Virginia Foster Durr  
Virginia Durr grew up in Birmingham, Alabama early in the 20th century in a closely knit family.  Her family attended Ku Klux Klan parades and taught her that the KKK were protectors of Southern womanhood.  As a young woman, she attended Wellesley College.  In her sophomore year, she faced the difficult choice of either agreeing to eat at the same table as a black student or leaving school. She chose to stay at school, which she considered a great intellectual and enriching experience.  After nearly a month, Virginia learned that “she did not fear the Negro girl, but rather her father’s reaction.”
Due to a family financial crisis in 1923, she was forced to leave Wellesley and returned to Birmingham, where she met her future husband, Alabama attorney and Rhodes Scholar, Clifford Durr.  They married and in 1933 moved to DC and both became avid New Dealers. In Washington, her political consciousness grew and she became very active through Mrs. Roosevelt and the Democratic Women’s groups in organizing to eliminate the poll tax, which prevented poor people, most women and blacks from voting. 

In 1938, Virginia Durr became a founding member of the Southern Conference on Human Welfare (SCHW), which became the main vehicle for her fight against the poll tax.  SCHW also worked to bring together disparate liberal groups in the South, to end violence against labor organizations and to work toward integration.  As a founder of this organization and a member of a variety of other organizations like and the Southern Conference Educational Fund (SCEF), she challenged white privilege.  She worked closely with friends like Eleanor Roosevelt, Ella Baker, and Mary McCloud Bethune to courageously challenge the racist social, economic, and political attitudes on a community and national level. 

Her opposition to all Jim Crow’s segregation laws caused her to be castigated, denounced, and shunned by a large segment of the white community in Montgomery, Alabama.  Their brother-in-law, Hugo Black, was a Supreme Court justice who favored ending segregation.  The Durr’s children suffered because of their parents’ beliefs, and who their uncle was.  One teacher turned to Tilla Durr (12 at the time) and said, “You just tell your uncle I’m not going to teacher any nigger children.  I don’t care how many laws they pass.”  Lulah, age 6, began being uninvited to parties.  However, neither Virginia, nor her husband Clifford, was deterred from their determined work to erode institutionalized racism and civil liberties.  

The Durrs supported the Highland Folk School, and in 1955 nominated Rosa Parks for a two-week scholarship which provided Parks with an experience that would lead to the Montgomery Bus Boycott.  Rosa Parks confided in Virginia about the significance of her experience at Highlander:

“When she [Rosa Parks] came back [from Highlander] she was so happy and felt so liberated and then as time went on she said the discrimination got worse and worse to bear after having, for the first time in her life, been free of it at Highlander.  I am sure that had a lot to do with her daring to risk arrest as she is naturally a very quiet and retiring person, although she has a fierce sense of pride and is in my opinion a really noble woman.”

Four months after her experience at Highlander, Parks refused to give up her seat on a Montgomery bus.   It was the Durrs who bailed Rosa Parks out of jail after she was arrested for refusing to give up her seat to a white man. 

Because of their anti-racist work, the Durrs were hounded by the FBI.  Virginia was even accused of being a communist and called before a Congressional committee chaired by Senator Jim Eastland, who believed everyone in the Civil Rights Movement, as well as many of the organizations supported by Durr, were communists.  As the senator tried to interrogate Virginia, she stood silent (sometimes responding “I stand mute”) and powdered her nose before she left the stand.  

Durr provided White Southern women, as well as all White women, with an important role model and helped imbue them with the courage to step from behind old barriers of ignorance and racial bigotry onto a path of freedom and democratic justice. 
Brown, Cynthia Stokes. Refusing Racism: White Allies and the Struggle for Civil Rights. New York: Teachers College Press, 2002.

"Virginia Foster Durr." National Women's History Project. <http://www.nwhp.org/whm/durr_bio.php>.
Anne and Carl Braden

“When the civil rights struggle engulfed the South, Anne Braden was one of the courageous few who crossed the color line to fight for racial justice.  Her history is a proud and fascinating one…Anne Braden is indeed a ‘subversive southerner’—a label she can wear with pride because she spent her life fighting to build a New South, where all our people could live together in freedom and equality.” Reverend Jesse Jackson, Sr.

