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Code: Huntley [H], Walbert [W]

H: Thisisan interview with Mrs. Eileen Kelley Wabert from the Birmingham Civil Rights Indtitute's
Ora Higtory Project done by Dr. Horace Huntley at Miles College, February 3, 1995.
Thank you, Mrs. Wabert, for coming out and Sitting with us this morning. As you know, what
we are doing is Smply attempting to sort of get a persondity of individua people who were
associated with the movement, or associated with Birmingham evolving from what we termed
"Bombingham” to Birmingham, findly, and | want to thank you for taking your time out this
morning to come and St and talk with us.

W: I'm honored.

H: Firg, of dl, | just want to get alittle information, a little persond information, about yoursdif.
You are not anative Alabamian. Tell me alittle about your background.

W: Widl | wasbornin alittle village in Virginia. | wasthefirg child baptized into the Episcopd
church there that my grandfather founded, and I met my husband during the second World War
and we spent afew years after that in New Y ork and then we came to Birmingham.

H: Youwerebornin Virginia What part of Virginia?

W: It was alittle village called Hilton Village about three miles from Newport News, which was an
embarkation center.

H: Is that where you went to school ?

W:  Yes, that'swhere| went to school.

H: Y ou finished high schoal there?

W: Yes.

H: Did you go on to college?

W: No | did not. | went back for a postgraduate course in stenography.

H: Then you moved to New Y ork from Virginia?
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W: Y es, when my husband had got out of the army we were in New Y ork for a short time.
H: How did you like New Y ork?

W: Oh, I loved New York. We would have like to have stayed there but it was very difficult at thet

time.
H: Then, did you move from New Y ork to Birmingham?
W: Yes.

H: When did you come to Birmingham?

W: 1946.

H: What was the trangtion like moving from New Y ork City to Birmingham, Alabama?

W: Oh, it waslike, I've said this before, like moving to Nazi Germany because the second World
War was just over and we hadn't recovered from the horrors from that, you know, and to come
here and athough there were no swagtikas on most of the population, half of the population,
their skin color served the same purpose for discrimination and oppresson. Thesgns,
‘Colored’ and ‘White' were just so revolting, O ...

H: Was thisthefirg time that you had been in the Deep South?

W: No, | grew up in Virginiaand how | escaped dl of this, | mean... Virginiawas the last
integrated school, so it wasn't that good for African Americans. But, | just wasn't so aware of
it. 'You know, | didn't even know there was such athing as socid studies and certainly we
heard nothing in our history classes about the oppression of so many of our people.

H: So thiswas your first encounter then with thiskind of Stuation?

W: Yes, yes, yes. It was ashock to go back years later and find that many of the people, or some
of the people | grew up with shared those same pregjudiced views.

H: Let mejust back up just abit and ask a bit about your family--your mother and father. Canyou
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tdl us alittle about them?

W: Wil they were Yankees. My mother grew up in New England and my father in New Y ork.
My father got carried away with Teddy Roosevet's Rough Riders and he was, I'm told by the
members of hisfamily, pulling atrain to go to Notre Dame where his two older brothers had
gone to school and he got off in Horida. They were living in New Mexico at the time and
joined the army and went to the Philippine Idands where he stayed for 17 years. During that
time, he met my mother, who went there from New England as amissionary nurse and met my
father and she was there for ten years. My three older sisters were born there.

H: How many brothers and ssters do you have?

W: | have four older ssters. All are deceased now.

H: Y our brother, was he older or younger?

W: | don't have a brother. I'm sorry | didn't make that clear.

H: Okay. So you then...were any of your Ssters born in the Philippines?
W:  Thethreeolder ssters.
H: Have you had the opportunity to live in the Philippines?

