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This paper discusses the events of Birmingham, 1963, the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church
bombing, and subsequent trials. In the larger project I am thinking through how Birmingham’s
story fits within a national narrative of the post-civil rights era, the differing citizen and academic
perspectives on civil rights and its meanings, and how the criminal justice system is an integral
part of the civil rights story. To that end I have included a brief second section that summarizes
these thoughts. I look forward to your comments.
In September 1963, Robert Chambliss warned his niece, “You just wait until after
Sunday morning, and they will beg us to let them segregate.”1 A few days later, a bomb blew
apart the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, killing four little girls and striking at the heart of the
civil rights movement. That bombing galvanized public opinion behind national civil rights
legislation and forever changed Birmingham, Alabama, into a symbol of opposition to
desegregation. Despite national horror at the crime, local and federal officials made no arrests
and closed the case in the 1960s. Robert Chambliss did not stand trial for the bombing until
1977; the final suspects were convicted in 2001 and 2002. During the first bombing trial, one
Alabama editorial explained, “Chambliss represents a part of our past which many people would
just as soon not remember.”2 As the southern states tried to reshape themselves into a part of the
American mainstream after the 1960s, much of the violence of the civil rights struggle was
overshadowed by boosterism and economic development. Yet these crimes in defense of
segregation, never prosecuted, festered in local communities. This long-unsolved bombing came

to haunt Birmingham, provoking questions about racial justice and the lived legacy of the
movement’s promises of change.
In both the popular imagination and most historical treatments, Birmingham, Alabama is
frozen at the moment in 1963 when television cameras brought images of police dogs attacking
civil rights demonstrators to a shocked national audience. The product of decades of local
organizing, as well as the media savvy of national leaders, these protests and the violent white
reactions they provoked propelled Birmingham to the forefront of the civil rights movement.
Just months later, the deaths of four children in the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church bombing, an
event that many see as assuring the passage of key civil rights legislation, cemented the city’s
position as a symbol of white resistance to desegregation. Histories, films, and television series
have helped to enshrine a standard narrative arc of the civil rights movement in popular memory,
with Birmingham taking its place as a necessary dark before the dawn of the Civil Rights Act of
1964.3 Scholarly treatments of the city often suffer from the same stasis; Birmingham becomes a
symbol in the larger civil rights struggle rather than the subject of its own history.4 Even the
fullest and most thoughtful analyses stop when media attention swung away from Birmingham
and on to other flashpoints of the movement.56 By looking at the demonstrations, bombing, and
subsequent trials, we get a broader picture of the fight over equal protection in Birmingham. We
can see this historical moment as a struggle between segregation and civil rights, of the meanings
of federalism, and over the criminal justice system itself. Ignoring the continuing fight over
desegregation and the changing forms of racialized inequality does not allow for an evaluation of
the most contentious part of the movement—the implementation of promised rights—and serves
to trap Birmingham, in history and memory, under the weight of its own infamy.

2

Demonstrations & School Desegregation
Before Martin Luther King, Jr. arrived in Birmingham, Fred Shuttlesworth, pastor of the
Bethel Baptist Church, had waged a long fight against the city’s segregation laws. By the
beginning of April, 1963, with the national movement underway, Shuttlesworth decided to invite
the Southern Christian Leadership Conference to make Birmingham their next
target, much to the dismay of other, more conservative civil rights groups and the elite black
leadership of the city. Anxious for a dramatic victory, King came to Birmingham, calling it the
“most thoroughly segregated city in America” and saying that if they could crack Birmingham,
they could crack the South.7
Selective buying campaigns, sit-ins, and mass demonstrations prompted violent
repression by Eugene “Bull” Connor, Birmingham’s Commissioner of Public Safety. As jail time
and the threat of job loss began to whittle down the numbers of adult marchers, King and
Shuttlesworth recruited school children to participate in the downtown demonstrations.
