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More Than Race: The "Full Employment" 
Civil Rights Work of Robert Brown, Alabama's 
First Black Public School Superintendent. 

Monty Thornburg and Toby Terrar 

Introduction 

This article summarizes the life of Robert Brown and through him a 

history of the rank-and-file Civil Rights Movement in Greene County, 

Alabama. He was one of many local activists who helped further the economic 

and educational advances which were made in Greene County, Alabama during 

the 1970s, when for the first time since Reconstruction and after a unique battle 

even for southern politics, the black worker majority took over an Alabama 

governmental body. In focusing on a rank-and-filer and his economic 

achievements, this essay supplements the scholarly literature that often 

narrowly emphasizes the role of the national leaders and civil rights as being 

simply about race. 

The order of presentation will be first to summarize Greene County's 

accomplishment in the 1970s and Brown's contribution. Then the factors that 

influenced his activism will be outlined, including his 1930s New Deal youth, 

his 1940s World War II soldering and his 1960s civil rights activism. The 

sources for this article are a series of video and oral interviews of Brown, his 

family and colleagues, which is supplemented with secondary literature, as 

well as the authors own memories. 1 We were student-teachers under his 

supervision in the 1960s and participated in the events. 2 

Advances During the 1970s 

Robert Brown was a public school science teacher in Greene County in 

the 1950s and 1960s. In the 1970s, as a result of the local movement, he served 

as the county's first black school superintendent. His goal as superintendent 

above all was the establishment of a full-employment economy. It is notable 

that for the period he was in office, this goal was substantially achieved. Using 

their control of the county government, the activists brought in job, housing, 
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health care, nutritional and educational programs that induced a labor shortage. 

As indicated in Table 1, this resulted in one of the few times in the 20th 

century that there was a reversal of the county's downward population trend. 

Census Po~. *** Census Po~. *** Census Po~. 
1820 4,554 1890 22,007 1960 13,600 
1820 15,026 1900 24,182 1970 10,650 
1840 24,024 1910 22,717 1980 11,021 
1850 31,441 1920 18,133 1990 10,153 
1860 30,859 1930 19,745 2000 9,974 
1870 18,399 1940 19,185 2010 9,045 
1880 21,931 1950 16,482 

Table 1. 

Graphic 1. 

A sociological study in the 1970s in discussing Greene County's 

economy emphasized that the advances made during the early part of the 

decade came mainly from the assistance of the federal government and private 

foundations, which the activists brought in. The white establishment that 
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earlier controlled the local government had not cultivated these resources. 

About this the sociologist David Coombs writes: 

The possibility was considered that many grants received after 1970 

were applied for by white governmental officials holding office until 

January 1971. This is not the case. According to the present probate 

judge and his white predecessor, most grant money obtained in 1971 

and all of that received afterwards resulted from applications made by 

or through newly elected black officials. 

Table 2 summarizes the federal grant monies received in the early 

1970s. Other counties such as Bullock and Wilcox, which had black majorities 

but continued under white rule , obtained little assistance. 

1970 
Greene 141,249 
Bullock 
Wilcox 

1971 
215,067 
77,392 

1972 
1,077,537 

40,000 
30,000 

1973 
5.091,388 

Table 2. Federal Grant Money Received in Dollars in Greene, Bullock, and 

Wilcox Countires, 1970-1975. 

Much of the early grant money was used to build public housing. 

During the 1960s the county's tenant farmers were evicted in abundance 

because of their activism. This resulted in the creation of "tent cities."3 The 

first project undertaken to address the homelessness was King Village, a fifty

unit public housing project built in 1971. In the following several years they 

added a $6 million-dollar, 200-unit housing project that enabled the homeless 

to become owners through their own sweat equity.4 As a result of the public 

housing programs, the income of county's contract construction workers 

between 1969 and 1973 rose 149 percent and nonagricultural employment rose 

by 22 percent. 5 

To generate employment through industry, the new administration 

established in 1971 the Greene County Economic Development Commission 

(GCEDC).6 By 1974 it had received federal and private grants totaling 

$89,478.7 It also assisted in obtaining a low-interest loan of $1.5 million from 

the Small Business Administration which helped to revive a moribund clothing 

factory. The factory, in socialist fashion, was owned by the county 

government. The activists then won several U.S. government contracts during 
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1975-76 to produce military fatigues, overalls and pantsuits. These contracts 

