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Interview with G. G. Gomillion, veteran black politican leader, Tuskegee,
Alabama, July 11, 197^, conducted by Jack Bass and Walter De Vries,
transcribed by Linda Killen.

Jack Bass:

I guess first I'd like to ask you to give a little,

brief summary of your own political background in Alabama and your own
background.

Are you a native Alabamian?

Gomillion:

I came from the worse state in the union and the worst

county in that state.

Walter De Vries:
Gomillioni

W.D.V.:

Don't leave us hanging.

South Carolina.

Bdgefield county.

That's his [Bass's] home state.

Gomillion:

Strom Thurman and Pitchfork Ben Tillman.

leave several

I've been here ever since.

Federal government.

I

the institute, high school

came to Alabama in '28 as

times.

Born in a little

It's about seven miles from Edgefield county seat.

town of J

department.

What is it?

Various projects.

Retired in May '?1.

in politics I've simply worked in Macon county mainly.
area of stimulating registration

about 30 Negro voters at that time.

Primarily in the

voting of more people.

started out in 1932 I was working in the community.

And

When I

There were only

The time worked outside of the class
registration of voters.

rooms mainly
That's about it.

J.B.:

What were the events that led up to the suit with your name

on it?

Gomillion:
J.B.:

Oh.

.

. in 1957•

This is Gomillion vs IAghtfoot.
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Gomillion:

In 1957 the city officials,

I think,

the rate Negroes were registering at that time,

2

discovered that at

they would probably,

by

i960 have a number of voters, number of persons registered to vote, in
excess of whites.

tion of i960.

Therefore would probably influence the municipal elec

And so I think the officials urged Sam Engleharten, who's

the senator from Macon county,

to introduce a bill gerrymandering the

city in such a way that it would put outside the city limits the major
ity of the Negro voters.

been introduced,
draw the bill.
chants.

So when some of us heard that the bill had

we urged the city officials to urge the senator to with
When we had no success there we appealed to the mer

Nobody paid any attention to us and nobody helped us.

So we

began to hold public meetings and we announced that we would not support
the merchants of town

those who helped us.

treat with our friends.

Provide for

Withdrew our support from the merchants in town.

In the meantime we were appealing to members of the legislature and to

some of the elected officials,

particularly the governor.

We had no suc

cess anywhere along the line except from the governor, who said he didn't
know whether he would approve the bill if it ever reached him or not.

J.B.:

Gov Fulsomer

Gomillion:

Yeah.

a dissenting vote.
the bill.

Jim Fulsome.

The bill passed both houses without

Not all of the members voted,

So in '57,

I think it was.

but nobody voted against

June or July.

June,

The bill was passed by both houses and sent to the governor.
governor didn't sign it.

then.

I believe.

But the

We found ourselves outside the city limits

About 3i500 Negro citizens.
J.B.:

He didn't veto it.

Gomillion1

J.B.:

He didn't veto it.

But it became law without his signature.
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W.D.V.:

Was that the subject of

a very spirited debate when it

went through or did it go through very quietly?

Gomillion:

It went through quietly.

No, there wasn't any debate,

I don't think at all that would amount to anything.

We then.

.

. 12 of

us filed suit against the city officials and the state legislature, state
officials.

Because the way the city was gerrymandered, it was changed

from the four sided figures, square, to a 26 sided figure.
seen a picture of it.

Probably

But it was gerrymandered in such a way that ap

proximately 3,500 Negro citizens were put out the city limits and about
400 of the 410 Negro voters.
court.

We went into court.

We lost in the district

Appealed to the circuit court of appeals and won there.

The

defendants then appealed to the United States Supreme Court and the

United States Supreme Gourt sent it back to the district court to be
tried on its merits.

And Judge Onson stated that he thought he had

enough evidence to rule without holding a trial.
Ruled against the defendants.

And the state then.

city had 30 days in which to appeal.

was in 1961.

So he ruled.
.

.

.

. state and the

They chose not to appeal.

So we'd been in court four years.

.

That

The city election

had been held and —

J.B.:

Was Fred Grey the attorney in that?

Gomillions

Yeah.

He was our local attorney.

When he reached

the Supreme Gourt he was assisted by Bob Garter of the NAACP.
just happened that my name headed the list of 12.

And it

So that's why it

was called Gomillion vs Lightfoot.

J.B.:

Are you still on the executive committee of the Alabama

Democratic conference.

Am I correct on that?

And during the '60s

you played a pretty active role in Macon county politics.
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Gomillion:

Well, as I said,

of Negro voters.

•60.

I worked trying to increase the number

Except in county, state elections we didn't vote In

Less than ten persons were able to vote in the municipal elections.

It wasn't until '64 that we were able to elect any Negroes to public
office in the town of Tuskegee.
dom was elected.

