
WILLIAM VAN TIL

The Nashville Story

Citizens in one city attempt to improve human relations as a 

necessary step toward school desegregation.

THIS IS an account of some undrama- 
tic Nashville citizens trying to help 

their Southern community toward in 
tegration of public schools. The story 
takes place in no man's land. Between 
compliance and resistance lie's Tennes 
see, a "wait and see" state.

The Supreme Court decision was an 
nounced in 1954 and everyone seemed 
to wait. Men and women of good will 
in Nashville waited too. Surely some 
body would do something about it. It 
takes <|iiite a while before a person of 
good will reali/.es that what he is waiting 
for is himself.

In the spring of 1955, the local presi 
dents of the United Church Women and 
the Council of Jewish Women agreed 
that something should be done to edu 
cate the community on the Court's deci 
sion. So they invited 13 additional com 
munity organizations to co-sponsor a 
workshop. Seven organizations accepted: 
American Association of University 
Women, B'nai B'rith, Citizens Committee 
for the Public Schools, Council of Col 
ored Parents and Teachers. League of 
Women Voters of Nashville, Nashville
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Association of Churches, Young Wom 
en's Christian Association.

Presidents are loaded down with re 
sponsibilities, so a trio of women handled 
many details. After the workshop,, some 
one said. "Were you three chosen to 
represent a balance of religions and 
races?" The trio happened to be Cath 
olic, Protestant, and Jewish; two white 
and one Negro woman. The matter of 
"balance" had occurred to no one, least 
of all to the three. A job needed to be 
done.

The sponsors had anticipated 150 in at 
tendance at the evening meeting in May 
1955. Instead, ,500 came to hear Whit- 
worth Stokes III, a local attorney; 
Charles S. Johnson, the president of Fisk 
University; and George Mitchell, the di 
rector of the Southern Regional Council. 
The three men spoke on "The Supreme 
Court Decision and Its Meaning for Our 
Community." The next day, 180 people 
came back for the experience of com 
munication through small groups across 
racial lines. The writer, a professor at the 
local teachers college, served as mod 
erator of both meetings. The meetings 
were held in the Jewish Community 
Center; clergymen of the various faiths 
spoke the invocation. About two-thirds 
of the participants were white; seating 
was unsegregated. '

But a workshop, however effective, is 
soon over. Some religiously motivated 
people stepped into the gap. Typical
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were a teacher at a college for Christian 
workers and a head of a commission for 
a Protestant denomination. Luncheons 
for discussion and fellowship were held 
at intervals and attended by leaders of 
both races. Out of the sharing grew two 
goals, another community workshop and 
a permanent community organization on 
human relations.

The sponsors of the February 1956 
workshop had grown from 9 to 26 or 
ganizations, including labor, nursing, and 
church groups. Now the topic was "In 
tegration How and When?" Now tin- 
workshop was held in a Protestant 
church. Now school experience from out 
side the community was called on; 
schoolmen from Baltimore and St. Louis, 
Harry Bard and Frank Sskwor, talked to 
600 people and held an off-the-record 
conference with local superintendents 
and school board members. Back the 
next night came 360 to work out recom 
mendations to sponsoring organizations 
for follow-up action. As moderator, the 
writer can testify that the meetings were 
orderly and thoughtful.

The next objective was to establish a 
community organization to work toward 
better group relationships. More than a 
dedicated few would be needed if Nash 
ville was to have an effective permanent 
group on human relations. Still more 
Nashvillians who were white, Protestant, 
and several generations in Nashville must 
accept a greater lead in human relations 
work if the new organization was to 
really make a difference.

The faithful few approached commu 
nity leaders, requesting them to join the 
sponsoring group; 84 community leaders 
agreed to sponsor an organizational 
meeting. In April 1956, with more than 
120 people in attendance, the Nashville 
Community Relations Conference was 
formally born.

Responsibility was lodged in the hands 
of established Nashville community lead 
ers. The five officers were the president 
of a local foundry and machine company, 
an attorney who was the son and grand 
son of Tennessee lawyers, a head of a 
university department of medicine, a 
state PTA officer, the wife of a Negro 
college president, and an active commu 
nity worker of the Jewish faith. A 50- 
person Board of Directors and a 13-per- 
son Executive Committee, biracial, multi- 
religioned, and active in business, labor 
and the professions, were created. Later, 
11 committees were set up to tap the 
energies of still more members: member 
ship; finances; meetings; fact-finding; 
parent education; fellowship luncheons; 
community education; human relations 
education in the schools; health; religious 
activities; employment.