were the whole of the company's business.8 Because of the factory some 155 

manufacturing jobs were added.9 

In referring to the county's ownership of the clothing factory as 

"socialist," this essay follows the expansive view of University of Maryland 

economics professor Gar Alperovitz. He argues that socialism is common in 

America and includes Social Security, Medicare, public utilities that produce 

25 percent of U.S. electricity, regulation of the banking and other industries, 

public education at all levels, libraries, parks, armed forces, police, 

governmental bodies and the civil service, a majority of the prisons, public 

roads, some 20 percent of hospitals, public Internet networks in 130 cities, 

mass transit and transit-oriented development projects such as hotels, 

apartment and business buildings.10 

The largest of the county's non-government employment projects 

began in 1976 when the black leaders persuaded a group of investors to 

establish a greyhound racing track in Greene County. It commenced operation 

in October 1977 and attracted bettors principally from the Birmingham area. 

State legislation authorizing the racetrack specified that 75 percent of the 

track's employees be residents of Greene County. The county government 

obtained funds to train service workers. The economic impact of the race track 

was felt in terms of tax revenue as well as employment.11 It gave employment 

to 400 residents, including students who worked there after school, during the 

summer and in on-the-job vocational training. 

Brown's Part in Full-Employment 

The school system had a prominent role in advancing full employment. 

It was the county's largest employer. 12 Between 1969 and 1974 the number of 

government employees, a majority of whom worked in the schools, jumped 45 

percent from 580 to 840.13 Brown and his staff facilitated a number of 

educational projects that accounted for the employment advances. During his 

ten-year tenure as superintendent Brown comments that he did not take a single 

leave day either for illness or personal reasons, while working long hours and 

bring in good people. One of his most ambitious projects was the establishment 

of what became the Peter J. Kirksey Area Vocational Center in Eutaw, which is 

the county seat. The state of Alabama had allocated that six such centers be 

built throughout the state. Originally none was allotted for Greene County or 

any other black-dominated area. Brown made friends with the white-liberal 

Victor Poole, who was the chair of the state board of education and persuaded 
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him that Eutaw should be given one of the schools. 14 

The new vocational center addressed the community's joblessness 

problem by teaching job skills to the youth. 15 With a capacity of 600 students, 

it offered courses in power mechanics, health occupations, business and office 

administration, building construction, small appliance repair, upholstery, 

commercial art, photography and cosmetology. 16 Built at a cost of $700,000, it 

was paid for by federal and state grants. In bringing in the center there was 

considerable opposition by the local merchants and landlords, as when the 

town was asked to help pay for the new sewer system. Nevertheless, it opened 

in the fall of 197 6 with a staff of 10 teachers. 

Graphic 2. Robert Brown with Governor George Wallace and other 

superintendents. Printed with permission of the family of Robert Brown. 

Simultaneously with the addition of the vocational school, Brown 

helped introduce and augment in each of the county's middle and secondary 

schools vocational curricula that was practical and relevant for those youth 

who were bored by and failing the solely classical or liberal arts program and 

were dropping out without a diploma. 17 The vocational curricula included 

classes in agronomy, drivers education, typing, home economics, physical 

fitness, choir and band, wood and metal shop, carpentry, brick laying, welding, 

electricity and other construction skills. 18 There were also on-the-job 

apprenticeships and internships. About the students and their job prospects, 

Brown pointed out, "The people at the plants just look at their hands and know 
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they'll do a good job, that they are accustomed to hard work."19 

A second major building program with a job-creating dimension 

besides the vocational school in which Brown had a role was the rebuilding of 

Eutaw High School. Into it was consolidated the high school sections of Carver 

and Eatman Comprehensive High Schools. Costing $2 million dollars with 

another $100,000 in equipment, it opened in the fall of 1979 under the name of 

Greene County High School. Its auditorium and gymnasium accommodated the 

full student body of 600. Brown commented at the time of its dedication, "I 

don't like to boast, but according to state officials and other people in the 

school business, we've just completed one of the finest facilities in the state of 

Alabama. "20 

Along with the vocational and high school construction, another of his 

ambitious projects for addressing academic advancement and the county's 

population decline was the opening in 1973 of a first-ever college program for 

county residents. With his advocacy, Miles College, a black Birmingham 

school, opened a one-year college branch in Eutaw. It allowed black and white 

youth to remain in the community and obtain advanced education at a low cost. 

