a WHITE MAN’s Governor coming forward now.” Rural white Georgians reveled; those in the cities sought cover. Editor J. B. Hardy of the Thomaston Times blamed Carmichael’s defeat on rural prejudice. “In the country counties where ignorance and prejudice rule … Ole Gene got his big votes, but in the city counties where education and enlightenment reign Carmichael piled up a huge vote.” Not every rural Georgian breathed segregationist fire, and hundreds of letters to the Atlanta Constitution attested to the fact that not every Atlantan took an “enlightened” stance on race relations. Still, Hardy’s generalization possessed the ring of truth.18

Some white southerners could not reconcile a battle against German racism with the mandates of Jim Crow. One Georgian admitted that while he believed in black inferiority, he could not countenance Eugene Talmadge’s racist demagoguery “We are fighting a Jew-baiter in Germany and I don’t see how we can be consistent if we support a Negro-baiter in Georgia.” In the wake of the war, Captain James Clark, an air corps veteran, expressed disbelief at Talmadge’s victory. “Georgia has elected to follow the leadership of a man, who by his actions, placed himself in the same category as the dictators we so recently condemned. It is difficult to understand how a freedom-loving people failed to grasp the opportunity to banish the influence of Eugene Talmadge from state government.” Some white southerners took seriously America’s international posture toward freedom—and realized it clashed with Jim Crow. Clark concluded, “It is my firm conviction that the struggle for the preservation of the rights of men has suffered its greatest defeat in the back yard of its protector.”19

Thomas Lovett and Henry Steadman, veterans from the college town of Athens, believed that the war’s lessons had escaped Georgians. They felt certain that if others understood what had happened in Germany, their racial prejudice would have withered away:


We would like to put in a word of sympathy for the people of Georgia. Our sympathy comes from the fact that more of the people of the State did not have the opportunity to see Germany after its defeat, as we did. Had they, we feel quite sure that the election of Eugene Talmadge would have been impossible. Those people thrived on racial hatred and intolerance, the very issues that elected Mr. Talmadge. By this election, the State has proven itself to be on the same level with that of Mississippi—in fact, we believe Georgia is worse!



To Lovett and Steadman, World War II left an unquestioned legacy— that all humans would enjoy democracy and freedom, and that white supremacy and totalitarianism would perish in all their forms. But the election of Talmadge showed that many whites (and not only natives of Mississippi) disagreed. “We wonder if the people of this State realize that by this election we are in danger of having a form of government which so many of our native sons died fighting against.” Talmadge’s victory demonstrated that the war had
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