See, in '60 an all white city official

In '64 between '6l and '64 we were able to increase the

number of Negroes registered to vote above 600.
about 600 whites and about 400 Negroes.

in '64 exceeded 600.

See, in 1957 there were

But the number of Negro voters

About 8 or 900, something like that.

were able to elect two Negroes to the city council.

of education.

One to the county commission.

And so we

One to the board

Two justices of the peace.

Those were the first six Negros elected to public office in Macon county
in this century.
J.B.:

Are they the first six elected to public office in Alabama?

Gomillions

I don't think so,

mingham and somewhere else.
W.D.V.:

away.

There might have been a few.

Not many.

What was the immediate impact of that?

Gomillion:
at that time.

because there*ve been some in Bir

Well,

after the boycott.

Which we didn't call a boycott

Some of the whites who were in business started moving

In '64, after the election of some Negroes and after some of the

whites saw that the number of Negroe voters exceeded the number of
whites and there was probably no likelihood of the number of white

voters ever exceeding the number of Negro voters,

they just moved away.

Those who felt that they could move away and succeed.

Others stayed and

I think took the position that they'd just simply withdraw from the body
politic, that is trying to influence elections, and just make the most of
it.

There were a few others who decided to stay and participate with the

Negroes in whatever kind of government

able to operate.
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J.B.:

What was Alan Parker's role in that time?

Gomillion:

From my point of view he was probably the most helpful

to us throughout the crisis and the most reasonable person with whom I
had the opportunity to talk.

W.D.V.:

What was the period that you call the crisis?

Gomillion:

I would say between '& and '6*K

Ten year period.

'5^ mainly because of those folk who were able to read quote the hand

writing on the wall unquote in the May 17, 195^ court decision.

There

really was the beginning on crack down on efforts by Negroes to partici
pate in the body politic in this particular area.

I think they.

.

.

many of the whites who'd been in power realized then that with the
population distribution as it was, the racial distribution, that it
wouldn't be long before they would not be able to control completely
the political situation.

Between that time and '57 when the Englehart

bill was introduced, there was planning on the part of the whites as to

what they might be able to do and do successfully.

And so when.

.

. I

think that some of them discovered that they probably couldn't win poli
tically, was when they were able to convince Englehart to introduce his

bill.

That would give them some time.
W.D.V.:

Excuse me.

Now some of the whites—

When you say the whites, do you mean the city

governmental officials or do you mean somebody outside of the government?
Gomillion:
W.D.V.:

No,

no.

Within the city.

City elected officials.

Gomillion:

And citizens who were not officials.

And I think that

when they realized that there was hardly any likelihood to continue, for

them to continue to restrict registration.
Rights Act began to give us some leverage.

.

.

.

Because the 1957 Civil

And when that act was passed
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and when whites discovered that in it was some provision for making re

gistration and voting easier for Negroes, the next best thing, \ja.t least]
for the city was to put those Negroes who were able to vote outside of
the city.

And when that was attacked by the Negroes by going to court,

then there was introduced into the legislature a bill to abolish the
county.

You're probably familiar with that and if you are I needed go

J.6.:

Go ahead.

Gomillion:

And we,

gee civic association,

some Negroes, under the direction of the Tuske-

which was the civic organization.

to the Macon county abolition committee,
legislators,

We appealed

which was a committee of state

not to recommend the enactment of that proposed legislation.

Mitchell and I went down to Montgomery and presented a statement to the

committee.

Committee wouldn't let us sit down.

whole time we were there.
legislature discovered.

.

We had to stand up the

But we made the statement.
.

And later the

some officials in the legislature discovered

that there was not much likelihood that it would be able to abolish

Macon county.

Because the representatives in the adjacent counties said

in essence that they didn't want any of the Negroes in Macon county.

They were bottled up in Macon county;
We don't want them.
ment.

Now.

So they didn't give the legislature any encourage

So that bill never was passed.

.

let them stay bottled up there.

Well,

it was never implemented.

.I'm not sure whether it passed both houses.

There was a refer

endum on it and there was a vote granting the authority to the legisla-

tre.

That is, a majority of the voters granted the authority to the

legislature to abolish Macon county.

W.D.V.:

But it was never implemented.

A constitutional referendum?
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Gomillion:

Yeah.

I'm not sure whether it was in '58 that that was

done or not.
W.D.V.:

Do you know of any other situation in the country where in

order to get at that problem there was an effort to abolish a county?

Gomillionj

I don't know of any other.

Not related to a political

situation.

W.D.V.:

That's what I mean.

Gomillion:

The first civil rights act was in '57*

was in '60 and that gave us some further leverage.
the second revision in '64.
anyway,

The revision

And then there was

And that provided, if you recall, for.

federal officials going into counties.

.

.

