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Praise for Carry Me Home

“[McWhorter] contributes significantly to the historical record.”

–The New York Times Book Review (cover review)

“A tour de force, comparable in importance to J. Anthony Lukas’s Common Ground and Taylor Branch’s Parting the Waters. Carry Me Home is destined to become a classic in the history of the civil rights revolution.”

—David Herbert Donald, author of Lincoln

“A big, important book, a challenging portrait of an American city at the center of the most significant domestic drama of the twentieth century.”

—Jon Meacham, Newsweek

“This epic of reportage and history about Birmingham, Alabama, in the early ’60s reads like a big ambitious novel. . . . McWhorter’s complex narrative roves skillfully forward and backward . . . the cast is huge and vivid, the story brimming with courage, drama, villains, and heroes. The War and Peace of the civil rights movement.”

—Harry Bauld, People

“Her narrative takes on the suspense of a detective novel. . . . Carry Me Home is an ambitious, panoramic history with enough personal memoir to make us see why Diane McWhorter cannot forget—and wants us to remember—the momentous events that took place during one historic year in one Alabama city.”

—Francine Prose, O Magazine

“McWhorter’s own involvement in the story . . . reenergizes the struggle, serving as a reminder that history is always personal.”

—The New Yorker

“Fresh, sometimes startling details distinguish this doorstop page-turner told by a daughter of [Birmingham’s] white elite. [McWhorter] brings a gripping pace and an unusual, twofold perspective to her account, incorporating her viewpoint as a child . . . as well as her adult viewpoint as an avid scholar and journalist.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred)

“No current book . . . delves more deeply into the nuances of the movement era than Diane McWhorter’s Carry Me Home.”

—Jack E. White, Time

“Diane McWhorter’s powerful moral epic about the civil rights movement in Birmingham, Alabama, contains all the elements of first-rate history, including dauntingly thorough research, a sure grasp of the big picture as well as the tiny details that illuminate it, evocative writing that brings action and character springing off the page, and a novelist’s sense of how to mold a compelling narrative arc out of the innumerable molecules of historical fact.”

—Harper Barnes, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“The product of nineteen years of research, Carry Me Home is a brilliant work of history.”

—Craig Flournoy, The Dallas Morning News

“A stunningly provocative and vividly written history.”

—Bruce Clayton, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

“An heir of the insightful, mid-century southern writer, Lillian Smith.”

—Nell Irvin Painter, Journal of Blacks in Higher Education

“McWhorter is relentless . . . [a] rebellious insider and sleuth. . . . Her most important contribution is to follow the money and let it push the boundaries of her story back in time.”

—Jacquelyn Dowd Hall, Chronicle of Higher Education

“A vivid, admirably nuanced, and wide-ranging history of the city that became ground zero in the civil rights struggle . . . dense, detailed, and insightful.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred)

“Carry Me Home is a staggering book . . . a twentieth century Iliad.”

—Kate Callen, San Diego Union-Tribune

“Carry Me Home reads like a detective story as McWhorter relentlessly pursues her prey. . . . A powerful memoir and an absorbing social history, Carry Me Home belongs with Taylor Branch’s Parting the Waters and Howell Raines’s My Soul Is Rested.”

—James A. Miller, The Boston Globe

“The force of Carry Me Home comes from the scope of the author’s reporting. . . . She sketches the players in bold strokes and summons her themes with light ones, shaping the story of Birmingham into a lucid, elucidating drama about democracy.”

—Troy Patterson, Entertainment Weekly

“Powerfully written, vividly recounted, McWhorter’s intimate yet magisterial narrative adds important insights to our understanding of the Ku Klux Klan and its connections with official power in the South.”

—Ruth Rosen, Los Angeles Times

“Impeccable history . . . in the polished prose of a novelist . . . A terrifically brave book.”

—Lauren F. Winner, Newsday

“Impressive . . . gutsy.”

—Elle


[image: title]


CONTENTS

Preface

Introduction: September 15, 1963

Part I: Precedents, 1938–1959

1. The City of Perpetual Promise: 1938

2. Ring Out the Old: 1948

3. Mass Movements: 1954–1956

4. Rehearsal: 1956–1959

Part II: Movement, 1960–1962

5. Breaking Out

6. Action

7. Freedom Ride

8. Pivot

9. The Full Cast

10. Progress

Part III: The Year of Birmingham, 1963

11. New Day Dawns

12. Mad Dogs and Responsible Negroes

13. Baptism

14. Two Mayors and a King

15. D-Day

16. Miracle

17. Mayday

18. The Threshold

19. Edge of Heaven

20. No More Water

21. The Schoolhouse Door

22. The End of Segregation

23. The Beginning of Integration

24. All the Governor’s Men

25. A Case of Dynamite

26. The Eve

27. Denise, Carole, Cynthia, and Addie

28. Aftershocks

29. BAPBOMB

30. General Lee’s Namesakes

Epilogue

Justice: 2001

Déjà Vu: 2012

Photographs

Acknowledgments

About Diane McWhorter

Abbreviations Used in Source Notes

Notes

Selected Bibliography

Index

Photo Credits


TO THE MEMORY OF MY GRANDMOTHER,

MARJORIE WESTGATE MCWHORTER


A landscape to be seen has to be composed,
and to be loved has to be moralized.

—GEORGE SANTAYANA, The Sense of Beauty


[image: map]


PREFACE

LIKE THE SPIRITUAL from which the title is taken, this book is about death, redemption, and race. It builds to the national turning point known in history as the Year of Birmingham, 1963, when two things happened there, in the country’s most segregated city, that brought about the end of apartheid in America. The first milestone was the huge nonviolent demonstrations that Martin Luther King Jr. staged in the spring, as school-age witnesses for justice overcame the weapons of the state, including Commissioner Bull Connor’s police dogs and fire hoses. The spectacle—something that seemed to belong in the Old Testament rather than the American midcentury—nationalized the faltering civil rights movement and galvanized public opinion behind federal legislation to abolish segregation.

But because this battle over black freedom was, in effect, a continuation of the Civil War, there were bound to be casualties. The second of the emblematic “events of Birmingham”—as President John F. Kennedy referred to the inspiration for his own Emancipation Proclamation, the bill eventually passed as the Civil Rights Act of 1964—was the Ku Klux Klan’s bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. In some ghoulish symmetry with the youth triumph of the spring, four black Sunday school girls were killed by the explosion.

I was a citizen of Birmingham in 1963, close to the age of the girls who died in the bombing. But I was growing up on the wrong side of the revolution. I knew nothing of what was happening downtown, even though my father, the renegade son of a prominent white Birmingham family, was taking an increasingly active role in opposing Martin Luther King’s movement. In my quest to understand how a family of Ivy League–educated country clubbers could have produced a vigilante spirit like my father, I ended up discovering that the elite establishment of the city itself had nurtured the Ku Klux Klan and created the brutal conditions that incited a magnificent nonviolent revolution.

My education did not begin until after college, when I was living in Boston. The book review editor at an alternative weekly gave me (as a native of the tragicomic land of George Wallace) a copy of the Alabama volume in a 1976 Bicentennial series on the fifty states—not to review, God knows, but to get it off his shelf. Several years later, I finally opened the book, expecting the coverage of my city to be a salute to the Pittsburgh of the South. What I found instead would change my life, embarking me on a fifteen-year expedition back to Birmingham.

