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 Bobby Black / CD 1

<CREW talk>

Q:  What you told me about now was a good story. I love southern stories.  Tell me about your childhood. Where did you grow up and what was it like?

Bobby Black:  Oh Mr. Lacey, I grew up in Fort Deposit, Alabama.  And my mother and daddy moved up here to Montgomery.  And I lived with my grandmother, because I didn’t wanna come into a different school.  And I stayed with her, and I moved up here when I was in the 5th grade, and went to Bellinger [ph?] Hill School, and then to Cloverdale Junior High School, and then to Lanier High School.  And there wasn’t but one high school, in the city.  They have several now but there was only one, school.  And I think there was a black school in Ramer, Alabama.  But otherwise, there was just Lanier, and it was a very good school.

<CREW talk>

Q:  Why was the town called Fort Deposit?  Lowndes County is rich historically, right?

Bobby Black:  Right.  It was Fort Deposit because it was a place where they kept supplies, during the Indian, war.  And they named it Fort, Deposit.  Now Hayneville, Alabama is in Lowndes County, and it is the county seat of Lowndes County.  And it had had a lot of civil rights history, in Hayneville.

Q:  Whitehall is in Lowndes County.

Bobby Black:  Whitehall is in Lowndes County.

Q:  Well Lowndes County seems to be this world of how these streams of activities sort of connect.  We can go forward in time and talk about Lowndes County.  But a lot of the black folk I’ve talked to have talked about how Lowndes County was almost a throwback – plantations, sharecropping.  It was about as southern as you could get.

Bobby Black:  Well I was talking to a fellow at the office the other day- it came up, on Lowndes County, and I said, “What’s happening in Lowndes County?”  He said, “It’s growing leaps and bounds.”  And I said, “Why?”  He said, “So many people that lived in Lowndes County and moved up north…”

<CREW talk>

Bobby Black:  That uh.. so many people have moved up north to uh.. get jobs and things, and then when they retire, they’re movin’ back to Lowndes County, because that’s where their roots are.  I would think- now I’ve talked to a lot of ‘em, black friends- I would think that race relations are better in Montgomery, Alabama than they are up north.  And I mean, I was president of the Montgomery Lions Club, and I followed a black guy, who was president- and then I was president- and we have a first vice-president, and he is a black guy.  And we have quite a few, black people, in the Lions Club.  Now I was noticin’ the other day, that they tend to.. sit together, and you just can’t- uh.. I guess it’s, you know, birds of a feather flock together.  They just feel more comfortable, I suppose.  But I noticed, the other day that they all sit at one table, all the blacks do- they don’t sit among the other, Lions.  And uh.. several years ago, I was chairman of an organization called One Montgomery- you’ve probably heard of it.  It was started when the Todd Road incident occurred.  And that was some blacks that were down here for- I think one of their family members died, and they were having a wake, and somehow or another the police thought they was having a crap game or something <laughs> and they raided the wake.  And there was several policemen hurt.  I don’t think any of the blacks were really hurt.  But race relations were not real good.  So we started- they started One Montgomery.  And uh.. it started as an outgrowth of the Todd Road incident.  And uh.. I think it- it worked out real good.  I was the chairman of it, for a year, and I had the job of getting speakers lined up.  Now I did not necessarily have civil rights speakers.  I had people to talk to us about things we knew about but didn’t know what they did.  The executive director of the Alabama League of Municipalities talked to us.  And uh.. different- different people- uh.. Secretary of State, talked to us.  The Health Officer talked to us.  The head of the schools talked to us.  But they were not necessarily civil rights workers or anything like that.  It was just human interest, people.

Q:  I was talking earlier about how our effort on this film is to reveal the human dimension of this story from a number of perspectives.  When did you become convinced that harmony between the races was important for Montgomery?  I’m taking it on face value that you love Alabama.

Bobby Black:  I do.  I love Alabama, and I’m not ashamed of being from Alabama.  

Q:  And I would presume that you would want the best face put on a portrayal of Alabama.  When did you become convinced that it was purposeful to reach for…

Bobby Black:  Well, Mr. Lacey, Alabama has a bad image, and it’s really not deserving.  Now, they have a program out at Maxwell Field, Air Force, and a lot of uh.. northern people come into this.  We have it- it’s called the Interfaith Program, my wife and I do it.  And what we are there for is for people to call and say, “I need to get my house painted.  Who can I get to paint my house?”  Or, “I need my brakes fixed.  Where do I take my car?”  And uh.. a lotta the people, we have found, that come down here have a very poor perspective of Alabama.  But once they get here, they love it.  I mean, they- they love it- and a lot of ‘em retire here.