In the first year there were 108 students enrolled in the program.21 In the fall of 

1976 a four-year academic program became available.22 As a separate program, 

Brown helped bring an adult education program to the county, which was 

funded by a grant that he and those under him negotiated with the Charles 

Stuart Mott Foundation in Flint, Michigan.23 

The Miles College program was not the only post-secondary program 

that was brought in under Brown's tenure. A graduate program, University 

Without Walls, enabled some fifty teachers to obtain advanced degrees and one 

hundred to earn graduate credit toward advanced degrees.24 At the same time 

their teaching skills were being improved, the salaries of the professional and 

support personnel were raised from near the state bottom in 1969 to the top ten 

in 1979.25 By 1980 the county had more teachers with advanced degrees than 

any other school district in the state in proportion to its size. 

When Brown took office no school in the county was accredited by the 

Southern Association of Colleges and Schools. By 1980 all were accredited.26 

Associated with this was the inauguration of some twenty different federally 

funded programs amounting to $1.5 million dollars to cover the costs of hiring 

teachers aids and other support personnel. In 1970 there were 8 teachers aids, 

by 1980 there were 70. Their salaries were raised from a low of $12 per day to 
$24.27 

One of the more controversial employment projects that Brown 

-6-



Southern Studies • Volume XXV • Number I • Spring/Summer 2018 

promoted was the introduction of what the conservatives called "Brown's 

militia" and "Brown's army."28 After enlisting Congressman Richard Shelby's 

intervention, Brown contracted with the U.S. Defense Department to establish 

a Junior Reserve Officers Training program (JROTC) at Paramount and Greene 

County High Schools.29 In it were enrolled 400 young men and women, 

including Brown's own daughter. 

The conservative resistance to the program went back to the 

Reconstruction era when the blacks had a federally-funded militia that ran the 

county. Ever since, the landlords were paranoid about arming the majority, 

which had meant no black JROTC. Brown argued that while he had not liked 

his own military service, he benefited from the G.I. Bill to finance his 

education. He also noted that during the Vietnam War, the Alabama 

Educational Association (AEA) complained that a quarter of Greene County 

students failed pre-induction and induction mental tests.30 Most important, 

many parents were excited about obtaining the program, as Brown points out: 

It isn't about war but the benefits. The parents are carried away 

with it. At the yearly homecoming parades, civic events and 

holiday parades, the well-trained marching soldiers are always a 
hit.3t 

Historian Jennifer Uhlmann, argues, in comparing the Civil Rights 

Movement with what she calls the communist civil rights movement of the 

New Deal period, that the earlier movement was broader in scope than the later 

movement because it focused not only on race, but included full employment, 

trade unionism, anti-imperialism and free health care, education, housing and 

culture. 32 Brown counters that in his view there was a continuity between the 

two movements and a similarity of agenda which in a number of ways the later 

Greene County activists did a better job of achieving than the earlier 

movement. 

Brown's New Deal Background 

In arguing for the continuity between the New Deal and the Civil 

Rights Movement and in putting into context what Greene County achieved in 

the 1970s, it is useful to look at the New Deal history. In that Brown was born 

and lived out his life in the county, he is typical of the 1970s county activists.33 

From their families they learned something of the popular lore about 

Reconstruction when blacks ran the state and county government in an 

egalitarian manner.34 But more significant was the New Deal period, when the 

activists were growing up. Brown was born in 1922, the second of seven 
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children that crune between 1921 and 1938 to Charles "Charlie" Brown (1899-

1973) and Minnie Colvin Brown (1900-1996). Both parents were literate, the 

father having five and the mother four years of schooling. 35 Living in a four

room house, they operated a 50-acre farm on which the father worked, 

according to the 1940 census, an average of 60 hours per week in a 32-week 

annual cycle. The land belonged to white landlord, Frank Irvin Eatman (1885-

1961 ), who lived nearby. The landlord operated a general store and lived in a 

relatively large house with his wife and two children. 36 In addition to farming, 

Charlie Brown and another man operated an Eatman-owned gristmill. 37 

In theory Robert Brown's father worked on the share system, with the 

landlord taking half the marketable crop, which consisted of cotton, peanuts, 

com and potatoes. Robert Brown points out, however, that in fact, it was a 

subsistence and barter system in which money had no role.38 Eatman advanced 

to the frunily the mules, fertilizer, seed, tools, housing, medical care and items 

which they did not self-produce, such as coffee, tobacco, salt and shotgun 

shells.39 At the annual December settlement day, Eatman took in exchange for 

his advances, not half but the entire marketable production. The 1940 census 

confirms the family's zero income. Batman's own income was not much better. 