The author of that Bicentennial tribute, a local historian named Virginia Van der Veer Hamilton, described the role of the power structure of Birmingham, the fathers and grandfathers of my schoolmates, who had materialized in the Chamber of Commerce building on a Tuesday in May 1963 to figure out how to make Martin Luther King stop the mass marches. They were so afraid of the social and economic consequences of dealing with King that only one man would agree to negotiate with him. He was a real estate executive named Sidney Smyer, and he was my cousin. It was only then that I realized that the events of Birmingham had anything to do with me.

The kinship between the Smyers and the McWhorters owed more to the place we had in common than to the distant ancestor we shared (one Lucy Haynie Harris, a South Carolinian of colonial Virginian stock). We were descendants of the tiny town of Gaylesville, Cherokee County, Alabama, of the Confederate States of America. There, in October 1864, Union troops bivouacked beside the Chattooga River within view of the McWhorter “plantation.” My great-great-grandmother—whose husband, a regimental surgeon of the Forty-seventh Infantry, was at the Confederate Hospital in Richmond—led a delegation of local women over to the encampment and asked an unprepossessing man who identified himself as “General Sherman” if he would spare the gristmill downriver. “Madam,” he replied gallantly, “if you ladies will recall your husbands and your brothers from the Army of the Confederacy, I shall be only too happy to leave it.” Watching their main food source go up in Union flames, the community of women and children witnessed the beginning of the first modern war—against a civilian society—and the end of the great Confederate experiment. Sherman had earlier that month conceived his march “smashing things to the sea,” to “make Georgia howl!”

Nearly a century later, in 1963, Sid Smyer found himself in the middle of a later war over emancipation, engineering the terms of the decisive battle. But it turns out that Smyer was a far more complicated character than the white savior of Birmingham that history would make him out to be. For nearly three decades, as businessman, politician, and even churchman, he had led the “polite” resistance to civil rights. He had also bankrolled a man who became one of the city’s most rabid Klansmen. A hero as perverse as the city’s history (“I’m a segregationist,” he said to explain his change of heart, “but I’m not a damn fool”), Smyer embodied Birmingham’s transformation from the Johannesburg of America to the proving ground of the civil rights movement.

BIRMINGHAM WAS DIFFERENT from other cities: It was southern and it had industry—steel, the business that built America. And because it had industry, it had a noteworthy concentration of workers. And because the workers were treated badly by the industrialists, the labor movement (as well as the Communist Party) paid Birmingham special attention, introducing it to a tradition of organized protest unheard of elsewhere in the South.

The forces of progress, however, had been no sweat for the forces of money until President Franklin D. Roosevelt sensationally wheeled the U.S. government around to the side of the have-nots in the 1930s, empowering the workers to unite against their bosses. And that is where the story of 1963 really begins, at the time Sid Smyer’s own public career was launched, during the New Deal, when segregation itself was not only a racist ideology but also a means to an economic end. The civil rights movement was created from the rib of organized labor, and the industrialists answered it with a “grassroots” counteroffensive of hooded vigilantes and the queerest tory politician in history, a loudmouthed hick named Bull Connor.

The saga of African-American liberation is perhaps the most thrilling in our country’s history, biblical in its subtexts and angles of moral instruction. But even though this book traces the Movement through its prime in Birmingham (and offers a somewhat unorthodox, pre-glory view of Martin Luther King), it is not merely about the civil rights struggle. I hope it also sheds insight on the segregationists and the respectable underpinnings of their violent resistance. Because of the city’s industrially stratified demographics, the influence of class was more pronounced there than in other places in the South. The conflict that made Birmingham America’s racial Armageddon in 1963 was the “class warfare” that had always threatened the confidence of a young nation founded on the preposterous principle of equality.

DIANE MCWHORTER

New York City, September 2000


INTRODUCTION

SEPTEMBER 15, 1963

BY NOON THAT SUNDAY, people were arriving at the Mountain Brook Club’s downstairs grill, soothingly dark, as if it had been designed with the hangover in mind. The after-church buffet table was spread with steamship roast beef (very rare), crabmeat au gratin, shrimp Creole, sweet potato and miniature marshmallow casserole, fresh turnip greens with homemade relish, and salads featuring canned white asparagus and Roquefort (never “bleu cheese”) dressing. Amid this plenty, a sparse plate was the badge of one-upmanship.

The diners had a heavy-lidded, slow-glanced look, the air of having gotten there first and fashionably late at the same time. Theirs was a snobbery so exquisite that an evening over at the Birmingham Country Club—“that roadhouse,” my uncle sneered charmingly, what with its ranch architecture and the acres of parking lot visible from the street—was considered slumming. The Mountain Brook was a whitewashed-brick plantation-style mansion (with tastefully un-assertive columns) nestled in a piney glen. Sometimes a Mountain Brook man would deign to point out that the difference between the Birmingham and his club was the difference between Kiwanis, which ran the city, and Rotary, which owned it. The emotional distinction: Some of my best friends belong to the Birmingham, but I wouldn’t want my caddie working for them.

For us children, the privilege of belonging meant that you knew which of your friends didn’t, the same way you knew whose parents were divorced, whose father drank, who was a Catholic, and you instinctively redesigned your remarks, midsentence if necessary, not to call attention to the misfortune. My grandfather had been a charter member of the Mountain Brook, and his younger son, my uncle Hobart, felt entitled enough to indulge in unbecoming behavior, like flinging his racket down on the tennis court after a blown point, with a strangled cry of “God—bless America!” My father was another story. He had grown up at the club from infancy, swimming in its pool right through the polio scare, but he would not have been admitted there as an adult even if he had wanted to be. The shaky class structure on which Birmingham was built could disintegrate within a single family, in a single generation.

I was ten years old, and because my family was prominent enough to socially withstand any mortification my father could bring it, the Mountain Brook Club was the center of my universe. I would not understand for twenty-five years that it also contained the secrets of this fateful Sunday in 1963, when Birmingham earned a permanent place in history, not for the first time this year. Most of America knew of my city only as a sort of race circus—redneck freaks and Jim Crow wretches, clashing under the live fireworks of “Bombingham.” But behind the scenes was a third set of principals, from whom I was learning the ordinary rituals of prosperity at the Mountain Brook Club. As the impresarios, they had provided the original economic motive for the gaudy performers, whom they themselves had lost sight of and finally disavowed.

The club’s patriarchs—officially only men could belong—were known statewide as Big Mules, a perhaps unconscious tribute to the most prized members of the largely black work force that excavated their fortunes in coal and iron. “How many mules did we lose?” was their half-facetious response to a big mine explosion.

Founded after the Civil War, the heavy-manufacturing mecca of the South had been built by post-Emancipation slaves. Under a system popular all around the Old Confederacy known as the convict lease, the state of Alabama hired out half its prisoners to the tuberculosis-breeding coal mines of Birmingham’s founding industrialists. The “crimes” of these mine slaves—the vast majority of them black—were often nothing more than gambling, indebtedness, or idleness. Young first offenders faced a double punishment, as “gal-boys” for the hardened criminals. The system had “all the evils of slavery without one of its ameliorating features,” as one critic noted, like the slaveholders’ vested interest in keeping their property alive. Slackers were hung on crosses, though with ropes rather than nails. Fugitives were mauled by bloodhounds and then whipped with wet leather straps until they begged for death. Those who got their wish were dumped in a common hole in the woods, saving the superintendent the nuisance of a funeral appearance. The lease raised money for the state at the same time that it provided the industrialists a cheap, strike-proof work force and a sense of moral purpose, for they insisted that a mine sentence was the best way to teach ignorant Negroes the lessons of citizenship.

