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In May of 2008, I was lucky enough to do something most writers only dream about. I’d written a book, The Chris Farley Show, a biography of the Saturday Night Live star who died from a drug overdose at the age of thirty-three. It was published to great reviews, hit the New York Times bestseller list, and stayed there for four glorious, ego-massaging weeks. Then I was unemployed. I needed another book to write, but my sophomore publishing effort had proved to be as much a curse as a blessing. My previous book had been a biography of John Belushi, the other larger-than-life SNL star killed by a drug overdose at the age of thirty-three. Everywhere I went people would say, “Huh. Dead, fat comedians? That’s what you do?”

I’d pigeonholed myself. I wasn’t interested in writing about dead, fat comedians anymore, and there weren’t many of them left, besides. But I wasn’t an authority on anything else. As far as the market was concerned, it was all I was qualified to do. Even my literary agent and my editor, sympathetic to my plight, advised me that the only kind of book I could sell was something in the ill-fated celebrity genre. I pitched my publisher a number of ideas in a different vein, all of them politely batted down. So like any unemployed person, I started watching a lot of television.

It was the summer of the 2008 presidential election. The twenty-four-hour news cycle was churning at full tilt, and I was glued to the drama. Hillary Clinton was desperately clinging to a primary campaign that was already mathematically over. John McCain was running around the country, rapidly shrinking before our eyes from a war hero “maverick” into some crotchety old dude. And there in between them was pretty much the awesomest guy ever to run for president in my lifetime, Barack Obama. I’ll admit it: I was totally in the bag for the Yes We Can crusade. I didn’t just drink the Obama Kool-Aid. No, I sucked those flavor crystals right out of the packet. The speeches, the audacity—I bought all of it. My friends and I, we’d gather on Tuesday nights to drink and cheer as the primary results came in. For the first time in my life I gave money, and not a small amount of it, to a political candidate. The night he finally clinched the nomination, my friends and I all let out a collective “Yes!” But somewhere in all my excitement over America’s first black presidential nominee, I came to a not-small realization: I didn’t actually know any black people. I mean, I’ve met them, have been acquainted with a few in passing, here and there. I know of black people, you could say. But none of my friends were black. I’d never had a black teacher, college professor, or workplace mentor. I’d never even been inside a black person’s house. I knew it wasn’t just me. I started randomly polling friends and associates—most of them enlightened, open-minded, well-traveled, left-leaning white folks like me—asking them how many black friends they had. The answers were pretty pathetic.

“Um, I work with a black guy.”

“I had a biracial friend in high school.”

“I’ve got… one—wait… no, two! I’ve got two.”

“Real black friends? You mean ones that aren’t on television?”

By the time election season was done, it was pretty clear to anyone who was paying attention that there were black people supporting Obama and there were white people supporting Obama, but we were doing it the same way black people and white people do just about everything: in different zip codes. Even inside the big arenas, how many of those people cheered their candidate on only to return at the end of the night to separate homes, neighborhoods, and lives? Obama’s election was astonishing, unprecedented. But what did it really prove other than that it’s easier to vote for a black man than to sit and have a beer with one?

With a black president headed to the White House, every publisher in New York was being flooded with proposals for books about his candidacy and race and politics and the rest of it—all coming from authors, academics, and important people far more impressive than I. So I called my editor and told her I didn’t want to write a book about Barack Obama. I wanted to write a book about why I didn’t know any black people. I wanted to skip from dead, fat comedians to the history of racial integration in America. There was no reason in the world for her to agree to let me do it. There was certainly no way she’d pay me actual money to do it. But my pitch was pretty simple. Sure, I had no idea what I was doing, but to be a white person writing a book about race, ignorance was the only qualification I would need.

Sold.
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Once I sat down to work, one of the first things my memory dredged up was a date I’d been on a couple years before. I was seeing this young woman who worked in international humanitarian relief. A perky go-getter type, she had made it her dedicated mission to save all the starving children of Africa. On one of our earlier outings, when she was telling me about all her trips to Sudan, she shared one of the defining moments of her life, the thing that had spurred her in this calling to help save the world: the time she got to meet her hero, Nelson Mandela.

She’d been in college and had gone to South Africa to do research for her senior thesis on the history of Apartheid. Through a random connection she was invited to a smallish, intimate meeting where the former South African president was going to be. She told me she got to shake Mandela’s hand, look into his eyes, and tell him how his life and his struggle had inspired her so deeply.

“That’s great,” I said. “Did you tell him you belong to a restricted country club?”

Because she did. Or her parents did, anyway. She would use the membership when she was home, so same thing. Her brain froze for a few seconds after I’d said it. Then there was some nervous laughter.

The young woman and I are no longer together. But that’s not the point of the story. The point is that you don’t have to be crushing on Nelson Mandela during brunch at your restricted country club to live your life in a cloud of cognitive dissonance. When you’re white in America, life is a restricted country club by default, engineered in such a way that the problems of race rarely intrude on you personally. During the time of Jim Crow, it took a great deal of terrorism, fear, and deliberate, purposeful discrimination to keep the color line in place. What’s curious about America today is that you can be white and enjoy much of the same isolation and exclusivity without having to do anything. As long as you’re not the guy dumb enough to get caught emailing racist jokes around the office, all you have to do is read about black people in the newspaper. And, really, you don’t even have to do that. Where you need a deliberate, purposeful sense of action is to go the other way, to leave the country club and see what’s going on out in the world. It also helps when a publisher agrees to pay you to do it.

This book is not a memoir. It’s dotted with a few anecdotes of mine here and there, but it’s not about me. Nothing has ever happened to me that anyone else would ever care to read about, ever. The only interesting thing about my life is that it’s not interesting at all. It’s the standard, white, middle-class American Dream—dating from the time when such a thing was taken for granted by standard American white people. My great-grandparents were Louisiana sharecroppers on my mother’s side and dirt-poor farmers from Texas on my dad’s. Neither of my grandfathers finished high school but both got steady working-class jobs—factory worker and flooring contractor—in the post–World War II economic boom. My mother and father were first in their families to go to college—state schools—becoming a teacher and an architect, respectively. From there, my brother and I were bootstrapped into good neighborhoods, the best schools, private universities, and rewarding careers. If neither of us is rich, it’s because we took the opportunities that weren’t about the money, which is its own form of luxury. There have been some ups and downs, but it’s mostly the story of things working out the way we tell everyone that America is supposed to work out.