International outrage at the sight of children being pummeled by fire hoses, the continuing
economic pressure of the selective buying campaign during the Easter season, and the
intervention of the federal government eventually convinced leaders of Birmingham’s business
community to negotiate with the civil rights leaders.8
On May 10, the agreement was announced. The end of the internationally publicized
demonstrations would be met with desegregation of facilities and hiring of African Americans in
downtown department stores; the release of the jailed protesters; and the creation of a biracial
committee to oversee the end of segregation in the city. Shuttlesworth read the accords aloud,
which stated: “The city of Birmingham has reached an accord with its conscience. The
acceptance of responsibility by local white and Negro leadership offers an example of a free
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people united to meet and solve their problems.”9 In fact, black and white leadership did not
agree among themselves or with one another about the extent and implementation of the
accords.10 Earlier that spring, these same white business leaders and progressive lawyers had, in
an attempt to stave off just these kinds of mass demonstrations and media attention, orchestrated
a change-of-government election, in essence a coup d’état, to replace the three-man
commissioner system, within which Bull Connor wielded so much power as Commissioner of
Public Safety, with a city-council system.11 Yet they could not persuade new mayor Albert
Boutwell and the government they had installed to honor the agreement with the civil rights
leaders. Parks and other outdoor municipal facilities remained closed. Segregation ordinances
stayed on the books and federal school desegregation orders loomed.12
Anti-integration activity increased as the start of the school year approached – at least
five locations were bombed during the summer. Birmingham had a long history of raciallymotivated bombings prompted first by African Americans moving into formerly all-white
neighborhoods after WWII. By 1965, there would be 50 such unsolved bombings on the
books.13 The question of how Birmingham’s various factions would respond to the
desegregation order, and how city leaders could hold those groups in check, hung over that fall.
Expecting additional Klan activity, police and civil defense volunteers patrolled the schools to be
desegregated.14 While crying out against violence, white civic leaders made their personal and
official opposition to desegregation clear. Mayor Boutwell reiterated that the school board
“made the best out of that bitter choice. They carried out the court order—hateful as it was to
them and hateful as it is to us.”15 Levels of support for compliance with school desegregation
among average white residents in Birmingham remains difficult to gauge; however, many white
leaders, including the President of the Birmingham League of Women Voters, supported keeping
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the schools open, at least until alternative solutions could be found.16
Others worked against school desegregation. Local women were particularly active,
campaigning, organizing parents to transfer their children, petitioning the School Board, and
participating in the larger segregationist groups and their demonstrations.17 The furor attracted
organized hate groups from around the region. The Ku Klux Klan held well-attended public
speeches and rallies in the area.18 On the Monday night before the schools opened Wednesday,
approximately one thousand people gathered near the Graymont National Guard Armory to
listen to Imperial Wizard Robert Shelton brag that he would defy local law enforcement and
appear in Birmingham during the first days of school desegregation.19
Adding to the confusion, Governor George Wallace chose Birmingham as one of the
battlegrounds in his latest showdown on state’s rights. 20 Around eighty of his troopers entered
the city the day before schools opened.21 In stump speeches across the state, Wallace addressed
Labor Day gatherings, preaching his militant resistance to desegregation couched in terms of
federalism. In Birmingham, he announced: “We are in battle. We are not fighting against the
Negro people . . . we want local government to prevail and we want the Constitution of the
United States to prevail. We are fighting for local government and states rights.”22 An indignant
Birmingham City Council issued a resolution asking Wallace not to enter the city and to allow
the local school board to proceed with desegregation as planned.23
On Wednesday, September 4, two black students, Dwight and Floyd Armstrong, began
school at Graymont Elementary in a previously all-white neighborhood. They entered the school
by a side door, accompanied by their father, attorneys, and Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth. Ten
minutes after enrolling in the principal’s office, they left unnoticed by the crowd of two hundred
white protestors gathered out front.24 Despite heavy rains that day, demonstrators had gathered

5

at the three schools to be desegregated, waving Confederate flags and throwing rocks.25 Five
white men were arrested for attacking police.26 Ramsey High and West End High did not open
on Wednesday, delaying the enrollment of all students, including the three new black students.27
Bombings of prominent African American leaders’ homes continued throughout the week
and the school board closed the schools over some parents’ protests.28 When the schools
reopened Monday, Wallace’s state troopers and then the Alabama National Guard turned away