W: No, | haven't. | redly enjoyed Carlos Romero's book. He was the first president of the
Philippines and, in fact, | sent it to my father some yearslater. But, my mother implanted in my
brain | guesstheideathat discrimination existed, because before she met my father and was
working in ahospitd in Manilla she invited ayoung Filipino man to accompany her to a dance
or party or some affair there and was told never to do that again. That they must not..what is
the word-- 'associate’ with the natives. There's another term for that that escapes me right
now... ‘ Fraternize with the natives. That'stheword. And when she told me abouit it, she used
that expression with enough hate for me to redlize that was not the proper thing. Though | was

very young a the time, gpparently it sank in.

H: Whét brought you to Birmingham?
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W: Widl, my husband isamusician, pianist. [He] teaches piano and the family busnesswas a
gospe publishing business in Tennessee where he grew up and they had contacts here that
enabled him to have anumber of students already signed up to study with him. Of course, we
had to have some income, so that's what brought us here.

H: And you said upon the arrivd in Birmingham the atmosphere...

W:  Wedl thefirgt thing one sees are those Signs, ‘Colored’ ‘White' at the train station, the bus
dations, over thefountainsin dl of the department stores and it was quite blatant.

H: What part of Birmingham did you live?

W:  Whenwefirg came, we had a haf ahouse in Inglenook and then through amutua acquaintance
we had an gpartment in Mountain Brook and then we moved to Homewood. When we moved
to Homewood, we didn't know we were moving out of Birmingham because, you know, dl the
little neighborhood communities used that title. And, at one point, when there was an eection
about joining Birmingham | was &t the polls dl day, thet day. Although we won immediately,
there was another election and it was voted againgt.

H: So, you, then, would not get the opportunity then to vote...
W: Not in Birmingham. And, my reason for wanting to be at the polls that day, my reasons for
wanting to be annexed into Birmingham was in order to have avote againgt Bull Conner. It was

quite amotivation.

H: So you never got the opportunity to vote againgt Bull Conner as aresult of you not living in
Birmingham?

W: No.

H: Do you have any memories of relationships that devel oped between yoursdf and others who
were attempting to develop inter-racid didogue in Birmingham?

W: | fdt very lonely in my neighborhood most of thetime. | did have afew people through the
connection with this musicd friend who we attended events at his house and met a couple of
reporters, o that was very heartening. And then..., but it wasn't until | guessin the [19]50s that
| met Dr. and Anny—Dr. Frederick and Anny Kraus—who told me about the Birmingham

WALBERT.CRM Page 4



BCRI: Oral History Project Eileen Kelley Walbert
February 3, 1995

Council on Human Relations. It was &t that time | began to attend those mesetings and to meet
people who were involved in trying to change things.

H: Can you tdl me alittle about the operation of that organization?

W:  Wedl, we met once amonth and the speaker very often..., The speakers were trying to get usto
do something, you know, redly congructive and overt, | guess | should say, a every meeting.
There were SO many arocities being committed in this town, so many young African American
men who were being knifed in the back...in the back, because they were ressting arrest, you
know. | mean shot in the back, because they had a knife and were resisting arrest. And, uh,
there were so many other horrendous things going on. Usudly, a the meeting, the victim, or if
he was deceased, a member of the family would be there in person to tell about it and ...

H: There were some rather trying times. Well, in that kind of setting, obvioudy we are talking
about some people that turned Birmingham into being a police state and the Black community
being under Sege. The kinds of things that the Black community had to endure asfar asthe
police were concerned...

W: Yes.

H: Some suggested that the police department was very closdly tied with the Ku Klux Klan.

W: Ohyes.

H: How would you react to that?

W: Of course. | mean, there were SO many incidents of that where.... One night, well 1 don't know
if the Klan had anything to do with this, but I remember when the Reverend Herbert Oliver,
who was president of our council for atime, in fact, just before the marches in Sdma, was taken
from his house, in the middle of the night, in his underwear by the police because he had the
audacity to go up before the library board and ask for permission for Black people to cometo
thelibrary.

H: And he was taken out by the police?

W: Y eah.
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H: Thisisthe kind of incident, of course, that would lead people to obvioudy associate the police
and theKlan in the same...