The descendants of Birmingham’s founding convict drivers were now the most venerated members of the Mountain Brook Club. One of them would soon lead the opposition to a campaign among the younger members to expand the club’s parking facilities and, by extension, the circle of exclusivity that the iron makers shared with Ivy League–trained attorneys for the splendid corporations who, like my grandfather, had earned the accolade “Great Lawyer.”

One Mountain Brook Club member was in a class all by himself. “A Great Man” was the way his peers described James Alexander Simpson, a distinguished corporation lawyer, founder of a bank, husband to a pedigree, and statesman. He was an imposing man with a handsome face composed dourly to convey toughness, the ultimate Birmingham virtue. His unapproachable bearing had prompted friend and foe to satirize him as “Sunny Jim” during the years he ruled the state legislature, where he was so attentive to the needs of business that he had fought for the unfettered entrepreneurship of loan sharks. It was the convert’s zeal that had made him a larger-than-life member of his adopted aristocracy. For this confirmed elitist, the state’s foremost capitalist ideologue, was the son of a communist.

Acquaintances still hailed Simpson as “Senator,” to acknowledge not his beautifully crafted contributions to the state code as a state senator, but his one thwarted ambition, to be elected to the U.S. Senate. His 1944 campaign for the office, even though unsuccessful, had invented the future of politics in Alabama, one based on frank, unapologetic racism. And so it was that Simpson had created the enemies who had defined black America’s struggle for freedom in this year of 1963, the Year of Birmingham, when segregation fell.

The most infamous of those enemies was Eugene “Bull” Connor, a former cornball radio personality whom Simpson had molded into the czar of Birmingham City Hall. The two men had written the laws, punished the dissenters, and generally made democracy safe for Simpson’s mighty clients. Simpson’s intimates were hard-pressed to understand what this Great Man could possibly have to do with a rube who signed official correspondence “Eugene ‘Bull’ Connor,” in the rotund letters of someone proud of having mastered cursive writing. “At least ole Bull’s honest,” the clubmen chanted, and when they mocked his gorgeous malapropisms—“White and Negro are not to segregate together!”—they did so with the same good-humored head-shake that punctuated their stories about the yardman’s car breaking down again. The closest Simpson got to apologizing for Connor was to say, “He may be a son of a bitch, but he’s my son of a bitch.”

Their teamwork had produced the country’s purest example of segregation, a civilization more peculiar than slavery, from which it had mutated. And that explained how Martin Luther King Jr. happened to have landed in town in the spring of 1963. Birmingham had become the do-or-die test for the civil rights movement, what King had pronounced “the most segregated city in America.” It was the dreaded destination he had been hoping to avoid during the seven years since a bus boycott in Montgomery baptized him as the Negro1 people’s savior—America’s Gandhi, according to Time magazine. But now the mantra of King’s aides was, “As Birmingham goes, so goes the South.”

From the relative safety of Atlanta, King had watched the trials of his Birmingham colleague Fred Lee Shuttlesworth, the proud creature of a city he said had “a heart as hard as the steel it manufactures and as black as the coal it mines.” Shuttlesworth’s ramrod carriage, arrogantly tilted head, and harsh intelligence contained in the package of an unpolished, rabble-rousing Baptist preacher contrasted with the Reverend Dr. King’s intellectual Hamlet image, as the pampered product of the black bourgeoisie. Within the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, the organization he and King had founded, Shuttlesworth’s appalling courage had earned him the nickname “the Wild Man from Birmingham.” He had been bombed, whipped with chains, and subjected to a Chinese-water-torture dribble of legal harassments. His response had been: “We mean to kill segregation or be killed by it.” By finally persuading—goading—the Movement to take on Birmingham, Shuttlesworth had brought King to the crossroads of his career and of the long, rough passage of their people.

Frankly, Jim Simpson had not seen why there had been all that fuss about Bull’s using the police dogs and the fire hoses against King and the “outside agitators” who had rioted in Birmingham’s streets in the spring. That was just standard police procedure for crowd control. The national news media had overblown King’s “show”—all those marches, just for the right to eat a hot dog at a lunch counter. And even so, it might have all gone away but for that news photograph of a colored boy who had stepped into the jaws of one of the German police dogs. As Eric Sevareid had said on the CBS Evening News, “A snarling police dog set upon a human being is recorded in the permanent photoelectric file of every human being’s brain.”

Where the photographer had made it look as if the dog were attacking the youth, the Mountain Brook Club members knew that he was really being restrained on his leash by his officer. Those German shepherds had been treated as VIPs ever since the city acquired them in 1961. Sergeant M. W. McBride had recently brought his “partner,” Rebel, to our morning school assembly, where the dog dutifully attacked a policewoman (in a protective suit) playing the role of suspect. The awe-inspiring performance had caused me briefly to abandon my ambition to make the U.S. equestrian team in favor of becoming a handler for the K-9 Corps.

The local papers had had the good sense not to print the famous photo, but we would have recognized the “victim,” generically, as one of the colored boys we saw pedaling undersized bikes with flat tires, as we drove through run-down neighborhoods on our way to football games at Legion Field and, assuming that the youths were budding juvenile delinquents, rolled up the car windows.

I had no idea that I was growing up under the reign of James A. Simpson, even though I had attended first through fourth grade with his grandson, James A. Simpson II, at a private school founded to spare our charmed circle of Mountain Brook Club grandchildren from integration. Popsie, as everyone called the boy, was the third generation of my family’s friendship with the Simpsons. My grandfather had been a member of the “Senator’s” kitchen cabinet in the 1930s, one of the “best people” of Birmingham trying to redeem the state from the hookwormy masses. Popsie’s uncle Jimmy and my uncle Hobart had been in each other’s weddings, and the senior Simpson’s wife still marveled over the time my Ohio-bred grandmother—what would those Yankees think of next?—brought a flaming peach dessert to a formal dinner table right in the cast-iron skillet.

Popsie Simpson was our class clown. His Red Skelton routine at lunch period invariably concluded with the cracking of a hard-boiled egg on his head so that he could feign a concussion. The day Popsie’s maid accidentally put an uncooked egg in his lunch box was the funniest moment of primary school, the kind of incident my mother would sorrowfully recall years later, when his name was being dragged through the papers in connection with Birmingham’s society murder of the century. Even if Popsie’s grandfather, the Great Man himself, had still been alive, it is unlikely he would have discerned in his namesake’s sordid fate some rough justice from the gods who bind an individual life to public history.

For James A. Simpson, more than any of his esteemed collaborators, bore the political responsibility for what happened on this Sunday, September 15, 1963.

THE SIXTEENTH STREET BAPTIST CHURCH was the city’s most elegant black church. It anchored the vital Negro cultural and commercial district a few blocks from the department store where I had bought my pale green Easter dress just before the “trouble” began that spring. The spacious balconied sanctuary had been the staging ground for Martin Luther King’s demonstrations. Marchers gathered there to sing, clap, and pray until they caught the nonviolent spirit; then they filed out to face Bull Connor and the cameras. The picture of the black boy and the dog had been taken across the street from the church.