My life becomes interesting only when you use it to compare and contrast. My peers and I came of age alongside a singular generation of black Americans: the Children of the Dream. Born in the late sixties and early seventies, they were the inheritors of a world without Jim Crow, vested with the hopes of all that their parents had fought and perhaps died for. Starting with the Brown v. Board decision that overturned the principle of separate but equal schooling, the civil rights movement overcame white hostility and resistance to pass landmark legislative victories that outlawed segregation in the voting booth, the workplace, and public accommodations. Starting in 1968 and 1969, busing and other school desegregation plans were implemented to improve access to education. Fair housing laws were enacted to eliminate segregated neighborhoods. Sweeping federal mandates for affirmative action opened the doors for college admissions and job placement. The Children of the Dream were now supposed to get everything I got. Only it didn’t exactly happen that way.

From humble beginnings, my parents pole-vaulted into the middle class and started a family in the mid-1970s, right about the same time all the mechanisms of integration were allegedly working full-steam to give black families the same. Though born in Houston, Texas, I can’t really claim it as home. We moved around a good bit. From toddlerhood, I grew up mostly in the small town of Lafayette, Louisiana. I went to high school in Birmingham, Alabama, attended college in New Orleans, and have since spent my entire adult life in New York City. All of these places have substantial black populations. Yet my standard middle-class pipeline was then and is now virtually all white. As I sat around marinating in the 2008 election coverage, I figured that fact had to be illustrative of something. What, I didn’t really know. But to retrace the color line through all the places I’ve lived, I figured, would have to yield a pretty thorough catalog of the mistakes that were made in trying to take it down. And somewhere in that catalog of mistakes might be the answer to fixing them. That was my hunch, at any rate.
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There is only one way to fit the subject of race into a single book. You cleave off the part you’re going to talk about and leave the rest for someone else. Otherwise you’ll never finish. So it’s worth starting off with a brief word about what this book is not.

Integration requires agency, some degree of social mobility. Any discussion of it tends toward those, black or white, with enough socioeconomic leverage to have options. So while this book explores life on both sides of the color line, most of it takes place on one side of the class divide. The ills that hobble the mobility of the underclass, and the gulf that separates the haves from the have-nots, is a related but separate set of issues.

The problem addressed here is the fact that the majority of black Americans are not poor, not any longer. In my generation more blacks have graduated from college than at any other time in history, yet the social, cultural, and economic gaps persist. The unemployment rate for black college grads is double that of white college grads. Rich/poor, North/South, red state/blue state, the color line seems to follow us everywhere.

This is also not a book about politics or policy. The macropolitical history of race is well and thoroughly documented, even if we don’t actually bother to teach any of it in our schools. The landmark court decisions and government programs that have shaped the way we deal with race have been woven in where necessary for background, but most of the book is just stories about people—the accumulated experiences and reflections of some fascinating individuals who were generous enough to share them with me. Taken together, they make for a personal, ground-level view of history as it happened. They’re largely anecdotal, rarely objective, and hardly definitive. Which is the only way it can be, really. But as I found in the dead, fat comedian business, even where objective fact is elusive, if you cobble together enough honesty you usually end up somewhere close to truth.

While the stories of the people I met are all unique, I endeavored to shape them into something universally accessible. To that end, I didn’t write about integration in the military or in professional sports or in restricted country clubs—nothing that specific. I wanted to look at the everyday places where people should meet and interact, but don’t. Given the limits of word count and time, that boiled down to four major things: schools, neighborhoods, the workplace, and church. Everybody’s sat in the school cafeteria. We all live somewhere. Before the second Bush administration, most of us had jobs. And we all belong to something that serves as our church, whether that thing meets on Sunday morning or not.

On the subject of school integration, I started by going back and looking at the history of busing at my high school in Birmingham, Alabama. Digging into the issue of fair housing and white and black neighborhoods, I wound up in a place I’ve never lived but where the segregated American cityscape came into being: Kansas City, Missouri. For the history of workplace discrimination and affirmative action, I went back to my onetime employer, New York’s advertising industry, where I worked as a copywriter starting in the late 1990s. And lastly, to try to understand what is still the most segregated hour in the country, I went all the way back home to southern Louisiana, where small towns dot the countryside and the Roman Catholic Church still today maintains separate black and white parishes—right across the street from each other.

When I say I had no idea what I was doing when I started this endeavor, I’m not exaggerating. But my ignorance, it turns out, really was the single greatest asset I could have packed to take with me: I walked out my front door with nothing but questions and couldn’t come home until somebody gave me the answers. Astute readers may have already noted what I only fully came to realize along the way. The strange career of Jim Crow took root and grew out of the same place that I did. It was in Louisiana that a minor statute to mandate separate white and colored railcars overcame a challenge from local activists and went on to be upheld by the Supreme Court in the case of Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896, thus establishing the legal precedent for constitutionally sanctioned segregation across the country. And it was just down the road from my high school in Birmingham where Martin Luther King, Jr., and the civil rights movement did the impossible in the spring of 1963, breaking through the color line of the most segregated city in America to expose the violent inhumanity of segregation and ultimately bring about its demise. Quite by accident, retracing the persistence of the color line in my own life took me down that same road in reverse. I went from the streets where Jim Crow was killed back to the swamp where he was born. I started at the end and wound up at the beginning, and it was there that I found what I went looking for.



[PART 1]

[image: ]

LETTER FROM A BIRMINGHAM SUBURB

[image: ]





[1]

[image: ]

Bus Kid

[image: ]



“Turn on the heat, Mom.”

“It’s on, baby. It’s on.”

It’s way too early. The sun is barely up, it’s cold out, and Alicia Thomas is warming up the engine of her big yellow school bus. She cranks the heat for her two young boys, Robert and Walter, who sit a few rows back. Still bundled up in winter coats to stave off the February chill, they’re pulling out their schoolbooks to get in some last-minute studying before homeroom.

Up in the front row, I reach over and hand Ms. Alicia—as all the kids call her—the warm cup of coffee I’d promised when she invited me along for the ride. She says thank you with a sweet, sunny Alabama smile, which seems impossibly bright given the hour. We idle a few minutes while she double-checks some gauges. Then she puts the bus in gear, and we’re off.