With 20 frunilies on his 2,000 acres ofland, his yearly income, if the census is 

accurate, was $360. This was comparable to the amount paid to those in the 

Civilian Conservation Corps.40 

As a youth Brown did not equate his frunily's subsistence with 

poverty.41 To the contrary, in his mind their self-sufficiency meant there was 

sufficient food, employment and leisure. For him their knowing how to live 

below their means gave them psychological and economic security and was a 

practice he later followed as an adult. Part of his frunily's security was also that 

from their point of view, the farm was "theirs." The sharecropper agreement 

gave them rights.42 

Besides self-sufficiency, another part of their family security was that 

neighboring them was the farm of Robert Brown's paternal grandmother, 

Emma Lavender Brown (1875-1955). Her husband, Charley Brown (1870-

1903) had died young, leaving her with four children to bring up. For 50 years 

she operated the farm with her own labor and that of her children. In the 1930s, 

"Rob" as he was called, knew his grandmother well, as he and his older 

brother, Roosevelt, lived with her. She had more room than that of his ever

expanding frunily.43 Emma was literate and subscribed to the Pittsburgh 

Courier which with its southern edition was the most widely-circulated black 

weekly of the era.44 In addition to sports, serialized novels and short stories, its 
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editorial policy and news coverage was anti-Jim Crow and pro-union. In 1932 

its editor, Robert Lee Vann, endorsed the Democrats and Franklin Roosevelt 

for president, stating, "My friends, go home and turn Lincoln's picture to the 

wall."45 

Unlike her son, Emma Brown did not work on shares. She rented 

directly from Eatman. But she still traded at his store for supplies. Despite the 

fact that two of her sons, Charner and Webster, worked as clerks in his store, 

she had a suspicion about the honesty ofEatman's accounting system, which 

consisted of a journal-book kept in his store into which each transaction was 

entered.46 Brown recalls a settlement day that he attended in which his 

grandmother demonstrated her belief that Eatman was a crook: 

Emma was a good Christian lady, but with a mean streak. One year she 

had a particularly abundant crop and looked for a good payoff. But on 

the day of settlement, when Eatman showed her the books and made 

her an offer, she exploded, "You are a lying one-eyed son-of-a-bitch. 

You owe me!" 

Whatever Batman's degree of honesty, Alabama economist Allen 

Tower points out that Emma Brown also had against her the problem that in the 

40 years following World War I there was a 50 percent decline in cotton prices 

and production. This was because of foreign competition, the introduction of 

paper and synthetic fibers, and the boll weevil.48 In the early Depression for 

several years Emma stopped planting cotton entirely because the cost of 

fertilizer was greater than what was being offered for the harvested crop. 

Looking back, Brown believes Eatman was as trapped in the 

dysfunctional economy as the tenants. In 1940 the value ofEatman's land at 

$3,000, was less than that owned by his grandmother 80 years earlier.49 The 

long decline in the Greene County population, as indicated in Table 1, was 

related to the dysfunctional economy. Both races were forced out of Mantua by 

the need to find employment. In the antebellum the proportion of blacks in 

Greene County was eighty percent. It remained the same in the 2010 census. 

Brown thinks historian Bob Zellner is not far from the truth when he 

writes that despite the population decline, the Black Belt is profitable to its 

absentee landlords including the Morgans, V anderbilts and Rockefellers and 

their corporations.50 Like a colonized country, the wealth created by the human 

and natural resources flows out and not to its producers. Not surprisingly, 

scholar Milton Boykin, in his dissertation about the political views of the 

Greene County population in the 1970s, found that a majority were negative 

about liberal economics. He summarizes the New Deal origins of their 
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thinking: 

In Greene County the responsibility for improving job opportunities, 

educational advantages, and the availability of housing was considered 

the responsibility of the national government. When asked how they 

felt about the proposition the "some people think the national 

government is doing too much in these areas," 7 percent agreed, 4 

percent did not know, and 89 percent disagreed ... Over 30 percent 

believed that life would be better if the government simply took over 

farming. These are neither the responses of an arch-conservative nor of 

a revolutionary one. After the Great Depression the old laissez-faire 

myths were mostly purged from the American democratic ideology. 