Anne McCarty Braden (1924-2006) was an American advocate of racial equality. Born in Louisville, Kentucky, and raised in rigidly-segregated Anniston, Alabama (where a bus of Freedom Riders was burned in 1961), Braden grew up in a middle class family that accepted southern racial beliefs whole-heartedly. A devout Episcopalian, Braden was bothered by racial segregation, but never questioned it until her college years at Randolph-Macon Woman’s College in Virginia. After working on newspapers in Anniston and Birmingham, she returned to Kentucky as a young adult to write for the Louisville Times. There, she met and in 1948 married fellow newspaperman Carl Braden, a left-wing trade unionist. She became a supporter of the civil rights movement at a time when it was unpopular among southern whites.

 In 1950, Anne Braden spearheaded a hospital desegregation drive in Kentucky. She was first arrested in 1951 when she led a delegation of southern white women organized by the Civil Rights Congress to Mississippi to protest the execution of Willie McGee, an African American man convicted of raping a white woman.

In 1954, Andrew Wade IV, the head of an African American family who knew the Bradens through association, approached them with a proposal that would drastically alter all the lives involved. Like so many other Americans after World War II, Andrew Wade wanted to buy a house in a suburban neighborhood. Because of Jim Crow housing practices, the Wades had been unsuccessful for months in their quest to purchase a home on their own. The Bradens, who never wavered in their support for African American civil rights, agreed to purchase the home for the Wades. On May 15, 1954 Andrew Wade and his wife Charlotte spent their first night in their new home in the Louisville suburb of Shively, Kentucky. Upon discovering that blacks had moved in, white neighbors burned a cross in front of the house, shot out windows, and condemned the Bradens for buying it on the Wades’ behalf.  The Bradens responded, “We feel that every man has a right to live where he wants to, regardless of the color of his skin.”  Southern white fears may have been heightened in part by the timing of the move which came only two days before the U.S. Supreme Court’s landmark decision, Brown v. Board of Education, Topeka, KS. The bank demanded full payment of the loan because they weren’t informed about the transfer of property.  However, the Wades and Bradens stood up to this challenge and found a lawyer willing to take their case.

However, six weeks later, amid constant community tensions, the Wades’ new house was dynamited one evening while they were out.  The investigation turned from segregationist violence to the alleged Communist Party affiliations of some of those who had supported the Wades in their housing quest. There was some concern that these Communists had engineered the bombing to stir up racial tensions and lead to the overthrow of government. On October 1, 1954, Anne, Carl, and five other whites were charged with sedition (in this case, inciting rebellion]. Authorities raided the Bradens home and confiscated literature that “proved” their Communist affiliations.  After a sensationalized trial (the prosecution received help from members of HUAC), Carl Braden—the perceived ringleader—was convicted of sedition and sentenced to 15 years’ imprisonment.  While Anne and the other defendants awaited a similar fate, Carl served seven months.  He was released from jail on $40,000 bail while awaiting appeal of his conviction.  Fourteen months later, all charges were dropped and the Wades moved back to Louisville. Anne carefully chronicled the ordeal and used it as the basis for her book The Wall Between, which was published in 1958 and was runner-up for the National Book Award that year. 
The Bradens continued to fight against segregation in the South, and HUAC continued to investigate them, as well as other white allies.  In 1958, 200 leading blacks signed a letter asking why HUAC wasn’t investigating the deaths of blacks who tried to vote, or the bombings of African American churches or Jewish synagogues.  “It is increasingly difficult to find white people who are willing to support our efforts for full citizenship…It is unthinkable that they should instead be harassed by committees of the United States Congress.”  Anne Braden always saw their fight as a fight for everyone; their successes would be shared by all:
The idea that blacks were taking something from whites is a plain, bald lie.  The black movement never took a thing from white people- it helped them.  Not just in spiritual or psychological terms, but in very practical things.  Everything that blacks gained, white people, working-class white people especially, got the benefit of – PELL grants for college studies, CETA [Comprehensive Employment and Training Act], Medicare and Medicaid.  Those all came out of the War on Poverty, when black Americans demanded opportunity.
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Jim Zwerg
Jim Zwerg was a Freedom Rider who challenged the South segregation by riding buses through several Southern states.  One of two things would happen.  Hopefully, the rides would go smoothly and segregation would be successfully challenged.  Or, the riders would be challenged, possibly violently, and the federal government would be forced to act.  The Supreme Court had already declared that buses traveling between states (interstate) could not be segregated.  Zwerg traveled from Nashville, TN to Birmingham, AL and then onto Montgomery, AL.  The following excerpts are from various interviews given by Jim Zwerg (mostly in 2002).