Alicia Thomas drives the bus. Not the regular bus, and not the short bus. She drives the other bus, the bus that brings the black kids. Every weekday morning for nearly four decades, her bus, or a bus quite like it, has followed the same well-worn route: out from the suburbs of Birmingham, Alabama, along Highway 31, up Columbiana Road, down the far side of Shades Mountain, and out into the Oxmoor Valley below. There, in Oxmoor, the bus picks up its quota of federally mandated integration and hauls it back to the leafy, lily white enclave where I went to high school: Vestavia Hills. It’s a route Ms. Alicia could probably navigate blindfolded. In the early 1970s, long before she drove the bus, she rode it as a student.

“It used to get so cold,” she says with a shiver, remembering her mornings at the stop. “The boys had to light campfires to keep us warm until the bus came.”

“You had campfires?” I say. “At your bus stop?”

“Oh, yeah,” she says. “We were so country.”

Less than ten miles from the million-dollar cul-de-sacs of Vestavia Hills, the Oxmoor where Alicia Thomas grew up was little more than a rambling crisscross of back roads on the outskirts of nowhere—not a town at all, really. There were a few ranch-style brick houses for those who could afford them, but clapboard and cinder block shacks were more the norm, some with dirt floors, others with no running water. There wasn’t much else to see in the sprawling seven thousand acres of the Oxmoor Valley. It was a scrapyard, a garbage dump for the industrial waste of the U.S. Steel Corporation, which at one time held a monopoly on Birmingham’s steel trade.

Back then the Oxmoor kids had to be up at five a.m., Alicia tells me, to walk through fields of chickens and cows, some of them upward of a mile, just to reach the bus stop. In her day, the bus they rode was a rickety, scrap-metal clunker, lurching around the hairpin turns of the city’s mountainous terrain. Their bus driver? Some old white guy clutching the wheel, half scared to death by the rowdy children crammed in behind him. “I can just remember riding down those big hills,” Alicia recalls. “The brakes going out and the bus packed with kids. It was three to a seat with the rest on the floor or standing in the aisle, with no air-conditioning. And here’s this one old white guy driving all these black kids? He couldn’t handle all those kids.”

“What was the guy’s name?” I ask.

The question brings her up short. “You know,” she says, “in all those years of driving us, I don’t think he ever even spoke to us once to tell us his name. We just called him Shaky, ’cause he was always so nervous. ‘Shaky, slow down! You gon’ kill us!’”
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Vestavia Hills sits just south of Birmingham, the largest city in Alabama and, at one time, the largest industrial center in the South. Together with the neighboring towns of Mountain Brook, Homewood, and Hoover, Vestavia forms the nucleus of “Over the Mountain”—the catchall term for Birmingham’s suburban sprawl, so named because you go “over” Red Mountain to get there from downtown.

Having lived there, I suppose I can say that whites in Vestavia aren’t any more or less racist than the ones in the other suburbs. But when the school system was formed there in 1970, born in the exodus of white flight, the city did go to great lengths to put its feelings on display. Vestavia’s chosen mascot was the Confederate rebel, “Colonel Reb.” An ornery, cartoony-looking fellow, the Colonel resembles a cross between Yosemite Sam and an angry Mark Twain, his hat cocked back and a clenched fist sticking out. The official school banner? The Confederate battle flag. Flown from pickup trucks and waving high in the bleachers, the Stars and Bars was always on proud display. If you stumbled onto a Vestavia football game by accident, you might think you were at a Klan rally with a concession stand.

That’s the image Vestavia wanted, and it stuck. To this day, racial incidents land the school on the five o’clock news. There are many in Birmingham’s black community who still refuse to set foot in “that racist suburb,” because, to them, this isn’t just a suburb. As a symbol, Vestavia Hills was nothing more than white flight’s parting shot at the civil rights movement, the final insult.

Alicia Thomas first arrived here as a five-year-old kindergartner in 1971. Friends of hers had come the year before, so what she encountered wasn’t a complete surprise. There were problems. Name calling, graffiti on bathroom stalls. Huddled around the bus-stop campfire, the stench of smoke would sink into your clothes; once you got to school, you’d sometimes hear “God, what’s that smell?” or “Those niggers stink” as you walked down the hall.

For the first several months, Alicia says, she and the black students were all put with a black teacher and had their classes in a corner of the cafeteria, still segregated from the white kids. Even after she was put in regular classes, white teachers didn’t always treat her fairly. They assumed she was slow, less capable. “My third-grade teacher was a mean lady,” Alicia recalls. “I had to say to her, ‘I can read. I can write.’ One day she told me I had to get out of her class and go down to the learning lab. I ignored her and just sat there and read my book. I wanted her to know that I could read.”

It was the same when she went out for the volleyball team in middle school. The coaches told her she couldn’t join because the bus kids had to leave at three thirty and couldn’t be counted on to stay for practice. “So we didn’t even try out,” she says. “I didn’t know they couldn’t tell us not to try out for something. And my parents had a car. They could have driven us back after school. But the coaches told us no.”

And so went Alicia Thomas’s time in Vestavia Hills: kinda separate, not exactly equal. Yet she looks back on it without regret, even when remembering the worst. “I don’t feel like I got as much out of the system as the other kids,” she explains. “I don’t. We didn’t have anybody fighting for us. My feelings got hurt. But the little stuff I went through, it’s nothing. I’m okay with it. I didn’t have anything growing up, and Vestavia gave me something I probably wouldn’t have had. I know how much it did for me, and I hope it can do the same for my boys.”

Her sons, the two young men diligently doing their schoolwork behind us, are the reason Alicia Thomas is driving the bus today. After graduating from Vestavia, she went to the University of Alabama at Birmingham on scholarship, got married, and settled in the small town of Midfield, just west of downtown. She landed an office job in the personnel department of the Saks Fifth Avenue store out at the Galleria. Then, ten years ago, Saks downsized and Alicia was let go.

While she pondered what to do next, an unlikely job offer floated in from her past: Vestavia Hills needed a new bus driver. Her children were about to start school, and like all parents she wanted them to get into a good one. She’d long ago moved from the busing zone in Oxmoor, and she couldn’t afford to move into Vestavia itself. But every employee of the Vestavia school system, from the principal to the lunch lady, can enroll his or her children for free. “I knew Vestavia was the best,” Alicia says, “so I decided to drive the bus.”