W:  Wel, the Klan came to our meetings. And, dso, Jamie Moore, the police chief, Jamie Moore
had a representative at everything that was integrated. He would saddle up to any newcomer
who came and get their name and address. Y ou know, we knew this was going on but before
we could get to them and say, ‘ Don't talk to him unless you want your picture in the
Birmingham Independent....” But he...he did...and in the marches, you know, he would be
pointing out, he would be there with the police and severd police pointing out various ones and
giving their names and they were invariably printed in this paper and the caption, though they
didn't come right out and say he or sheisa communist..., well maybe they did, but the way it
was...you know... [they would say] we were supporting the Communists and that sort of thing
to make us look like very disreputable, undemocratic people.

H: Wha was the atmaosphere in the meetings when you knew theat this individua was there?

W: Oh, he was very friendly, you know. We weren't intimidated by him but the Klan would follow
us home and one night we came out of the meeting and the Kraus and I, | forget who we were
talking to, maybe the Reverend Harold Long, who was there then. We were the last to leave
and as we garted to come of the driveway, which went up, there was a car with the Klan, a
couple of men in it and the lights were on bright, you know, shining down on our faces and o,
when the Kraus....and Dr. Roger Hanson was there that night.

So, we went and told them what was going on and they came out and we left and went around
the other way and | was so impressed with Roger and Frederick. Frederick was driving the car
and he circled around the block and by that time the Klan car had pulled out and parked on the
... just backed out the driveway and parked. So, he went up behind them and made abig to do
of taking their license number, you know, and when we went by very dowly, and they were
glaring at them, you know, so Anny and | did the same thing. And, then, he just snaked through
the nelghborhood—Frederick did—on the way out to be sure they were redly following us,
which they were. They followed us into the University grounds and then they just sort of waved
when they turned off. And, it turned out they were guards at the University.*

H: Isthat right?
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W: But this happened. They followed people home oftentimes. | remember one person just drove
into the police gation and they followed her to the police station. She was...Alice Kidd was
her name. She's deceased now, but she was not deterred by...intimidated by anybody.

H: So shejust drove ...

W: Right. They, you know, backed off, drove off.

H: Were any of the members ever harassed, | mean, physicdly beaten?

W: Let methink. | don't recdl right now.

H: They were too intimidating?

W: Dr. Boykin and his wife atended the meetings—the parents of Dr. Joel Boykin. And |
remember before | began atending the meetings that they had built a very fine clinic and it hed
been bombed. They were alovely couple.

H: Where was that clinic located?

W: Itsin Endey, | think, fill. I'm not sure. | get addressesin Endey and Fairfield confused.

H: They're close, adjacent to each other. When did you first come in contact with Fred
Shuttlesworth?

W:  Wédl, when Phillips High School... When he tried to get his children registered in Phillips High
School and was S0 brutaly beaten and hospitalized as aresult, my daughter wrote him afan
letter. | didn't know al of this was going on, because, you know, we were o terrified for our
children and so they arranged to meet at one of the council meetings and | don't suppose he
even remembers that, because his life was pretty exciting at that time. But, that'swhen | first
met him.

H: How old was your daughter?

W: She was afreshman in high school. Ultimately, the Kraus' daughter and Pant and the
Shuttlesworth children got together afew times and then we read in the paper that the Southern
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Chrigtian Leadership Conference was having a...it must have been a youth conference. | tried
to find a newspaper article about that, but young people were conducting the meeting and there
were mostly young people present, so | assume it was a young conference at Bethel Baptist
Church.

H: Was this about the same time that your daughter had written the letter?

W: Y es, soon after that. So, we went there and we were greeted by C. T. Vivian, because the
Rev. Shuttlesworth was.... Y ou know, there were severa times when he had to rescue his
children, I think. I'm not sure this was the Anniston incident. He was somewhere in the county
getting them out of jall or teking care of his children. That'swhere wefirst learned the freedom
songs. We aso had with us ayoung man whose, | don't know where his family's sympathies
were, | fed sure they weren't hogtile, but they were not actively involved and...so, uh, it wasthe
mogt religious experience | had ever had up to thet time. He taught us‘ This Little Light of
Mine and ‘We Shdl Overcome and it was just beautiful.

