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Abstract

Expanding on collective action and conflict studies literature, I contend that work
regarding the American Civil Rights Movement (CRM) has undervalued a critical com-
ponent of resource mobilization and local movement organization – violence. Focusing
on a case-study of Birmingham, Alabama, I argue that CRM outcomes in the city of
Birmingham cannot be fully understood without due consideration of the violence that
preceded the nation’s focus on the city in 1963. That is, violence which occurred long
before Martin Luther King Jr.’s arrival in Birmingham is critical to understanding why
the city was successfully desegregated. This paper expands on established theories of
political mobilization, and it provides insight into the enduring political implications
of racially-targeted violence, the consequences of which we yet to fully grapple with in
the present-day.
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“There was fear and panic of great enormity. The kind of fear that I could never describe.
There was a sense of helplessness because bombs killed.” – Deborah Hill1

The use of violence to intimidate, coerce, and repress is not an unfamiliar occurrence in

the history of the United States, particularly in the American south. Repressive violence

perpetrated against minority groups and communities has been an ever-present means of

neutralizing perceived threats posed to white economic, political, and social dominance (All-

port 1958; Belknap 1995; Cutler 1905; Graham and Gurr 1969; Smångs 2016; Tolnay and

Beck 1995; Wells-Barnett 1895; White 1927). Do such actions, though, actually succeed at

repressing these perceived challengers? Or, do they instead cultivate conditions under which

greater resistance is fostered?

Here, I suggest the latter, positing that violence is an important, and largely overlooked,

component of resource mobilization and local movement organization. With a focused con-

sideration of Birmingham, Alabama, I argue that we cannot fully understand the successful

American Civil Rights Movement (CRM) outcomes in that city without due consideration

of violence that preceded the nation’s focus on it in 1963. That is, violence that occurred in

the decades prior to desegregation efforts led by the Southern Christian Leadership Council

(SCLC) and Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was critical to why the city’s Black

population was mobilized en masse.

Building on literature that draws on the Birmingham Movement to consider why mobi-

lization occurs (McAdam 1982; Morris 1986; Morris 1993), I highlight – and certainly do

not dispute – the importance of both local organizations and violence, while also contend-

ing that the two are intricately linked in the Birmingham case. Specifically, I argue that

these theories of mobilization must consider the distressing circumstances under which local

organizations and community networks were developed. Many such entities in Birmingham

were the product of violence, created and tested in the wake of bombings targeted at Black

citizens beginning in 1947. The repetition of these attacks over time is what I refer to as

reprisal, an aspect key to evolving political responses. These attacks were initially intended

to discourage neighborhood integration; later, they were also a buffer to stop the integra-

tion of schools, public facilities, and other CRM activity. These bombings of Black-owned

homes, churches, and businesses – 23 between 1947 and 1958 – generated substantial so-

cial capital within Birmingham’s Black community, encouraging the development of civic

and defensive associations and defining the tactics and procedures those associations used

1Birmingham Civil Rights Institute transcript of interview with Deborah Hill. Conducted by Horace
Huntley on May 12, 1997. BCRI Oral History Project.
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to demand accountability from the city. Racially-targeted attacks, such as these, were not

only destructive. They can – and did in this case – generate new social networks and social

capital among the targeted group. This is not simply because of the abstract or immaterial

memory such violence leaves, but because of the tangible organizations it spurs, or even

forces, communities to create.

The 1958 dynamite blast that destroyed William Blackwell’s home in the Fountain

Heights neighborhood of Birmingham, Alabama left him with few options. While his white

neighbors expressed their hopes to move as soon as possible, or their intentions to wait until

the expanding interstate highways forced the government to buy them out of their property,

Blackwell had a stronger tie to the home. When asked by a local newspaper if he planned

to stay in the house, Blackwell replied ”I’ve got to stay here. I’ve got no other place to go.

I’ve got all my money tied up in this place.”2

The bombing of his home, the twenty-third known racial bombing in the city up to that

point, was the first for which perpetrators were caught, tried, and convicted. While these

bombings were targeted at individuals and their property, they both punished the victim and

sent a loud message to the wider community: the cost of challenging the status quo was a

high one to incur. By looking to Birmingham, the city’s history of violence, and the reprisal

of bombs detonated again and again over a twenty-year period, we can better understand how

violence shapes political behavior as those who are targeted weigh the risks of the challenging

a repressive system. I argue that violence can be a powerful force for mobilization, creating

new social networks and forcing existing organizations to evolve in its wake. The aftermath of

the bomb that destroyed William Blackwell’s home was certainly destructive – photographs

of the site show an uninhabitable wreckage – but it is also demonstrative of a burgeoning

capacity for mobilization and strong social network among Birmingham’s Black residents.

“Bombingham”

In addition to being a crucible of the CRM, Birmingham is the focus of work by McAdam

(1982), Morris (1986; 1993), and others (Chong 1991), who theorize the importance of po-

litical opportunity, indigenous resources, and social networks to CRM success. Perhaps

more crucial, though, the city experienced a concentration of racial-violence in the mid-20th

century that is arguably unmatched by any other city in the nation.

2“Scenes in Bombing Area Change for Better or Worse – Who Knows?” July 19, 1958. Birmingham
Post-Herald. “Bombings” File. J.W. Morgan Papers. Birmingham Public Library, Department of Archives
and Manuscripts.
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In history textbooks and civil rights tomes, the title of “Bombingham” has clung to Birm-

ingham, even before September 15, 1963, when the city’s Sixteenth Street Baptist Church

was bombed by white segregationists. Four Black girls were murdered that morning, as they

prepared for church service in building’s basement. The attack turned the nation’s attention

to the city, at that time deemed the “most segregated in America,” finally acknowledging

what had become semi-regular occurrences for Birmingham’s Black residents (Connerly 2005;

King 1963).

The Birmingham Movement – upon which McAdam (1982) and Morris (1986; 1993)

focus their attention – overshadows a long and destructive history of political violence in the

city. Prior to the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church bombing, the city was shaken by over 37

racially-targeted bombings.3 It is the depth of violence in the city, and the extended period

of time over which these incidents occurred within the same community, that makes it a

valuable case for consideration beyond its centrality to the CRM.

To trace the relationship between violence and political mobilization, I go directly to

primary sources from residents living in the city of Birmingham as well as to the records of

Black civic and political organizations. Systemic repression of Black voters in the American

South is well-documented, with mechanisms installed at levels of state and local government

to subdue the Black vote. The exclusion of African-Americans from the work of political

scientists in the measurement of political behavior at this time is also relevant. The type of

historical survey data which exists for white Americans is simply not available on the same

scale for meaningful analysis for African-Americans. Contemporary authors (Key Jr 1949;

Myrdal 1944) concerned themselves more so with the feelings white Americans held toward

Black Americans – particularly threat – and the building momentum for civil rights and civil

equality, rather than the political participation patterns and public opinion of Black people

during this time. By turning to the archives, I am attempting to reconstruct patterns of

behavior and trace the development of social and political networks that may have not been

documented elsewhere.

I draw from several archival collections, including the collections of the Birmingham

Public Library Archives (BPL), Birmingham Civil Rights Institute (BCRI), and National

Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Among these are the pa-

pers of Birmingham City Commissioner James Morgan, Police Commissioner Eugene “Bull”

3This estimation comes from the corroboration of sources across police surveillance files, public records,
newspaper reports, and other writings on the topic. The most detailed and comprehensive listing comes
from the records of the Birmingham Police Department Surveillance Files at the Birmingham Public Library,
though I have found it to be incomplete and inaccurate in places.
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Connor, the Birmingham Police Department, Civil Rights leader Reverend Fred L. Shut-

tlesworth, and the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights (ACMHR). From these

collections, I consider an assortment of letters, petitions, and resolutions written by Birm-

ingham’s Black residents and elites. I also read from contemporaneous newspaper articles

and opinion pieces from the Birmingham press. Opinion-editorials and articles responding

to bombings are drawn from Birmingham’s Black newspaper at the time, the Birmingham

World, as well as the city’s largest white newspaper, Birmingham Post-Herald.

Additionally, first-hand accounts of bombings and how the Black community responded

come from hundreds of hours of interviews that comprise the Birmingham Civil Rights

Institute’s oral history collection. Combined, this collection of data is particularly unique

in that the documents that comprise it engage one another. By using a wide breadth of

archival sources, I am also able to corroborate and contrast accounts, thus understanding

how perceptions of an event or action varied from the perspectives of Black residents, Black

political leaders, white elected officials, or the media.