Sixteenth Street’s stylish members had considered crusades for freedom the business of what they called “little niggers,” and had only grudgingly consented to let King use their building. They were glad that by late summer the city’s police dogs no longer fascinated the news media. King had moved on to Washington, where he had recently stood on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial and spoken to the multitudes about, among other dreams, the redemptive power of “unearned suffering.” On this Sunday morning in September, eighteen days after the March on Washington, there was hardly an activist to be found at the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, even if it had been stuck with the label “headquarters of the civil rights movement,” subjecting it to bomb threats it did not “deserve.”

Four girls around my age slipped out of their Sunday school class and went to a basement restroom to primp. Church clothes were, as white people knew, the acme of the Negro wardrobe, and Sixteenth Street was a continual fashion show. Today the girls were checking themselves in the mirror before going upstairs to take part in the regular church services for “Youth Day,” inaugurated by the pastor in the hope of bringing new life to the stodgy congregation.

At 10:22, an exploding bundle of dynamite knocked a man-sized hole in the steel-reinforced stone-and-brick east wall of the church restroom. It blew the clothes off the Sunday school girls and stacked them like cordwood under a blizzard of debris. All four were killed. One had been decapitated.

At the Mountain Brook Club, the waiters—black by club policy—had been the first to know that the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church had been bombed. Some had heard the explosion as they set out for work, momentarily confused by the boom. However commonplace by night, the bombings against blacks had not yet occurred in the daylight hours, let alone on a Sunday morning, in a place that called itself the City of Churches.

It had to have been the strangest day yet for the waiters—accustomed though they were to leading what one described as “two lives”—to go to their locker room and change into their tuxedos, uniforms identical to the formal leisure attire of the clubmen. The staff was a sort of magic mirror for the members, reflecting a wishful truth that contrasted with the example of previous black employees, the convict miners. “They have it better than we do,” the clubmen said of the liveried servants, and pointed out that the late beloved doorman was commemorated at the club entrance with a bronze plaque (“In memory of Reginald B. Brown, major domo 1930–1947”). He had supposedly chosen the paternalistic perks of his club career—access to the biggest bankers, doctors, and lawyers in town—over a future in the Negro theater as the next Stepin Fetchit. It was as if the Big Mules had forgotten that oppressed, if not enslaved, Negroes were the cornerstone of their industrial success. Segregation—with its sentimental life force, racism—had kept their workers divided, wages depressed. The industrialists had not invented segregation, but they had honed it into the ultimate moneymaking instrument.

Brown’s successor as the club’s most favored employee in 1963, similarly dignified by being addressed by his last rather than his first name, was the headwaiter Lindsay Gaines, sleek as a fountain pen and openly proud of “working at the most prestigious club in the Southeast.” Behind his back, his wait staff called him “Mr. Mountain Brook.” For Gaines was no slouch in the art of ingratiation, spreading himself like balm over, for example, Jim Simpson’s bickering grandchildren, Popsie and his three sisters. When Gaines’s brick ranch house was bombed—presumably because it was in a formerly white neighborhood settled by upwardly mobile blacks—he had let his dismay show to the clubman who handled his insurance. Soon two white deputy sheriffs began standing guard at the house, serving notice on any predators that he was what blacks and whites alike called a “white folks’ nigger.”

The grandes dames who played bridge at the club had taken a special interest in him (“Gaines, you’re a gentleman!”), arranging for him to visit the Sheraton–Mt. Royal in Montreal and the fine dining rooms of New Orleans, where he learned to slice salmon, carve venison, and manipulate three sauce spoons in one hand. The ladies had been the first to introduce on club property the subject of the “trouble downtown.” One said to Gaines: “What is it y’all want? I do everything but go to bed with you.” They would even drop the names of civil rights figures, to see if he would take the bait. But Gaines, whom they had taught “the value of discretion,” never let on what became of some of the bills pressed into his palm after he flambéed the baked Alaska tableside, lowering the lights so that his white shirt and gloves stood out against the fire: The tips would be donated to the cause of Martin Luther King.

IF OUR HISTORY TEXTS listed Uncle Tom’s Cabin among the Four Major Causes of the Civil War, so had the photograph of the police dog lunging at the black boy been a factor in the Emancipation Proclamation of the twentieth century. President John F. Kennedy went on national TV not long after the photograph was published (it had made him “sick,” he said) and announced that he was sending to Congress a remedy for “the events of Birmingham”: the first serious civil rights legislation since Reconstruction—ultimately the Civil Rights Act of 1964—which would end legalized racism in America.

Not so long ago, Our Way of Life, as the South preferred to describe segregation, had seemed immutable. “The world outlook was bad, yes,” Walker Percy would write in The Last Gentleman, his novel set partly on the golf course of the Birmingham Country Club, across from where he grew up, “but not so bad that it was not a pleasant thing to say so of a gold-green afternoon, with a fair sweat up and sugared bourbon that tasted as good as it smelled.”

“I’m going to tell y’all the truth,” one of the clubmen said, eyeing the distant black caddies waiting for the golfers to finish their whiskey refreshment. “If they want the country all that bad, I’m not all that much against letting them have it.”

“Ain’t nobody here but us niggers anyway,” somebody finally answered. “Let’s play golf.”

Those old heavy-manufacturing warriors, who now channeled their killer instinct into the “dogfights” of golfers who teed off at half-hour intervals every Saturday morning, had once engaged in more direct forms of combat, using machine guns and, yes, dynamite, against the presumed enemies of free enterprise, notably the representatives of organized labor. The problem was, the vigilantes who had handled the industrialists’ dirtiest work had not lost the habit of terrorism even after it ceased to serve the interests of business. The bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church was the endgame in the city fathers’ long and profitable tradition of maintaining their industrial supremacy through vigilantism.

Not that anyone standing in the buffet line that Sunday had anything to do with the lethal package planted during those dark hours before the blast, when no sensible white person would be found in the colored section of downtown. The fuse had been lit years earlier, in the broad daylight of community approval, and even the cleanest hands at the Mountain Brook Club did their bit to keep it dry as it sizzled through bad neighborhoods and across many decades before it blew up four black Sunday school girls on September 15, 1963.

BIRMINGHAM WAS INITIALLY ENVISIONED, during Reconstruction, as a city upon a hill. It was to be the industrial summit of a New South sprung in full glory from the Alabama wilderness. And in its short life, it had indeed proved to be a spectacular American archetype, albeit as a city in a valley.

My father had been born in the last months of the roaring twenties, a time when the corporation-building efforts of men like his father had lent a glimmer of authenticity to Birmingham’s wild self-promotion (“The Biggest City in America for its Age”). He had been weaned to an engraved silver cup, but now, at age thirty-four, he drank beer straight from the can at bars with tattooed men, the husky sort I mostly saw sitting in front of filling stations and leering behind their dark glasses as we asked for the key to the ladies’ restroom.

Even before that Sunday-morning dynamite blast, the silhouettes had begun to haunt me, the intimations you have to stop your intelligence from trying to make sense of. One night in 1963, not long before Martin Luther King came to town, my grandmother, Papa’s mother, was driving my mother and me to Birmingham-Southern College. Marjorie, as we called her, was a professor there, and we were going to see a play produced by the head of the theater department, whose flowing white hair and tendency toward Brecht were pretty much all Birmingham could call an avant-garde. Marjorie turned to Mama as we passed by the house of an acquaintance and in her tiniest voice said, “She was married to a sadist, you know.”

“A what?” my mother said loudly.

