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Brown Versus Board of Education
Sixteenth Street Baptist Church
In Martin Luther King Jr.’s final speech in 1968 he spoke of a “mental flight” from Egypt up through the time of Martin Luther and on forward to his own time.
In this little book, I want to take a mental flight backwards to the beginning of the Civil Rights struggle in Alabama. We will have to go back before the march from Selma to Montgomery, back further than the church bombings in Birmingham, back before Rosa Parks’ refusal to give up her seat on the bus.
We will have to take our mental flight back to at least the end of the 19th century. There, only a few decades after the end of the Civil War, in the little Alabama town of Tuskegee, we can find some of what I consider to be the beginnings of the Civil Rights movement in Alabama.
Civil Rights, the desire shared by all to be given the most basic of human rights, has had a long and painful struggle in the United States. Much of that struggle took place within the borders of Alabama. But I have been saddened by the number of students and adults I’ve met in Alabama who’ve never heard most of these important stories.
So, I’ve attempted to gather them here, in one easy to read place, for those in Alabama who need a bit of a timeline to know their history better; but also for those outside of Alabama who would like to know more about Civil Rights and don’t know where to begin.
If you want an overview of the road to Civil Rights, you might enjoy the Rocky Road to Civil Rights in the United States. This annotated timeline will give you many more dates and names to get you started in a general study of Civil Rights.
This book is not an encyclopedic look at this important topic, but merely an introduction that I hope will help many see how long the struggle has really lasted; and how much so many gave in the fight.
Before we get to the first of many steps in the road to Civil Rights in Alabama, we’ll go back almost two hundred years further to when slavery first came to Alabama, and briefly mention two famous slaves (Dred Scott and Sojourner Truth) who crossed through Alabama (literally for one and figuratively for the other).
In 1721, almost 100 years before Alabama became a state, the first slaves were brought to Mobile. Over time the percentage of enslaved people in Alabama jumped to 30% and by the end of the Civil War over 45% of the state’s total population were slaves. Many of them were bought and sold in the slave auction houses in Mobile and Montgomery.
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In 1818, Dred Scott was brought from Virginia to Northern Alabama with his master’s family. He remained in Alabama for twelve years (Huntsville and Florence) before moving on to St. Louis, Missouri. In Missouri Scott was sold to a U.S. Army surgeon who took Scott to Illinois, the Wisconsin Territory, and then back to Missouri. In 1846, after the doctor’s death, Scott sued for his freedom in the Missouri courts, on the grounds that he had lived in a free territory. A Missouri jury actually decided that Scott and his wife should be freed, but the case was appealed by the owner’s widow.
After being heard in a federal court, the Supreme Court finally heard the case in 1856, when it ruled against Scott. Chief Justice Taney’s majority opinion argued that as a black man and as a slave Scott was not a citizen of the United States. Taney also wrote that black men “had no rights which the white man was bound to respect”. While the Court ruled against him in one of the Supreme Court’s most infamous decisions, Scott did eventually receive freedom from his third master, the son of his original master, who had become an abolitionist.
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In 1799 New York started a gradual, 28-year process of emancipating its slaves. Sojourner Truth was promised her freedom a year earlier than the law required, but then her master backed out of his agreement. After doing sufficiently more work than he had required of her, Sojourner Truth ran away with her infant daughter. Actually, in her words, “I did not run off, for I thought that wicked, but I walked off, believing that to be all right.”
Soon after escaping to freedom she learned that her old master had sold her five-year-old son to a new owner in Alabama, violating New York laws against the selling of a minor slave child across state lines. Sojourner put all her energies into a court battle. Winning the return of her son, Sojourner Truth became the first black woman in the United States to sue a white man and win.
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In the post-Civil War south, thousands of ex-slaves suddenly found themselves in need of becoming self-sufficient. In the years that followed, two very different men, Lewis Adams, a former slave, and George W. Campbell, a former slave owner, dreamed of opening a “normal school” for blacks in Alabama. (Normal schools were the first teachers’ colleges in the country, training high school graduates in the teaching standards or “norms” of teaching.) In 1881, their dream was realized with the opening of the Tuskegee Institute.
Dr. Booker T. Washington, also a former slave, was hired as the first president of Tuskegee. One of the first things he did was to purchase the land of a former plantation on which to build the school. Washington was dedicated to the pursuit of self-reliance and he focused much of his efforts at the teachers’ school on practical skills, such as farming, brickmaking, cabinetmaking, carpentry, printing, and shoemaking.
In 1895, Washington spoke at the Cotton States and International Exposition in Atlanta. His speech was well received by most southern whites, but not so well received by some blacks. There Washington spoke out: “To those of my race who depend on bettering their condition in a foreign land or who underestimate the importance of cultivating friendly relations with the Southern white man, who is their next-door neighbor, I would say: ‘Cast down your bucket where you are’ – cast it down in making friends in every manly way of the people of all races by whom we are surrounded. Cast it down in agriculture, mechanics, in commerce, in domestic service, and in the professions.” He continued on, “In all things that are purely social, we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress…. The wisest among my race understand that the agitation of questions of social equality is the extremist folly…” That was not the direction that many blacks in the post-Civil War world wanted to go.
An important thing that Dr. Washington did at Tuskegee was to convince George Washington Carver, also a former slave, to come south to Tuskegee as a professor in 1896. Over the next forty-six years, Carver taught agriculture in and out of Tuskegee, making a major contribution to improving agricultural methods in the south, helping southern blacks and whites in the process.
In 1946 Dr. Booker T. Washington became the first black to be honored on a U.S. coin.
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Jim Crow laws throughout the South limited the civil rights of blacks through mandatory segregation in public transportation, schools, restaurants and more. In many places the laws were on the books for almost 100 years. In some places, including Mobile, curfews for blacks were included in the Jim Crow laws.
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