Discovering Negro voters

who had been denied the opportunity to register or to receive their
certificates of registration.
body federal.

persons,

And if,

Negroes,

I believe,

or some

in the opinion of the federal registrars,

were eligible to vote,

the boards of registrars.
See,

Federal registrars,

these

then they certified them through

Their names were ordered placed on the rolls.

a good many of our Negroes who had applied for certificates of re

gistration had not been granted them,
out three,

even though some of them had filled

four and five application forms.

So Judge Johnson,

when he

received the list—
J.B.:

These included some people who were members of the faculty

at Tuskegee who had Ph.D.

Gomillion:

That's right.

from Boston University.
And so.

.

.

Chaplain Wynn was one of them.
,

And

I don't know how many,

certified by the court,

of '65.

Am I correct on this?

Ph.D.

English School of Education.

but maybe a hundred or two were ordered

Judge Johnson.

And then the voting rights act

This provided for illiterates to have the opportunity to register.
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So our major difficulty in Macon county was the task of getting register
ed.

Once a Negro was registered he didn't have any difficulty voting,

which was different from the situation in several other counties where

the problem was intimidation of Negroes going to the polls.

We were not

bothered with that.

So,

Our difficulty was getting registered.

call the critical period,

I re

'5*J- to '6^, with the voting rights act of '65

really being the act which provided an across the state leverage.
the situation was not the same in all the counties in Alabama.
the voting rights act was passed,

See

But when

this then provided almost similar op

portunities for Negroes throughout the state.

There was considerable in

crease in the opportunity for participating in the political process.

In

some of the counties it was a little more difficult because of the eco
nomic pressures on some Negroes.

Plantation areas,

though Negroes had the opportunity to register,

registered they would lose their jobs,

for example,

where,

in some instances if they

lose their credit.

That was tried

but

on some of the Negroes here in Macon caunty/because a good many of them
who worked for the Institute or worked for the veterans1

hospital,

the

percentage was smaller than in some of the other counties.

J.B.j

What was the name of the Negro political organization in

Macon county?

During the '60s, that you helped develop.

Gomillion:

Macon county Democratic Club.

Tuskegee City Association,
we were doing there,

regard to party.

We started out in a

but that was sort of nonpartisan.

And what

trying to stimulate registration and voting without

Then in '60, or in the '60s, we got the impression that

if we really wanted to exercise any significant influence on the political
process,

that we would probably have to do it through a political party.

And at that time the Democratic party was the dominant party in the state.
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So we organized a Macon county Democratic club,

which later became a

part of the state Negro Democratic conference
and we began to support candidates who filed for participation in the

primary, Democratic primary.

We felt that going that route would pro

bably be more advantageous to us than organizing a new party,

such as

So we've been participating in the Democratic party as best we could

since the early '60s.
J.B.:

How effective do you feel that the Democratic Conference of

Alabama is?

Alabama Democratic Conference.

Gomillion:

I think it's done a fairly good job of trying to further

stimulate registration and voting and to encourage bloc voting in some
instances where it was possible to identify certain candidates on the
state level who might be more favorably disposed towards a more open

political process.

Might be disposed more toward fairness than some of

the other candidates.

more or less.

.

And in some instances,

I think,

with the.

.

.

. well, majority voting on the part of Negroes for

those candidates,

along with the voting of certain other candidates,

some candidates have gotten into office who might not have gotten in had
the Negroes not voted in a block.

And I think that some of those per

sons have probably functioned more effectively,

or more favorably,

at

least toward Negroes, than if some of the others had gotten elected.

J.B.:

Compared with the NAACP state wide, how would you compare the

influence of the conference?

Gomillion:

Well the conference has probably exerted a greater in

fluence politically than the NAACP itself.
to be nonpartisan.

Because the NAACP is supposed

And its major responsibility in the political process
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is getting a person to vote, not necessarily for any particular candidate.

Now one of the committees in the conference is [[probably/primarily?] con
cerned with publicizing information concerning political candidates,
but I don't know of any NAAGP ever endorsing any particular candidate.
Might have,

but I'm unaware of it.

ference has endorsed.

While the Alabama Democratic con

And because of that endorsement I think a larger

percentage of Negroes have voted for the candidates endorsed than would
have voted had the candidate not been endorsed,

[[interruption on tape.3
W.D.V.:

[[Something about association of black elected officials

in terms of impact.~]
Gomillion:

Well the only important ones that I know about,

I think,

are those in Macon county. [[Something about Arthur Shores in Birmingham.]
And the Negroes who've been appointed,
Negro officials.

Not always.

have been appointed mainly by

When Kieaver was mayor,

pointments of Negroes to certain boards.

he made some ap

I would say that considering

the political knowledge of Negroes at the time that they were elected
to public office or appointed to public office,
as well as I expected.

Because, as you know,

they have functioned about

what one needs to know to

function effectively in a political process simply isn't in the book.
And he has to get a good bit of his valuable knowledge from association
with persons who are in politics.

And Negroes not having the opportunity

to associate with political office holders prior to the time that they

were elected or appointed,
Now,

I think they have done a fairly good job.