Violence and Reprisal

While this paper is predominantly a consideration of community-level outcomes, it is in-

formed by a substantial political participation literature that highlights the individual-level

decision to engage in political activity. In order to join into political participation, indi-

viduals must overcome collective action problems, the outcomes of which are manifested in

the aggregate. Even acts of participation which are seemingly individual and are intended

to convey the single opinion of an individual – like voting – are subject to these problems

within a rational cost-benefit analysis (Riker and Ordeshook 1968). So too, forms of col-

lective action – like protest – are the result of individuals making decisions to engage in

behavior that can be costly and with the expectation that others will also engage (Chwe

1999; Chong 1991, Lichbach 1998). Several factors are important to whether or not the indi-

vidual engages in collective action, altering the perceived costs and benefits of their action.

Among these are biographical availability (McAdam 1982), relative deprivation (Gurr 1970),

the richness of local culture and resources (Morris 1986), elite involvement and leadership

(McAdam 1982; Chong 1991), as well as the social networks and ties among the challenging

groups (Granovetter 1977; Chwe 1999). Thus, those seeking to threaten the establishment

must coordinate actions among themselves based on the assurances that others will also act.

Individuals must navigate the dilemma of making a sacrifice for gain on the faith that others
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will do the same.

Disposable resources like time and money make all forms of political participation more

accessible (Rosenstone, Hansen and Reeves 1993; Brady, Verba and Schlozman 1995), but

other factors also influence the choice to engage. Central to this paper is the development of

social capital (Putnam 2000), the social networks and relationships among individuals in a

community. Social capital is generated through interactions, organizations, and community

structures which in turn grow trust, familiarity, efficacy, and communication (Putnam 2000).

Considering that violence is an influential force in politics and political behavior is not

a new claim (Bateson 2012; Dorff 2017; Getmansky and Zeitoff 2014; Ley 2017; Rojo-

Mendoza 2013; Rozenas, Schutte and Zhukov 2017; Trelles and Carreras 2012; Vasilopoulos

2018). What mechanisms facilitate these changes, though? Several authors consider that

political responses in the wake of violence are facilitated by post-traumatic growth reorienting

one’s position in society (Tedeschi and Calhoun 2004), emotional response (Phoenix 2015;

Valentino et al. 2011; Vasilopoulos 2018), and social capital (Ley 2017; Rojo-Mendoza 2013;

Trelles and Carreras 2012), all spurring or impeding engagement in civil society.

Here, I argue that racially-targeted violence can also generate social capital within a

community. That is, when violence compels the creation of new associations, it has the

ability to expand the reach and strength of networks and relationships.4 Certainly, this is

demonstrated in the initial founding and mission of several critically important organizations

in the United States. Among these is the NAACP, formed in the aftermath of the Springfield

Riot (1909), and thus born out of racial violence and Ida B. Wells’ meticulous documenting of

lynchings (Francis 2014; Wells-Barnett 1895) While perhaps anecdotal, this fits broadly into

the narrative that violence, and the necessity of protection from future violent reprisal, can

spawn civil and political organizations. Organizations like these are essential for generating

the political opportunities, which are then vital for social movement success (McAdam 1982),

as are “local community structures” (Morris 1986). Local-level resources and advocates

are often outshone by those organizations with broader agenda and greater assets at their

disposal.

Extending the Violence Thesis

When it comes to study of the Birmingham Movement, the 1963 planned effort to desegregate

the city through sit-ins, marches, boycotts, and other forms of non-violence protest, the

4My broader dissertation project proposes that this can occur through a repeated assurance game, facil-
itating either conditions for mobilization or demobilization.
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importance of third party involvement is heavily emphasized. Theories which address the

Birmingham Movement highlight three key pieces of successful mobilization: Black protest,

white proclivity for violence, and the federal government’s intervention. That is, strategic

Black protest – intended to incite extremist whites to violence – turned the public eye to

Birmingham and so forced the federal government’s hand to intervene (McAdam 1982).

Morris (1986; 1993) however contends that previous scholars have placed too much weight

on the role of the third party – the federal government. Moreover, he argues that other

theories of social movements fail to explain the events in Birmingham, and of the CRM

more generally. Morris (1986) instead turns his focus to the importance of local organizations

and their internal structures. He argues that resource models of mobilization too heavily

emphasize resources provided by external sources, overlooking indigenous resources held

within local communities.

This argument highlights the role of local, indigenous organizations, their ability to mo-

bilize Birmingham’s Black citizens, as well as the strategic choices made by political elites

(Morris 1993). Further, the strategy in Birmingham engaged a diversity of tactics which at-

tacked white political and economic elites as well as white extremists (Morris 1986). Without

local organizations mobilizing Black people in a variety of manners, from protests to sit-ins

to boycotts, the mission of the Birmingham Movement would have failed. While Morris

has great appreciation for the indigenous organizations central to the Birmingham Move-

ment, like the Alabama Christian Movement for Human Rights (ACMHR), his, and others’,

consideration of these organization leaves questions remaining.

If the ability of these organizations to mobilize Black people in Birmingham is crucial

to their own power and the wider success of the Birmingham Movement, from where does

that initial momentum to organize come? The discussions of indigenous resources in the

work of both McAdam (1982) and Morris (1986; 1993) lack clear etiology. The success of

CRM outcomes (and in Birmingham in particular) is dependent on the presence of indige-

nous organizations and structures. These resources are valuable because they include are

locally-rooted organizations and cohesive social networks. Yet, these internal resources do

not appear spontaneously. In the absence of political opportunity, what facilitates their

emergence?

One answer I offer to this question is violence, and specifically the reprisal of violence

in Birmingham between 1947-1958. It is not only organizations like the ACMHR, NAACP,

SCLC, and Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) that deserve credit, but

so too smaller and older organizations which formed in an earlier period of violence and
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turmoil in Birmingham’s history. These organizations, developed out of necessity in the

wake of home and church bombings in the city, cultivated a sense of Black community across

class boundaries, created social capital, and generated a tendency for civic association and

participation among black residents that set the stage for the Birmingham Movement. These

older organizations and networks would not have been called to action, and many would

not have been formed, were it not for the slew of violent bombings that struck the city’s

Black community in the late 1940s, early 1950s, and again in the late 1950s. Reprisal in

Birmingham not only laid the foundation for CRM activity, but it also created a narrative

upon which later leaders and activists drew to justify their political resistance. Violence is

thus a critical component in the political opportunities and indigenous resources that social

movement theorists have deemed necessary to successful outcomes. Violence in Birmingham

generated those local-level resources, creating later political opportunity, and thus increasing

the probability of subsequent mobilization.

Reprisal, Repression, and Collusion

Reprisal, I argue is key to the evolution of political response to on-going coercive violence.

Birmingham is an ideal case to begin probing this concept because of the racially-targeted

dynamite bombings that occurred there over the course of three decades. Reprisal can be an

indication of state incapacity, state indifference, or, state collusion. State incapacity suggests

that a state lacks the ability to protect those under its jurisdiction, while state indifference,

occurs when a state lacks the incentive or motivation to protect its constituency.

Reprisal serves a political purpose, and is in the state’s best interest, when it colludes to

commit violence. Here, the state not only lacks incentive to stop violent reprisal, it actually

has incentive to keep violence on-going. The state looks the other way when violence happens,

as with indifference, but it might also encourage violence and/or collude with perpetrators

to make sure that violence continues to happen. Reprisal is thus an extra-legal manner of

enforcing norms and statues that the state itself cannot.

Reprisal driven by state collusion becomes increasingly apparent over time in Birmingham

throughout the 1940s and 1950s. What in retrospect we can clearly see as evidence of

complicity, in the contemporary time also seemed as such. While FBI records revealed

decades later that the Birmingham Police Department (BPD), was responsible for instigating

the bombing of a church in 1958, contemporaneous sources also described a sense of state

collusion. The Chicago Defender suggested in June 1950, that statements released by Police

Commissioner Connor in regards to residential-zoning matters may have been a signal for
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bombings to take place.5 The language used by city leaders also evoked an inevitability of

on-going and escalating violence. Connor and City Commissioner (later Mayor) James W.