H: Did you attend these more than once?

W: No, thiswas a one-time event, so far as| know. They were to have been an ongoing
thing....but, well, when it was over they were going across the street for refreshments and
someone camein. The children had aready gone over, and someone came in and said that
there was green car and these men were riding around and had circled the block afew times.
They didn't seem terribly concerned, but | panicked and ran over there and got the children, you
know, and got out. Y ou know, Pam was just ashamed and said, ‘Well, you'll haveto cal Mrs.
Shuttlesworth and gpologize,” which | did, but we had this young man with usand | thought if
something happened it would....Wdll, that gives you an ideaof how terrifying things were,

H: Were you the only White parent there?

W: | was redlly surprised that there were no other White people there. | guess the word hadn't
gotten around to, you know, the other White people who were connected with the Council. |
fed suretha some of them would have come, but...

H: There was no other time when there were more that were involved in that kind of participation®?

W: No. No. | don't know what the children did after that. 1t wasn't too long after that Pam left
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town and | redly don't know.
H: Did she leave before she graduated from high school ?

W: Y es, she got ascholarship. No, not before she graduated. Yes, shedid. I'm getting confused.
She got a scholarship to a school of dramain New Y ork, went there and then came back and
finished high school. She didn't stay very long. She went to Birmingham Southern after that.

H: In 1960 and ‘61 we had the St-ins and the Freedom Rides. What was happening in
Homewood at the same time that this was taking place?
W: The *Keep the Schools Open’ meetings were going on.

H: What kind of meetings?

W: ‘Keep the Schools Open.” This..uh, | wish Betty and Roger Hanson were here to tell you
about that but, because Betty-- They feared for her life a ameeting thet | believe washdd in
the library, because she had the first women's radio program and had brought a Swedish lady in
to talk about Planned Parenthood and for that she was labeled the baby killer of Alabama and
these, | would say, ‘pro-violent’ people turned up that... | was not present at that meeting. |
forget why | was not, but something else was going on. | did attend the next one, and | think
the library didn't allow any more meetings there and I'm not, | believe it was at the Tutwiler, but
I'm not sure about that.

The most repulsive White man | think 1've ever seen, just the personification of evil, got up a
that meseting, you know, which was about keeping the schools open and everything and he said
something so horrendous | don't even want to put it on tape. It wasjudt...it wasjust... they
were redly frightening people. They are frightening people!

H: Well, what did he say?

W: Oh, God.

H: Y ou don't necessarily have to say it, but what was the essence.

W: Wi, | mean the essence was very brief. It was specificaly, you put a Black man in bed with a
White woman and a Black snake will crawl out. 1 mean, oh, God, some people...
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H: So this, then, the *Keep The Schools Open’ campaign was as aresult of the Brown v. Board
and the attempits to integrate the schools, I'm assuming?

W: Yes, and asaresult of dl of the protests againgt that. 1t was to reinforce the teachers and
faculty and community that wanted thisto go on.

H: So those were some rather heated meetings?
W: Y es, they were dreadful.

H: S0, as the St-ins and the demondtrations or the St-ins and the freedom rides were going on,
these kinds of meetings are o happening at gpproximately the same time.
W: The Council meetings were going on every month.

H: And you were dedling with different issues, different issues such asthe schools. Did you ever...

W:  And, we had, we had alady from the American Friends Service Committee come on and, |
mean it was dangerous to even hold a seminar on integrating the schools. We went to some
little community out in the county and I--  In retrospect, | think just to go there and register was
an act of defiance or whatever you want to cdl it.

H: Y ou were going to discuss integration of the schools?