I've not been satisfied with the function,

cular individual officials,

you know,

of some parti

but I attribute that to two things.

probably to my different political philosophy from those persons.

One,
And
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two,

because I might be limited in my knowledge and understanding of what

is needed,

in comparison with their knowledge and understanding.

There

are some things that I could not have done or I would not have done if
I had been in their particular place.

But whether that would have been.

what I would have done would have been best for.
the community,

W.D.V.:

city or county,

done.

Well.

.

. or better.

.

.

. for

I'm not sure.

Can we try an example of that?

Gomillionj

.

.

like the mayor of Tuskegee?

. one thing that he did which I could not have

That is publicly endorse George Wallace.

that was a shrewd political move,

I don't know.

Now,

whether or not

It might have been.

And

his endorsement might prove to be advantageous to Tuskegee and Macon

county.

But knowing the past of George Wallace,

dorsed publicly.

Now,

I could not have en

I might have done what I could to support him, get

as much as I could out of him.

But I wouldn't have endorsed him.

two or three other things which have been done which.

W.D.V.:

.

.

Now.

.

.

.

How do you think the others in Tuskegee feel about that?

Gomillions

Well,

frankly I don't know enough about the thinking

of the voters at the present time.

Because of the critical illness of

my wife in the last three years, much of what I know about political
process is what I read.

I haven't participated actively outside.

I've not attended city council meetings,

And

county commission meetings.

I've not talked with the office holders to any appreciable extent.

So

I really don't know enough about what's going on to make any good judg
ment as to the effeciency of these officials,

appointed or elected.

There's one thing which I do not like.

In my opinion,

...

been too much bickering among elected officials,

there has

in my opinion.

Now

some persons have said that this is necessary in order to get certain

things done.

It might be.

But some of it seems to have been petty
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bickering.
manner.

Time could have been better spent than in that particular

That might be due in part to the fact that basically I'm a

pacifist.

That is, I just don't like brawls and [public?]] brawls.

J.B.:

What's been the political effect, among Negroes in Alabama,

of the whole experience growing out.

.

and all the events growing out of that.

. beginning of SCLC in Montgomery
The fact that Alabama was a

state where a lot of the action took place as far as the civil rights

movement was concerned?
Gomillionj

I don't know how much SCLC was able to,

fluence it was able to exert.

how much in

I understand that it had considerable

influence in some counties south and west of Montgomery.

There are

people with other impressions who might be in a better position to
answer that question than I.

that?, [Marion?]

Andrew Hayden up in Uniontown,

county, and then1

what is

over in Green?county

r

county.

and in Lawrence county,

over there than over in this area.

in SCLC,

U> litres.

so I really don't know.

4filfe*£? county,
west.

Marion county,

Now the SCLC was stronger

And I was not an active participant

Dallas county,

Butler county.

Lawrence county,

Counties over in the

Maybe down as far as Mobile.
W.D.V.:

When you think back to the beginning of that critical

period in

would you have foreseen the changes that have occurred

during that first ten years and the second ten years?
Gomillion:

I'm not quite sure I understand the second part of

your question.

W.D.V.s

In that 20 years, from 195^ to 1974, which really is the

period of our book,

there were some enormous changes in racial relations.

When you think back to 195^t the beginning of that critical period, would
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you have foreseen the changes that occurred during that period?

The

relationship between the races.

Gomillion:

I think it's moved along about at the rate, the rate

of change, about as I anticipated it.
hoped it would.

Now, there has been.

have been most disappointed,

Maybe I ought to say, as I had
.

. the area in which I suppose I

has been in the area of public education.

The resistance to desegregation on one hand and the floundering of the
persons responsible for planning and,
education programs.

Now,

the court decisions.
one thing.
unquote.

I suppose,

executing the public

I've had some mixed feelings about some of

That is,

I think George Wallace and I agree on

That is that I'm not strongly in favor of quote mass busing
For whatever purpose.

I just think that a great deal of money

has been spent on busing which could have been spent on improving the
educational facilities in certain places and making,

providing better

educational opportunities, at least in the elementary schools.

ly I'm in favor of community schools.

Basical

At the elementary level.

If

that makes any sense.

J.B.:

Given the choice then between desegregated schools with

busing or segregated schools without busing,

you would take the segre

gated schools without busing?

Gomilliont

At the elementary school level.

Another reason for that,

your own children.

and that is,

6th grade down.

I suppose I'm concerned about

Time spent on the buses.

Concerned with the teachers

being closer to the parents of children in that school level.

the busing were eliminated,

I'd want whatever money was spent for bus

ing to go to the improvement of the schools.

and good schools.

But if

Now if it's a choice between

If the only way you could get good schools was to get
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it through busing, then I'd take the bus.

necessary to make that alternative.
alternative.