Morgan both stated publicly that desegregation would not happen peacefully. Specifically,

Connor stated in a City Commission meeting, days before an August 1949 home bombing,

that if Black residents continued to challenge the status quo, “We are going to have bloodshed

in this town.”6

Why do reprisal and collusion matter? The Birmingham City Government’s collusion

becomes increasingly evident to its Black residents, forcing the adaptation of their tactics

for combating violence and demanding accountability. First, reprisal clearly signaled to the

Black community, as well as to the targeted individuals, that their well-being and their

integrity was of no concern to the “City Fathers” – Morgan, Mayor William Cooper Green,

and Connor.7 Not only did the city not recognize the right for Black property-owners to

occupy the homes they had purchased, but it encouraged the extra-legal efforts to evict Black

residents from white-zoned neighborhoods.

Second, reprisal is crucial, because it also clearly signaled to Black elites and the broader

Black population of Birmingham that traditional means of confronting government and de-

manding accountability – petitions, meetings, even attempts through electoral channels –

were wholly ineffective. New tactics were needed to put their issues in the face of city leaders,

and to provide protection for their leaders, as well as their own homes and families. Some

of these techniques, protests and boycotts for instance, come from a diffusing repertoire of

activism within the CRM. But, as the bombing risk expanded beyond Birmingham’s Black

middle-class, becoming and issue of relevance to a wider cross-section of residents, old social

networks evolved and new organizations emerged to carry out the fundamental services that

the BPD, under the command of Connor, was unwilling to perform.

Racial Zoning and Eviction by Bombing: 1947-1950

With sections of the city specifically zoned for occupation by white residents, Birmingham’s

growing Black population in the 1930s and 1940s, particularly those in the middle-class,

found themselves pressed for residential space. The center of this population shift was the

5“Birmingham’s Hate Blitz” The Chicago Defender. 6/17/1950.
6“Ministers Shoot Back After Second Bombing: Praise the Lord and Pass the Ammunition.” Chicago

Defender. 8/20/1949.
7Emory O. Jackson, Executive Secretary of the Birmingham NAACP Chapter and Editor of the Birm-

ingham World uses this term, quotations included, to describe city leaders in early correspondence. J.W.
Morgan Papers. BPL, Department of Archives and Manuscripts.
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North Smithfield area, where middle-class and professional African-Americans searched for

homes and land on which to buy property and build, gradually encroaching into the margins

of land zoned only for white occupation. The North Smithfield neighborhood, and specifically

the Center Street dividing line between Black and white zoned residences, became a target

for bombings between 1947-1950 as Black residents attempted to buy and occupy homes.

These bombings were violent manifestations of a residential zoning battle that was also

being fought in the court system. Black residents did not find themselves in neighbor-

hoods zoned for white-only occupation by happenstance. Those who moved into these areas

were engaging in inherently political actions, challenging a Birmingham ordinance that lim-

ited the areas in which Black residents could live. The North Smithfield area, featured in

Figure 1, became the center of this residential fight because of its proximity to a Black-

zoned public housing complex and the middle-class Black neighborhood of Titusville. Over

time, the North Smithfield neighborhood took on the name of “Dynamite Hill,” because of

the frequency with which Black-owned and occupied homes were bombed8 (Connerly 2005;

Rothstein 2017; Thornton 2002).

While explosive violence is reported in Birmingham newspapers as early as 1932,9 the first

noted instance of racially-targeted violence of this type occurred in August 1947, directed at

the unoccupied home of Samuel and Essie Mae Matthews. The Matthewses, a Black couple,

were in the process of building a new home on a lot zoned for white-only occupancy.10

The bombing and destruction of their home marked the beginning of a period of violence

that stretched from 1947-1950, over the course of which the bombings eight Black-owned

homes were reported in the North Smithfield neighborhood. The bombings were warnings

and threats carried out against Black people who purchased property, attempted to build

homes, moved into the area, or simply looked to buy property in the neighborhood. Several

individuals who had their homes bombed were parties directly involved in the legal fight to

eliminate racial residential zoning in Birmingham. One such plaintiff, Mary Means Monk,

was awarded a victory in United States Appeals Court on December 20, 1950, permitting her

8This term is also used to describe the neighborhood of Fountain Heights, which is the target of residential
home bombings between 1956-1958. While in close proximity to one another (now separated by an interstate
highway), they are two distinct neighborhoods. The use of the term to describe both places has contributed
to an obscured history of North Smithfield.

9Bomb Explodes in Sunday Show, Birmingham Post. December 26, 1932. Birmingham Public Library,
Department of Archives and Manuscripts.

10Birmingham Police Department Surveillance File. Birmingham Public Library, Department of Archives
and Manuscripts. “Shattered Blast” Birmingham World. August 22. 1947. Birmingham Public Library,
Department of Archives and Manuscripts.
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Figure 1: A zoning map of Birmingham’s North Smithfield neighborhood. Areas zoned for
“Negro” occupation are shaded. (Birmingham Police Department Surveillance File. Birm-
ingham Public Library, Department of Archives and Manuscripts.)
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to occupy her home zoned for white-occupancy.11 The day after the ruling was handed down,

December 21, the house she owned with her husband, Monroe, was bombed and destroyed

while she was inside (Connerly 2005).

These bombings were a means to dissuade Black people from moving into and residing in

the North Smithfield-Center Street area. Most of those who had homes and property bombed

later moved from the neighborhood; those who considered purchasing property in the area

decided to look elsewhere. But, some defiantly resolved not to leave the neighborhood. After

his home and office were bombed on April 13, 1950, dentist Joel Boykin proclaimed in the

press that he would rebuild his home where it once stood. Boykin made the decision at the

urging of his son, a veteran of the Second World War, who wrote to him, “if I can fight in

the war, you can rebuild.”12

Boykin purchased his lot, off of Center Street in North Smithfield, in 1948. He hired a

lawyer that same year to fight the protests of white neighbors contesting his move into the

neighborhood. Taking the fight to the city, the Zoning Board of Adjustment denied Boykin’s

application to rezone the property from B-1 (White) to B-2(Negro) occupancy. Though, on

the same date, Boykin’s contractor was issued a building permit to begin work on a home

to be constructed on the lot, with the knowledge that “issuance of such permit made no

provisions for a certificate of occupancy.”13 Boykin pushed on with construction, and he had

moved into the completed home when in was bombed in 1950.

While some in the press sympathized with Boykin, as a professional and respectable

man undeserving of attack, others were not moved by his plight. Dr. J.J. Thompson,

another dentist living several streets away in a Black-zoned area of North Smithfield, told

the Birmingham Post-Herald that,

“Those folks were warned before they started that house. And I know from experience

when a Negro gets a warning, he’d better heed it.”14

Boykin, and others, who attempted to integrate North Smithfield between 1947-1950

were not simply buying homes. They were engaging in incredibly political acts, with clear

11City of Birmingham et al. v. Monk et al
12Birmingham Civil Rights Institute transcript of interview with Joel Boykin Jr. Conducted by Horace

Huntley on March 22, 2001. BCRI Oral History Project. “Dr. Boykins to Rebuild Home Despite Bombings”
Atlanta Daily World. May 6, 1950.

13Letter from George R. Byrum Jr. to Connor, Green, and Morgan. November 16, 1948. “Bombings”
File. W. Cooper Green Collection. Birmingham Public Library, Department of Archives and Manuscripts.

14“People in Blast Area Disturbed, Nervous.” April 14, 1950. ”Bombings” File. W. Cooper Green Papers.
Birmingham Public Library, Department of Archives and Manuscripts.
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and credible threats of reprisal. His home was not randomly targeted. He acted defiantly,

and in a manner that many Black residents were unable or unwilling to do at the time.

Others, though, heeded the warnings, vacating or reconsidering the purchase of property

in the neighborhood. Leroy Gaillard and his wife, who toured a home in North Smithfield,

recalled that they “looked at a house on the corner of 1st Street and 10th Court, which was

previously owned by a white family. We contemplated buying it, and when we were in the

process of negotiating with the real estate company to buy it, they bombed it down to the

ground.”15

When the home of Reverend Milton Curry was bombed and damaged in August 1949.