So here we are.

It’s the end of the first leg of our bus ride, and we’ve reached Oxmoor. “That’s where we’d wait by the campfire,” Alicia says, pointing to the corner of Goss Street as we go by. She calls out a few other landmarks from her childhood here and there, but Oxmoor is no longer the place it once was. In just the past few years, this onetime industrial scrapyard has been consumed by suburban sprawl. The old shacks and shanties are all still there, still inhabited, but they’re surrounded by a sea of McMansions, golf courses, and condominiums. On Ostlin Street, one of the frontiers between old and new, these three-story, new-money monstrosities literally tower over tumbledown clapboard shacks right across the way.

When we reach Ostlin, Alicia pulls over to let her boys out; they have to switch to the middle school bus, which will be along in a minute. Then we pick up the high school kids. They climb in one by one, either plugged into their iPods or yammering about this week’s big basketball play-off game. We head back to Vestavia and up to the high school—newly renovated and nearly doubled in size since I was here. The kids all pile out to a steady refrain of “Thank you, Ms. Alicia!” and “Study hard now, baby!” And then it’s back to the bus yard.
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Alicia Thomas’s tale bookends the strange and strangely American phenomenon known as “busing.” After being one of the first to ride the bus, she may be one of the last to drive it. Because of those big, fancy Oxmoor McMansions, Vestavia’s forty-year saga of court-ordered integration is coming to an end. On December 13, 2007, the District Court of Northern Alabama vacated the desegregation order against the city of Vestavia Hills, granting the school system “unitary status,” the legal jargon used to describe the very simple state of being made whole—no longer dual, no longer separate.

As a slaveholding nation dedicated to the principle that all men are created equal, America built its house on two fundamentally irreconcilable ideas. We’ve been struggling to reach unitary status ever since. The particular chapter of this struggle that pertains to Vestavia Hills began in 1954 with the Supreme Court’s landmark decision of Brown v. Board of Education, which nullified the use of segregated facilities for blacks and whites in public education. Separate but equal was inherently unequal, and therefore unjust, said the court in its unanimous reversal of Plessy v. Ferguson. Brown’s sweeping indictment of segregated schools, however, did nothing to eliminate them. For fifteen years, white school districts kept blacks out by evading and stonewalling, forcing the government to devise a solution. And the solution we came up with was this: the school bus. In the same decade that America put a human being on the moon, our nation’s finest minds could offer no better fix for four hundred years of slavery and segregation. Just some nervous white guy named Shaky in a busted jalopy lurching down and around the mountain with everyone screaming for him to slow the hell down.

There was a lot of extra weight riding on that bus, too—possibly more than it could bear. With Brown v. Board, America had set its eyes on the ultimate prize: social integration, racial equality—unitary status. Many had even dared to dream that this big yellow school bus would take their children to a place where they would be judged not by the color of their skin but by the content of their character. Shaky wasn’t just taking these kids to school. He was taking them to the Promised Land. Some of them made it, and some of them didn’t.



[2]

[image: ]

A Place Apart
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In 2000, the History Book Committee of the Vestavia Hills Historical Society published the city’s authorized biography, Vestavia Hills, Alabama: A Place Apart, by Marvin Yeomans Whiting. A handsome, gold-embossed collector’s piece, it was issued to commemorate Vestavia’s fiftieth anniversary. “Commemorate” is the operative word, as you won’t find a whole lot of history going on inside its covers. Not unless you count the history of the men’s garden club or the mayor’s annual prayer breakfast. The book is a whitewash. During the cataclysmic civil rights campaign of 1963, we learn, Vestavia was opening a brand-new swimming pool and Little League field. School busing is given slightly greater coverage, but only in the context of how difficult it was to endure: the city had “survived” court-ordered integration.

All of this is in keeping with Vestavia’s carefully cultivated image. It’s a town with “good schools,” people say. “A great place to raise a family.” There’s a Chuck E. Cheese anchoring the strip mall and a Protestant church on every corner and the Little League facilities, it must be said, are really quite nice. When I was growing up here in the eighties, it was like living inside a real estate brochure. The actual real estate brochures, the ones that the Realtors here use, present a heartwarming story about how Vestavia’s name comes from a local building modeled after the temple of Vesta, the Roman goddess of hearth and home. Here in Vestavia, they say, “you’ll find that spirit of hearth and home” in your own three-bedroom, split-level slice of the American Dream. Like a lot of what you read in brochures, it’s complete bullshit.

The real story of Vestavia Hills begins with George Ward, a financier who served as mayor of Birmingham from 1905 to 1909 and as president of the city commission from 1913 to 1917. Birmingham was a steel town. Unique in the agrarian South, it sits up in the Appalachian foothills on some of the richest deposits of iron ore found anywhere in North America. As the city’s industry grew after the Civil War, black sharecroppers from across the cotton belt left the land in hopes of finding better jobs in the mines and steel mills. But even if the wages were a touch better than sharecropping, the working conditions were not. Blacks were relegated to the lowliest and most dangerous jobs. As one Northern observer noted, if horses and mules had been subjected to the same treatment as blacks, the Humane Society would have come in and shut everything down. At the dawn of the twentieth century, Birmingham was little more than a polluted mining colony. Ward turned it into a thriving city of industry. He modernized the water system, paved the roads, added hundreds of acres of parkland; he even created a red-light district with legalized prostitution to control the spread of venereal disease.

In 1910, Birmingham annexed several of its surrounding municipalities, tripling its population and bringing the outlying areas—semirural, mostly white, and very Protestant—into a growing metropolis with a large population of blacks and Catholic immigrants. Among Southern Protestant fundamentalists at the time, prejudice against Catholics was often as virulent as that against blacks; the Church of Rome and its foreign-born, papist followers were a scourge, a threat to real American values. When Ward ran for reelection in 1917, his chances hung on the fact that his chief of police was Catholic and, despite growing protests, Ward refused to fire him. A local Baptist minister organized the Protestant opposition under the banner of the True American Society. They ran a smear campaign, calling Ward a leading conspirator of the Catholic menace—never mind that he was an Episcopalian. On the eve of the election, Ward stood by his principles, declaring that he would rather lose his office than terminate a man “merely upon religious grounds.”