But I don't think that it was

I don't think that was the only-

I think that the area in which I saw the easiest transi

tion from rigid segregation to desegregation was in the public sector
of transportation and public accommodations.

Now I may be wrong,

I observed it in my rambling around over the South,
tion,

but as

I saw less opposi

less successful opposition in those areas than in education and

in the churches.

Course I never would have been one to .participate in

the desegregation of churches.
Gods as they define them,

pate in desegregation.
severely here.

I want no part of it.

Their

So I wouldn't partici

And that's one of the reasons I was criticized

Because I wouldn't participate in the inarches to desegre

gate the churches.
ment office,

The God that those folks worship.

I marched down to the school house,

to the registration office and so on.

Jesus, my God,

is just about as good as theirs.

stay in their segregated churches,
nity in education or employment,

okay.

to the employ

But I think my

And if they want to

But to deny me equal opportu

health services—I would work vigor

ously to increase the opportunities there.

But they could have their

churches.

J.B.:

How do you evaluate the performance of Johnny ^ord as mayor?

Gomillion:

I suppose I don't know enough about what options he

had in the office and I suppose I've been less interested in the admini

strative end of government than any of the others.
been in the policy making area.
appraise.

My major interest has

So I really am not in a position to

...

J.B.:

W.D.V.:

Could you assess the performance of the three legislators?

Or the two from here,

anyway.
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Gomillion:

I haven't made any attempt to compare them.

where the voters stand.

...

I know

I don't know whether their vote repre

sents their judgment on performance or on promises.

But during the

four year period I'm sure that Mr Reed made a much greater impression
did.

on the Negro voters than
The reason for it?

Much more favorable impression.

I really don't know.

the election returns.

I was somewhat surprised at

I thought that the last election primary was

going to be a close race.

I hadn't expected a landslide.

And I

wouldn't have been surprised if Reed had won in this close primary,
which I thought was going to be close.

And here again is a good example

of my not knowing the mood of the voters leading up to the primary.

W.D.V.:

One of the things we hear from whites in Alabama

and even outside of the state,

is that George Wallace has changed.

A. Because he didn't use race as an issue in the '7^ campaign.
cause he has the support of people like mayor Ford.

B.

Be

Do you think he's

changed?

Gomillion:

I wouldn't trust him.

This is personal.

Now,

I would

not do anything,

I don't think, to injure him unless it's done by not

voting for him.

I couldn't vote for him,

I don't think,

because basic

ally I don't believe that what he has done or is doing in his so-called
changed mood is the result of any conviction on his part.
past he was wrong,

That in the

or he was discriminatory in his public behavior.

And if there's been any change,

I'm of the opinion that the change is

based on the realization that if he is able to get enough votes to ad

vance him politically it would have to be the result of a changed image.
And I'd rather take my chances on somebody else.

Now,

you might come

back with the question that some other persons have come back with:

Do
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you believe in conversion?

And I said yes.

I think some persons are converted.
W.D.V.:
verted?

I believe in conversion.

And Wallace might be one.

What would it take to convince you that he had been con

What would he have to do in terms of his public behavior to

convince you that he had been converted,

undergone a basic attitude

change?

Gomillion:

The main thing would be for him to admit, publicly,

that what he had done in the past was discriminating against Negro.
citizens.

That the Negro citizens were

.

A confession on

his part would be necessary in order to convince me.

W.D.V.:

Mea culpa?

Gomillion:
J.B.:

Oh,

yeah,

yeah.

I think conversion requires a confession of faith.

Gomillion:

Among other things.

A confession of previous wrong

doings.
W.D.V.:

Suppose he made that confession.

Then what would you ex

pect him to do beyond that?

Gomillion:

Well,

two or three other things that he could do.

One

would be to begin the appointment of persons to some of these state
bodies where opportunities,

where vacancies occurred.

tain he could find some persons who were capable,
of being put into those positions.

cer

some Negroes capable

I would not demand or require a

percentage wise filling of these positions.
But that would be one thing.

And I'm

I haven't believed in that.

Another would be his championing of cer

tain issues or programs which would be beneficial, directly beneficial
to those who have been disadvantaged in the past.
blacks.

Like the poor,

I believe in compensatory services in some areas.

the

And public
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health.

In education.

Particularly.

I think that it's justified to

provide health opportunities, educational opportunities for those per
sons who have been previously denied equality of education or opportu
nity for health services.

Now I'm not in favor of employing persons

who are not qualified to work on certain jobs simply to meet a quota.
I would be in favor of providing supplementary or compensatory educa

tional opportunities to those persons who are not qualified to enable
them to become qualified.

So I think if Mr Wallace could do,

do something in that area,

providing compensatory health services,

educational services.

.

. and there's one other.

This would probably influence me.

So.

.

or would

I had three of them.

. two kinds of things.

One,

confession of guilt and a move in the direction of compensating for
the disadvantagements.

W.D.V.:

Particularly in health and in education.