The NAACP, in the immediate aftermath of the bombing, wrote to City Commissioner

James Morgan in a telegram to insist that protection be provided for Curry’s home in light

of his decision to stay in that place.16 Such protection was never provided; Curry changed

his mind about staying, eventually vacating. In May 1950, the same building and lot at 1100

North Center Street were bombed with new occupants inside.17

Failure of Traditional Tactics and the Decline of the NAACP

How did the Black community in Birmingham politically respond to these bombings between

1947-1950? A rich civic society existed among middle-class Black residents in the city.

The Birmingham World, produced long schedules of club meetings and gatherings, these

organizations included the Negro Citizens Defense Committee of Birmingham, fraternities,

and the Birmingham Metropolitan Council of Negro Women, among others.18 Numerous

neighborhood-level civic associations also existed that filled roles left vacant by the city

government (Connerly 2005). In the wake of residential home bombings, these organizations

expressed their outrage and disappointment with the violence through traditional channels of

communication with Birmingham’s white political leaders and in an uncoordinated manner.

Petitions and telegrams were sent to the Mayor’s office calling for greater protection of Black

residents and their property.

After the bombing of the Curry residence, Emory O. Jackson, in his capacity of Birm-

ingham World editor, sent a telegram to Morgan urging the city to comply with the court-

15This appears, based on address, to be a home owned by S.L. Green, bombed in March 1949. Quotation
from the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute transcript of interview with Leroy Gaillard. Conducted by
Horace Huntley on March 18, 1998. BCRI Oral History Project.

16Telegram from Emory O. Jackson to Morgan. June 3, 1949. “Zoning Board – Smithfield, 1949” File.
J.W. Morgan Papers. Birmingham Public Library, Department of Archives and Manuscripts.

17“Home of Minister Bombed in Bham,” Atlanta Daily World. April 25, 1950.
18W. Cooper Green Papers. Birmingham Public Library, Department of Archives and Manuscripts.
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Victim Name Bombing Date Neighborhood
& Address

Samuel and Essie Mae Matthews August 18, 1947 North Smithfield
120 Eleventh Court

Bishop S.L. Green
John Madison

March 25, 1949 North Smithfield

Milton Curry Jr.
E.B. DeYampert

August 13, 1949 North Smithfield
1100 Center St. N.

J.A. Boykin April 13, 1950 North Smithfield
524 12th Terrace N.

B.W. Henderson April 22, 1950 North Smithfield
1100 Center St. N.

Mary Means Monk December 21, 1950 North Smithfield
750 Center Street

Bethel Baptist Church
F.L. Shuttlesworth

December 25, 1956 Collegeville
3191 29th Avenue N.

Otis and Catherine Flowers December 31, 1956 Woodlawn
5712 3rd Avenue N.

Oscar Hyde April 9, 1957 Fountain Heights
1135 12th Place N.

George Dickerson April 9, 1957 Fountain Heights
1143 12th Place N.

Allen Temple April 1957 Bessemer
917 22nd Street N.

Ashbury Howard April 1957 Bessemer
“Negro Home on Dynamite Hill” July 25, 1957 Fountain Heights
Cleopatra Prince October 19, 1957 Fountain Heights

1149 12th Place N.
David Hood Jr. November 1957 Bessemer

Robert and Annie Greer December 7, 1957 Fountain Heights
1216 13th Street N.

Temple Beth-El Synagogue
(Attempt)

April 28, 1958 2179 Highland Ave.

Dora Maudin May 13, 1958 Bessemer
2420 Clarendon Ave.

Bethel Baptist Church June 29, 1958 Collegeville
3191 29th Avenue N.

Earnest Coppins July 17, 1958 Fountain Heights
1105 12th Avenue N.

William Blackwell July 28, 1958 Fountain Heights
1104 12th Avenue N.

Table 1: Known victims and/or locations of racial bombings in Birmingham, Alabama be-
tween 1947-1958. Supplemented by information from Connerly (2005), the names, dates,
and addresses here have been compiled and cross-referenced against various records, but still
remain incomplete.
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ordered interpretation of the city’s residential zoning law. “Negro people here correctly insist

that one has the Constitutional and American right to buy, to build, and to rent” he wrote.

”We assert that it is the American way and the human impulse for a man to defend his home

against peril and disrespect.”19

These appeals to American ideals and principles of democratic government were a com-

mon theme of petitions and letters to elected officials in these years. After the bombing of

the homes of S.L. Green and John Madison in March 1949, the Birmingham Metropolitan

Council of Negro Women declared, “this act of violence a sin against Christianity and democ-

racy, the very foundation upon which our nation was built.”20 Similarly, dedication to these

values and expectations of reciprocity are communicated in relation to military service. That

is, with African-Americans called upon to serve in the military abroad, the argument stood

that they should be deserving of the same rights as white people at home. A Birmingham

World reader wrote in 1949 that “Too many Negro boys fought for America. As Americans

they felt [it] was the promise and security. Too many Negro boys died for ’the land of the

free and home of the brave.’ That’s exactly what they died for, land of free whites, and only

brave Negroes would dare try to live here. Yes, this is America.” 21

Communication with elected officials was wholly unproductive, though, and passionate

letters and petitions were met with rote and indifferent responses. The petitioners were

tersely thanked for their interest in government manners in correspondence from the city’s

mayor, city commissioners, and police commissioner.22

Among a plethora of organizations address the concerns of middle-class Black residents,

the clear voice of the community in 1947 was the NAACP. Led by A. C. Maclin, J.J. Green,

and Emory O. Jackson as Executive Secretary, the organization attempted to keep the Black

community engaged in political matters, even in spite of barriers to participation. The State

of Alabama ratified its Boswell Amendment in 1946, an addition to the Alabama Constitution

that permitted tests of the “duties and obligations of good citizenship” to determine voter

eligibility. While the amendment itself never mentioned race, it was a thinly-veiled effort

to further prevent Black citizens from registering to vote in the state of Alabama (Murray

1950). Birmingham’s NAACP certainly interpreted it in this way, and the organization made

19Telegram from Birmingham World to Morgan. August 15, 1949. “Bombings” File. J. W. Morgan
Papers. Birmingham Public Library, Department of Archives and Manuscripts.

20Letter from Birmingham Metropolitan Council of Negro Women to Morgan. March 29, 1949. “Bomb-
ings” File. J. W. Morgan Papers. BPL, Department of Archives and Manuscipts.

21“Is this America?” March 29, 1949. Birmingham World. BPL, Department of Archives and Manuscripts.
22J.W. Morgan Papers and W. Cooper Green Papers. Birmingham Public Library, Department of Archives

and Manuscripts.
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the Boswell Amendment a rallying point to encourage voter registration in the subsequent

years. Also on the organization’s radar was Birmingham’s on-going efforts to enforce racial

segregation in the city through the use of zoning ordinances. The organization was directly

involved in litigation to fight these ordinance, encouraging the on-going legal battle and

bringing nationally-prominent figures, including Thurgood Marshall, to consult on and argue

the case in federal court.

The NAACP had a key role to play in the aftermath of bombings, encouraging Black

citizens to engage in traditional forms of political participation – with a heavy emphasis on

voter registration – and engaging in such forms itself, as described above. The organization

initially took the lead in rallying the community after attacks. Holding community meetings,

encouraging voter turnout, and soliciting funds for the victimized, the NAACP used the

bombings as a point of mobilization. It asked citizens to interpret the bombing of one

Black resident’s home as an affront to the entire Black community and to Birmingham itself.

NAACP Executive Secretary Emory O. Jackson also served as Editor of the Birmingham

World, and so coverage of the bombings would often – though not always – take the front

page of the paper. Opinion-editorials recounting the indignity of the attacks would appear in

the paper’s opinion page in the days after. The bombings were framed as a point of interest

even for those who did not live in North Smithfield.