He lost.

The “True Americans” took hold of Birmingham, consolidating power on the side of those who would seek to crush the civil rights movement four decades later. The extractive policies of U.S. Steel and the stifling politics of Jim Crow began to slow the material progress of the city. As the 1920s began, the moneyed elites began their exodus, quietly slipping out and resettling in what would become the blue-blooded enclave of Mountain Brook. In 1925, George Ward left Birmingham and its politics behind for good, choosing for himself a very different retreat.

The area now occupied by Vestavia Hills has always been “a place apart.” It was once so isolated that Native Americans lived there unmolested long after being routed from the rest of the region. Only four miles from downtown Birmingham, it sits high atop Shades Mountain, the north face of which had always been too rocky and steep for large-scale settlement to reach the top. Before the Highway 31 expressway cut through in the early 1950s, the only way up was a winding, switchback road that climbed slowly around the side.

George Ward was what we in the South politely term “an eccentric.” During a trip to Rome as a young man, he’d fallen in love with the temple of Vesta. He gave a replica of it to his architect, pointed at the crest of Shades Mountain, and said to build him one. And lo, “Vestavia,” a four-story temple/mansion ringed by imposing Doric columns, gilded with Italianate scrollwork, and bedecked with marble statuary. Imagine Graceland crossed with the Parthenon. Ward carved twenty acres out of the mountaintop and cultivated them into gardens of international renown. On Sundays, he opened them to the public free of charge—even, once a year, to people of color.

So, yes, there was a building called Vestavia and it was a home and it probably had a hearth, but that’s where any similarity with the real estate brochures ends. Ward threw lavish, fabulous theme parties, bacchanals of wild abandon; one year an airplane showered guests with rose petals from the sky. The former mayor “loved a parade,” it is said, and he “was often seen in costume.” His nickname while in office was “the fighting bachelor.” His only marriage, at the age of fifty-two, lasted little more than eighteen months. For reasons that “remain uncertain,” he insisted that the marriage never be made public. His wife never “lived in the Vestavia temple.” They never “had any children.” When he died he “left everything to his nieces.” And the “faithful retainers” on his staff were strapping young black men. Ward nicknamed them Lucullus, Pompey, and Scipio. On special occasions, he liked to dress them up in Roman centurion uniforms.

We’re all on the same page here, right?

Vestavia Hills didn’t start as a refuge of wholesome, middle-class family values. It was a refuge from wholesome, middle-class family values—a place apart from the religious and racial intolerance dividing the city below. That would not last. The Great Depression left Ward penniless. He suffered a debilitating stroke, lingered for years, and died of throat cancer in 1940, his gardens choked with weeds and his temple nearly in ruins.

In 1947, a real estate developer named Charles Byrd bought the abandoned estate and much of the surrounding land. Starter homes began sprouting up—homes proudly advertised as “fully restricted.” From now on, the only people of color allowed in Vestavia’s gardens would be the ones who were planting them. Officially incorporated on November 8, 1950, the city of Vestavia Hills took the landmark mansion as its namesake, but by that time the rugged wilderness where Native Americans and sexually ambiguous politicians once roamed free had ceased to exist.

And the Vestavia temple itself? In 1958, George Ward’s stately pleasure dome was turned into a Baptist church.
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Other than George Ward, the man probably most responsible for the future success of Vestavia was Supreme Court Chief Justice Earl Warren, who in 1954 handed down the decision of Brown v. Board, which sent white people running for the hills.

Less than two months after Brown was announced, Indianola, Mississippi, formed what would be the first of many White Citizens’ Councils, groups of civic and business leaders who used their power and influence to thwart any attempts to implement the court’s decision. In Louisiana, when the archbishop of New Orleans announced that the Catholic Church would follow the spirit of the court order and integrate its parochial schools, the legislature convened in Baton Rouge to debate whether or not police power could be used to bring the church under state control. In Virginia, Senator Harry Byrd called for a campaign of “massive resistance” against Brown. The state enacted a sweeping program of obstructionist legislation, defunding schools that attempted to integrate and providing vouchers and tax credits for white families to enroll in private, all-white “segregation academies.” Similar legal challenges across the South would clog up the courts for years.

And that’s just the stonewalling that went on during the daytime. Under the cover of darkness, the Ku Klux Klan and other groups waged campaigns of murder and intimidation to keep blacks on their side of the color line. The combined effort of legal obstructionism and extralegal terrorism made for an effective deterrent. By the early 1960s, less than 12 percent of schools in the South had integrated; in the Deep South, the figure was as low as 2 percent. In Virginia, Prince Edward County shuttered its entire public school system for five years rather than integrate. At the rate things were going, one activist estimated, the South was on track to be in compliance with Brown in about seven thousand years.

At the time, the white residents of Birmingham enjoyed one of the finest school systems anywhere in the South. Its flagship high schools—Woodlawn, Ramsay, Phillips, West End—were grand and imposing, built by a city with great pride in its public works. No black student had ever set foot in any of them. The black children of Birmingham attended schools that were considerably less well endowed, but not all of them fit the newsreel stereotype of the dilapidated, one-room Jim Crow schoolhouse. Parker High, originally founded in 1900 as The Negro School, had an enrollment of more than 3,700, making it the largest black high school in the world. Parker was a cornerstone of the black community. It supported the professional class with hundreds of teaching positions. It educated the future lawyers and activists who would lead the local civil rights efforts, and its vocational programs were an important pipeline to get work in the steel industry. And as the threat of desegregation loomed, Birmingham, like other Southern cities, began making sizable investments in its black schools; if separate were made to appear equal, maybe this whole Brown thing would go away. The all-new, all-black Hayes High would open in 1960 on a seventeen-acre campus complete with gymnasium, auditorium, library, labs for home economics and industrial arts, and so on.

Birmingham was determined to keep Jim Crow alive no matter the cost. Martin Luther King, Jr., called it the most segregated city in America. Others referred to it as “America’s Johannesburg,” after the capital of Apartheid-riven South Africa. Its most colorful nickname was simply “Bombingham,” a tag that stuck once dynamiting black neighborhoods had eclipsed the steel industry as the city’s principal claim to notoriety. In April of 1963, King and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) descended on Birmingham to lead marches and protests against the city’s draconian Jim Crow laws. It would be the most high-profile effort yet from the young preacher who had risen out of 1955’s Montgomery Bus Boycott to become the leading figure of the civil rights movement. The centerpiece of the Birmingham campaign was a march on the city’s downtown department stores. Though launched with high hopes, it quickly stalled. King found himself in jail, and movement organizers were running short on money. Most local black citizens, employed by the steel industry in one way or another, couldn’t march for fear of losing their livelihoods.