In August 1956 a letter from the Execu 
tive Committee to the Nashville School 
Board, which was being sued by Negro 
parents, urged school board members to 
formulate a plan to desegregate in the 
fall of 1956. "Only in one rt'spect do we 
make any suggestion we would much 
prefer that you, as the local authority, 
develop and install the plan rather than 
have the United States Courts order some 
plan of compliance." The vice-president 
of the Conference appeared before the- 
board in support of the letter.

The school board took no action to 
ward desegregation till the fall term 
began. But October 30, 1956, the head 
lines read, "City Schools Act to Integrate 
Next Fall."

One of the active committees of the 
Nashville Community Relations Confer 
ence was the committee on human rela 
tions education in the schools, made up 
of respected educators from Nashville 
colleges and universities. The Conference 
committee offered help to the superin-
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tendent of schools through a letter in 
December 1956. While the offer was 
never officially accepted, members of the 
committee cooperated informally with 
school administrators.

The Conference committee on parent 
education made efforts to persuade tin- 
local PTA's to hold meetings in prepara 
tion for the coming desegregation. Com 
mittee efforts were unsuccessful because 
of the unreadiness of the white PTA 
Council to foster meetings of any type 
concerning desegregation.

The Conference committee on com 
munity education was influential partic 
ularly through the activities of its chair 
man who quietly consulted with the 
transportation authorities on bus deseg 
regation and with the police department 
on meeting possible violence. The com 
mittee on fact-finding reported on the 
extent of desegregation in Nashville or 
ganizations and institutions. The Fellow 
ship Luncheons included a tribute to the 
litte president of Fisk University and a 
panel through which spokesmen for 
Nashville organizations described how 
desegregation of their memberships had 
been achieved.

Legislation

By New Years Day, 1957, concern of 
those who were working for better 
human relations in Nashville shifted to 
the coming session of the Tennessee leg 
islature. Would the general assembly- 
pass segregationist legislation?

After lengthy sessions, the Executive 
Committee decided to develop a state 
ment on 1957 school legislation which 
advanced many reasons for its conclu 
sion, "we firmly believe that no legisla 
tion on this subject should be passed at 
this session of the Tennessee Ceneral 
Assembly. Copies of the mimeographed 
statement of several pages were distrib 

uted to each legislator, brought to the 
Governor, sent to the various media of 
communication.

Meanwhile, Governor Clement pro 
posed two bills, described as "moderate 
segregation" legislation. One bill author 
ized boards of education to provide sep 
arate schools for white and Negro chil 
dren whose parents voluntarily elected 
to send them to such schools. The second 
bill gave boards of education the power 
to assign pupils to schools for a variety 
of reasons.

Two conferences were held with the 
Governor in which he explained his posi 
tion to representatives of the conferences 
who remained unpersuaded of the de 
sirability of any legislation. The Con 
ference, however, did not testify as an 
organization 1 against the "moderate seg 
regation" legislation proposed by Gov 
ernor Clement. Some Executive Com 
mittee members, impressed by the vehe 
mence of the extremists, argued that the 
Governor's bills were the best that could 
be expected under the circumstances and 
predicted that they would be found un 
constitutional anyway.

At the public hearing of the Senate 
and House Education and Judiciary com 
mittees of the Tennessee General As 
sembly on January 15, 1957, a clergyman 
of the Southern Baptist faith and the 
writer of this article were the only two 
white people in Tennessee heard in tes 
timony against the bills. Both men .testi 
fied as individuals, not as representatives 
of their employers or organizations. The

1 Basically, tlic Conference conceives of it 
self as an educational organization, not a pres 
sure group. This orientation will probably be 
reinforced by another 1957 law passed by the 
Tennessee General Assembly, requiring organ 
izations attempting to influence legislation on 
segregation and integration to register. By the 
deadline set for registration, no organization of 
any persuasion registered.

May 1958 483



bills passed overwhelmingly in mid- 
January 1957.-

Law and Order

The Federal District Court, in late 
January 1957, accepted the Nashville 
School Board's proposal that desegrega 
tion of only the first grade in the Nash 
ville public school take place in Septem 
ber 1957. For a period of time following 
this decision, the board of education and 
the school administration of Nashville 
continued the long-established policy of 
"wait and see" which was highly char 
acteristic of both the city, the state, and 
much of the upper South. Then, in March
1957. the superintendent of schools pre 
sented to the board of education a state 
ment calling for men of good will to sup 
port the board in carrying out the court 
order; the board adopted it unanimously. 