Yet, even with the Birmingham NAACP chapter as the most prominent rallying point for

the victimized and the broader Black community in this time period, its membership began

to steadily decline. As the NAACP attempted to end bombings in the city – as well as en-

courage political participation – its membership disengaged. There is not evidence to suggest

that this was a result of the bombings scaring members and potential members away from

the organization. Using records sent from the Birmingham Branch to the national office,

I estimate aggregated new and renewed membership during this time, finding association

between membership enrollment and bombings. That is, on a monthly-basis, membership

through the Birmingham chapter does not significantly change in the aftermath of bomb-

ings. Further, in this period of time marked by home bombings, membership declines by

over 70 percent between 1946 and 1952, from approximately 8500 to 1814. National leader-

ship recognized this precipitous decline and sent National Vice-President Pearl Mitchell to

assist with the 1952 membership campaign.23 Early during her six-week stay in Birming-

ham, Mitchell wrote to Gloster Current, Director of NAACP Branches, confirming internal

23Letter to Pearl Mitchell. March 14, 1952. NAACP Papers. Branch Department, Branch Files, and
Youth Department Files, Birmingham, Alabama Branch Operations 1951-1952.
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Figure 2: Birmingham NAACP Branch annual membership estimations. Numbers are cal-
culated from membership reports send to the national headquarters from the Birmingham
Branch. These figures are cross-referenced against estimations found in the 1951-1952 Birm-
ingham NAACP Branch File.

tensions between Jackson and W.E. Shortridge, chairman of the Birmingham branch’s mem-

bership committee. The organization was sinking quickly; Jackson resigned his position in

April 1952 (later rescinding it, and then resigning again in October) and publicly shamed

the branch and Shortridge in the opinion pages of the Birmingham World, questioning the

integrity and commitment of leadership.24

Traditional forms of political participation, perhaps unsurprisingly, fail to bring about

any substantial response from the city to protect its citizens. But, the inability of NAACP

to make headway is particularly surprising. These attacks were noted on pamphlets and

reported on in the Birmingham World. Home bombings offered opportunities for the NAACP

to recruit members and special efforts were made on several occasions to raise money for those

who were directly victimized. However, a 1947-1948 campaign to raise $5,000 for Samuel

and Essie Mae Matthews fell far short of its goal. Jackson expressed his dissatisfaction

with the $325.10 ultimately collected in a June 1948 letter to Mr. Matthews.25 Ultimately,

perhaps due to concerns of more general importance to the Black community or the increasing

24Letter from Pearl Mitchell to Gloster Current. May 3, 1952. NAACP Papers. Branch Department,
Branch Files, and Youth Department Files, Birmingham, Alabama Branch Operations 1951-1952.

25Letter to Samuel Matthews. June 8, 1948. NAACP Papers. Branch Department, Branch Files, and
Youth Department Files, Birmingham, Alabama Branch Operations 1948.
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Figure 3: Portion of a letter sent to NAACP Director of Branches, Gloster B. Current from
the Birmingham NAACP Chapter. August 31, 1949. ”NAACP – Alabama – Birmingham”
File. BPL, Department of Archives and Manuscripts.
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friction among its internal leadership, the attention of the local NAACP chapter shifted to

other issues.26 While the NAACP won legal battles, striking down the city’s racial residential

laws, in theory allowing Black homeowners to occupy houses in white neighborhoods, the

reality was strikingly different. Birmingham’s white leaders were effectively endorsing the

use of extra-legal violence to enforce the legal statutes that it could not, and thus battle won

in court did not mean that residents were any safer.

This time period displays the failure of organizations, both local and nationally-prominent,

as well as traditional means of political participation, to stop bombings in the city. Notably,

home bombings did not cease because the NAACP or other Black leaders convinced the

Birmingham city government to arrest perpetrators, provide more protection to its Black

citizens, or permit residential integration. Only one suspect, Robert Chambliss, was ques-

tioned in connection to these bombings.27 In fact, the indifference, and the collusion, of

local elected officials made the bombings a clear extra-legal means of enforcing zoning law.

This becomes apparent in correspondence. Appealing a federal circuit court’s ruling that

racial zoning in Birmingham was unconstitutional, the city even used the unsolved bombings

as evidence of the dangers of an integrated city. The bombings stop in this initial period

because the residential integration issue was effectively side-lined. While the courts ruled

racial zoning was an illegal practice in Birmingham, Black residents slowed their efforts to

further integrate the North Smithfield community (Connerly 2005).

This reprisal of violence is critically important in this initial period of bombings. Political

actions had violent reactions, the consequences of which extended beyond those who took

the political action themselves. These attacks affected neighbors and the broader Black

community as well. More importantly, though, with each additional bombing Black residents

were shown, even those middle-class North Smithfield residents, that they were without a

doubt second-class citizens to their government. No matter whether they served in the

military or were of religious or professional status, their race limited where they could live

in the city of Birmingham. Their occupation, social status, or education did not endear

them to the “City Fathers.” The city of Birmingham did not care to defend or protect them

from those vigilantes who would attempt to take the law in their own hands. Appeals to the

local government for police protection went unaddressed and the bombing continued. Thus,

26NAACP Papers. Branch Department, Branch Files, and Youth Department Files, Birmingham, Alabama
Branch Operations 1949, 1950, 1951-1952.

27Chambliss was detained by police in relation to bombings in 1949, but he was released after denying
involvement. He would later be convicted of committing the 1963 Sixteenth Street Baptist Church Bombing.
Source: Birmingham Alabama Police Department. Surveillance Files 1947-1980. Birmingham Public Library,
Department of Archives and Manuscripts.
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reprisal came to be equated with state complicity and indifference.

This is indicative of a broader shift happening in Birmingham, certainly related to, but

not limited to bombings.28 Traditional means of participation did not protect Black residents.

Voting, petitioning, or attempting to negotiate were not, and had never been, a sufficient

means of advocating for the rights and well-being of the population, as evidenced by the poor

housing and neighborhood conditions in Black neighborhoods. This becomes all the more

apparent as violence again and again terrorizes Black residents. The reprisal of violence,

the unwillingness of the city government to stop bombings, in addition to its complicity in

their continuance, clearly demonstrated to Black residents that other tactics were required

to demand accountability. This becomes strikingly apparent when the bombings begin again

in 1956.

The Revival of Racial Bombing: 1956-1958

While explosions related to labor disputes occurred in Birmingham in the time between 1951

and 1955, December 1956 marked the reemergence of coercive racially-targeted bombings.

Ultimately, between 1956 and September 16, 1963, twenty-six (known) racially-targeted

bombings occurred within the city.

This revival of violence was in the aftermath of the NAACP’s suppression in the state

of Alabama.29 The NAACP was effectively outlawed in Alabama in 1956, and the Alabama

Christian Movement for Human Rights (ACMHR) emerged in the summer of that same

year as Birmingham’s leading Black activist organization. The ACMHR pursued a mission

dedicated to “press[ing] forward persistently for freedom and Democracy, and the removal

from our society [of] any form of second-class citizenship.”30 The organization was comprised

of a series of local pastors, but with a clear leader in Reverend Fred L. Shuttlesworth. With

the inception of the ACMHR, Shuttlesworth began planning efforts to integrate different

aspects of the city. The ACMHR met weekly, rotating through churches across Birmingham,

and engaging Black members in civic and political action guided by a non-violent philosophy.

This political activity, though, made the churches and individuals involved targets for would-

be bombers (Manis 2009; Thornton 2002).

As the burgeoning Civil Rights Movement was gaining momentum elsewhere in Alabama,

28For example, the castration of Judge Aaron in 1957 (Carter 2013).
29NAACP v. Alabama (1958)
30President’s Annual Address. June 5, 1959. ACMHR Annual Addresses. Reverend F.L. Shuttlesworth

Collection. Birmingham Civil Rights Institute.
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the parsonage of the Bethel Baptist Church, home to Reverend Fred L. Shuttlesworth and

his family, was bombed on the evening of December 25, 1956. The parsonage was destroyed

completely and the church suffered extensive damage. In the immediate aftermath, residents

crowded around the destruction to catch a glimpse of the pastor as he emerged from the

wreckage. Shuttlesworth described that moment as a coronation as his role as the leader

of the ACMHR and the CRM in Birmingham. Others who were present expressed similar

perceptions, describing Shuttlesworth’s survival as a consecration of the Birmingham Move-

ment and Shuttlesworth himself.31 The next morning, in defiance of the effort to stop him,

Shuttlesworth continued with a pre-established plan to lead a protest of the Birmingham bus

system, in emulation of the successful campaign in Montgomery which began the previous

year (Manis 1999).32

Over the next ten years, bombers would target the homes of Black residents attempting to

move into majority white neighborhoods, the churches that were the basis of CRM activity,

and they would also target the homes and businesses of the Black leaders who made them-

selves public faces of integration in Birmingham. Shuttlesworth’s home and church were

ultimately targeted three times, and prominent Black businessman A.G. Gaston, lawyer

Arthur Shores, and Reverend A.D. King, brother of Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., were

targeted multiple times between 1958 and 1962. Violence and victimization were certainly

one way of that clear leaders of the Birmingham Movement were ordained (Chong 1991),

but these attacks also shifted the structure and tactics of the targeted community.