W: Yes. | don't know how many of those there were. The Council was involved in that...wdl, my
involvement was with Willa Adams, Oscar Adams wife. He was an attorney for the schools
and now aretired Supreme Court Justice, Associate Justice. | worked with Willa on gathering
data as to why the schools were unequa which wasn't difficult to do because, you know, even
before we went out, there were people like ateacher in Bessemer, Della Bryant, who attended
our medtings regularly. She was telling about the schoal in which she taught as having a
separate building for lunches and in rainy weether little children would have to carry therr little
plates from the lunchroom through the rain—or whatever, there wasn't even any kind of a
shed—to their classrooms to eat because there was nowhere to est in the lunchroom. Well, |
don't have to tell you about that. The things...they were so disproportionate.

H: What other kinds of inequities did you see?
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W:  Wedl, a Edgewater School | remember, and that was a beautiful building as| recdl, very well
congtructed and it... We asked to see the library and the principa took us behind the stage in
the auditorium and there was alittle bookcase, a little two- shelf bookcase.

H: Thiswas a Black school?

W: Yes. Just ahandful of dusty books there and that was dl they had. At onetime, Anny Kraus
and | came out here to Milesto... We had many friends here that we met through the Council
and a the invitation of the science teacher, Connie, do you remember Connieg, al of asudden, |
can't remember her last name. But, she was teaching science and chemistry and we were taken
to the labsand | think the chemistry lab had to go across the hdl to the science lab even to get
water. | mean, it was o unfair, you know. But, Anny went back to the Universty and | wasn't
with her, but she persuaded alot of the professors there to donate much needed equipment to
Miles College.

H: She went back to the University of Alabama?

W: University in... UAB, where Frederick was teaching at that time and Roger was teaching ...
Roger Hanson | spoke of was teaching there and also Abraham Segd. He was happy to take
down those ‘Black’ and ‘“White,’ | mean ‘ Colored’ and ‘White' sgns, even beforethey...he
wastold it was dright.

H: What was the reaction of White communities to the demonstrations that Sarted to take place
herein April and May of 1963? Were there any relationships that evolved with the Birmingham
Council and...

W:  Wedl, | remember at the time driving towards Homewood where | lived, south on 18th Street
and there were the Miles College children demongrating. They were Snging their freedom
songs and there was such afeding of eation and, you know, you redly fdt like they were
experiencing true freedom for the first time just by getting out there and putting their ‘warm
bodies,’ asthey used to say, on the line for freedom. Among them was atdl, gray-haired
White man and his name was Frank Fulton. He was ateacher here at Miles. And, until that
time, athough | supported the demongtrations in my heart, | didn't think that was something |
could do, you know. But, heredly started me thinking about that—the need for al of usto get
out into the Street.
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H: Were there any reactions of, say, your neighbors to your involvement?

W: Oh, one Sunday morning the children camein and said that there was a cross in the front yard
that had been burned, but when | went out to investigate, it wasn't done by the Klan, I'm sure.
It was much smdler than they do and | had afeding that if it was anyone close- by watching,
that | didn't want them to think that we were intimidated by that. So, we made abig to do
of...gpoke loud enough for anyone to hear, [saying] ‘Well, well just prop up this shrub here with
it,” you know, which we did and left it there for | don't know how long. | don't know how....
They didn't say too much about it. I'm sure they felt something, but...

H: But they didnt redly say anything?
W: They knew it was ... what we were doing was right.
H: Were there others in your neighborhood who were as active as you?

W: No. One...Some neighbors up the street that | persuaded to attend one of our yearly Sate
dinners was one who was victimized by that infamous paper. That time, they not only threw...
What they would do was encircle your name and throw it on your street and on...for dl the
neighborsto see. They would throw it on the lawns of dl the neighbors.

H: Thiswas the Birmingham Independent ?

W: Yes. That day, they threw out two, and they were intimidated by that enough that they didn't
attend any more meetings. | don't know if their job were threatened or...I don't remember.
There was too much going on to...

H: Did your hushand attend the meetings with you?