The mantle of protest fell to their children. On May 2, the black youth of Birmingham took to the streets in what would become known as the Children’s Crusade. Thousands of boys and girls poured out of downtown’s Sixteenth Street Baptist Church and into the streets, singing triumphantly. Then, on television, the world watched in horror as the Birmingham police turned fire hoses and dogs on the defenseless children and hauled them away to jail. The Children’s Crusade exposed the violent, dehumanizing reality of segregation. Jim Crow’s days were now numbered. But that victory came with a heavy cost. The blowback was violent and swift. The Ku Klux Klan escalated its campaign of terror, detonating bombs all over black neighborhoods. One went off at Martin Luther King’s vacant motel room. Another, most infamously, was planted at the Sixteenth Street Church some months later, killing four little girls.

That fall, federal intervention finally made desegregation inevitable for the Birmingham city schools. In a society built entirely around the social value of whiteness, that reality was simply unimaginable. And so, having built a thriving city of industry with comfortable neighborhoods and good schools, instead of sharing it, the white people of Birmingham chose to abandon it wholesale. On September 5, the day two black children were first admitted to West End High, white students left their classrooms and gathered on the football field. A rally to call for more massive resistance turned into a two-hour funeral instead. At the climax, the crowd sat silent while one boy played a somber, down-tempo “Dixie” on his trumpet. Like a requiem, it was said. And with that, they hit the road. Somewhere over the mountain, they would build a new world, one even brighter and whiter than before, in Vestavia Hills.
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In the long run, the backlash to the civil rights movment would do its greatest damage not in assault, but in retreat. Few places offer a clearer picture of this than the place that used to be Vestavia before Vestavia was Vestavia. Prior to white flight, Woodlawn was the Vestavia Hills of its day. It was the nice, quiet family community—inside the city but just outside of downtown, right on the streetcar line that would take you wherever you needed to go.

Woodlawn High was one of the jewels of the Birmingham school system. Today, the posts on its alumni website are chock-full of “Where Are They Now?” updates and Kodachrome memories. Here’s Martha and Bobby from the class of ’55! There’s Peggy and Jenny Lou from the ’64 Sigma Tau Beach Beauties! Check out the whole ’65 reunion doing the electric slide at the Marriott! Everyone’s happy and spiffy and all-American. And everyone’s white. Then you come to the early seventies and… there’s nothing. No more reunions, no more Beach Beauties. It’s like the whole place just vanished.

In the meantime, Vestavia blossomed. Its property values soared. Its Baptist churches were fruitful and multiplied. After 1963, families were flooding out of Woodlawn and heading Over the Mountain in a hurry. They were seeking refuge from—as Marvin Yeomans Whiting neatly threads it—“the troubles that were breaking upon the metropolitan area.” When the 1970 census was tallied, Birmingham’s population had fallen nearly 12 percent in just a decade. The population of Vestavia Hills, meanwhile, had ballooned to 8,311, up more than thirteenfold from its 1950 incorporation. That same year, the total number of black residents in Vestavia was three. Not three percent, three.

Next door, in old-money Mountain Brook, things were booming as well, but the city leaders there had been very prescient in organizing their secession. They’d founded their own schools in 1959, and the only “policy” instituted to keep blacks out was old-fashioned, unspoken social custom: blacks did not go to Mountain Brook. Having broken no laws, its schools were subject to no lawsuits. Vestavia, on the other hand, was born on the run. Every year, more and more children were deserting the Birmingham school system and crowding into the surrounding Jefferson County system. Which was packed. White kids stacked to the rafters. Berry, the county school serving the families of Vestavia, hadn’t been built for this kind of traffic. By the late sixties, its parking lot was jammed with trailers serving as makeshift classrooms. Student-teacher ratios ran in excess of forty to one, and no matter how many teachers were hired in the spring there were never enough come fall. For this whites had abandoned their nice, comfortable campus in Woodlawn. The county system, for all its drawbacks, had managed to remain segregated. It wouldn’t for very much longer.

U. W. Clemon grew up all too familiar with Jefferson County’s segregated schools; his was the archetypal wood-framed building with no indoor plumbing. The son of former sharecroppers who’d come to Birmingham seeking work in the steel trade, Clemon was born in 1943 in nearby Fairfield, a company town built by U.S. Steel to house its laborers. Thirty-seven years after that, in 1980, he would be nominated by President Jimmy Carter to serve as the first black federal judge in Alabama history. In between, in 1969, he was the lawyer who brought the school bus to Vestavia Hills.

At the height of the civil rights movement, Clemon was a student at Birmingham’s historically black Miles College, where he took part in the 1963 demonstrations, joining the group that desegregated the downtown public library. He graduated from Miles as valedictorian of the class of 1965, and then, under the peculiar logic of Jim Crow, the state helped pay for him to go to Columbia Law School in New York; that way, none of the all-white in-state programs would have to accept him. Three years later, armed with an Ivy League diploma and a fellowship from the NAACP Legal Defense Fund, Clemon returned to Birmingham and started kicking its ass in court.

One of Clemon’s first tasks was to file suit against Jefferson County for maintaining its segregated school system in flagrant violation of Brown. That case, Stout v. Jefferson County, was eventually consolidated with several similar motions from school districts across several other Southern states under the umbrella of Singleton v. Jackson. In December of 1969, the fifteen judges of the U.S. Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals sat en banc at the New Orleans Federal Courthouse in the heart of the French Quarter to hear the arguments in Singleton. Clemon was barely a year out of law school and only twenty-six years old. Opposing him, the various school districts had assembled a dream team of attorneys drawn from the preeminent white-shoe law firms of the South. “I don’t recall being particularly nervous,” Clemon tells me. “I had what, in hindsight, appears to be overconfidence. We had the wind at our backs.”

