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The 54-mile march from Selma, Alabama,
to the state capitol in Montgomery in 1965
culminated a journey of a hundred years by
African Americans to gain one of the most
fundamental of American freedoms:

the right to vote.

The peaceful march was possible because
in the preceding days courageous citizens,
local leaders, and civil rights groups had, at
the cost of harassment, bloodshed, and
innocent lives, come together to demand
that right. The final march was a celebra-
tion of their achievement, a processional for
fallen comrades, and the climactic event of
the modern civil rights movement.
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African American farm-

lers who worked the
fields of Alabama's

"black belt,” named for

¥ its dark, productive soil,
were denied the vote—
‘thwarted by unfair laws
«and harassed by the Ku
Klux Klan.

WHY SELMA?

How did the old cotton port city

_ of Selma, Ala., the seat of Dallas

County, become the national
focus of the voting rights move-
ment? At mid-20th century Afri-
can Americans made up roughly
half of the county’s voting age
population, but since 1901 the
county and state had system-
atically denied them the vote
through literacy tests, poll taxes,
and intimidation. In 1961 only
156 of the county’s 15,000 voting
age African Americans were reg-
istered to vote.

- The county’s dismal record led
- the Justice Department to re-
quest records from county regis-
trars, but it was thwarted by an
unsympathetic judge. The Dallas
County Voters League (DCVL)

Africam Amertan mar in Alabama on
being told hie €ould Aot register 1o vote

added a few voters to the rolls in
the early 1960s through voter
registration classes. In 1963 the
Student Nonviolent Coordinat-
ing Committee (SNCC), an advo-
cate of grassroots efforts like
those of DCVL, sent representa-
tives to Selma to help with the
voting clinics. When African
Americans assembled at the
county courthouse to register,
county sheriff Jim Clark and his
deputies harassed people waiting
in line and attacked SNCC
workers. In December 1964
DCVL asked the Southern Chris-
tian Leadership Conference
(SCLC), headed by Rev. Martin
Luther King, Jr., to help. SCLC
knew that Clark’s violent ways
would help draw national atten-
tion to the voting rights drive.
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES

The voting rights movement drew
on the wellsprings of religion,
nonviolence, and music for guid-
ance and for the moral and physi-
cal courage the struggle demand-
cd. Many southern communities,
fearing organization by African
Americans, forbade them to
pather in large groups—except
in their churches. African Ameri-
can leaders were vulnerable to
economic reprisal—except
preachers, who were beholden
only to their congregations. Be-
cause clergymen enjoyed moral
authority in their communities
and could speak persuasively be-
fore large groups, they emerged
as the movement’s natural lead-
ers. The most famous of these
preachers, Dr. King, believed
deeply in the principle of “non-
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violent direct action” as the most
effective and morally justified
strategy for social change.

Inspired by earlier nonviolent re-
form movements, especially the
one for Indian independence led
by Mohandas Gandhi, SCLC
and SNCC helped organize sit-
ins, rallies, and marches to protest
racial discrimination. Since jail
and often physical harm were
the result, nonviolent protest re-
quired profound bravery by par-
ticipants. They took to song for
solidarity, to endure long vigils,
and to build courage for impend-
ing confrontation. Sam Cooke’s
soaring, gospel-tinged A Change
is Gonna Come, a hit in early
1965, was background music to
the struggle in Selma.

pting to regis-
caught on cam-
a valuable ally

their sentiments clear.

A GATHERING OF FORCES -

The push for voter registration in
Selma picked up momentum as
SCLC joined forces with SNCC
and DCVL. On January 2, in
defiance of an injunction against
large gatherings, King addressed
a mass rally at Brown Chapel
African Methodist Episcopal
Church. On the 18th some 400
people joined the first voter reg-
istration march from Brown
Chapel to the county court-
house. Sheriff Clark directed the
marchers to an alley, then allowed
no one to register. The next day,
when the marchers refused to
stand in the alley and DCVL’s
Amelia Boynton responded too
slowly to Clark’s order to move,
he grabbed her by the collar and
shoved her roughly towards a
patrol car, then arrested 67 other

marchers. With the appearance
in major newspapers of the photo
of Boynton’s treatment, the med-
ia turned its eye on Selma.