Throughout Molière’s The Imaginary Invalid, I mouthed “sadist, sadist, sadist”—Marjorie had pronounced it with a short a—so that I wouldn’t lose it before I could get home to look it up. The dictionary described “one who derives pleasure from inflicting pain on others.” Was the beautiful lady of the house, who seemed the picture of downy matronhood when I saw her dropping off her son at school, being tortured in a locked, shuttered room by a sadist—a breed evidently as homogeneous as werewolves?

One Saturday morning not long afterward, Mama came out of the kitchen drying her hands on a dish towel to tell my father that something awful had happened to one of the neighborhood dads. Jim LeBlanc2 had been on his way back from Montgomery at dusk when a motorist motioned him off Highway 31, drove him into the woods, battered him, and left him stranded on a dirt road. His wife, Linda, a member of Mama’s bridge club, had put him right to bed when he arrived home all black and blue.

Papa closed the Post-Herald and cocked his head. “Well, that dudn’t sound right,” he said in his grave morning voice. “Was he robbed?”

Mama didn’t know. He shook his head slowly, as if a big idea were dawning, but simply said, “It dudn’t add up.”

After bridge club a few months later, my mother was getting in her car to come home when Linda LeBlanc, who lived across the street from where they’d all been playing, ran out of her house, screaming, “Jim’s shot himself.” Sometime later, Papa folded back a page of his morning paper and thumped at a news story. Funds had been embezzled from a local insurance company, Mama read out loud, by its vice president, the late Mr. LeBlanc.

Repeating the story later, Mama always marveled that Papa had realized right away that there was something fishy about Jim’s beating. For me, his inkling of no-good, as well as the specter of sadists in my private-school world, had opened up a new cognitive realm: One did not have to know what was wrong in order to know that something was wrong.

What were “civil rights”? I knew that they were bad and that my father was fighting against them, and this was why he rarely came home evenings: “at one of his civil rights meetings,” my mother explained. At the mention of his “civil rights activities,” Papa assumed the transcendent yet noncommittal look of Victor Laszlo in Casablanca. His own mother preferred not to know the nature of those meetings. I vaguely sensed a connection between his mission and the pistol stowed under his car seat and became worried that he would jeopardize the family’s standing by doing something illegal. Soon those sensations of anxiety and shame would crystallize into a concrete fear: that my father was a member of the Ku Klux Klan.

I HAD HAD A TRAUMATIC EXPERIENCE in the summer of 1963 as a result of Birmingham’s jail, though it had nothing to do with the recent notoriety of the place, as the address from which Martin Luther King had written what would become the most celebrated jailhouse epistle since St. Paul’s. My family had taken out a membership at the Jewish Community Center, and my brothers and I had joined the swim team. One of our coaches had been picked up for drunk driving and while in jail had tried to hang himself with his shirt. He did not return to his summer job. My little brother, Stephen, quit the swim team; my big brother, Craig, had dropped out earlier, after pouring molten lead on his foot while making bullets. But I stuck with it.

I wore a shark’s tooth necklace all summer for good luck. My father had brought it to me from one of his scuba-diving trips to Florida—I thought of him as Dixie’s answer to Jacques Cousteau, with whom he had had his picture taken at a divers’ convention in Chicago. I told everyone Papa had killed the shark that owned the tooth, although in the back of my mind I knew he would never have gotten around to having it mounted on a chain. I don’t think he came to a single swim meet of mine, but he did ask me what my stroke was, and when I said fly, he cocked his head at me: He had held the state record for butterfly as a teenager, when he and his brother were the entire Mountain Brook Club swim team. “But I did it with a frog kick,” he said.

I, too, alone on the team, used a frog kick instead of the standard dolphin. In the last meet of the season, I placed third in the state, sealing my bond with my father before he drifted beyond our rational grasp.

THE MORE MY FATHER BEHAVED like an outlaw, the more I clung to “ideals” like “responsibility” and “truth” and “citizenship.” It was not unheard-of for my classmates and me to declare, “I’m very idealistic.” In several years, I would achieve the platonic ideal of white Birmingham girlhood, as president of the ultra-elite high school sorority Theta Kappa Delta. With fond superciliousness, Uncle Hobart referred to me as “The Executive” and had his secretary, at the biggest law firm in Alabama, type my sorority bylaws. I controlled the expenditure of thousands of dollars and the social fate of hundreds of girls. Mothers telephoned me with clogged voices and asked whether their daughters were “TKD material.” TKD material—“the three Bs,” as our adult advisers defined it: “Beauty, Brains, and Breeding”—was the future that the policeman and his German shepherd were protecting from that black boy, who surely must have been breaking the law.

I believed that if you kept your nose clean you wouldn’t get into trouble, and that if you got into trouble it was because you broke the rules and would have to “accept responsibility.” There were rumors that the girls bombed at Sixteenth Street—even if they were the black version of TKD material—had been smoking in that basement restroom.

Keen moral certainty blesses both sides of a social revolution. “She believes that this world is a wonderful one in which to live,” the headmistress of my school said of me, “and is the kind who helps make it so.” Indeed, I was very much a part of my place. Sometimes, for a city as well as a person, growing up means becoming what one will unbecome. This is a story of Birmingham, of holocaust and redemption in the American citadel of segregation, but it is my story, too. It began as what I believed, became what I know, and now it is what I am.


PART I

Precedents

1938–1959 


1.

THE CITY OF PERPETUAL PROMISE

1938

A Local God

VULCAN WAS THE LARGEST cast-iron man in the universe. From his pedestal on the mountaintop, the fifty-six-foot-tall god of fire extended his nine-ton right arm in a salute to the valley of blast furnaces that made Birmingham, Alabama, what it was. Here was reputedly the only place on earth where the essential ingredients of iron-making existed in one spot—coal, iron ore, and lime. These mineral gifts had always been Birmingham’s salvation and its damnation, and few natives could distinguish the two conditions. Harper’s captured the local state of purgatory in a 1937 article about “this town, without parallel anywhere,” called “The City of Perpetual Promise.”

According to legend, the inspiration for Birmingham came to a Georgia-bred engineer named John Milner in 1858 as he stood near Vulcan’s future site on the crest of Red Mountain, the Appalachian foothill named for the color of its iron-ore deposits. The valley below was dotted with the farms of the original squatters, Andrew Jackson’s rowdy disciples from Tennessee. But Milner was struck by what it might one day become: a “great workshop town.” He built a railroad to the mineral region, double-crossed some carpetbaggers who tried to horn in with their own railroad, and began selling the first plots of his city on December 19, 1871. Milner and his partners had thought they were naming Birmingham after “the best workshop town in all England,” but at the time their urban model was world-famous as the manufacturing center of tawdry merchandise.

Birmingham remained a city of dubious superlatives, like its immortal but lame icon. Vulcan was the special patron of cuckolds as well as the god of the forge, unhappily married to the promiscuous Venus. His city, too, seemed to make the worst of enviable circumstances. The iron man had been Birmingham’s grand prize–winning exhibit at the 1904 St. Louis world’s fair, with an inscription at his base predicting that his city would “exceed all others in ‘Time’s March.’ ” Only three years later, the South’s great industrial hope had become a backwater colony of Pittsburgh, the property of the United States Steel Corporation. Vulcan was staked at the state fairgrounds, a soot-blackened shill holding a sign honoring another great Pittsburgh industry, Heinz pickles, and later an outsize bottle of Coca-Cola, the business that made arch-rival Atlanta the fastest-growing city in the South.