The legal momentum that U. W. Clemon rode to the New Orleans Federal Courthouse had been painfully slow in gathering, and it would evaporate almost immediately. But for a very brief window the champions of racial integration had all the leverage they could wish for. During the time of massive resistance, white school districts had been hiding behind bad-faith solutions known as “freedom of choice” plans. Under these, black families were allowed to apply on an individual basis for enrollment in majority-white schools, and those schools were, in theory, obliged to accept them. In practice, however, black families who exercised that freedom usually woke up with a burning cross on their lawn. Few bothered. In 1965, President Lyndon Johnson finally brought the weight of the federal government to bear through Title VI of the Civil Rights Act, which denied federal funds to any government agency engaged in discrimination. The White House enacted blanket reforms requiring school districts to file desegregation plans with the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) or else face severe budget cuts. Under the stringent HEW guidelines, schools were now required to provide “statistical proof” of “significant progress.”

One year later, America saw the release of the 1966 Coleman Report, the result of an exhaustive government survey to determine a) just what disparities remained between black and white educational opportunities, and b) what to do about it. The Coleman Report showed that minority students who attended majority-white schools fared much better academically—not simply because of access to better textbooks and resources, but also because of the exposure to middle-class peer groups, which raised educational expectations. The report gave a major boost to the proponents of integration.

In May of 1968, the Supreme Court finally called foul on “freedom of choice” remedies in the case of Green v. New Kent County. Echoing HEW, the justices held that for a desegregation plan to be considered constitutional, it had to produce actual black students, in real desks. Writing the court’s unanimous opinion, Justice William Brennan called on the country to eliminate the last vestiges of state-sponsored segregation “root and branch.” Despite this sweeping directive, most districts still didn’t budge. November of 1968 had brought the election of America’s thirty-seventh president, Richard Milhous Nixon, who took the White House by playing to whites’ fears of integration, campaigning on a promise to roll back Washington’s enforcement of HEW’s desegregation policies. Once in office, he did. After another year of stonewalling by Southern schools, the Supreme Court was compelled to take up the matter once more in the case of Alexander v. Holmes. On October 30, 1969, the court issued another unanimous decision, saying the exact same thing it had just said eighteen months before, only this time telling white people to get on with it already.

When U. W. Clemon arrived at the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals in New Orleans, his only task was to ask that the court apply the precedent of Alexander to the Singleton case. “Basically,” Clemon says, “all we had to do was stand up and give them the facts about how many blacks were enrolled in formerly all-white schools in each of the districts. And of course the number was zero.

“One of the defense lawyers was telling the judges that they ‘needed a little more time,’ that this had come up on them ‘all of a sudden’—fifteen years after Brown was decided. But there was a judge from Tuscaloosa, Walter P. Gewen. He looked at the lawyer and said, ‘Sir, the Supreme Court told us that we have to desegregate these schools now, and if you don’t know what now means, just look at your watch.’”

In Vestavia, people were looking at their watches very intently. As soon as Jefferson County came under the government’s desegregation order, they started pulling their kids out of Berry. In less than five months, the city raised, campaigned for, and passed a tax issue to break its schools off from the county’s, attempting an end run around the law. It didn’t work. So transparent was Vestavia’s motive that, in less than ninety days, Clemon had appealed and a judge had slapped the new school system with the very same desegregation order it had tried to escape.

“The county was quick to point out,” Clemon adds, “that Vestavia was saddled with blacks because it acted precipitously.”
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On July 23, 1970, the U.S. District Court of Northern Alabama ordered Vestavia “to have 25 percent faculty integration by September 1971” and to take responsibility for “those who live outside the city limits between Wenonah and Oxmoor Road.” Soon, a five-year-old Alicia Thomas would be out by her campfire in the predawn chill, waiting for Shaky’s rickety death trap to come rumbling out of the darkness.

The school bus became a lightning rod almost immediately, a thing on which white America could unleash its inchoate frustration and anger. In Boston, court-ordered busing sent mobs of Irish and Italian protesters into the streets. In Detroit, armed with dynamite, members of the Michigan Ku Klux Klan broke into a city bus barn and blew several school buses into the night sky. School busing was easy to hate. It was big-government social engineering of the worst kind. It was a “socialist plot” foisted on “real Americans” by “East Coast liberals.” But the history of Vestavia Hills is useful for highlighting an important truth: big-government liberals didn’t create school busing. Southern conservatives did. They willed it into existence with fifteen years of massive resistance.

In 1965, when HEW first issued federal guidelines for school desegregation, busing wasn’t even mentioned. Preserving neighborhood schools to the greatest extent possible was the overriding consideration, HEW said. To that end, the two initial tactics the government used were pairing and zoning. Pairing was done by taking the black and white schools in closest proximity and merging them. With zoning, school districts were simply redrawn to encompass mixed populations. As a desegregation tool, busing was first used on a large scale in Charlotte, North Carolina, which adopted the tactic as an experiment in reshuffling the student population of its district.

Prior to that, busing had been used primarily as a means to stop integration. In small Southern towns, blacks and whites lived in relative proximity, often in checkerboard patterns. School boards hauled black and white kids all over the map on circuitous routes across gerrymandered districts in an attempt to keep them separate; many of the earliest desegregation plans often simplified the route kids took to school and redrew “neighborhood” boundaries in ways that made sense. Southern conservatives had used busing and redistricting for years. It was only when those tools were deployed against them that shipping kids across town suddenly became unfair and un-American. “It’s not the distance. It’s the niggers,” Clemon and his colleagues liked to point out.

The constitutionality of busing was eventually upheld by the Supreme Court in 1971’s Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg, but the court’s unanimous opinion was also very candid about the program’s flaws, calling it “administratively awkward, inconvenient, and even bizarre.” Even the supporters of busing thought it was a pretty cockeyed way to go. But whites had resisted and resisted and pushed the law to its breaking point, leaving little choice but to man up a fleet of big yellow diversity wagons to go and track everyone down. Thanks to its twenty-year temper tantrum, white America wound up saddling itself with far more black students and far more government intrusion than if it had just given blacks the only thing they’d asked for in the first place: freedom of choice.

Massive resistance made it so that integration had to be legally coerced, and that in turn has left us with an eternally vexing question: legally, what is integration? Once you start suing people, how do you know when you’re done? The only available metric was the one put forth by HEW: statistical proof of significant progress. Or: “How many blacks ya got?” Once the precedent of Brown actually went into effect, the lofty but vague notion of “integration” by necessity evolved into the more quantifiable goal of “racial balance.” Whites had been so disingenuous for so long, the only way to make sure they weren’t cheating was to add up all the black students in the classrooms and use them as a measuring stick.