You're not holding your breath waiting for this?

Gomillion:

No.

Because I hold it against him. [?]

principle here in Macon county.

.

. that is,

those who are working

closely with me or with whom I am working closely.

We started out in

politics and we were voting for whites and against whites.
were in the campaign.

We had a

Only whites

If we didn't know whether the challenger was

any better than the incumbent,

we took the position.

.

. we voted

against the incumbent and voted for the challenger to put the incumbent
out.

We knew the incumbent hadn't done anything for us or was prejudiced

or discriminated against.
other person,

.

.

.

But if we weren't certain about the

we took the position let's show the person who's on the

inside

[End of side of tape.]
competitor was any better than hsxxxs Wallace.

I didn't know the man
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very well.

But I voted for him on the basis that he could hardly have

been any worse than Wallace was in the past.

And I think with the civil

rights act in operation to some extent that he would not be permitted to
do some of the things that Wallace was able to do.

his fellow state officials at that time.

Wallace and some of

I&tterson was //ZhJahh'(t^
He was the one that

gave us the most trouble here in Macon county.

W.D.V.:

If you can,

good for the state?
in the little people,

taking out the matter of race,

has Wallace been

We hear he's a populist and he's very interested
all that sort of thing.

Can you evaluate him as

a governor that way?

Gomillion:
environment,

You'd have to judge him,

I suppose,

the social climate in which he works.

on the basis of the
I don't know whether

he's any better than some other person would have been.

I don't know.

Here again is a situation which is the result of previous rigid racial

segregation.

Now I don't know enough about the state situations.

economic condition of the state,

state wide,

.

. the

the political position of the state

to be able to make a good judgment there.

So it's very

difficult for me or for most Negroes to judge state political officials
on the basis of anything other than race.

One of the reasons is that up

until a few years ago we had to spend so much time trying to overcome or
compensate for the restrictions which were placed upon us that we didn't
have any time or money—to any appreciable extent—left to be concerned

about nonracial things.
school.

Take myself as a person who was trying to teach

Teach youngsters in school.

in Alabama.

What did I have to do?

Now I couldn't go to graduate school
Save my money,

get a graduate education outside of the state.

pay railroad fare,

I was not permitted to
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register to vote with the same degree of ease as whites were.
time and money.

tion.

I made less than a white teacher in a comparable posi

I had to spend more to register and'vote.

get an education.

I had to spend more to

Or going to professional meetings.

them here in Alabama.
the South.

So I spent

I couldn't go to

The American Sociological Society didn't meet in

So I had to spend more money than most of the whites,

outside to attend these educational meetings.
not have access to the same health facilities.

to go

In many instances I did
So in order to get com

parable health service I had to spend more money.

And so we had to spend

so much time and effort and money that I can understand why Negro teach

ers now,

public school teachers,

white schools,

who have been assigned to teach in

are being criticized because some of them do not measure

up to the same standards as the whites do.

obstacles.

They haven't had the same

And that's why I'm very much concerned about the compensa

tory health services and educational services.

Now,

I said that I'm not

in favor of appointing persons who are not qualified to fill certain

positions simply because they're Negroes or simply to meet a certain
racial quota.

But I am in favor of providing the opportunity to become.

.

You've read the story about the little Negro boy in the railway station
haven't you?

J.B.:
W.D.V.:

Which one is that? Go ahead.
I haven't heard it.

Gomillion:

Oh,

well,

the story goes there's a little white boy

and a little Negro boy standing at the railway station and the train
rolled in.

And the little white boy asked the Negro boy "Don't you wish

you were white so you could drive a locomotive like that?"
black boy said "No,

I don't.

And the little

All I wish is that I had a chance to know

how to drive it as black as I is."

Well,

I think in most instances this
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would be the case.

You know,

give them the opportunity and they can

function at about the same rate as whites.

We have evidence of that in

some of the arts and athletics and in some of the areas in which there
have been less restrictions.

Given the opportunity,

they can perform

as well.

J.B.:

How do you think Booker T.

alive today?

Washington would react if he were

Johnny Ford's endorsement of Richard Nixon and George

Wallace on the grounds that this is really a practical way of getting
improvements for people in Macon county and Tuskegee?

That by those

endorsements he can get programs funded and industry brought in and jobs.
At least this is the argument that is made.

That is,

this is being

practical.

Gomillion:

political,

I'm not sure that the situation.

.

.

Let's take the

social situation that existed here at the time that Johnny

Ford endorsed Nixon and Wallace.
Washington.

.

.

In my opinion is that if Booker T.

. he would have defined the situation as such that it was

unnecessary to issue a public endorsement like that at this time.

Now,

in 1881, 1895 I think the situation was such that such an endorsement or
such a statement as that made by Booker T. Washington was a good state
ment.

I don't believe W.E.B. DuBow,

with his political philosophy,

could

have done in Alabama what Booker T. Washington was able to do for Negroes
at the level at which he worked with Negroes.