In order to help the board carry out 
its new policy and as an indication of 
support from people of good will, the 
Nashville Community Relations Confer 
ence in May 1957 sponsored a public 
talk by Omer Carmichael, superintend 
ent of schools of Louisville, Kentucky. 
W. A. Bass, the superintendent of schools 
of Nashville, an able schoolman nearing 
retirement, was cooperative. He invited 
Dr. Carmichael to speak at a morning 
meeting of administrators and teachers

2 From the date of passage, the two laws 
were constantly cited by segregationists as they 
pressured the Nashville Board of Education. 
On September 6, 1957, Judge Miller of the 
Federal District Court ruled that the Tennessee 
law authorizing separate schools for Negro and 
white children whose parents voluntarily 
elected to send them to such schools was un 
constitutional "on its face." On February 18,
1958. the same judge disapproved the assign 
ment law proposal and the parent-pupil pref 
erence plan as applied to Nashville. He ruled 
that by April 7, 1958, the Nashville School 
Board must adopt a "substantial" plan "and 
one which contemplates elimination of racial 
discrimination throughout the school system 
with all deliberate speed."

and urged the Conference to write prin 
cipals advising them to send teachers to 
hear Dr. Carmichael at the evening 
meeting. At least 400 Nashville teachers 
heard the Louisville superintendent, and 
an audience of 400 attended the evening 
session at Hume-Fogg High School.

The superintendent of Nashville then 
initiated a series of meetings in the 
schools to explain the board's policy. The 
program met marked resistance from one 
patron who monopolized the first meet 
ing at a school and who later organized 
a "Parents Preference Committee." The 
new segregationist committee began get 
ting thousands of signatures to a petition 
"preferring" desegregated schools. 
Shortly afterwards the superintendent 
fell ill; plans lapsed f^or active prepara 
tion for desegregation of the first grade 
through community meetings sponsored 
by the school system.

The stark, brutal question became 
whether or not law and order would be 
maintained. During the summer of 1957, 
the Executive Committee of the Nash 
ville Community Relations Conference 
encouraged four outstanding local busi 
ness and civic leaders to sponsor a state 
ment supporting law and order. The 
statement did not endorse integration; 
it simply called for law enforcement. 
Eventually, the statement was signed by 
600 people, including some Nashville 
community leaders whose names were 
known and respected. Particularly prom 
inent among the endorsers were clergy 
men, educators, doctors, leaders of the 
Methodist Board of Education, and di 
vinity school professors.

But businessmen proved extremely 
hesitant to add their signatures to the 
law and order statement. The Mayor in 
dicated support but thought it inappro 
priate to initiate the statement by his sig 
nature. Various prominent community
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figures, including some eminent educa 
tors, found reasons for not signing.

Copies of the statement and lists of 
signatures were turned over to the super 
intendent of schools after a meeting in 
July 1957, in which the in-coming and 
out-going superintendents addressed and 
thanked the Conference.

In the last few weeks prior to deseg 
regation of the first grade, the Confer 
ence also attempted to develop com 
munity meetings for discussion of the 
coming desegregation. The Conference 
members found that leaders of various 
organizations were willing to cooperate, 
including the League of Women Voters, 
the American Association of University 
Women, the Nashville Association of 
Social Workers, the Negro PTA, the 
Nashville Ministerial Association, the 
Nashville Association of Churches, etc. 
The plans received a fatal setback when 
the white PTA Council decided that 
meetings were inadvisable.

Meanwhile, the Tennessee Federation 
for Constitutional Government, which 
had among its key leaders a professor of 
English at Vanderbilt University, con 
tinued to oppose the coming desegrega 
tion. The Parents Preference Committee 
continued to gather signatures.

The extremist segregationists also in 
creased their activities. Meetings of the 
Ku Klux Klan were held. Yet only 50 
robed Klansmen attended one highly 
publicized meeting which the writer ob 
served.

Shortly after the Clinton trial, John 
Kasper made Nashville his headquarters. 
He began with small audiences. With 
time and publicity, his audiences steadily 
increased. One of his final harangues was 
delivered with rope in hand before the 
state capitol building of Tennessee.