five black children attempting to attend the formerly all-white schools as the legal dance
continued in the courts.29 With the exception of many elementary students at Graymont, most
Birmingham children reported to the reopened schools.30 White protests were minimal.31
Desegregation went forward across Alabama the next day after Kennedy federalized and
withdrew the National Guard from schools in Tuskegee, Mobile, and Birmingham.32 While the
five black pupils attended school—Dwight and Floyd Armstrong at Graymont Elementary,
Patricia Marcus and Josephine A. Powell at West End High School, and Richard A. Walker at
Ramsay High—the only major confrontation involved white protestors at West End High.33
There, one thousand students boycotted classes, and, along with nearly two hundred adults,
mostly members of the National States’ Right Party, staged a loud demonstration that ended in
nine arrests.34
That Friday, September 13, despite a week of desegregation, Wallace announced:
“We’ve just begun to fight.”35 Yet school attendance climbed steadily. Of course, the majority
of white school children in Alabama would not even experience desegregated schools that year:
in these two weeks, twenty-four African American children had entered nine schools across the
state.36
In a stump speech for his newly launched presidential campaign, Wallace wondered, “it
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looks mighty funny to me that there have been forty-seven such bombings in Birmingham in the
last ten or fifteen years and yet no one has been hurt . . . And these bombings have led to the
raising of millions of dollars for civil rights causes.”37 As the school year got underway, the
Birmingham World, the city’s African-American owned bi-weekly newspaper, continued its call
for investigations into the spate of bombings. Although a federal grand jury had been assembled
to investigate obstruction of school desegregation in the city, local officials had not brought any
of the suspected bombers to light.38
The Sixteenth Street Baptist Church Bombing
At 10:22 a.m. Sunday morning, September 15, 1963, twenty sticks of dynamite exploded
against a sidewall of Birmingham’s Sixteenth Street Baptist Church.39 The bomb went off
during Sunday school, when much of the congregation had gathered in the building.40 Denise
McNair, Addie Mae Collins, Carole Robertson, and Cynthia Wesley were killed while preparing
for Youth Day in the church basement. Sarah Collins, Addie Mae’s sister, survived but lost her
right eye.41 Twenty-two other members of the congregation were wounded.42 The force of the
explosion crushed parked cars. As news of the bombing spread, riots broke out across
Birmingham, pitting angry African American community members against whites and city
police.43
The Sixteenth Street Baptist Church was the symbolic center of Birmingham’s civil
rights movement, acting as both an organizational backbone and a site of mass demonstrations.44
Other key locations of the movement, such as activists’ homes and other churches, had been
bombed, but most of those bombings were never reported by the white-owned newspapers.45
This bombing, a public and vicious act of terrorism, literally exploded the city’s posture of
peaceful desegregation, revealing the hollowness of that carefully constructed image. A defiant
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gesture by a small group of segregationists, the bombing represented the culmination of that
summer’s escalating campaign of violent resistance to desegregation.
Residents of Birmingham responded with shock and horror. Editorials and city leaders
expressed their grief, and the local paper reported that Mayor Boutwell wept.46 Although the
Birmingham News reported Reverend John H. Cross, the pastor of the Sixteenth Street Baptist
Church, as expecting that the church would eventually be bombed, other articles wondered how
this kind of violence could have happened in Birmingham.47
Politicians and the media tried to portray the bombing as an isolated event perpetrated by
outsiders. That night, Mayor Boutwell assured the city, “All of us are victims, and most of us
are innocent victims.”48 Boutwell’s comment attempted to distance white leadership from its
long-standing tolerance of violence in defense of the racial status quo.
As Birmingham and the nation grieved, local and federal agencies quickly launched
investigations. During the days and weeks following the bombing, Birmingham officials
pledged to bring the vigilantes to justice.49 But while the FBI took the lead in the investigations,
in a surprise move two weeks after the bombing the Alabama State Police arrested the FBI’s
three main suspects, including Robert Chambliss, on an unrelated dynamite possession charge.
Fined and given six-months jail time for this misdemeanor, the men appealed and saw their
sentences suspended.50 One source close to one of the defendants speculates that the arrest of
these men was engineered to keep their files away from the FBI, frustrating a federal
indictment.51 After five years of investigations, the statute of limitations on civil rights
violations expired. The FBI had made no arrests and the Justice Department decided to close the
case, convinced that a successful prosecution could not be obtained in Birmingham at that time.52
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1977: The First Bombing Trial
Like countless other civil rights-era atrocities, the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church
bombing might have lingered unprosecuted and forgotten. Instead it was resurrected in 1977 by a
young, politically ambitious attorney general, William J. “Bill” Baxley.53 When Robert E.