With the Employment Act of 1946, the Congress of the United States 

committed itself to provide maximum employment, production, and 

purchasing power.51 

Brown echoes Boykin in tracing the county's economic beliefs back to the 

New Deal, "You owe me!" psychology of those like Emma Brown.52 

Mantua Education and Culture 

Just as Brown's sharecropper background is useful in understanding 

his later activism, his Mantua schooling puts light on the community's 

educational achievements. Brown maintains he had a good education. It began 

with his parents using their old newspapers as wallpaper and insulation. He 

first learned to read by lying in bed and studying the newspapers pasted on his 

wall.53 

Brown's formal education came with the first three grades at Mantua's 

White Grove School.54 Irene Story, his teacher, used corporal punishment and, 

"You better not cry," when she hit you. He liked her and from her he learned 

spelling and counting. He was considered a good reader, but she held him back 

in the third grade because the state board of education required a certain 

number of students in order "for a school" to keep its funding. From the fourth 

to the ninth grade he attended Mantua's Rosenwald School, where he was an 

average student. The school had four rooms, three teachers and a student body 

of 25 children.55 As an 18-year-old in 1940 Brown was still there.56 Alabama 

had only three accredited high schools for blacks that awarded diplomas. 

Mantua was not one of them, but secondary school curriculum was offered.57 

One of the practices that Brown liked was that every Wednesday the students 

were required to have memorized and recite a poem. Later when he was raising 

his children, he enjoyed reciting his memorized poetry as bedtime stories.58 
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In Brown's estimation, an advantage of his agrarian childhood was the 

non-formal education. He learned to work at a young age, which included 

plowing with Batman's mules. At the same time, his uncles and aunts did much 

of the work. Both his mother and grandmother encouraged him in his studies. 59 

Leaming to hunt was also part of his rural life, as it was for many in the 

community. He had a shotgun, a bird dog and Mantua had a plethora of wild 

life. He and his brothers helped supplement the family diet with rabbits, 

squirrels, possums and raccoons.60 The family normally kept 3 or 4 hogs, but 

in the early 1930s, rabbits became known as "Hoover Hogs," because the 

family could not afford to keep feed for the real hogs. 

Among Brown's informal educational experiences was racism. One of 

his neighborhood companions was Batman's only son, Curtis (1920-1996). 

They were about the same age and shared similar interests, including marble 

shooting. Their camaraderie ended in 1934 when Brown was 12-years old. 

Curtis came to him and said, "I am sorry Rob, but my dad said we can't play 

together anymore."61 It was the Jim Crow code. From then on, Brown had no 

respect for Curtis, commenting, "A true friend would have ignored the 

prohibition."62 Brown like many in his community had no reverence for the 

code. Because of the code, Curtis could not play on Mantua's baseball team, 

which old-man Eatman owned. He furnished uniforms, equipment and a truck 

that hauled them to their away games. Every town in the county had a team 

and there was a regular schedule of games. Brown played pitcher and had 

ambitions of pitching for the Birmingham Barons. 63 The town also had a 

basketball team upon which Brown played. 64 

In his education, Brown includes that part that dealt with the spiritual 

life. His family belonged to Mantua's Mount Sinai United Methodist Church.65 

He was baptized there as an infant and for the rest of his life he has attended 

Sunday school and services there. His mother's brother, Willie Colvin, for 

many years led when they did "call and response" singing.66 To the preacher 

they donated farm produce, not money.67 At age 12 Brown officially joined the 

church.68 He refers to the church as his "power base."69 For 27 years he was 

chairman of its administration board and membership committee, as well as a 

deacon.70 

In 1939 Brown took 9 months off from school to work with 200 other 

youth at the segregated Talladega Alabama Civilian Conservation Corps 

(CCC).71 They worked a 40-hour week over a five-day period. He made $30 

per month, of which $25 had to be sent home to his family. He also received 

food, clothing, medical care and an educational program that emphasized job 
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training. Some 200,000 black youth took part in the CCC during the decade of 

its existence from 1933 to 1942.72 

World War II and College Education 

Along with New Deal economics and his Mantua schooling, Brown 

believes World War II influenced his activism and that of the Civil Rights 

Movement in general. He was drafted into the Army in 1942.73 His 

assignment in the racially segregated 389th Combat Engineer General Service 

Regiment was deactivating landmines.74 During the war the greatest conflict in 

which he took part was at the Battle of the Bulge, which was toward the end of 

the war and part of the Ardennes-Alsace offensive from December 16, 1944 to 

January 25, 1945. Although Brown was not aware of it, historians have called 

this battle a double victory for blacks. 