On August 8, 1957, the extremists, in- 
eluding Kasper, appeared before the

school board in opposition to the coming 
desegregation of the first grade. At the 
same meeting, the president of the Nash 
ville Community Relations Conference 
indicated support of the board, asked the 
board how the Conference might best 
help, and released the law and order 
statement signed by 600 people.

The appearance before the board by 
the representative of the Nashville Com 
munity Relations Conference was one of 
very few moderate organizational coun 
ters to the increasing violent talk of the 
extremists. Though the bi-racial Confer 
ence represented the position of only a 
segment of Nashville opinion, through 
the Conference statements and activities 
the voice of conscience and humane rela 
tions among men was heard in the com 
munity. It has been said that the exist 
ence of the Conference explains partially, 
though certainly not wholly, \yhy the 
Nashville story, 1957 version, did not be 
come the Little Rock story, 1957 version.

The great body of Nashville citizens 
avoided any commitment as they fol 
lowed the social strategy of "Say nothing, 
wait and see." But time was running out. 
There was a touch of September in the 
air. The opening of school was just 
around the corner.

The rest of the story the reader knows. 
For several days in September 1957, 
black headlines shrieked of Nashville in 
the national and world press. Racists 
demonstrated and threatened as 19 wide- 
eyed Negro six-year-olds came to for 
merly all-white schools. Then at 12:30 
A. M. on the morning of September 10, 
1957, a bomb blew up the new Hattie 
Cotton School. The blast blew many 
solid citizens of Nashville out of their 
comfortable beds. The city temporarily 
awakened from slumber.

In the morning the police cracked 
(Continued on page 502)
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to think is so essential in a democracy, 
intellectual development is the central 
task of the high school. Values, problem 
solving ability, skills and knowledge be 
come important outcomes all developed 
in proper relationship to each other and 
to the over-all goal of intellectual de 
velopment. The high school has a team 
responsibility to assume in the areas of 
vocational preparation, health, leisure 
living, and home and family living.

3. Every pupil and his parents will be 
known well by at least one faculty mem 
ber. These faculty members, together 
with trained guidance specialists, will 
identify the specific needs of the pupils, 
these needs being respected as deter 
minants of the curriculum.

4. Each pupil will be part of a basic 
group taught by the teacher mentioned 
in # 3 above, so that group guidance can 
most effectively take place and that 
pupils can be helped to sense the rela 
tionships among their various school ex 
periences, their total experiences and 
their goals. This teacher will be respon 
sible for developing with his pupils 
learning units in areas which have been 
identified as fundamental to American 
citizenship now and in the years imme 
diately ahead. He will be responsible to 
plan and supervise curriculum experi 
ences which take place in the commu 

nity. He will work with the pupil in 
clarifying his goals and will help each 
pupil plan his schedule. The basic 
teacher will then be in a position to 
supervise the self-evaluation of the pupil 
and make valid judgments concerning 
the degree to which the pupil is achiev 
ing up to the maximum of his ability.

5. With close home-school cooperation 
and with the basic teacher helping pupils 
to recognize why they are in high school 
and their increased opportunities and 
responsibilities for taking advantage of 
the resources of the school, the high 
school environment will have more of an 
atmosphere of learning. Teachers can 
then become more nearly directors of 
learning and less dispensers of prescribed 
courses in which pupils sometimes only 
satisfy mark and credit requirements.

6. The high school faculty, in addition 
to the basic teachers, will include spe 
cialists in the various subjects. Their 
classrooms will be laboratories equipped 
with appropriate aids for learning. The 
size of a class and the length of tin- 
period will be determined by the pur 
pose to be achieved. The high school 
will utilize community resources when 
ever firsthand experience seems to offer 
greater promise for learning than simu 
lated experience on the school campus.

(Continued from page 485)

down on would-be demonstrators. The 
demonstrations dissolved. The six-year- 
olds went back to school and Kasper 
went to jail. People explained to each 
other that what had happened was all 
the fault of that outsider from New 
Jersey.

In March 1958, the Jewish Community 
Center was dynamited by racists. The 
Nashville Community Relations Confer 

ence said, "we believe that the citizens 
of this community are all partly respon 
sible ... to the extent that we failed to 
support adequately with our time, our 
resources and our ideas the forces in our 
community working for harmony, justice, 
equality and dignity for all our citizens. 
This is the time ... to join hands in a 
total community effort for better human 
relations."

As to the future, including Fall 1958, 
the gods give no guarantees.
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