While effectively ushering in a new period of racial bombing and political protest in

Birmingham, the 1956 Christmas bombing of the Bethel Baptist Church was a lightning rod

of political participation for the Black Collegeville community in which it occurred. The

attack on the church was perceived as an attempt by segregationists to stop the momentum

of the impending bus boycott and to scare Black residents away from participation. While

perhaps fulfilling some of that intent, what the attack did instead was draw people into

the ACMHR. These were people who before had been content to allow others to take on

this issue of integration and civil rights. One such individual, Ruben Davis recounted, in

regard to the 1956 Christmas Day bombing of the Bethel Baptist Church, that he “didn’t

actually get involved in the Movement [ACMHR] until my church was bombed. When the

church was bombed the first time, that activated a whole lot of people. We became seriously

31Birmingham Civil Rights Institute transcript of interview with Fred L. Shuttlesworth. Conducted by
Horace Huntley on December 10, 1996. BCRI Oral History Project.

32Birmingham Civil Rights Institute transcript of interview with Fred L. Shuttlesworth. Conducted by
Horace Huntley on December 10, 1996. BCRI Oral History Project.
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concerned.”33 Rather than scattering ACMHR members and the broader Black community,

this bombing pulled them together. For some it invoked the memory of previous bombings,

and for others it was shocking expression of contempt from unseen sources.

Guided by new leaders, and empowered by a history of violence and institutional indif-

ference, the Black Collegeville community took a different approach to confronting violence

from their neighbors almost ten years earlier in North Smithfield. Rather than operate

through traditional channels, residents took their protection and safety into their own hands

creating new cross-neighborhood networks where none had previously existed.

The Cross-Sections of Class

Important to consider, as well, is the influence of class in both the generation of social cap-

ital and community members political reactions to bombings. Racially-targeted bombings

in Birmingham began as a response to Black residents moving into white-zoned areas of

the North Smithfield neighborhood. The city government’s efforts to thwart Black residents

from moving into these neighborhoods did not prevent Black people from buying homes or

property in white-zoned areas, but it did prevent them from occupying those homes. North

Smithfield residents were middle to upper-class Black professionals (doctors, lawyers), who

had the means to purchase property and make efforts to integrate previously all-white areas

of the community. Thus, the challenges that these residents posed to residential segrega-

tion were not initially through the court system. Their challenges took the form of home

purchases, thus forcing the city’s hand to uphold racial-zoning and evictions. Subsequent

litigation was the result of the city’s efforts to remove Black residents from homes they

purchased and occupied.34

Home ownership and home occupation were the center of the first period of racial bombing

in Birmingham, Alabama. This clearly distinguishes it from the later period beginning in

1956, when both churches and homes were the target. Early North Smithfield bombings were

intended to send clear signals to those who bought the homes, those who occupied them, and

those who might try to move into the North Smithfield neighborhood. These attacks also set

up a clear class division. While bombings were certainly a physical assault and a warning

to the larger Black community, they were of particular relevance to those members of the

middle-class who could afford to purchase homes and move into these liminal communities.

33Birmingham Civil Rights Institute transcript of interview with Ruben Davis. Conducted by Horace
Huntley on March 20, 1996. BCRI Oral History Project.

34City of Birmingham et al. v. Monk et al. (1950); Matthews v. City of Birmingham (1951)
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Other Black neighborhoods in Birmingham at this time, like Collegeville, where Bethel

Baptist Church is still located located today, were lined by open-ditches and lacked running

water, paved streets, and street lights (Connerly 2005).

A clear class divide existed, and this divide is certainly reflected in the occupations of

those who are targeted between 1947-1951: a dentist, contractor, and several pastors (who

owned multiple homes). The divide is reflected in the organizations that reach out to the

city government in the aftermath of bombings. Professional organizations, local branches

of fraternal associations, groups of housewives and university women reach out via letter,

telegram, and petition to condemn the on-going violence. In 1949, a committee tasked with

negotiating with city leaders over the zoning ordinance consisted of only prominent and

wealthy Black community members. Arthur Shoes, lawyer and legal representation for the

NAACP, Bishop S.L. Green, a victim of home bombing himself in March 1949, W.C. Patton,

president of the Birmingham Negro League, Helen Gaillard, President of the Negro Women’s

Club, and A.G. Gaston, the city’s first Black millionaire, among others, comprised group

that attempted to find common ground on the zoning dispute.35 Whereas the bombing

issue was clearly a concern of middle-class and professional Black leaders in the community

between 1947-1950, the issue became one that affected Black residents of any class status as

time went on.

These early-era bombings were an attack predominantly on Birmingham’s more affluent

Black residents. This is not to say that bombings after 1956 did not target wealthy Black

leaders in Birmingham. The home of Arthur Shores was bombed twice in 1963, and the

businesses and home of A.G. Gaston were also bombed in 1963. Both men had integral

parts in the Birmingham Movement. By this point in time, though, a larger contingent of

the Black community had been drawn into the Movement fold. In the earliest period of

bombing, victimization was clearly marked by class.

This distinction differentiates it from bombings that happen after 1956. These attacks

targeted churches - as well as homes – and thus opened up the scope of target and vic-

timization more widely than Birmingham’s middle-class Black community and broader than

those who live in North Smithfield. Targeting churches made the bombings more egalitarian,

in a sense. Not only did attacking churches target more people, but targeting these social

network centers brought the fight for integration – across all aspects of the city – to a larger

population. Integration and civil rights were not only a privilege for the middle-class. These

35Letter from Morgan to Robert Williams. July 14, 1949. “Zoning Board – Smithfield, 1949.” J.W.
Morgan Papers. Birmingham Public Library, Department of Archives and Manuscripts.
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issues became concerns for all of Birmingham’s Black residents; no longer an issue for just

the middle-class, but one that touched every person.

An Evolving and Expanding Resistance Repertoire

Indicative of another change is the shift away from appeals to American and democratic

values in bombing-related correspondence between 1956 and 1958. Rather than attempting

to convince local officials of the legitimacy of Black citizens, writers an petitioners instead

insisted that the federal government be called upon to intervene. In a piece that strongly

implied collusion between local police and white supremacists, a reader wrote that,

“Since this long string of unsolved bombings still seems to baffle local authorities, it seems

that they would invite the Federal Bureau of Investigation in to help them clear up these

outrageous acts. We believe that with the local crime fighters joining with the FBI that all

of these racial bombings would be cleared up swiftly. Experts have come from Washington

to help with housing in Birmingham, then why not with the solution of the bombings?”36

Statements like these, in which calls for federal intervention are linked to subtle accusa-

tions of corruption and collusion between the local police and white supremacist groups, are

not uncommon.

For example, on December 1, 1958, almost six months after the attempted bombing of

an Bethel Baptist Church, ACMHR leaders sent a letter to city leaders pointing out the

curiosity of sending police officers to monitor the ACMHR weekly meetings, while not being

able to provide sufficient police protection of it and other targets. The letter signed by

Shuttlesworth and ACMHR Secretary Reverend N. H. Smith Jr., goes on to assert that, “It

is indeed strange that the Commission could ignore a petition with over 1,000 signatures for

adequate police protection of a twice bombed church, and can now deploy several cars and

many officers around our Mass Meetings in Churches several times a week.”37

A rich history of civic organizations in Birmingham’s Black neighborhoods created sources

of social capital and political outreach for their residents. These organizations challenged

local zoning ordinances and made overages to city officials for better infrastructure and

support from the city government (Connerly 2005). These organizations also served as

activation points for bombing responses. Civic organizations wrote the local government in

36“Not Fully Solved.” Birmingham World. July 30, 1958. BPL, Department of Archives and Manuscripts.
37Letter and Petition from ACMHR to Connor. August 9, 1958. “Segregation: 1957-1958” File. J.W.