The first victory was against the army's color line. General 

Eisenhower was severely short of replacement troops for existing military units 

at Bastogne-all of which were white. Because he was desperate, he put blacks 

in white units for the first time.75 Bastogne was the turning point in the Battle 

of the Bulge. The other victory was the one against Nazis racism.76 Brown 

comments that armed struggle was the only way to deal with such racism: 

The German soldiers at Bastogne fought tenaciously because of th 

faith in Nazism as a way oflife: if one is not of the Arian race with a 

certain head shape, then he is a Jew and not a human. The only way to 

overcome this racism is to outgun it.77 

Besides its military significance, historians such as Mary Dudziak and 

Gerald Home, trace the power of the Civil Rights Movement not only to the 

domestic mass struggle but in some measure to the World War II victory in 

Europe.78 Brown was not aware of it, but according to these writers, the 

resulting Soviet influence in the developing nations enabled those like Martin 

Luther King to tum the dominant divide and conquer mass strategy used 

against white and black workers, into dividing and conquering America's 

racial orthodoxy. As Dudziak observes, northern industrialists started to pull 

back on their support for the racist foundation of their southern allies, when as 

early as 1947 President Harry Truman's Committee on Civil Rights declared 

that race discrimination was harming foreign commerce. Dudziak comments: 

-12-

Soviet manipulation of American racial problems ensured that race in 

America would be an important Cold War narrative. U.S. government 

effort to contain and manage the story of race in America was a 

component of the government's broader Cold War policy of containing 
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communism.79 

Another historian, Taylor Branch, emphasizes that the plight of 

American blacks was of propaganda value for the Soviets and an 

embarrassment to American imperialism in fighting against the mass 

disruption led by those such as Patrice Lumumba and the African liberation 

movement.80 This meant that in the period of the Eisenhower, Kennedy and 

Johnson administrations in the 1950s and 1960s, the American Civil Rights 

Movement split parts of the once unified Northern and Southern planter

industrial oligarchy, so that the federal government at times used military 

force, as at Little Rock in 1957, on the side of the movement.81 

Not surprisingly, George Wallace and his allies advertised on highway 

billboards about communist influence in the Civil Rights Movement.82 

Historians such as Dudziak, Home and Uhlmann have pointed out that those in 

the leadership of the Civil Rights Movement had no interest in communism, 

but they appreciated the effectiveness of turning the Soviet-US government 

rivalry to their own ends. Martin Luther King, as quoted by David Garrow, 

baited the federal government by exposing himself to well-publicized harsh 

treatment in order to gain concessions. King commented: 

When the movement's opponents chose to employ their clubs, dogs 

and guns, they found the world was watching, and then the power of 

nonviolent protest became magnified. It dramatized the essential 

meaning of the conflict and in magnified strokes made clear who was 

the evildoer and who was the undeserving victim. The nation and the 

world was sickened. 83 

From this perspective, international politics was as useful as the NAACP 

litigating and the New Deal and Reconstruction legacy. The local tyranny was 

enabled by outside forces and defeat of it required outside assistance. 

Whatever the positive international results brought by World War II in 

the struggle against racism, Brown found that the memory of his combat 

helped him personally as an activist, "Combat stress is so much greater. It is 

one of the things I think that gave me courage. The hell that I had seen."84 Not 

unrelated to his war experience, he and other fellow county activists carried 

arms.85 Brown sympathized with Martin Luther King's non-violent idealism, 

but he was not a pacifist. World War II taught armed struggle and that, as he 

put it, the only way to overcome Nazism was to "outgun it." 
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IGHT INTO THEIR HANDS 

Graphic 3. The Civil Rights Movement used Cold War foreign policy 

concerns to divide and conquer the colaition of Northern industrialism and 

their Southern allies. Robert Brown and his allies used the resulting humbled 

federal government to conquer the Greene County tyrants. Lou Grant, "Right 

Into Their Hands," Oakland Tribune, September 6, 1957, p. 56. Used with 

permission of The Oakland Tribune Copyright© 2018. All rights Reserved. 
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Graphic 4. Robert Brown in uniform (c. 1944). Printed with the permission of 

the family of Robert Brown. 