There had been an earlier prophecy, dating back to the depression of 1894, that more accurately foretold the future: “Hard times come to Birmingham first and stay longest.” Forty years later, the Great Depression of the 1930s had impoverished the one-industry town, darkening the steel mills clustered like a colony of dragons on the western periphery. Unemployed workers slept in the cold beehive coke ovens. The “pellagra ring” around the city had expanded into rickets, causing calcium-deprived children to go spastic. Adults coped with a V.D. epidemic. The writer James Agee had marveled at “the hard flat incurable sore of Birmingham” when he and the photographer Walker Evans passed through town on their way to find the Alabama sharecroppers who would be the subject of Let Us Now Praise Famous Men.

They were among the many journalists who made pilgrimages to Birmingham to gawk at the mess, generating more dubious superlatives. The homicide rate had earned the city the title of Murder Capital of the World. The illiteracy rate (also number one) had conspired with the poverty to produce a haven for loan sharks. Their profit margin humbled the industrialists quartered in the city’s smattering of “tall buildings,” the only skyscrapers in the state of Alabama, even if their architecture was perfunctory at best. Historically, the Big Mules had little patience for civic flourishes, including schools, so single-minded were they at converting minerals into cash. “Before God, I will be damned before I will put my hand in my pocket for anything,” an early capitalist had pledged.

That was not quite true. For behind Vulcan, south of the bare buttocks that would be a perennial scandal to local Baptists, the coal and iron aristocracy had anted up for some of the most expensive houses in the South, including a replica of Mount Vernon. Pursuing a gracious life in the “improved estate section” of Mountain Brook, upwind from their mills and “over the mountain,” the first families of Birmingham seemed immune from the Depression. They were far less upset about the plight of their workers, or even of the iron pipe they made, than about the “socialistic” remedies President Franklin Delano Roosevelt had proposed to mend the economy. The New Deal did more than threaten their businesses. It shook their sense of their identities, their caste. At the country club, the latest FDR joke—or a Poe-inspired poem about “the boresome Eleanor”—was a declaration of “I belong!”

Roosevelt had pronounced Birmingham the hardest-hit city in America, the superlative that most offended civic egos. Among the hundreds of millions of federal relief dollars the New Deal mobilized to the paralyzed district were $44,000, courtesy of the Works Progress Administration, to liberate Vulcan from his thirty-year confinement at the fairgrounds and move our symbol of perpetual promise, glittering with a new coat of aluminum paint, to a floodlit pedestal atop Red Mountain.

As it happened, Giuseppe Moretti, the Italian sculptor commissioned by the city fathers to make Vulcan for the St. Louis world’s fair, had designed a companion deity to the god of industry—a soulful-looking marble head of Christ exhibited alongside him at the expo. Moretti’s apocryphal wish had been that the two never be separated, as a reminder that a god dedicated to making money was the pagan—whose own creation, Pandora, had unleashed evil on earth. When Vulcan was rescued by Roosevelt, the city officials, unable to find a safe perch, provided no room on the hilltop for Jesus.

Sometimes it seemed that all the profanity of industrial enterprise had collected in Birmingham. The worst fear of the heavy manufacturers was that their labor force might organize into a union and exercise self-determination in the workplace. In their exertions to prevent that from happening—forbidding the workers to grow corn in their gardens, lest the tall stalks serve as cover for union-organizing meetings—they had built a stunning example of what FDR had called “the dictatorship of a small minority of individuals and corporations.” But by the very fact of its being capitalism’s city in a valley, Birmingham had also produced the bravest, most electric practitioners of democracy. The profit motive had inspired, in the have-nots as well as the haves, a complex mesh of deformed ideals, and the struggle between those who owned the smokestacks and those who paid the human toll of industrialization had been by turns bloody and farcical.

Birmingham had carried into the modern industrial era the central dilemma of the South’s agrarian past: the systematic subjugation of its black inhabitants. Founded during Reconstruction, the city seemed destined to become the post-bellum host of the country’s classic confrontations between Left and Right, between black and white, and ultimately between justice and power.

The first of these turning points took place in 1938. In late November, the New Deal arrived in Birmingham like some phantom made flesh—demon or angel, depending on which side you were on. At the Municipal Auditorium gathered the most remarkable group of world savers ever under one roof: academics and ironworkers, social scientists and poets, Communists and Klansmen, and a pageant of New Deal grandees led by Supreme Court Justice Hugo Black and First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt. This was the inauguration of the concerted struggle for freedom that would culminate in Birmingham a quarter century later. It was also Bull Connor’s first challenge.

Great Men

JAMES ALEXANDER SIMPSON was within sight of the mountaintop. Perhaps the most powerful politician in Alabama at age forty-eight, he had styled himself the savior of free enterprise from the “socialism” of the New Deal. In Birmingham as around the country, Big Business’s crusade against Roosevelt had come to transcend politics and even economics, taking on the intensity of a holy war against infidels. It was not enough for Simpson and the elite interests he spoke for to complain that the federal government was telling its corporate betters how much money to charge for their goods and how much to pay their employees. They also made fun of the President’s polio-crippled legs—the result, they contended, of syphilis contracted from his wife’s black lovers.

Fellow lawyers were sometimes startled at how emotional Simpson became defending his corporate clients, and there did seem to be something Oedipal about his pro-business passion. In 1899, nine-year-old Jim’s father, a suffering farmer, had given up all the family assets for them to join a utopian community in Middle Tennessee run according to the principles of Karl Marx. The Simpsons had been among the diehard crackpots who followed the dwindling Ruskin Commonwealth to the edge of the Okefenokee Swamp in South Georgia, settling in an abandoned sawmill camp so squalid that Jim later said Roosevelt would have targeted it for slum clearance. The boy absorbed the social shame of his mother, a country doctor’s proud daughter, who cringed at the “comrades’ ” table manners, and he later mocked the collective’s notion of industry, such as “the roasting of corn as a substitute for coffee.” Though his Ruskin experience lasted only a year, it left Simpson with a hatred of any government interference in the accumulation of private wealth. The childhood taste of dysfunctional communism had marked him as Alabama’s patron saint of organized money.

“Organized money” was the epithet that the President and his lieutenant Hugo Black employed to tweak the forces of reaction that men like Simpson had mobilized against the New Deal. When he was Alabama’s senior senator, Black had been the congressional brains and brawn behind Roosevelt’s programs, denouncing the “capitalist system,” which favored the few “while others, equally able and gifted, but less fortunately placed, are starved not only physically but mentally.” Black’s legislative aggression against Big Business had bestowed national purpose on the equally ambitious Simpson. Inverted images of each other, Simpson and Black, Alabama’s Great Men, presided over the two dominant poles in the state identity that also now defined American politics.

Back in the 1910s and 1920s, when they worked opposite sides of the Birmingham courts as “damage suit” lawyers, Simpson had always sucked hind teat to “Old Ego,” whose confidence drove adversaries to whine, “Look at that son of a bitch, he thinks he’s going to become President of the United States.” Those cases had been their first ideological standoff. Arguing for the voiceless drudges (including convicts leased to the mines), Black became the workshop town’s Robin Hood, wheedling outrageous jury awards for injured laborers. As the industrialists’ shield against such “bolsheviks,” Simpson refused to settle cases worth far less than his legal fees, in order to deter dangerous precedents of “redistributing the wealth.” The two country boys on the make were respectful adversaries, performing essential functions of industrial hygiene, until the rise of the Ku Klux Klan set them on their collision course in politics.