Morgan Papers. Birmingham Public Library, Department of Archives and Manuscripts.
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the aftermath of home bombings to insist that city officials make the effort to capture the

culprit. In the aftermath of residential bombings, existing organizations, like the NAACP,

were sources of protest in support of the victimized. But, these appeals went unanswered by

the city government. The failure of these organizations (and their petitions, telegrams, and

letters to elected officials) to force the city government into action brought about repeated

reprisal in the North Smithfield community as individuals and groups continued to challenge

the city’s zoning laws and bombings continued to occur. Thus, other types of organizations

developed for communities to advocate on their own behalf.

Denied legitimacy and facing the risk of reprisal, the residents of Collegeville and North

Smithfield developed associations to provide protection where the Birmingham Police De-

partment failed. That is, the absence of state protection created an environment of perpetual

threat in which homes and churches could be destroyed on any given evening. In the wake

of this threat of reprisal, an organization of volunteers was formed – the North Smithfield

Protection Organization – to guard houses and patrol targeted neighborhoods and homes.

Notably, this organization developed out of the Democratic Progressive Council, an orga-

nization founded in the 1940s to encourage voter registration and political participation

among its Black members. The purpose of the Democratic Progressive Council evolved over

time, and the clinic became a meeting point to plan for guarding homes and churches rather

than a space for teaching civic principles.38 Members of this organization were committed

to taking shifts all night long, driving around North Smithfield to keep watch for potential

perpetrators. Others were stationed in particular locations to stand guard. These patrols

and guards were coordinated by walkie-talkies and took their posts throughout the night.39

One of these guardsmen, Leroy Gaillard recalled that:

“We patrolled that area, and I had radio equipment, cars and trucks that I loaned to the

association at night when we weren’t working. They patrolled the neighborhood. Some of

my trucks were big trucks, like a dump truck and had a radio in it. So, they put it in a

stationary position, they just parked and observed. Small trucks and cars they would just

patrol the neighborhood all night. I would meet them every night at 6:30 and we would

dispatch the cars and trucks out. I had a radio monitor in my bedroom, so I could monitor

my cars and also monitor the police van and the police department.”40

38ACMHR File and Rev. F. L. Shuttlesworth Papers. Birmingham Civil Rights Institute.
39Birmingham Civil Rights Institute transcript of interview with Leroy Gaillard. Conducted by Horace

Huntley on March 18, 1998. BCRI Oral History Project.
40Birmingham Civil Rights Institute transcript of interview with Leroy Gaillard. Conducted by Horace

Huntley on March 18, 1998. BCRI Oral History Project.
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Just as guard units developed in North Smithfield, a similar association and system of

protection developed in the Collegeville area after the Christmas bombing of Reverend Shut-

tlesworth’s home and Bethel Baptist Church. One of Shuttlesworth’s guardsmen, Colonel

Stone Johnson, recalled that when the church and parsonage was bombed on Christmas 1956,

“It was just like they bombed my house. It could have been mine. See, if you stand up,

talk straight, the Klu Klux would retaliate. They didn’t count the law.”41 Thus, Johnson

noted both the personal nature of these attacks, even if they did not directly target one’s

own home or property, and also the risk of retaliation and reprisal that could be provoked

from segregationists. So moved by the bombing, even though they were not Shuttlesworth’s

parishioners nor members of the ACMHR, Johnson and others stood guard overnight to

watch the Bethel Baptist Church and the surrounding neighborhood for years after the

Christmas Day bombing.

These guards would sit in the front room of a home across from the church, a spot

designated as a guard house. Here, they would keep a vigil eye turned toward the church

building and parsonage. Their presence (and the warning of the homeowner’s daughter)

prevented the dynamiting of the church in June 1958, though the planted bomb did explode

in its vicinity.42 Yet, even these attempts to self-monitor neighborhoods were undermined

by police; the men and women who thwarted this attempt, significantly reducing damage to

the church, were subjected to lie detector tests from the BPD and scrutiny in the press.43

Some of the targeted fought back physically in the first period of residential bombings

between 1947-1950, but little coordinated effort among homeowners occurred in this time pe-

riod. These empowered individuals sat watch over their own homes, prepared with weapons

and ready to chase down those who attempted to bomb their homes. The Birmingham

World reported that after the bombing of the homes of Reverends Milton Curry and E.B.

DeYampert, a group of men waiting on the porch fired shotguns at the perpetrator’s vehicle

as it fled the scene.44 But, these isolated approaches at protection, were ineffective, as were

organizations like Birmingham Property Owners Protection Association (BPOPA). This as-

sociation, rather than provide physical protection to Black residents of North Smithfield, as

41Birmingham Civil Rights Institute transcript of interview with Colonel Stone Johnson. Conducted by
Horace Huntley on January 6, 1995. BCRI Oral History Project.

42Birmingham Civil Rights Institute transcript of interview with LaVerne Revis Martin. Conducted by
Horace Huntley on July 17, 1996. BCRI Oral History Project.

43“Bomb Attempt Witnesses Get Lie Detector Tests.” July 4, 1958. Birmingham Post-Herald. Birming-
ham Public Library, Department of Archives and Manuscripts.

44“High Feelings Follow Bombings.” August 16, 1949. Birmingham World. “Bombings” File. J.W.
Morgan Papers. BPL, Department of Archives and Manuscripts.
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later guard units did, instead petitioned the city to repeal zoning restrictions on behalf of

the neighborhood’s Black residents.45

In contrast to the city’s apathy toward Black residents, the attempted bombing of a local

synagogue became a high priority concern for Connor and other local leaders. In the Spring

of 1958, a string of bombings targeting synagogues across the South drew city leaders to

Jacksonville, Florida to discuss an apparent coordinated anti-Jewish bombing campaign.46

No such summit was ever called to address bombings targeted at Black citizens, in regards to

Birmingham or similar attacks across the country.47 In fact, whereas Police Commissioner

Connor had staunchly opposed federal intervention to assist with solving prior bombings

against Black homes and churches in the years prior – newspapers continued to question the

lack of federal assistance in newspapers through 1963 – he appealed to the FBI to help solve

the bombing attempt at Birmingham’s Beth-El Temple.48

Ultimately, it was the work of guards like those in North Smithfield, Fountain Heights,

and Collegeville (as well as ACMHR mass meeting attendees) in July 1958 that led to the

arrest and conviction of the first suspected bombers in over a decade of attacks. Having left

a Klan rally on the outskirts of the city, three white men set several explosives next to the

home of William Blackwell, a resident who moved into the Fountain Heights neighborhood

the previous month. After detonation, as the bombers fled the scene, they encountered a

group of Protection Association guards who, having heard the explosion, chased after the

men. The perpetrators were caught and beaten, but they were able to escape from the

group. The three men were later arrested by the police after turning up at a local hospital

for medical treatment due to the severity of their injuries. These bombers were caught only

because of the structures and organizations in place in the Black community – the success

was theirs, not the Birmingham Police Department’s. The men were tried and convicted in

the subsequent months, and with these arrests, bombings ceased in Birmingham until late

1961. 49

Residents, like Blackwell, had no other alternatives; churches were unable to shield or

45Letter to Connor, Green, and Morgan from BPOPA.“Zoning, December 3, 1947 through October 24,
190.” W. Cooper Green Papers. Birmingham Public Library Archives.

46Notes from the Jacksonville Conference on Bombings. May 3, 1958. Florida State Archives.
47For example, prevalent home destruction in Chicago, Illinois in the same time period. “Arson-Bombings

and Other Terrorism against Negro Households in Chicago.”
48“‘Bomb’ Probe Plea By City Rejected.” May 13, 1958. Birmingham Post-Herald. Birmingham Public

Library, Department of Archives and Manuscripts.
49“Scenes in Bombing Area Change for Better or Worse – Who Knows?” July 19, 1958. Birmingham

Post-Herald. “Bombings” File. J.W. Morgan Papers. Birmingham Public Library, Department of Archives
and Manuscripts.
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uproot entire congregations. Nor were they necessarily willing to do so. Thus, community

defense organizations were developed out of necessity. The BPD’s failure to catch or convict

any bomber between 1947-1957, as well as what became a common belief that the BPD

were complicit in the violence, made it clear that the local government had little to no

interest in preventing the bombings. It even saw them as regulating behavior in these Black

communities in a way that law enforcement could not. For Black residents of Birmingham,

a stronger and more politically-engaged community network was established through these

acts of violence.