Chambliss, one of the original four suspects, faced trial that year for murder in the Sixteenth
Street Baptist Church bombing, he was already seventy-three years old.54 The jury returned a
guilty verdict within hours in a trial that lasted less than a week.55
“Just wait until after Sunday morning, and they’ll beg us to let them segregate.” These
words, recounted by his niece during the 1977 trial, helped to convict Robert Chambliss of
murder in the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church bombing.56 When the witness hesitated to repeat
Chambliss’s racist epithets, the judge ordered her to speak.57 Birmingham had changed—
racially-charged rhetoric, so common in Alabama in the early 1960s, was now an ugly and
damning reminder of white resistance to desegregation. “Chambliss represents a part of our past
which many people would just as soon not remember,” explained one newspaper editorial, and
trial observers and newspaper articles attempted to depict the defendant as a symbol of an
obsolete order.58
Many white people questioned Bill Baxley’s motives at the time, asking him “Why are
you doing this civil rights case? Why are you dragging this up?”59 Trying to separate the
bombing from its civil rights context, he answered, “Look, if four little white girls were picked
up and murdered, then you would want that case pursued to the ends of the earth so you could
find a murderer that killed those little girls. Now why can’t you feel that way about this murder?
What is it about good people like you?”60 The trial, like Chambliss’s words, carried a heavy
symbolic weight for the citizens and city of Birmingham. The delayed prosecution drew into
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relief the inequalities of the criminal justice system of 1963 and questioned its progress since.
When Chambliss was convicted, Mrs. Alpha Robertson, mother of one of the girls killed,
rejoiced, concluding that the verdict “kind of renews my faith in people and Birmingham.”61
Reverend John Cross, minister at the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in 1963, said “I breathed a
sigh of relief that after 14 years, someone has finally been convicted.”62 Yet Chambliss was only
one of five original suspects. Expressing the belief of many in Birmingham that no one would
ever be prosecuted, Reverend Cross continued, “I thought I’d be ready to go on to glory when
that happened, but now, I’m just ready for somebody to dig up some more dirt.”63 Other citizens
expressed frustration at the long delay; yet after Baxley left office the following year, the case
was closed. It was not until the 1990s that preparations to try the final suspects began in earnest.
2001 and 2002: The Final Bombing Trials
The final bombing trials resulted from a meeting in 1993 called by Rob Langford, the
newly appointed Special Agent in Charge of the FBI office in Birmingham, and civil rights
leaders who pressed the Agency to reopen the case.64 Langford promised to review the Bureau’s
files on the bombing, and eight years later the trials began.65
The new prosecutions relied on newly discovered FBI surveillance tapes recorded in the
early 1960s; the cases also hinged on witnesses, many friends and acquaintances of the suspects,
who had previously been unwilling to testify.66 The defendants, Thomas E. Blanton, 62, and
Bobby Frank Cherry, 71, had been among the FBI’s initial suspects.67 A fourth original suspect,
Herman Frank Cash, had died in 1994 without standing trial.68 Each defendant’s individual role
in the bombing has never been established conclusively. Blanton’s trial lasted a week, and the
jury deliberated for only two and a half hours before rendering a guilty verdict on all four counts
of first-degree murder.69 Cherry’s trial, delayed a year for competency hearings, proceeded
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similarly quickly and also ended in a conviction.70
I returned to Birmingham, Alabama in 2001 to watch the trial of Thomas Blanton.
Images and faces I had studied for my senior honors thesis flickered across a screen set up in the
biggest downtown courtroom. Many of the same archival photographs that I had examined at
the public library punctuated the prosecution’s opening statement as the trial got underway. The
whole affair had a strange, almost eerie quality of rewinding to a moment in the past; the conceit
was broken only by the advanced age of the defendant and the victims’ family members.
Sandwiched in the back of the balcony beside a retired Birmingham News reporter and a school
kid on a field trip, I couldn’t help but think that I was witnessing history being rewritten. The
past itself, not just past crimes, was here on trial. Returning to watch my hometown attempt to
lay this almost forty-year old crime to rest, I thought about the deep symbolic importance of this
trial, but also about the way it brought the stark inequalities of that time into focus and prompted
questions about equality under law today.