W: When he... Mogt of the time, he was playing. He played & what is now University Inn during
the dinner hour after teaching al day to keep aroof over our head. But, he attended the state
dinners and, in fact, he sang those Tom L ehrer songs, some of those about "when Alabama gets
the bomb™ and some of those funny things. He was able to go to amarch in Bessemer that
Cdeb Washington (unclear) freed many years ago. But, he redly had aharder timethan | did
because | was associated with al of these wonderful people and he had to, in hiswork, put up
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with that. He had a photograph of Martin Luther King in his studio and someone cdled and
sad, you know, that her daughter wouldn't be able to come anymore because she just...she was
just disturbed by the photograph of that communist in the studio and when he was working at
the Univergity Inn, he was working with two men who taught school and had to be waiters at
night because their income was so poor.

H: These were two Black men?

W: Yes. Onenight, he told me he was redlly disturbed about this. They asked the manager for,
what amounted to a permission dip and he wanted to know what that was al about and he had
to say on there that they were out after dark on legitimate business...they were waiters a this
Inn. And, | mean, you know, these were grown men and it was...there were so many awful
gorieslikethat. | remember someone, another teacher in the schools who attended our
mesetings and they were having a party in their yard, in the summertime, and because, you know
there were more than several people there, the police broke it up. Then, of course, you know
there was so much brutdity againgt young African American men. | mean, Aaron Henry and dl
the bombings and everything that had been going on, you know it was just awful.

H: How did you fed as a White person attempting to make changes in Birmingham?

W: Wi, there weren't so many of us, but | guess at the time, we had hope that things would
change because there were so many books and articles and then we had television, so there
was dl of thisexposure and, as | say, | was meeting so many stimulating people and learning so
much about Black higtory...that it was a terrible time but a very enlightening time aso.

H: Did you know Chuck Morgan?

W: Yes.

H: Was he associated with the Birmingham Council on Human Relations during the time thet you
were?

W: I'm trying to think. | think that Chuck was involved with so many other issues a thetime, | fed
sure he must have atended some of the mesetings, but not regularly. He was on a different... |
think that many of the lawyers were doing other things. He was, | believe, working with the
African American lawyers.
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H: Y ou had mentioned to me earlier that you had the opportunity to meet Hosea Williams?

W: Yes. Hoseawas a speaker at one of our meetings and he was telling us how, about the brutdity
in Sdma Thiswas during the Sdma marches and how the young people were beaten and
herded into corrd like enclosures or sheds and water hoses poured on them and it
was...dthough it wasin the pring, it was bitter cold. Well, actudly, it wasin March, which can
be avery bad month for us.

We had many talks from people like [C.] Herbert Oliver, the Reverend Herbert Oliver, and Joe
[Joseph] Ellwanger, who was our leader at the time about, you know, about doing more than
just deploring and writing letters and thet sort of thing.® Two of our members, two of the
women members, had on their own gone to Seima and came back and told me about how the
police were there, the troopers, you know, laughing at the freedom songs and, you know how,
the genera way they acted trying to intimidate people and everything. And, they had gone
down just because they were curious and wanted to see for themsalves what was going on and
thiswas just afew days before this meeting. So, when he finished spesking, | said, *Wdll, how
would it be if some White people went to Sdmato let the world know that those people who
are trying to prevent American citizens the right and privilege to register and vote did not spesk
for al the White people in Alabama? Of course, Hosea got very excited about that and we
had...The whole Council group was not in accord with this and we had to take avote. Sinceit
was not unanimous, we decided... Those who wanted to go [to Seima] stayed on and we
formed a separate group, which we ultimately called Concerned White Citizens of Alabama

By the next morning, Hosea had sent two people over here from SCLC* who cameto my
house. All of thiswasso fast! The coordinator of our march's name was Allen Lingo. That
was just very interesting, you know, Al Lingo, the state trooper's nemesis® So, we even, | even
met with Anny and Frederick [Kraus] and various others who would be at the little planning
meeting at our house the next day about what to serve, you know, so quickly for lunch. So, |
had to go to the store the next morning. They were coming very early, like 10:00, | guess. | left
anote on the door for them to comein, I'd be right back, | was a the grocery store. And when
| got back, there they were Sitting there. I'm trying to think of her name. But, anyway, we had
our little meeting and planned our strategy and we were... There weren't that many of us, but
we were assigned various areas to go to, people to approach, you know, localy, and then the
other Human Relaion Councils throughout the sate asin Auburn, Huntsville and Tdladegaand,
did | say Tuscaoosa?
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H: What was the response like?