And I think the Negroes

who came through Tuskegee Institute during the Booker T.

Washington re

gime have demonstrated that the kind of education they were able to get
enabled them to function effectively in the kind of society in which they
lived.

Some of the persons who came through Tuskegee Institute during the

Booker T. Washington regime have been in the forefront of the so-called
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civil rights movement,
South.

political effort.

Some of them outside of the

But in a different environment they function in a different

manner.

Those who stayed in the South functioned as they were able

to function under the circumstances.
My first.

.

I think my mother's a good example.

. as I look back, my first consciousness of differences

between whites and Negroes came when I was about seven years old.

day in July or August.

One

I went to a white neighbor's house and the

woman in the house offered me a piece of watermelon out of which the
heart had been eaten.

I'd been to school one year, three months.

been taught during that first year,

in what was called the health plan,

that it was unsanitary to eat after whites, or eat after anybody.
so I refused.

Seven years old.

I'd

And

I refused the piece of watermelon and

the white woman became very angry and she said "I don't know what's come
over these young niggers now.
Well,

They think they's as good as white folks."

that surprised me and I ran home and told my mother.

said to me,

"Son,

sit down."

And I sat and she told me,

My mother

in essence,

that in the little town in which I lived and such towns like that,
Negroes wanted to remain there and live and make a living,

if

then it was

never the intelligent thing to do to refuse anything that whites offerred.

If they offerred it to you,

take it.

If you don't want it, take it, get

it outside of their sights and throw it away.
you want to stay,
Well,

live and work here.

But you don't refuse,

if

Because that isn't done here.

I think that what Booker T. Washington was saying to students who

were here, that if you want to get along and advance here there are cer
tain compromises you have to make.

Now,

when I came here,

I had been.

.

.

it had been drilled into me by my mother to try to save as much as you
can out of what you earned so that as soon as possible you can become as
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independent as possible.

So when I came here.

.

. my first yeax.

.

. I

was pulling out of the store with my arm full of groceries one day and
I met someone.

groceries.

He asked me what did I have.

Said "Man,

I told him I had some

you're not supposed to carry any groceries home.

You're supposed to let them be delivered to your house by the delivery
boy.

You're supposed to run a charge account."

as cash and carry Gomillion my first year here.
came later,

So my credit wasn't cut off.
didn't owe anybody.
.

I became known

And when the boycott

I didn't have to worry about my credit being cut off.

cause I didn't have any credit.

these.

Well,

And so,

. to work hard,

Be

I operate on a cash and carry basis.

I could say what I wanted to say.
Booker T. Washington,

earn a living,

I think,

save what you can,

I

was telling
live as

cleanly as you can because cleanliness is one of the things he taught.
And I think it was the kind of education that was needed at that time
in this particular area.

I don't think that Booker T.

Washington would

have felt that the situation at the present time demanded,
ly suggested,

that such a thing as Ford did was necessary.

under the circumstances.

I think Booker T.

or even strong
At this time,

Washington would have been

shrewd enough to get as much support as he could without making this
kind of endorsement.

J.B.:

Your position is that Booker T.

Washington would have said

that in today's conditions I don't have to go around insulting the presi
dent,

come out against him—or Wallace—but that laws have changed and

conditions have changed.
Gomillion:

J.B.:

.

.

Circumstances have changed.

—and these programs are our due,

Gomillions

because we're citizens.

Yeah.
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J.B.:

And if we design a program well, we're entitled to some

money

without being.

Gomillion:

As Ford said,

.

.

.

if I understood it correctly, he had a

perfect right to endorse who he wants to.

I just say that I think if I

were in his position I just simply couldn't have done it.
his position.

.

.

I'll not make any public statement against him because

of his endorsement.

W.D.V.:

But if that's

I haven't made one.

As you look back is there anything you would have done dif

ferently

Gomillion:
No,

I don't.

county,

Personally and/or with the Tuskegee Civic Association.

I think that in my non-academic work in Tuskegee and Macon

most of it has been based upon a principle which we who have

studied in the field of sociology have accepted as a very basic principle.
And that is the definition of the situation.

What we did,

do it as intelligently and as effectively as possible,

if we want to

is to do it as a

result of our definition of the situation in which we live and work.
situation changes from time to time.

The

This is probably the best basis for

formulating a program of social action.

And some ten or twelve years ago

I formulated a list of questions which some persons had been asking me to
formulate as a basis for a program of social action,
ning to go into social action.

How should they proceed?

that they first answer the series of questions.
tions.

One question,

would want?

what is?

My reply was

Just a few of the ques

what is considered the ideal situation which you

What is the situation now?

nature of difference,

if a group is plan

What is the difference,

the

degree of difference between what is wanted and

Some of the others.

.

from what is to what is desired?

.

.

Does a group really want to move

Is the group willing to pay for it?