Unlike his brother Roosevelt, who made a career of it, Brown did not 

like the military and as soon as the opportunity came in 1946, he obtained a 

discharge. This was despite the army's offer of bonus pay and a promotion 

(two stripes). He states, "I did not want anything that the army had to offer."86 

His last act as he was leaving for home from Fort McPherson, Georgia was to 

throw his duffle bag into a dumpster. In it were all his military possessions, 

including a German P-37 pistol taken from a dead man. He wanted no 

memories. 87 

After the war the 23-year-old veteran came back to Mantua and stayed 

for a year with his parents. This was made easy because the government paid 

him $20 per month for 52 weeks as a readjustment allowance. 88 His dad cut 

back on farming. When the allowance ended, Brown went to Birmingham, 

where he stayed with his mother's sister, Vader Colvin and became a busboy 

for several years at a hotel on Second A venue. 89 He maintains that simply 

because of the encouragement of his barber, Martin Goodson, and despite 

misgivings that he was too old, he decided to continue his education.90 A 

diploma was needed to enter college, so he obtained a GED certificate at night 

school. With the help of the G.I. Bill he then enrolled at Alabama Agricultural 
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and Mechanical College (A&M) in Huntsville.91 

During his freshman year at A&M, he met Magnolia Hom. They 

eventually married and are still together 60 years later.92 In the same year he 

joined the Omega Psi Phi Fraternity. Helping to pledge him was John Cashin, 

who in later times was an Alabama civil rights leader as in 1969, when he 

assisted the Greene County movement at a crucial moment. 93 Brown did not 

take part in the civil rights protests of that earlier period, such as the defense of 

Willie McGee.94 Because he was a good writer, he worked as the secretary for 

the football coach. Academically, he did well in the sciences and graduated in 

three years with a bachelors degree in science. 95 

Magnolia and Robe1t Brown 

Graphic 5. Robert Brown and future wife Magnolia (c. 1951). Printed with 

permission of the family of Robert Brown. 

Civil Rights Movement: 1950s - 1960s 

A final influence on the 1970s activists, besides the New Deal and 

World War II, was the Civil Rights Movement. Beginning for Greene County 

in 1965, it incited an 18-month economic boycott that resulted in improved 

employment opportunities. The simultaneous voter registration drive, which it 

inspired, led to the 1969 electoral takeover of the local government and the 

economic improvements in the 1970s, which flowed from the takeover. Brown 

and many in the county were sympathetic to the movement, but it took 
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significant outside help before it obtained success. 

After graduating from college as a new scientist, Brown's first thought 

was not Greene County or civil rights but to work in the defense industry. Such 

jobs, however, were monopolized by ''jodies," which was the servicemen's 

derogatory name for those who had not served in the war. As an alternative he 

took a job teaching at Greene County Training School in Boligee, Alabama. 

This was 25 miles south of Mantua. He was one of the first teachers there with 

a college degree.96 It was a community of 400 people, most of whom like at 

Mantua were sharecroppers.97 By 1960 Brown and his wife were the parents of 

three children, Harold, Jerry and Renetta Gale.98 

Brown's entry into teaching coincided with the Montgomery bus 

boycott of 1955. It did not, however, have any impact on him or most of the 

local blacks. Similarly, the sit-ins, freedom rides and 1963 Birmingham 

resistance, all of which were within 100 miles, brought no local response.99 

However, the NAACP in the early 1960s litigated the murder case of Johnny 

Coleman, who was sentenced to die for the killing of a white businessman at 

Eutaw. Brown comments, "Everyone in the county knew that it was the 

businessman's own grandson who did the crime."100 Eventually, Coleman's 

life was saved and integration was forced on the county's jury role system, but 

the case involved no mass activism. 

This began to change with the March 1965 voting rights campaign in 

Selma. Sociologist Milton Boykin documents that a substantial number of the 

county residents participated in the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

(SCLC)-led long march from Selma to Montgomery. 101 Brown recalls his 

participation, "We were sympathetic with the Selma voting rights campaign ... 