W:  Well, we ended up with 72 people and over ashort period of time—ten days time. | mean,
people were going out dl over, just in little groups.

H: S0, then, did you actualy march?

W: We went to Semaon Saturday, April, what was the day of ‘Bloody Sunday,’ the sixth,
seventh? The day before—the Saturday before ‘ Bloody Sunday.’® We assembled at thislittle
Presbyterian church there and | was acting secretary for just this little event and as we camein,
we al sgned thislittle notebook and we had... Under Allen's ingtructions we had our marshals
and | can't remember who they were, but Frederick and my son, David, served as marshas and
gave out our little pamphlet. | did give you acopy of that did | not, with our statement? Joe
Ellwanger read it at the steps of the courthouse. We marched as though we were on air dmost.

It was frightening towards the end, but there were carloads of the Slma Black community, you
know, driving along beside us as though to protect us, which I'm sure they did. Then, aswe got
near the courthouse, the march stopped and we moved up front to see what was going on.

[END OF SIDE ONE]

W: Joe Ellwanger was reading a telegram from the Lutheran Synod, you know, which was not in
support of our march. | can't remember the wording, but I'm sure you'l be interviewing him.

H: Yes.

W:  And...which givesyou an idea of how little support there was from the White churches
generaly. We crossed the street and, some of us were to face the courthouse and some to face
the street, you know. | was facing the courthouse and someone had fired a smoke bomb or
something, but the wind had blown it over whoever had done that, you know, out of our
direction, which was asmdl triumph He read, and there were the usud yahoos and carrying on
and, you know, loud. And then, when Joe finished reading the statement, we heard this roar
and | thought, ‘Oh, my God, they're redly out in force,” and | turned to face the building across
the street. 1t was the whole Black community of Selma, | think, assembled there. They darted
sanging ‘We Shdl Overcome and I'm telling you, I'll never experience such a euphoric moment

agan.
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H: This march, then, was smply a march of White people that was protected, in effect, by the
Black community of Sdma?

W: Yes, right. Then, on the way back, they werein their cars following us on the way back aso.
But, we got word when we got back to get out of town as fast as we could because they had
seen people coming in with the basebal bats and that sort of thing, you know. But, the
reception when we got there to that little church was something that | wish had been recorded
because it was fantadtic.

H: What church were you a member of at that time?

W: The Episcopa Church. I'm trying to think whét... | guessit was after the Shuttlesworth
incidents that Pam and | went to the Suffragan Bishop and were told, in essence, that there was
nothing they could do. They couldn't afford to turn away any of their flock—which, you know,
we thought made us expendable—»but that we could do something. That's putting it rather
crudely, but | didn't go back after that.

H: So the church was not involved?

W: No. We had atoken membership from the church during al that time. Two people.

H: How would you evauate the Birmingham movement, its successes and failures?

W: | wish we had continued and | wish we had taken up Dr. King's anti-war movement, because,
to my way of thinking, it may be smpligtic, but | think the Vietham War was the thing thet redly
destroyed our dreams. Welost our idedls alot and the money for that program that was going
to give everyone an opportunity...[she begins to weep].

H: So that, you are suggesting that the Vietnam War actudly took the money that could have gone
for the movement and...

W: For that education we were promised a one of our meetings, S0 that every child could go asfar
as he wanted to educationdly, and....

H: How would you, then, evauate the impact that the movement had upon your family, friends and
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community?

W: Oh, wdll, | am sureit...[wiping her eyes] It was broadening to say the least. It gave usasense
of freedom that we certainly didn't have before, because we were dl victims of the system. It
was greet liberdion for dl of us.