Equal Protection and Equal Justice
The response to the guilty verdicts in the 2001-2002 bombing trials was overwhelmingly
positive. Both Birmingham residents and the victims’ families heralded them as a welcome
relief.71 Yet the sense that justice had been only partially served lingered. It was widely
believed in Birmingham that state and federal authorities knew who the perpetrators were in the
1960s, and had let them get away with their crimes for almost forty years. One observer
commented, “[i]t was too-long delayed . . . Cherry met his judgment day. He did not meet
justice.”72 This sense of “too little, too late” ran through comments from members of the
Sixteenth Street Baptist Church congregation.73 Courtroom testimony could not address these
larger concerns. Fundamental questions of fairness and the criminal justice system remained.
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Why did it take so long to prosecute these men? What did this long delay say about
Birmingham law enforcement then and now? Outside observers saw the trials as an attempt by
city leadership to rewrite history and redeem the city’s reputation,74 but individual community
members saw something more at stake. For better or for worse, the Sixteenth Street Baptist
Church bombing served as the capstone of the civil rights movement in Birmingham. And while
the national legislative victories of equal protection might not have occurred “but for
Birmingham,” the city itself would have to confront the mobilization of the criminal system in
defense of segregation and its legacy of unequal justice.
Following his indictment, the last bombing suspect, Bobby Cherry, argued that he was
not competent to stand trial, due to dementia and advanced age. The judge found Cherry
incompetent, but ordered further psychiatric tests.75 This sparked demonstrations.
Approximately fifty people gathered outside of the courthouse when the ruling came down and
protests continued sporadically for the next two weeks. Eventually over 250 people marched
from downtown Birmingham to the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church, where national civil rights
leaders joined the crowd in calling for Cherry to be confined until he was found fit to stand
trial.76 Protests were led by long-time local civil rights leader Reverend Abraham Woods, who
told the press: “[t]he world’s spotlight was going to be on Birmingham and Alabama–some of us
was hoping we were ready to join the 21st century. . . . But this verdict makes the statement loud
and clear that the justice system is not blind, that there isn’t always justice for black folks.”77
The civil rights demonstrators interpreted the competency ruling as an affront, a clear
denial of justice in a system that now promised equal justice. Despite their best efforts to bring
Cherry to trial, the prosecutors themselves were stymied by the required additional mental health
evaluations of the defendant.78 While civil rights activists saw yet another facially race-neutral
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way that justice would be denied, the legal advocates, similarly frustrated by the procedural
gamesmanship, accepted the ground rules of the trial itself.79 These two conflicting views pitted
the Bar’s understanding of justice with the larger community’s sense of fairness, and affected the
personal relationships between civil rights supporters and the prosecution. Even five years later,
the protests and competency controversy evoked an emotional reaction: hurt and betrayal at the
response of the other side on what had been presumed to be a common goal.80
Outside observers and some community members felt that the trials themselves delivered
only partial closure because, despite the best intentions of history-minded prosecutors, these
trials could not really expose the interwoven nature of official and individual resistance, the use
of law enforcement in support of segregation, and the alignment of the criminal justice system
with white supremacy.81 In 1963 when Mayor Albert Boutwell said in response to the bombing,
“[w]e are all victims, and some of us are innocent victims,” he was expressing the classic
understanding of crime as perpetrated against the peace and dignity of the entire community.82
Yet this framing of the city and its leaders as victims rang false because it failed to reflect that
the city was both a victim and a perpetrator of the crime. Stung by what he sees as unwarranted
criticism of the resolution of an old crime that has haunted the city, former U.S. Attorney Doug
Jones insists, “Justice delayed doesn’t have to be justice denied.”83 And he is right that these
trials, the product of decades of hard work by many people—including community members,
investigative reporters, undercover agents and attorneys—are enormous victories in and of
themselves. Yet, we must take seriously community members’ reactions because in them we
find what individuals and communities expected from the civil rights movement—their
understandings of equal protection and of equal justice—and this can lead us to a better
appreciation of the unfulfilled possibilities of that time.