Q:  I think there’s a lot of validity in your statement that a lot of black folks are moving back to the south.

Bobby Black:  Uh-hum.

Q:  And that perhaps there is probably more realistic racial harmony here than there may be in New York City.

Bobby Black:  Yeah.  I think there’s no question about it.

Q:  And yet still, it’s not an ideal circumstance of life here in Alabama.  I feel it.  It’s a kind of understanding between the races, that you need one another.  Is that true?

Bobby Black:  Yeah.  Yeah.

Q:  Tell me how you look upon that kind of statement.  I’m just guessing.  I don’t know.

Bobby Black:  I think that race relations are better in Montgomery than they are in Chicago and New York, and places like that.  Uh.. we have separate but equal facilities- of course, that didn’t work out too well.  Uh.. but I have- I know this is an old cliché- I have some good friends that are black- and when I, pass on, I want to have black people be my pallbearers and- because I like ‘em, they good people.  Now I was telling you, Mr. Lacey, about One Montgomery.  I went on a talk show when I was head of One Montgomery.  And uh.. it was one of those call-in things.  And I made the statement that, you know, black people s- sit together.  If you ride down a country road, you’ll see the Holsteins in one place, the black and white cows in one place, the other cows in another place.  Somebody called in and said, “I’m tired of you people countin’- uh.. equating us with cows.”  And I said, that’s- was not the- that wasn’t it altogether- I didn’t mean to degrade you but I’m just sayin’ that people.. flock- birds of a feather flock together, and that’s just human nature.  Uh.. you can go, anywhere, and you’ll see all of one kind of birds over here, a other kind of birds over here.  Uh.. I think it’s import, for the races to get along.  And I think we do.  

Q:  During the period of ‘separate but equal’, did you believe in that?

Bobby Black:  Separate but equal?

Q:
Yes.

Bobby Black:  Separate but equal wasn’t really equal.  Uh.. we had black schools and we had white schools.  We had black restaurants.  We had white restaurants.  We had a black water fountain.  We had white water fountains.  Think how expensive that is, if you have to have two of everything.  And, of course, I guess Brown versus the Board of Education, then they had to do away with separate but equal, uh..

Q:  Well.

Bobby Black:  Sorta, sorta.  

Q:  It continued for still quite awhile.  It started the struggle for…

Bobby Black:
Well my- one of my partners, who is now deceased, was a lawyer for Gomillion versus Lightfoot.  And they argued that case to the Supreme Court of the United States.  And Justice Warren- Earl Warren was the Chief Justice- and he said uh.. “Mr. Carter, you have uh.. cited a lot of cases”  but he said, “Do you have any more modern cases than that?”  He said, “I- I- I- we’re interested in some recent cases.”  And Mr. Carter just replied, “Well, Plessy versus Ferguson’s pretty old.”  <laughs>  “And Marberry versus Madison’s pretty old, but it’s a good law.”  And just because a case is old, doesn’t mean it’s not a good case.

Q:  Appreciate that our audience will come to this almost with just an academic feeling for what these experiences of life were like.  What was it like from your perspective growing up with separate but equal, segregation, the whole circumstances of life in the south?  I’ve heard a lot of people talk about one side of the coin.  You were on the other side of the coin, because you are white, and the system favored you, as it were.  What was it like growing up in a situation like that?  What did you and your family talk about?  What did your parents teach you about your station in life?  

Bobby Black:  Well, separate but equal is a interesting concept.  I went to uh.. serve in the Marine Corps, and when I got out of the Marine Corps, I went to college, and then I went to graduate school, Law school.  That was in 19- I graduated from Law school in 19..61.  When I was in Law school, there were no blacks, in Law school.  The State of Alabama would pay, the way, of a black to go outside the State of Alabama for Law school.  Now that’s- that’s weird.  They wouldn’t buy all the books and, you know, board him and everything, but they would pay their tuition and everything, where they would go, outside the state.  There wasn’t but one Law school in Alabama- you’ve heard- it’s The Alabama School of Law.  Now they have Cumberland Law School and different ones.  But uh.. back in those days, it was- it was crazy.

<CREW talk>

Q:  So you went to grad school here, you went to Law school here.  Were you in the state when the bus boycott was happening, Montgomery and Dr. King and all that?  What did you and students in Law school in Alabama think of that?