H: In talking with Vincent Harding, he was saying, and he has said in his books, that the movemert,
in asense, freed the community—both Blacks and Whites—and had a tremendous impact upon
the ways in which people viewed themsdlves and the way people viewed othersin relation to
themsdves acrossracid lines. And that seemed to be what you were suggesting.

W: Yes

H: If you could turn the clock back and you found yoursdf as chief advisor to Dr. King, Rev.
Shuttlesworth or the White business community, how would you advise them in terms of
changing what took place, or would you advise them to do anything different than what was
done?

W: Wil good heavens, | don't fed like | could advise any of those peoplein what to do. | mean,
they were certainly right in getting rid of dl the signs and doing more hiring and that sort of thing.
Thething | till weep about isthe plight of so many of our children, and that they haventt
provided them with the environment that they deserve—that they have aright to. | don't know
how many of uswho live in ssfe communities could survive in one of these terribly dangerous
areas for one day and we expect our little children to do that and come out unscathed.
Everyone should have the right to grow up in a, not necessarily with alot of wedth, but certainly
in abeautiful environment with trees and a chance to be close to nature. Being close to nature, |
think, is an essentid part of the need for human development. 1t's unconscionable that we've let
al these years go by and haven't done anything abouit that.

H: And you see that as being something that has to be done?

W:  Wehaveto have money to get the children in safe environments and that can't be done by the
African American community done. It hasto be a coordinated effort.

H: Findly, let mejugt ask you if there is anything el se that you would like to add that we have not
dedlt with that rdates to race relationsin Birmingham and how the society has evolved over
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time—your involvement or any other thing that you would like to say?

W: Widll, | would like to see our neighborhoods more integrated. | think that... Y ou know, you
can fed akinship to your neighbor whether you have anything in common or not just by having
everyday contact with them. Like, | am sure there are many people in your neighborhood that
you don't see socialy so much, but you care about them. We're so isolated from one another
that there isn't as much opportunity for that as | would like for there to be.

H: How do you think that could be achieved?

W: | don't know. Itisnt... | don't know. And, | don't know if that is so important as building better
communities...building up communities where the children can be sefe. That's my primary
concern in that their schools be as good as any school in well-subsidized communities such as
Mountain Brook and Vestaviaand Homewood. That they have the same ...

H: The children are the future.

W:  Absolutdly.

H: And, when we look at them and whatever our children are, that's what we will be in generations
to come. | agree wholeheartedly.

Mrs. Walbert, | want to thank you for taking time out of your schedule to come and St with us
thismorning and just to talk about our Birmingham and maybe well have to do thisagain
sometime.

W: Thank you, | enjoyed being here.

[END OF INTERVIEW]

© Birmingham Civil Rights Indtitute

1 The uni versi ty of Al abama at Bi rmi ngham

2 Mrs. Walbert’s daught er, Pam

3 Reverend Oiver was a minister and Birni ngham native who, in 1960, fornmed

the bi-racial Inter-Citizens Committee, a group dedicated to docunenting and
educating the public about incidents of police brutality. Reverend El | wanger
was a Lutheran nminister and Sel ma native who served as president of the
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Al abarma Council on Human Rel ations, a bi-racial organization. For nore on
both nen, see Concerned Wite Citizens of Al abama Collection, BCRI Archives.
4 The Southern Christian Leader shi p Conf erence.

5 “Col onel ” Al Li ngo was Head of Public Safety for the State of Al abama. As
such, he was head of the state troopers and, thus, responsible for much
brutality on the part of |aw enforcenent officials. Ms. Wil bert comments on
the fact that a staff worker sent by the SCLC to help the Concerned Wite
Citizens of Al abama stage their nonviolent march in Sel ma—Al |l en Li ngo—shared
the sane name with a man so i nfanmous and notorious for perpetrating violence.
® This act ually took place in March of 1965, not April. See Concerned Wite
Citizens of Al abama Col |l ection, BCRI Archives.
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