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Conclusion
In the context of unresolved civil rights-era violence, one murder or bombing inevitably
expands outward, to the larger story of segregation and massive resistance; into the systemic,
racially-based injustices of southern law enforcement; and to the New South’s willingness to
move quickly forward without reconciling its troubled past.84 More than that, understanding the
demonstrations, resistance, and bombing prosecution as one long era of the constitutional
conflict in Birmingham helps us to see the limitations and unfulfilled nature of the work begun in
the 1960s. The struggle over the meanings of “the equal protection of the laws” did not end with
the resolution of the Birmingham demonstrations or the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church
bombing. Activists in the city continued to press their demands—for welfare rights and voting
rights, against police brutality. Since the Civil Rights Act, equal protection has had a somewhat
tortured trajectory, but looking to community expectations, how individuals define equal justice,
can help us to see the opportunities for action today and find new arenas in which we—just as
Birmingham activists did in 1963—can change the conscience of the nation.
Thoughts on the Larger Project
In the larger project, I hope to use Birmingham, a flashpoint of civil rights, to explore the
aftermath of our nation’s conflict over desegregation. Beginning with the dogs and fire hoses of
1963, I will look forward to chart political and economic changes in the city. Voting rights,
welfare rights, and police brutality animated civil rights activists throughout the 1960s and
1970s, while white flight and deindustrialization reshaped the urban landscape. By the 1980s
and 1990s, the centers of power in the city had shifted, and local leaders began to view their civil
rights past as a source of pride and tourist dollars. The Sixteenth Street Baptist Church bombing
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reappears over and over in Birmingham’s history and its long-unsolved status became a locus for
politicians and residents to dispute the substance of constitutional change.
First I will position Birmingham within the struggle over integration and racial inequality
that continues to the present. 85 In our national narrative of the movement, Birmingham still
symbolizes the very worst of white resistance; yet, Birmingham’s history after 1963 looks
remarkably like that of the rest of the country: faltering school desegregation, the rise of AfricanAmerican political leaders, questions about the extent of change. By looking beyond the dogs
and fire hoses, this project will examine the untidy legacy of the movement for an iconic city and
press readers to question their assumptions about the static nature of the civil rights story, with
its set villains and victories.
The memory of the civil rights movement—its goals, its failures—is all around us,
bandied about by politicians, used as cultural leverage. Within this narrative, Birmingham stands
for violence, eclipsing other aspects of its importance as the first major victory of Martin Luther
King’s nonviolent campaign. After the 1960s, the image of “Bombingham” weighed on
Birmingham residents in particularly palpable and intimate ways. As the unsolved Sixteenth
Street bombing resurfaced again and again in public discussions, Birmingham residents
reinterpreted and reengaged the meaning of the civil rights movement. These recurring
discussions mark moments where Birmingham residents used the unsolved bombing to challenge
political assurances of equal justice. At the same time, city leaders and citizens deserve credit
for confronting what Odessa Woolfolk, president emerita of the Birmingham Civil Rights
Institute, has called “the elephant in the room”—the city’s history of white supremacy and
violence. By examining residents’ struggle with their civil rights past, this project will prompt
readers to consider the moral and political implications of movement memory.

15

Finally this project uses a criminal case to tell a civil rights story. Violent white
resistance to desegregation currently stands as an important counterpoint to civil rights
activism—it was the spark for Selma and Freedom Summer and Birmingham, 1963. Yet the
structural injustices of law enforcement in the South formed an integral part of the legal
mechanism of Jim Crow, something the NAACP recognized early in the century in their antilynching campaigns and King relied on when provoking Bull Connor’s dogs. While legislation
promised African Americans equal access, local and federal officials closed the bombing case,
allowing its perpetrators to remain at large for almost forty years. Police hiring and police
brutality controversies in Birmingham through the 1980s and 1990s revealed the vestiges of the
segregated legal system. In interpreting and contextualizing the terms of the trials themselves, as
well as community reaction to this long-overdue official intervention, I am consistently struck by
the disconnect between legal or academic understandings of the achievements of the civil rights
movement and popular assumptions about what change was promised or possible. Reactions to
this criminal trial underline citizens’ frustrations with the movement itself and allow us to see
how equal protection in the criminal law context was always a connected and vitally important
civil rights concept.
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