Bobby Black:  Well we didn’t, concentrate on it, one way or another.  I mean, it was a- I- uh.. I used to represent the City Police Department.  And I was riding with the Chief of Police on one of those marches they had here.  And he stopped and picked up this guy, and he rode with us- uh.. and we went all over and finally he said, “I better get out here Chief.”  And uh, he says, “Okay.”  So the chief pulled up and he got out.  And I said, “Who was that guy?”  And he said, “That was Martin Luther King, Senior”- huh..- and he just looked, the Chief of Police, in Montgomery <laughs> Alabama.  And Martin Luther King.. was a pastor of the church on Dexter Avenue. They had a disagreement, among the congregation and the pastor.  And one of my partners represented the c- crowd that wanted to get rid of the preacher.  And they got rid of the preacher and they got Martin Luther King to come in his place.  So, I go back a long with- with that. Yeah.

Q:  Yes.  My grandfather was a dentist in Birmingham Alabama.

Bobby Black:  Uh-huh.

Q:  From the 30’s through the 50’s.  He died in ’57 I think it was.  I remember white folks coming to my house too.  I can remember dinner parties at my house.  I can remember meeting Bull Carter.

Bobby Black:  Yeah. 

Q:  Yeah.  Oh yes, absolutely.  And my grandmother and grandfather knew Bull Carter.  But there was always that level of communication and connection and relationship between white folks and black folks in the south.  Am I wrong about that?

Bobby Black:  No.  You are right about that.  And I don’t like to see anyone mistreated.  I watch Animal Planet, the History Channel and the Smithsonian Channel- that’s the only three things I watch, on T.V.  And it just breaks me up when I see.. that a dog has been mistreated or a cat’s been mistreated, and certainly, I don’t want a person to be dis- mistreated.

Q:  My point is that despite the relationship between the races, there were lots of levels of connection and relationship between people.  I can remember folks calling my grandfather and saying, “You better go tell Arthur Shores that his house might be bombed tonight and be careful.”  

Bobby Black:  Huh.

Q:  White people.  But that could not, and probably should not, and did not stop the progress towards legal and stronger social acceptance and social mobility and political mobility for the great range of black people.  And you read that the movement itself- I don’t know if you agree with me- but the movement itself was about more than just the individual. There were always these kinds of relationships between white and black. What did you students, potential lawyers, think about the overall progress for greater freedom for all black folk?  You knew what the laws were.  You knew what the social conditions were like.  And all of a sudden you’ve got this bus boycott going on here and folks are saying that things have got to be different and better, because it’s an ideal of our country.  I’m curious how you felt about all this.

Bobby Black:  I object, then and now, to people taking the law in their own hands, and not following the law, whether they like it or not.  Now there was a movement, in this state, and there were a lot of people in Law school, and I wondered why.  You know, we went through that uh.. part of our history where sit- they’d have a sit-in in the admissions office.  And then, people finally decided that that’s not really the thing to do.  If you don’t like the laws, get ‘em changed.  So they had a lot of people going to Law school. And they decided rather than sit-in- have a sit-in in the admissions office, they would change it to an orderly fashion, which is the way it oughta been.  Now I do not.. think that anyone should have to sit in the back of the bus- have to sit in the back of the bus.  But, if that’s a law, they sit in the back of the bus.  Uh.. at lunch counters, I don’t have any problem with sittin’ next to.. a black, at a lunch counter, but if the law says I’m not supposed to do that, I better do what the law says do.  And I don’t like.. the idea of.. laws that you don’t like, don’t follow ‘em.  Change ‘em- change it, you know, through the orderly process.

Q:  I don’t mean to put words in your mouth, and I have no intention of doing that.  So you thought the whole non-violent civil unrest, civil protest and demonstrations was not the way to go about it?

Bobby Black:  No.  I did not- I did not agree with that.  I didn’t agree with the uhm- uh.. bus boycott.  But, if that was the law, the way to change it is through an orderly fashion.  

Q:  You know, I think I-

Bobby Black:  And that is the only problem I have, with blacks voting now.  They- they tend to vote as a block and uh.. vote for people, not because of their color or anything like that- just vote for people, don’t vote as a block.

Q:  That’s been the standard way of Americans getting power in this country.

Bobby Black:  Well, it may be, but it doesn’t make it right.

Q:  But it’s not about right.  It’s about power.  You know what it’s about.  It’s about positioning.  It’s about a lot of things.  So all of that non-violent stuff proved to be pretty effective didn’t it?

Bobby Black:  Well, apparently it was, effective.

Q:  So come we now to Selma and this thing is ratcheting up.  It’s no longer a bus boycott.  The Selma people are talking about voter rights and they have that initiative going on.  Do you remember that Bloody Sunday experience?