When 105 teachers led by DCVL
president Rev. Frederick D. Reese
marched to the courthouse,
Clark and his deputies twice
pushed them from the steps, jab-
bing with nightsticks. This cour-
ageous act by people vulnerable
to reprisal inspired their students
and others who had been fearful
of getting involved. As more
marches and more arrests ensued,
Sheriff Clark’s intemperate re-
sponses upset Selma’s mayor and
public safety director, who were
concerned about the city’s image
as it attempted to attract indus-
tries to the area.
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THE CONFLICT TURNS DEADLY

In a tactical move by SCLC and
SNCC to force the arrest of Dr.
King and dramatize the campaign,
King and 250 marchers violated
a parade ordinance as they
marched to the courthouse on
February 1. When 500 students
marched later that day, Clark
and his men arrested them with
liberal use of nightsticks and at
times cattle prods. By the 5th
more than 3,000 marchers had
been arrested, many held in pris-
on camps outside town.

The mass arrests and harsh con-
ditions under which the march-
ers were held caused growing
concern in Washington. On the
day of Dr. King’s release on the
5th, his “Letter from a Selma Jail”
depicting the obstacles to voting

appeared in the New York
Times. King, the National Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP), and
Congress pressed President
Lyndon Johnson and the Jus-
tice Department to finish draft-
ing promised voting rights
legislation. Then on the 18th
participants in a dangerous
nighttime march in Marion,
Ala., seat of Perry County,
were attacked by state troop-
ers. A young demonstrator,
Jimmie Lee Jackson, was fatally
shot while trying to defend his
grandfather. A call to carry
Jackson’s body to Montgomery
evolved into a memorial march
from Selma to Montgomery—a
march Gov. George Wallace
vowed to stop.
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BLOODY SUNDAY

On a bright Sunday afternoon
600 marchers, in ranks of two,
moved slowly up the Edmund
Pettus Bridge rising over the
Alabama River. Leading were
John Lewis and SCLC’s Hosea
Williams. The marchers had left
Brown Chapel singing Ain’t
Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me
Round; now they walked quietly.
They could see only the calm
river and the bare trees on the
far bank.

Reaching the apex of the bridge,
they saw below what Lewis de-
scribed as a “sea of blue”—a pha-
lanx of Alabama state troopers
blocking U.S. 80. Behind the
troopers Sheriff Clark’s posse
waited on horses. They stopped a
few yards short of the troopers,

ghtsticks, then

d gas masks and
released tear gas to fur-
ther terrorize the march-
ers. It was all recorded by
major news media.

asking to speak to their leader. In
response they were given two min-
utes to return to their “homes or
church?” When the marchers did
not move, the troopers advanced,
hitting marchers with their night-
sticks, kicking those that went
down. The posse rode directly
into the panicking marchers. Don-
ning gas masks, the troopers re-
leased clouds of suffocating tear
gas; newsfilm captured the troop-
ers flailing at the blinded and
gagging marchers. They began
running back towards the bridge,
stumbling over each other and
trying to ward off the blows. The
troopers and posse continued to
use nightsticks, whips, and rub-
ber tubes as they drove the
marchers through the streets of
Selma.

TURNAROUND TUESDAY

As state troopers continued to
beat marchers after they reached
the Brown Chapel area, enraged
onlookers called for retaliation.
It was a pivotal moment in the
voting rights campaign: the prin-
ciple of nonviolence was being
tested in the heat of attack. The
leaders were able to convince
those ready to fight that this
could only undermine the move-
ment. They had to keep the sym-
pathy they had earned, and with
the image of troopers beating
unresisting marchers televised
nationally, the spotlight was on
Selma. Dr. King called on the
nation’s clergy to come to Selma
for another attempt to march.
But Federal District Court judge
Frank Johnson issued an injunc-
tion against another march until

Unitarian minister James
Reeb (left), in Selma for
was ked

a hearing could take place. King,
reluctant to defy the court, agreed
to march no further than the
other side of the bridge.