What had begun as a crusade for equal rights and educational opportunity had given birth to a big racial accounting system, one with mandates and timetables and “quotas.” And despite its noble intentions, that system very quickly began to reveal its shortcomings. All the Supreme Court said was that Vestavia had to put the Oxmoor kids in the building. Earl Warren wasn’t checking to see if Alicia Thomas made the volleyball team.
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Up in Washington, on HEW’s spreadsheet, the racial accountants could see that Alicia Thomas was right where she was supposed to be. But when the bus dropped her and the other Oxmoor kids off every morning, they were alone in a place apart that was straining with every muscle to pretend that they weren’t actually there at all.

These days, every February during Black History Month cable news viewers get treated to a steady diet of grainy black-and-white newsreel footage from the 1960s: Klansmen setting crosses alight, urban youth being nightsticked and teargassed. Acts of terrorism against blacks, both vigilante and state sponsored, were all too common, but a more well-rounded version of history would also show what the vast majority of white Americans were doing at the time. They were at home, raising good Boy Scouts, watching Bonanza, and thinking this Negro thing wasn’t much to get worked up about. And that’s if they were thinking about it at all. Denial was so pervasive, and local media so censored, that the historic events of Birmingham probably had a greater immediate impact on newspaper readers in Japan than on many of the whites living in the middle of it.

Sue Lovoy grew up smack-dab in the middle of it, in Selma, Alabama. She was in high school when the epic Selma to Montgomery March took place in 1965. That march would be the apex of the civil rights crusade, culminating in the passage of the Voting Rights Act. Eight thousand demonstrators mustered at the Edmund Pettus Bridge and marched some fifty miles to Montgomery, but for Sue and her friends it was just another day to hang out at the malt shop. She didn’t march across the bridge or even go down to see the spectacle. “I was totally detached from it,” she says. “It had nothing to do with me.”

But she couldn’t remain detached for much longer. Six years later, the forces unleashed at Selma would bring her and the children of Oxmoor face-to-face in a classroom at Vestavia Hills High. After graduating from Birmingham-Southern University, Sue Lovoy was hired to teach American history at Vestavia in the fall of 1971. Twenty years later, she’d be my American history teacher, too.

During my first visit back to her classroom, she showed me a fairly disturbing artifact of the “history” she was given to teach when she arrived. It’s a copy of Alabama, third edition, by Charles Grayson Summersell, the state history textbook adopted by Vestavia when the school was formed. Even though it was published in 1965, it makes no mention of Rosa Parks, no mention of Martin Luther King, Jr., not one word on the firebombing of the Freedom Riders in Anniston. Nothing. What it does say, in its sole gloss on the entire civil rights movement, is this:


In June, 1963, Governor [George] Wallace made good on his promise to stand “in the schoolhouse door,” by taking his now-celebrated position at the entrance to Foster Auditorium on the University of Alabama campus when two Negroes, Vivian Malone and James A. Hood, sought to enroll. (Italics mine.)



Alabama remained a staple of the school’s curriculum well into the late 1970s.

Vestavia had fallen all over itself trying to get out from under the desegregation order imposed on the county; however, shortly after the Oxmoor plan was announced, the court ruled that the city’s white kids would not be bused out into black neighborhoods, which was really white parents’ greater fear. Once that decision was made, the opposition to busing in Vestavia vanished, almost overnight. There was no more avoiding it, but it was also no longer something they had to bother themselves with. It was now an accounting matter between the school and the government. The everyday folks could go back to reading fairy tales about George Wallace. So they did.

William Clark was the district superintendent at the time. He says he received only one formal grievance over the integration issue. A white father barged into his office saying it was unfair that whites had to drive their children to school while the government gave black kids a free ride. White families should get as much as the blacks got, he said. Clark sent the man home. Beyond that, he insists, “I saw no racial animosity, didn’t get any complaints, and we had no trouble.” Even as Vestavia’s own children were being hurled into one of the biggest social experiments in American history, the prevailing attitude of the community, still, was that this wasn’t really about them. Typical of Alabama: once the busing situation was settled, Clark said, “my biggest problem was football.”

While Vestavia’s parents fretted over whether Colonel Reb and his angry mustache would make the conference finals, the families in Oxmoor were grappling with an actual problem: fear. Legally, the Oxmoor children now had no choice but to attend Vestavia, and Vestavia would be hauled back to court if they didn’t. But many families didn’t want their children hauled off to “that racist suburb.” Given a choice between Vestavia Hills and dropping out, some kids were dropping out. So as year two of the busing plan was about to begin, Sue Lovoy’s first task as a teacher was to load up with several other faculty members and drive into deepest, blackest Oxmoor for a very unusual parent-teacher conference. “There was a tremendous fear factor,” she recalls. “They were afraid for their lives. We all rode over there, and I had to explain to them that I didn’t care what color their children were; I was there to educate, and I was going to educate whoever walked in my door. But we really did have to go and convince them that we were not trying to corral their kids so we could bring ’em over here and kill ’em.”

Eventually, most of the children came, and back at school Ms. Lovoy found herself responsible for two of them. Both girls, and both seniors. One did poorly. She retreated from the unfriendly, unfamiliar environment around her. She fumbled through, barely got out, and went right back to Oxmoor, having gained little from the experience, academically or personally. The other girl did the opposite. If the school’s intimidating atmosphere bothered her, she never let on. She arrived in class every day with confidence and a keen sense of humor, and she was a good student. “She and I had an interesting relationship,” Lovoy says of the second girl. “We always used to pick at each other, tell jokes, have fun. The one thing I’ll always remember is the morning I was standing there with my cup of coffee before class. She scooted up right behind me and she leaned in and said, ‘Don’t you know drinkin’ that stuff’ll make you black?’

“I hooted—I laughed so hard. And I determined then that if she could say that to me, and if she felt comfortable saying that to me, that meant she was going to be okay.”

Thanks to U. W. Clemon, the doors to Vestavia Hills had been forced open. Soon the next generation of black children would be free to come in, and some of them would do better than okay.
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