Bobby Black:  Only thing I know about that is what I found on the news.  I wasn’t a part of it, and uh.. I know they had the Selma to Montgomery March, and I witnessed that.  And I thought it was just one giant party, is what it was.  It had very little to do with uh.. race.  It was just a- everybody having a good time.  And I watched it, from my window.  I- we were down in- on the corner of Washington and Perry Street, and across- diagonally across, is the Montgomery County Court House.  So I watched them- watched the whole thing.  And it was- they- they just had a hell of a good time.  <laughs>  They really were.

Q:  Well that was the line coming out of a lot of the opposition in Alabama, that this was just an opportunity for black folks to foster miscegenation with white people.

Bobby Black:  Uh-hum.

Q:  You didn’t believe all that bull-shit, did you?

Bobby Black:  I didn’t pay on any attention to it one way or another, Mr. Lacey.  I really didn’t.

Q:  I guess the idea I’m trying to get at is that here you are, a lawyer, and you’re seeing the way the wind is blowing in Alabama.  You all must have known that change was going to come, some how or another.  Right?  And there was resistance to that change.  Did you talk to people who were resistant and who were not happy about this scene?  I’m trying to get a feeling for what that resistance was like.  

Bobby Black:  Well.

Q:  I’m not just talking about the Klan. Forget about the Klan and the White Citizens Council.  I’m talking about ordinary people and how they were dealing with the fact that the winds were shifting to change.

Bobby Black:  I think you’ll find.. that the people that are against the change are- are- are the poor white trash people.  We call ‘em, white trash.  They were the ones that were against any change.  It wasn’t the substantial people.  Uh.. every- I guess they just wanted someone to- there had to be somebody to look up to.  And that’s, what it was.  But it wasn’t any.. big deal, as far as I was concerned.

Q:  I hear you.  I don’t have to believe you but I do believe you.  So I’m a kid and I’m 17-years-old and I’m sitting here in the auditorium and I’m looking at some of this film work, or going through this museum.  What would you say to young people like that in terms of what they should know about the kind of resistance that there was, not just that it was poor people.  I’m not trying to put words in your mouth, but I honestly believe that the taught and learned responses to a social station of these folks within Alabama was security.  Right?  And this was a threat to their security.

Bobby Black:  Uh-hum.

Q:  And their position.  I need to hear you say something like that.  Again, I’m not putting words in your mouth.  Because we’re talking about kids learning and understanding what the dynamics were and why change was necessary.  So what would you say to a youngster today if he were to ask you, “Bobby, why was there such ill feeling?  Why were white folks trying to maintain their domination over black folks?  And such violence at Bloody Sunday?  And George Wallace?  I don’t understand.  Explain it to me.”

Bobby Black:  Well. <laughs>  That’s- everybody has to have somebody, to look down to, and to look up to.  And it just happened that.. they were- the blacks were people that you could look down to.  Everybody’s got to have a somebody, that they can look down to.  And they just happened to be, some black people.  

Q:  Does One Alabama still exist now?

Bobby Black:  Uh.. yeah.  It still meets every Tuesday, at uh.. seven o’clock, I believe it is.  And uh.. I haven’t been in several years.

<CREW talk>

Q:  Where were we?  I lost my place.

Bobby Black:  We were talking about.. people have to have somebody to look up- down to and up to. 

Q:  Okay.  So you think that’s what it was.

Bobby Black:  I think so.  Uh.. and I think it just fall down to human nature.

Q:  You’ve seen a lot of Alabama history- civil rights, black-white relationship history in this state.  You’re a good storyteller and I love stories.  Are there any stories to be told from your perspective?  I know you said it was just a party that day, the Selma to Montgomery March. Of course, they had the entertainment and this, that and the other, but did you listen to King’s speech that day?

Bobby Black:  Uh-uh.

Q:  Did you listen to it afterwards?  Have you ever heard it?

Bobby Black:  Yeah, I’ve heard it.

Q:  What’d you think?

Bobby Black:  It’s just a speech.  Uh.. he said what.. his following wanted him to say.  And uh.. I don’t think he was any different.  I think we would be in the same.. racial situation that we’re in right now if there had never been a Martin Luther King Junior.  I don’t think he- he had any.. notable change in- in anybody.  He’s a good speaker, but uh.. I think we’d be in the same situation, whether or not he made his speech or not.

Q:  Would you say the same thing for all of these marches?  So the black folks didn’t really accomplish what they set out to accomplish?  Is that what you’re saying?

Bobby Black:  I don’t know what was in their minds, and what they 
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