A Foundation for the Birmingham Movement

What does this history tell us about the Civil Rights Movement in Birmingham? In the

midst the Birmingham confrontation in April 1963, a carefully crafted and staged effort to

integrate Birmingham’s downtown business district, Martin Luther King wrote to the city’s

white clergymen from jail:

“Birmingham is probably the most thoroughly segregated city in the United States. Its

ugly record of brutality is widely known. Negroes have experienced grossly unjust

treatment in the courts. There have been more unsolved bombings of Negro homes and

churches in Birmingham than in any other city in the nation. These are the hard, brutal

facts of the case.”50

Key to arguments which theorize the success of the Birmingham Movement, is the strate-

gic understanding that the Black community and its leaders had about segregationists they

were confronting. Foremost, these men and women resisting integration were prone to vi-

olence. Not only did Black leaders understand that their opponents could be provoked to

violence, even when met with a non-violent resistance, but they recognized that the state

would do little, if anything, in response (McAdam 1982). We see this is true even after the

murders of Addie Mae Collins, Carol Denise McNair, Carole Robertson, and Cynthia Wesley

in the bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. The lack of state response over the

course of more than 10 years of periodic bombing effectively demonstrated to the Black com-

munity that the state would fail to protect them. Thus, as Morris (1986; 1993) and McAdam

(1982) recognize the combination of Black protest, white violence, and federal intervention,

and locally-rooted resources did facilitate mobilization. But, violence in prior decades was

50“Letter From a Birmingham Jail.” April 16, 1963. Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
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also crucial to later success of the Movement, because it shaped the organizations, leaders,

and resources involved.

For example, when the ACMHR started in churches and church leaders began to fill

the activist space left by the absent NAACP, bombings targeted churches involved with the

political push to integrate different aspects of the city – buses, schools, businesses. While

still targeting the homes of those involved with different aspects of the Movement, churches,

as centers of political activity, also became targets. While homes were private property,

jeopardizing the property of those around the homes targeted and the neighborhoods in which

they occurred, attacking churches expanded the reach of the shock-waves. These bombings

impacted not only homeowners or neighbors, but those who lived around these churches,

those who attended these churches, and those who were not members at all. Describing

SCLC mass meetings during the height of the Birmingham Movement, Morris writes that

they “rotated from church to church in order to maximize community solidarity” (Morris

1986, 257). These meetings, though, are modeled after the weekly, rotating meetings of the

ACMHR. At its inception in 1956, the ACMHR moved locations not only to strengthen and

expand the social network, but more so to distribute the risk of surveillance and reprisal

among many churches.

This facet of the meeting structure, regardless of its original intent, did draw in people to

the Movement who had previously not seen the issue as one of concern to them. In effect, it

made bombings relevant to the larger Black community in Birmingham. This strengthened

and expanded the community network that was needed to generate a tremendous mobiliza-

tion in 1963. The bombings against the Bethel Baptist Church (and other churches) created

new organizations, like the North Smithfield and Collegeville Protection Associations, in

order to preempt future reprisal. These bombings also reinforced, rather than destroyed ex-

isting Black social networks in Birmingham. As churches became the center of activity for the

ACMHR and protests took off to desegregate the city’s schools and buses, bombers shifted

their focus to the churches and homes central to this political movement. These bombings

were perceived as attempts to shatter morale and discourage participation in the CRM in

Birmingham. While bombs did dissuade some from engaging, for others, they brought what

had been a middle-class struggle to the attention of all of Black Birmingham. Thus, those

who had not had their own homes bombed felt the impact of the violence through the church

networks. By attacking, and attempting to destroy the physical church itself – or that of

which it was more symbolically representative – the bombing strengthened the resolve of

those involved and recruited more people to the cause of integration and civil rights in Birm-
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ingham. This certainly did not mean that the community engaged as a whole, but that more

people engaged than had done so previously. A greater proportion of the Black community

saw the bombings as relevant and threatening to them in 1958 – and even more so in 1963

– than had likely thought so between 1947-1950.

Violence also drew in people that had not previously seen the fight as theirs. When

the issue was about residential integration – relatively well-off Black professionals purchas-

ing homes in white neighborhoods that were economically inaccessible to lower class Black

citizens – the bombings were not necessarily a concern of the blue-collar, Black residents

of Collegeville. For the North Smithfield neighborhood, consisting of middle-class Black

professionals (doctors, lawyers), their challenge to residential zoning took the form of home

purchases and litigation. This activity was certainly not apolitical. Residents of North

Smithfield signed petitions and sent telegrams to city officials, encouraged by the NAACP

and local civic organizations. In the Collegeville neighborhood, though, the bombings that

shook the working-class community were targeted at churches as well as homes. The class

composition of this community was distinctly different from the North Smithfield Commu-

nity targeted through 1950, and both the privilege of history and access to different resources

influence how the two communities initially respond to bombings.

Ultimately, in the absence of protection from the city government and the threat of violent

reprisal, individuals collected together to protect themselves. Networks and organizations

were created where none had existed before. People were recruited from within and outside

of the churches in serve, protect, and protest. These individuals created their own schedules,

routines, and procedures for guarding homes and churches across the city. These again

expanded and strengthened Black social networks in the city, but also created a natural

source of recruitment and activism for the Birmingham Movement in 1963.

Violence, Mobilization, and the Risk of Reprisal

Significant destruction occurred in Birmingham, but in that process there was the creation

of a rich system of social networks and civic organization. It is from this that we can, in

part, trace later mobilization. Racially-targeted bombings in Birmingham left more than

just a memory in their wake. This violence created tangible structures, new organizations,

and inspired activists, all of which influenced later protest activity in the city. In effect,

violence was one way (of surely several) that the indigenous resources, essential to theories

of mobilization that draw on the Birmingham Movement, came to be.
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This is a crucial point to distinguish – I do not argue that violence was only a mobilizing

force in Birmingham, but I highlight as one pathway to facilitate. Th reprisal of violence

in Birmingham, the failure of the local city government to protect its Black residents, the

failure of traditional forms of political participation to garner a response, and attacks against

social networks all contributed to the creation of new organizations and structures by which

Black citizens of Birmingham reinforced their own community.

Political engagement in the face of danger, through home purchases, political voice, or

protest, led to reprisal. I argue that this reprisal – effectively the government collusion with

non-state actors to repress its citizens – generated social capital and fostered community

robustness needed for further political mobilization. To understand why Birmingham mo-

bilized in 1963, we must know more than its elite leadership or local organizations. We

must understand from where those leaders and organization emerged and were developed.

In Birmingham, this was out of necessity in the wake of racially-targeted bombings.

Extending consideration of Birmingham’s history of violence and political mobilization

allows us to better comprehend the long road that led to the Birmingham Movement in the

Spring of 1963, in the spirit of scholarship that advocates for extending our consideration of

the CRM (Francis 2019; Francis 2014; Hall 2005). Such consideration also provides insight

into the lasting repercussions of violence in the communities in which similar attacks occur.

Contemporary violence, state-sanctioned and otherwise, may set the stage for successful

insurgency and protest movement outcomes in the future. Hence, the argument I put forth

in this paper is not limited to study of the CRM nor violence with racial dimensions.

Birmingham was chosen – for its violent history, for its engaged Black community, and the

strength of its internal organizations (McAdam 1982; Morris 1986; Morris 1993). But, why

Birmingham was chosen has more to do with just the memory of violence, or the expectation

that violence would continue in a city under the control of Bull Connor. Birmingham’s Black

communities, neighborhoods, and residents, endured and persevered in the face of threat.

Recognizing the apathy and animus of their “elected” representatives, they adapted their

own strategies and behaviors over time. Birmingham was thus not only an ideal place to

stage a carefully planned attack against white supremacy in 1963 because it would almost

assuredly elicit violence. Violence had years-before demonstrated to the Black community

that traditional means of political engagement would not be effective. This violence brought

the issue to the forefront of the community, and it expanded the reach and the strength of

social capital, social networks, and politically-minded organizations in the city. Were it not

for the trials and failures of those who had the means to integrate North Smithfield in 1947-
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1950, the strategy to combat violence after 1956 would have been significantly different. This

history of violent reprisal is intricately linked to the city’s indigenous resources and social

networks, and, I argue, a contributing factor to the Birmingham Movement.
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