On Tuesday March 9, as the first
of some 2,000 marchers ap-
proached the state troopers at
the site of Sunday’s violence, the
leaders kneeled to pray, then
turned around. It was an unpop-
ular decision with the marchers,
but one noted that otherwise
they would have been “beaten
up with the court’s approval”
That night a clergyman who had
marched, Rev. James Reeb, was
attacked on a Selma street and
later died. In his eulogy Dr. King
said, “Again we must ask the
question: Why must good men
die for doing good?”

Allow men and women to register and
vote whatever the color of their skin.
Their cause must be our cause . . .
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—Presiderit Johnson, March 15
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flag flew over the capitol.
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WITNESSES FOR FRE

A week later the long-sought goal
finally appeared on the horizon.
On the 15th President Johnson
called on Congress to pass a vot-
ing rights bill; on the next day
Judge Johnson lifted the injunc-
tion against the march. Jubilation
replaced fear, but local resistance
remained fierce. That same day
marchers in Montgomery were
brutally beaten, causing Dr. King
to respond angrily, “the cup of
endurance has run over.”

Governor Wallace refused Presi-
dent Johnson’s request for state
protection of the marchers, so
Johnson nationalized 1,900 Ala-
bama national guardsmen and
dispatched 2,000 soldiers and
dozens of FBI agents and federal
marshals. On March 21 some

4,000 marchers set out from
Selma; where U.S. 80 (ironically
also called Jefferson Davis
Highway) became two lanes the
number was restricted to 300.
Most of this core group marched
all 54 miles, stopping at four
overnight campsites. In Mont-
gomery their numbers swelled
again to an exultant throng of
25,000 as they approached the
Alabama State Capitol. The
hard-won fight and the march
honoring it had given meaning to
the promise made a century earli-
er in the 15th Amendment: “The
right of citizens of the United
States to vote shall not be denied
or abridged by the United States
or by any State on account of
race, color, or previous condi-
tion of servitude”



Ain’t gonna let nobody turn me round,
I'm gonna keep on walking, keep on talking,
- Marching up to freedom land.

Let us march

on ballot boxes until brotherhood becomes more than a
meaningless word in an opening prayer, but the order of the
day on every legislative agenda. Let us march on ballot boxes
until all over Alabama God’s children will be able to walk the
earth in decency and honor.

—fFrom the speech by Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr, on March 25 at the Alabama State Capitol

Marchers endured racia!
sturs and threats from on
laokars, and some of the
federalized Alabama
national guardsmen barely
concealed their hostiirty
But nothing could hide the
joy on the faces of those
who watched from fieids
and front porches as the
rnarchers passed-—25,000
strong when they reached
the Alabama State Capitol.

Clark out of
n 1966. (Left)
Residents of “tent city.”

IN THE WAKE OF THE MARCH

The triumphal march provoked
another death that night. Viola
Liuzzo had come from Detroit to
help. After she had carried march-
ers back to Selma, Klansmen
sped alongside her car and shot
her. (See map on other side.) Resis-
tance to change would die hard.

SNCC continued to work with
African Americans in Lowndes
County, organizing the Lowndes
County Freedom Organization.
This evolved into a political
party, the first to adopt the black
panther symbol. On August 6th
President Johnson signed the
Voting Rights Act, which sus-
pended literacy tests, called for
the appointment of federal elec-
tion monttors, and directed the
US. Attorney General to chal-
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lenge the use of poll taxes by
states.

But laws cannot end bigotry.
That month Jonathan Daniels,
an Episcopal seminarian help-
ing desegregation efforts in
Hayneville, Ala., was shot and
killed. Lowndes County land-
owners evicted tenants who
registered. In December
SNCC and Lowndes County
leaders helped several dispos-
sessed families set up a “tent
city” off U.S. 80, then helped
them find jobs, permanent
housing, and new lives. In
the end the hard work bore
fruit: By 1966 the number of
registered African Americans
in Alabama was four times
greater than in 1960.