The Klan

OF THE MANY EXCUSES Hugo Black later gave for joining the Klan, the one that seemed most outlandish was probably the most accurate: The hooded brotherhood of white supremacists was also the liberal insurgent wing of the Democratic Party. The Klan was the flawed consummation of the have-nots’ long flirtation with power, which had begun with the signal political phenomenon of the post-bellum South: Populism. In a brief revolution during the early 1890s, oppressed farmers had seceded from the “Solid South’s” Democratic monolith to form the People’s Party and, most shockingly of all, entered into a coalition with former slaves.1 The rebellion terrified the state’s reigning “colonel and carpetbagger” oligarchy of big planters and Birmingham’s fledgling but fierce industrialists. And so they quashed it, disfranchising the poor-white revolutionaries along with their Negro confederates with a stroke of the pen so indelibly clever that it passed into the language as shorthand for the South’s peculiar brand of democracy, surviving segregation itself: the poll tax.2 Populism’s other legacy was the demagoguery of power against insurrection: The Pops were smeared as “nigger lovers and nigger huggers,” a “communistic ring,” and “simple-minded dupes to outside agitators.”

The people’s democratic impulse had not been squelched, however. They continued to rise up, next as Prohibitionists and then, after World War I, as Klansmen, seizing the racist propaganda for the common folks. In 1915, the Klan, fallow since Reconstruction, had been revived in Atlanta by an ex–Methodist preacher who had been inspired by a drunken hallucination of celestial night riders while staying with relatives in Birmingham. Initially just one of the many fraternal lodges of the day helping urban newcomers make the transition from country to city, the Klan was vaulted beyond its parochial horizon by a popular movie romanticizing the “true story” of the Reconstruction Klan, D. W. Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation. Taking out after upwardly mobile ethnic Catholics more than the socially immobile Negro population, the Klan became the driving agent of postwar nativism, sweeping from Main Street to Zenith, through the Deep South to Middle America, claiming four million members at its height in the 1920s.

In 1921, The Nation declared Birmingham the “American hotbed of anti-Catholic fanaticism.” That year, Hugo Black won an easy acquittal for a Klansman—a gum-chewing Methodist parson—who had walked onto the rectory porch of the largest Catholic church in Alabama and fatally shot a priest who that day had married his daughter to a Puerto Rican. For once, Black and the industrialists seemed to be on the same side. The coal and iron men were humoring the Klan. As long as their “native-born” laborers were fighting the large Catholic-immigrant portion of the work force, there was no danger of union solidarity even among whites, let alone across color lines.3

On election day 1926, however, the bosses realized that the Kluxers they had thought they owned were nothing but damned populists. The surprise winner in the U.S. Senate race, Hugo Black, took the stage at a Klan Klorero held at the city auditorium to celebrate “Alabama’s Super Government.” The equally unanticipated governor-elect was the leader of the Montgomery klavern, Bibb Graves, a mix of Yale-educated intelligence, tobacco-chewing folk appeal, dictatorial temperament, and a history of Populist activism. As the Klaliff handed them gold plaques, Graves clasped Black’s hand and asked, smiling, “We don’t have to kiss, do we?” But the two friends embraced in an alliance that yoked the state’s customary rulers, whom Graves had christened “Big Mules” because they munched hay from the heavy wagons drawn by little mules.

This was the pair that galvanized the right-wing political career of Jim Simpson. In the Klan’s sweep of 1926, he was the sole anti-Klansman from the county elected to the state legislature, having courted the votes of “every man and woman in Jefferson County, white and black, Jew and Gentile, rich and poor—with no secret pledge to anyone.” Thirty-six-year-old Simpson had become an aristocrat by marriage (his bride, a pig-iron heiress, had died from childbirth complications), the only candidate to list “Country Club” among his affiliations. Though he voted yes on Graves’s first great act—the abolition of the convict lease in the last state where the New South’s industrial slave system remained legal—Simpson began to understand that the governor’s reforms (notably a $25 million bill to educate the poor) added up to a revolution, transforming government from an overseer of the status quo into an agent of social change.

A New Deal for Klansmen

EARLY IN 1933, Hugo Black waved from President-elect Franklin Roosevelt’s motorcade at the farmers crowding the North Alabama crossroads. Their destination of Muscle Shoals was to be the hub of the Tennessee Valley Authority, the New Deal’s radical electricity-making experiment intended to improve the lot of the struggling yeomen—and, by putting the federal government in competition with private industry, to shake up free enterprise in America. As Black’s prominence in the presidential entourage implied, the old Klan leaders had reconstituted themselves as New Dealers. The following year, Bibb Graves made an unprecedented comeback as governor after sitting out the term mandated by the state constitution (so that the executive branch, which the tory “Bourbon” Democrats couldn’t control as easily as they did the legislature, would not amass too much power). Roosevelt acolytes had also captured two of the three spots on the Birmingham city commission. With point men in the governor’s mansion and city hall as well as the White House, Hugo Black was positioned for maximum damage.

Jim Simpson’s work was cut out for him. He returned to the state capital, this time as the senator from “Imperial Jefferson” County, to execute a smooth counterstroke against the New Deal. In the name of “ideals,” he had figured out a way to divest Graves and the liberals on the Birmingham commission of their main political lever, patronage—the means by which the have-nots (like the Irish of Boston) had historically assimilated into the mainstream. Late in 1934, after a donnybrook over patronage slots in city hall had ripped apart even the janitorial staff of the women’s restroom, Simpson began his maneuvers to replace the “spoils” system with a “merit” system based on the democratic principle that a public servant should be rewarded (or fired) on the basis of his performance, not his vote (or bribe). In reality, the civil service bill he proposed would have the effect of undermining the democratic process, for it effectively turned the people’s elected executives into figureheads answerable to an oligarchy, the unelected personnel board.

Unfortunately for Simpson, Bibb Graves’s top henchman—a Klan chieftain and radio demagogue who was a brilliant lawyer to boot—saw through the bill and mounted a torrid campaign to defeat it. Simpson, having adopted his new ruling class with a vengeance, no longer had the common touch to counter such a gifted rabble-rouser, who had already coined a new verb: “Simpsonize.” He needed a folksy mouthpiece if he was going to turn the “grass roots” against the patronage protocols designed to uplift them. His new page, “George C.” Wallace, seemed to have a promising instinct for stump politics, but he was only fifteen. Simpson’s house delegation offered little relief. Virtually all Jefferson County’s representatives were men who at least aspired to the country club. There was only one exception.

Bull

SOME SPORTS FANS had gotten together a petition nominating a popular baseball announcer to run for the state house of representatives in 1934. People used to say they would rather hear a game called by T. Eugene Connor than see it. Bull was his nickname, for his glibness and the hoarse bellow straining over the noisy Teletype. He flaunted the country inflection of his upbringing in the Black Belt village of Plantersville (hence “the Plantersville hog-caller”), where his schooling had been sporadic and largely unsuccessful. His parents, a railroad dispatcher and a farm girl, had given him the first name of his grandfather Theophilus, “friend of God.” After his mother died of pneumonia when he was eight, the widower, King Edward, passed his four boys among aunts and uncles, but he did find time to teach them all to read a ticker tape.

In 1921, twenty-four-year-old Eugene made his “sportscasting” debut at a baseball matinee in Dallas—the prototypic “media event,” where fans gathered not to see the game but to hear an announcer “call it” on the strength of Morse code bulletins from the ballpark.4 By the mid-twenties, Connor was a celebrity in Birmingham. Fans crowded into the billiard parlor below the radio station where he manned his telegraph machine, just to be near the voice. “Ouuuuuuuuuut!” he would roar. And “Now you pitchin’, Candy Kid. Th’ow that onion, boy, th’ow it.” And “Shine threw to Billy. Billy threw to Piccolo Pete Susko and now they’re all OUUUUUUUUUUT. Now you goin’, chilluns, now you goin’.” His cornball idiom was lovingly mimicked all over town.