When asked how he became interested in civil rights, Zwerg recalled the following:
I had two roommates at Beloit College my freshman year -- the quarterback of the football team, a big quiet guy, good-looking fellow, and a smaller black roommate who was an absolute genius in the classics, in Latin and Greek and all the ancient languages. His name was Bob Carter. Bob had come from the south, Alabama I believe, although I'm not positive about that. He gave me King's book to read -- Stride Towards Freedom. 

I witnessed prejudice against him... we'd go to a lunch counter or cafeteria and people would get up and leave the table. I had pledged a particular fraternity and then found out that he was not allowed in the fraternity house. I decided that his friendship was more important than that particular fraternity, so I depledged. I asked Bob one day, "Why don't you lash out at those people when they're saying things to you and your girlfriend? You just kind of walk away. You take it and you don't smart-mouth them. I don't know how you can do that." And that's when he said, "It doesn't prove anything" and he gave me King's book. It got me thinking. As a sociology major, I wondered if I could be the same way if the tables were reversed. If I was in the minority, would I be willing to take it? Beloit had an exchange program with Fiske University, a predominately black university in Nashville... when that opportunity unveiled itself, I submitted my name to be an exchange student and I was accepted at Fiske. 

Later, Zwerg witnessed non-violent attempts by Fiske students to integrate movie theaters in Nashville.  Zwerg didn’t think the protests were making much of an impact.  He talked with a young Fiske student, the leader of the protest, named John Lewis.  As Zwerg got to know him, he understood their reasons for non-violent protest, and how it could work.

After hearing about the burning of a CORE (Council of Racial Equality, created by James Farmer) Freedom Rider bus in Aniston, AL, the students at Fiske, led by John Lewis, decided to act.  However, they decided their Freedom Ride would be slightly different than CORE’s.  CORE had chartered a bus and filled it completely with Freedom Riders.  Lewis and Zwerg would just buy tickets on a regular bus.
"Well, we had a very nice ride all the way to Birmingham city limits. And at the Birmingham city limits, we got stopped. . . .And this very large gentleman with a hat, glasses gets on the bus: Bull Connor…”
"'Y'all got some Freedom Riders on here from Nashville?' The bus driver had a hint that maybe Paul and I [seated together, one black, one white] were part of that. [laughter] 'Those two!' Old Bull comes down the aisle, turns to Paul, 'Now, boy, you get out of that seat. Y'all c'mon now. Get out of there.' And Paul said, 'I'm very comfortable here. Why do I need to get up?' 'You're under arrest. All right, boy, get out the way. Let him up.' I said, 'I'm very comfortable here.' 'You're under arrest, too.' [laughter]”

From Birmingham, the Freedom Riders moved onto Montgomery, AL.  The mob was already waiting for James Zwerg by the time the Greyhound bus eased into the bus station in Montgomery, Alabama. Looking out the window, Zwerg could see men gripping baseball bats, chains and clubs. They had sealed off the streets leading to the station and chased away news photographers. They didn't want anyone to witness what they were about to do.  The night before, Zwerg had prayed for the strength to not strike back in anger. 
 

That same night, he had written a letter to his parents (who had forsaken him for joining the civil rights movement) that was to be handed to them in case he was killed. The letter explained his decision to join the Freedom Riders. 
Zwerg called his mother the night before he left to tell her where he was going. 
     "Don't do. Don't go," she said. "You can't do this to your father." 
     "I have no choice. I have to," he said. 
     "You killed your father," his mother replied. Then she hung up. (Zwerg’s father did suffer a mild coronary and nearly had a  

      nervous breakdown)

At the bus station, Zwerg volunteered to get off the bus first, knowing full well that the mob would attack him first and attack him ferociously because he was a white man sympathizing with blacks.  "You could see baseball bats; you could see hammers; you could see pieces of chain. You knew why they were there. . . And you knew it was very soon going to happen. At that moment. . .I bowed by head, and I prayed. And I asked God to give me the strength to be nonviolent. I asked God to forgive them for whatever they might do. And I asked Him to be with me."The Greyhound bus doors hissed open - the mob swarmed him as he stepped off the bus, yelling, "Nigger lover! Nigger lover!" Then, as the mob grabbed him, Zwerg closed his eyes and bowed his head to pray. "The lord is my light and salvation, of whom shall I fear...”  Zwerg continued, 
“I was knocked to the ground. I remember being kicked in the spine and hearing my back crack, and the pain. I fell on my back and a foot came down on my face. The next thing I remember is waking up in the back of a vehicle and John Lewis handing me a rag to wipe my face. I passed out again and when I woke up I was in another moving vehicle with some very southern-sounding whites. I figured I'm off to get lynched. I had no idea who they were. Again, I went unconscious and I woke up in the hospital. I was informed that I had been unconscious for a day and a half. One of the nurses told me that another little crowd were going to try and lynch me. They had come within a half block of the hospital. She said that she knocked me out in case they did make it, so that I would not be aware of what was happening.”
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Fred Ross