What
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will it cost in time,

money and effort?

What resources are available for

use in moving from where we are to where we want to be?

Now,

And so on.

when these questions are answered, we get then what I call and what

others call a definition of the situation.
mentioned,

And as I look back,

would I have done anything different?

thing that I would have done different.

as you

I don't think of any

The house in which we sit now

was built by a contractor who vouched for me to become a registered
voter.

He discovered that I wanted a house built at that time.

he wanted to build it.

voter.

Said

I said to him I wanted to become a registered

He said you're not a registered voter.

Said no.

Why aren't you?

Said I haven't been able to get a second white person to vouch for me.
At that time only whites could vouch for you.
I'll vouch for you."

He said "No problem there.

So I filled out the application.

get the first person to agree to his name,

I'd been able to

but the second person would

have to go to the court house and sign his name in the presence of the

registrar.

And that I had not been able to get.

to the court house,

signed the application form and said "Now I'm ready

to get the contract."
of registration."
days."

So he went with me over

I said to him "I haven't received my certificate

He said "That's no problem.

You'll get it in a few

So three days later I got the certificate of registration.

So

I called him and said "I'm ready to give you the contract."
J.B.:

What year was that?

Gomillion:
W.D.V.:

1939.

As you think back over all those years that you worked for

the voter registration,

the reapportionment case and so on.

look at two black legislators,

a mayor,

council in this city,

Now you
county.

Does it give you a sense of gratification?
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Gomillion:

Not much.

Because this is what some of us anticipated

and we think its just the natural result of the process on the part of

persons "becoming active participants in the political process and per
forming their duty.

Now the thing that several of us are hoping is

that those Negroes that have been fortunate enough to get into positions
of political influence,

political power,

political opportunity—some of

us prefer to think of it as political opportunity than political power.
One of the things that I have not "been enthusiastic about is the con
cept of black power that's been bandied around,

I don't think there's

anything wrong with the concept except that, for some persons,

it con

veys the idea of being in a position to exercise domination over per
sons.

And this has never appealed to me.

sons like deputy Mitchell, me,

Our hope—speaking for per

James A Johnson and so forth,

who work

very closely with me or with whom I work very closely—what we hope for
is that those persons who have got into office,

that they would recognize

that they have certain obligations to the society, to work as diligently
as they can to perform the best possible services.

And that this re

quires a considerable amount of sacrifice on the part of themselves and
on the part of their wives.

Now fortunately I had a good wife who made

the home life such that I never did have to leave home in a hurry and I

was never pestered about coming back.
done,

to a considerable extent,

in the home.

I think what I was able to do was

because of the nature of the environment

And I think that was true of James A.

three other persons.

Johnson and two or

I've been on some select committees for screening

candidates for certain positions—for instance,

two presidents of the

college and so forth—and one of the questions I ask of these people:
"What kind of wife does he have?"

been scratched.

And some persons have been,

names have

Not because of themselves but because of their wives.
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What a person is able to do in certain positions,

in certain circumstances,

will depend to a considerable extent on what kind of a family life there
is.

I've known some persons in positions,

tional area,

in particularly the educa

who have not been able to function effectively,

cause of the nature of their wives.

Guilt by association?

mainly be
That's not

fair is it?

J.B.:

The question is more.

.

. soon, will wives be judged by their

husbands when they're being screened for jobs,
W.D.V.:
J.B.:

[laughter.]

Anything else we haven't covered that you want to add?
I want to ask you one more question.

think it's going to have on Alabama,

What effect do you

the changed reapportionment when

suddenly you go from three black legislator to 15?
Gomillion:
change.

I don't think there's going to be any very significant

With 15 going in,

in the next four years there might be some

effort made on the part of Negro legislators to remember that they are
Negro legislators,

Negroes elected to the legislature.

They are going

to be in difficult positions because some Negro voters who voted for
them are going to expect them to do the impossible.
eight years from now let us say,

Four years from now,

most Negroes who are in the state legi

slature are going to be legislators.

Most of them.

And they're going

to think and behave in much the same manner as whites think and behave.
This is based on the conception that given the opportunities,
equal opportunities to participate as free men,
legislators,

rather than Negro legislators,

most of the whites believe,

relatively

as human beings,

as

they're going to believe as

act as most of them act.

And I think this

is going to be true where schools become actually desegregated and inte

grated and whites and Negroes are going to behave like human beings,
or bad.

And much of what we do,

many of us do as Negroes,

good

is done because
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we have been identified as Negroes and treated as Negroes rather than as

human beings.

As soon as the situation becomes such that Negroes are

treated as human beings,

then they're going to begin to behave as human

beings, with the good qualities and the bad qualities.

You might have

gotten the impression there that I am a strong supporter of the idea that
the nature of the environment,

the social climate,

exerts a tremendous

influence upon the individual participating in that environment.

[End of interview.]
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