Baseball had been an opiate of the mine and mill masses at least since New York Giant pitcher Joe “Ironman” McGinnity dropped an ingot into Vulcan’s mold before a paying crowd, to raise money for Birmingham’s iron man. The mines and mills sponsored a highly competitive Industrial League of black teams and white teams, to encourage workers to exercise their collective impulses in company-sanctioned outlets rather than labor unions. The league begat the professional Black Barons, with their legendary trickster-pitcher from the 1920s, Satchel Paige. The (white) Barons were owned by the district’s largest pig-iron manufacturer, A. H. “Rick” Woodward. It was at the state-of-the-art ballpark he built, Rickwood Field, that the cheeriest hour of the Depression took place—bigger, one sportswriter claimed, than Charles Lindbergh’s Birmingham touchdown. In September 1931, in the World Series of southern white baseball, the Barons’ aging second baseman batted in the winning run off Houston’s bumptious Dizzy Dean. It was no wonder that Bull Connor, who had put the series into words for thousands of hurting souls, became the voice of hope in Birmingham.5 The Sporting News pronounced him the South’s favorite announcer.

When Connor’s fans begged him to run for the legislature the following year, he balked. He was shy about public appearances and self-conscious about his blind eye, the casualty of an air rifle during a boyhood game of war. But his gruff, friendly voice more than compensated for his physical flaws, which also included a high-waisted, chicken-chested body. “I’m going to tell the truth,” he told the Birmingham News. “. . . I had no more idea of being elected than beating Lou Gehrig out for first base with the Yankees.” Such “honesty” combined with his “efficiency” (he spent only $64 on his campaign) to elect a representative with mass as well as class appeal.

Bull had everything “Sunny Jim” Simpson lacked: bad grammar and the ear of the people. Simpson was only seven years older than thirty-seven-year-old Connor, but he adopted him as his long-lost commoner son. Simpson called him Eugene, shunning like a punctilious father the nickname designed for mass intimacy that was listed in the phone book. Connor, in turn, felt gratefully entitled to chum up with the state’s Great Man. “Me and Jim” was how Connor described the lasting partnership forged in the civil service legislation that he convinced his fans was a democratic reform rather than a Bourbon coup. The bill was signed into law in August 1935: the first step toward “Simpsonizing” Alabama.

In early 1937, Simpson and some Big Mules sat Connor down. Bull had been invaluable to the civil service fight and had otherwise been a regular “efficiency” beaver, blocking funding for a passenger elevator in the capitol. But he shouldn’t be muffling his main asset—his popularity—behind closed doors in committees and subcommittees. An original like Bull needed his own show, down where he could mix with the folks. They wanted him to run for Birmingham’s city commission, the public safety spot, and to purge city hall of the New Dealers. Governor Graves sent his operatives up from Montgomery to try to stop “Me and Jim” from colonizing Birmingham. But Bull struck back with his first recorded charge of “outside agitator” and won the spring election by a landslide.

Upon moving into his office in the fall of 1937, Bull promised not to improve his grammar and, as further proof of being a people person, removed the door from its hinges. Then he began systematically to undercut his police department’s civil service policies, remaking the force as his personal militia. Simpson, whose commitment to “merit” was clearly situational, now would use his legislative skills to write laws that assigned more and more power to the police. By so extending the authority of the police Connor controlled, Simpson gained custody of the South’s great workshop town.

Smyer

THE BIG MULES found an auspicious replacement for Connor as Simpson’s steward in the statehouse. Sidney Smyer was a Cherokee County native—another country boy—who retained the blondish, raw-boned farmer look of the original Smeisser brothers who had emigrated from Bavaria to Pennsylvania in the mid-1700s. A bit earlier, the Ulster Scot Moses McWhorter had left Coleraine, Northern Ireland, for Pennsylvania after some Scottish Presbyterian kinfolk were strung up by the Catholics in a tree in front of their house. The two families had made their way down through the Piedmont, sweeping into Gaylesville with the great post–War of 1812 influx known as Alabama fever. Two years after Dr. Robert Lee McWhorter delivered Sid into the world, the Smyers set out for Birmingham, to run a dairy farm in gritty West End.

Sid grew up vowing never more to be “nursemaid to a cow.” After graduating from the University of Alabama’s law school, he joined the white-shoe practice of his wealthy uncle E.J. But he always felt a bit defensive around the country club set, having been called “dago” as a youth selling vegetables from a truck alongside first-generation vendors. When he took a night job at a drugstore to get a discount on his diabetic bride’s insulin, Uncle E.J. chastised him, “Young man, make up your mind whether you want to be a lawyer or a soda jerk.” And Smyer became a pretty fair real estate lawyer, earning his stripes by stopping the New Dealers in the county government from raising property taxes. The only clue to his civic destiny was that his main client was the Birmingham Realty Company, which was descended from the land company John Milner set up in 1871 after tricking the carpetbaggers out of their deeds to his great workshop town. The Big Mules believed that Smyer, with a little more hunger but less appetite than his rich clients, would make a perfect public servant of the status quo.

All the chips seemed to be falling into place for Jim Simpson’s takeover of the state. He had his proxy in city hall and an able law writer lined up to take Connor’s place in the statehouse. And then in August 1937, when Franklin Roosevelt rewarded Hugo Black with an appointment to the Supreme Court, Simpson’s most important rival—the broker of practically every New Deal transaction in Alabama—was removed from the nitty-gritty of state politics.

But Simpson’s real mission had only just begun. Black was about to return to Birmingham, leading the New Deal’s charge against the South’s feudal rulers.

The Communist

SOMETIMES IT SEEMED that the Big Mules were losing touch with reality. At the beginning of the Depression, when American society was on the verge of collapse, they had built their second country club to serve an ever smaller circle of elitedom. (“Persons who are fortunate enough to belong to the Mountain Brook Club,” a visiting journalist observed, “. . . do not let the hour pass without somehow allowing the news to escape.”) Isolated in their sylvan fortress, the industrialists had created such a caricatured portrait of the enemy—FDR, the “pig killer,” cavorting with swarthy, wild-eyed bolsheviks—that they were not prepared to cope when the threat took the benign form of their own Joseph Gelders. Gelders was a Jew, true, but he was one of Birmingham’s “pet Jews,” from a prosperous and assimilated old German-Jewish family, which ran a fine restaurant downtown. Joe, the bookish son who had taken a while to find himself, was the last person the Gelderses’ gentile friends would have suspected of being a real Bolshevik: a bona fide Communist.

Birmingham had become the Deep South headquarters of the American Communist Party not long after the Communist International decreed from Moscow in 1928 that the Negro peasants of America’s plantation Black Belt (the dark band of humus-rich soil running from Virginia to Texas) were the potential advance guard of a Marxist revolution in the United States. “The right of self-determination of the Negroes of the Black Belt”—leading to secession if necessary—became a Communist objective. Agrarian though it was, the uprising was to be launched from the South’s industrial hub.

The growing “Communist menace” earned Birmingham a visit in late 1930 from the right-wing New York congressman Hamilton Fish’s committee investigating Communist
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