“There was once a reporter who likened my father to Gary Cooper coming into town and taking on the biggest, baddest bully,” says Fred Ross Jr., discussing his father’s legacy. “But he was not a solo operator like a Gary Cooper. What he did was go out and teach people [so] they could do it for themselves—because he understood that’s a lot more respectful of people. And even more important, it’s a lot more enduring because when you’re gone, you want to leave something in your place.”


America’s Great Depression gave rise to Fred Ross’s eventful career in community organizing. He had originally hoped to become a teacher in his native San Francisco, but after college he found himself managing migrant-labor camps for the New Deal’s Farm Security Administration. There, he befriended singer Woody Guthrie and persuaded First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt to visit the Okies’ squatter camps, so she could see firsthand the migrants’ misery.


By the end of World War II, Ross was working for the government, helping resettle thousands of interred Japanese Americans in new homes. He then began working with veteran organizer Saul Alinsky of the Industrial Areas Foundation, who sent him to organize Latino communities—even though he couldn’t speak Spanish. Ross was well aware that he had that strike against him. “So he had to prove his commitment by his actions,” says Fred Ross Jr. “He had a lot of anger about injustice, and he couldn’t live with himself if he wasn’t doing something about it. And there was plenty around.”


At the time, Latinos were plagued by poor housing, discrimination, and police brutality. To combat these conditions, Ross helped start a Latino civil rights group known as the Community Service Organization. Borrowing from Alinksy’s lessons about organizing “one person at a time,” Ross developed his own brand of outreach—one hour at a time. (He also taught himself Spanish.) “My strongest memories of growing up are of going to CSO meetings as a child,” says Jessica Govea, a former UFW organizer whose parents had joined Ross to create a CSO chapter in the tiny farmworker enclave of Bakersfield. She credits Ross with encouraging women to shake tradition and jump into community organizing. “Fred in particular, and then later Cesar, when he became an organizer with CSO, emphasized the importance of this not being an organization of men. Our community was very traditionally father-dominated, but [the CSO] became an organization of men and of women and of children.”


After Ross met Chavez in San Jose in 1952, and helped Cesar recognize his own organizing and leadership skills, the pair expanded the CSO by twenty-two chapters, turning whole neighborhoods into potent lobbying groups, and shy homemakers into proud voters. “Fred Ross was a real gentleman,” says Beatriz Bedoya, who became his assistant in 1952 when she was a young Chicana newlywed in the San Francisco Bay community of Decoto, now Union City. Bedoya, today in her seventies, lives in the same neighborhood where she walked precincts with Ross. “He had this way of making you feel like the organizing work was the most important thing you could be doing. I liked that and became really involved. I thank my late husband for being so understanding. He let me go out with Mr. Ross almost every night to go talk to people about registering to vote.”


Not long after Cesar left CSO to begin organizing farmworkers in Delano, Ross moved on to work with the National Presbyterian Church, setting up self-help groups among destitute Yaqui Indians and Latinos in southern Arizona. In 1965, Ross was teaching courses in community organizing at Syracuse University in New York when he got a call from Delano, where Cesar needed help with his union’s ambitious plans for a strike against San Joaquin Valley grape growers.


During his many years of friendship with Chavez, Ross trained a new generation of UFW leaders and proved that he, too, could learn from his protégé. Ross, like Cesar, became a health food aficionado and adopted a tough regimen of exercise and yoga. Staff members recall that Ross would also carve out time from even the busiest of days to meditate.


Ross retired form the UFW in the early 1980s, but he never stopped organizing. He helped teach young activists how to take on the government over the nuclear arms race and, with his son, Fred Jr., founded Neighbor to Neighbor, a group dedicated to ending U.S. intervention in Central America. Ross died of cancer at age eighty-two in 1992.
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