I marched from the point where Liuzzo, the white lady, was murdered by the 

KKK. We got a group and went over from tent city."102 

The Selma campaign and subsequent activism set-off a debate. Brown 

was criticized by his principal, Alphonso "A.W." Young, for supporting the 

movement, "You have a chip on your shoulder that your army experience 

made worse. You should leave your temper at home."103 Brown later 

commented, "Servility is just not part of me. " 104 He characterized principal 

Young as a "player of the good boy, Uncle Tom game-taking off his hat, 

smiling and laughing. Everyone loved him. The school board gave the training 

school everything he asked for. He was critical of the boycott and of Martin 

Luther King because they did not play the game."105 But Brown was not 

impressed with Young's leadership, noting the modest nature of what the 

principal actually asked for and what the board conceded. 
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Historian Glen Feldman describes the conservatism of those like 

Young as part of the non-violent "mechanisms to repress blacks" worked out 

by the white establishment.106 The planters ruled through the local black 

leadership, which consisted of clergy, teachers, farm owners and public 

workers. 107 The white sheriff carried no gun and wore no uniform.108 Because 

of the 1901 Alabama Constitution, the blacks held no elective county offices, 

but they had a parallel political system. This organization in 1952 became 

known as the Greene County Civic Association (GCCA). It functioned 

intermittently to run classes which informed blacks about voter registration 

procedures and helped them fill out registration forms. By the mid-1960s Rev. 

William Branch was its leader.109 The Civic Association was not considered by 

its black leadership and the whites as a "civil rights" organization. For them 

the Civil Rights Movement as led by the SCLC, the Student Nonviolent 

Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and NAACP were suspect. George Wallace 

had mistakenly called them communist.110 Brown never belonged to the Civic 

Association. 111 

In Brown's view, the mass movement in Greene County began in 

September 1965 when black students attempted to enter Greene County High 

School. State troopers turned them away. 112 Several months later on Tuesday 

November 10, 1965 some 220 SNCC-inspired activists paraded at Eutaw in 

order to launch an economic boycott.113 With a population of 2,700, the town 

saw them march around the courthouse, town-square and targeted merchants 

before ending up at the First Baptist Church and holding a religious service 

that celebrated voting rights and the economic boycott. 114 SNCC and SCLC 

workers simultaneously organized similar campaigns at Selma and Greenville 

in Butler County.115 Sociologist Milton Boykin found that the activists focused 

on economics because the population was more concerned with economic 

rights, such as jobs, education and housing, than with civil rights and 

legality. 116 A few days later on November 15, 1965 SNCC helped elect the first 

black since Reconstruction to a local political office, the county Agricultural 

Stabilization and Conservation Services (ASCS). 117 

The coordinator between the outside organizations and the local 

activists was Rosie Carpenter. Like Brown, she was a schoolteacher. Because 

she owned her house, she could not be evicted. Her house was called the 

"movement house." It was across the street from Eutaw's First Baptist church, 

which was the "movement church." When meetings were held that were not be 

to known by the white opposition, they were held at night in the church 

cemetery. Carpenter never held an elective office, but all those who did owed 

-18-



Southern Studies • Volume XXV • Number I • Spring/Summer 2018 

her a debt. It was through her that Brown took part in the movement. 118 

Brown did his part in the economic boycott by shopping in Tuscaloosa 

and in attending rallies but it was his and other children who were the heart of 

the boycott. As in the May 1963 Birmingham "Children's Crusade," the SNCC 

and SCLC organizers relied on the county's youth to take the lead.119 They 

were idealistic and daring in their tactics, skipping school to carry signs and 

join daily protests, marches and picketing at the courthouse. Hosea Williams 

(1926-2000) and Stokely Carmichael (1941-1998) were their inspiration.120 

Andrew Marisette, a young SCLC staff member, organized them to harass and 

rip up the shopping bags of boycott violators. Some, including high school 

student Peter Kirksey, were beat up by the police and jailed for four days. 121 

Among those targeted by the boycotters was the black merchant Oscar "O.B." 

Harris (1908-1991 ). 122 Leaflets or, as Harris called them, "smut sheets" about 

him were distributed. In these he was criticized for his exploitative dealings 

with his employees and the public. He owned a grocery store, motel and 

recreational center in Eutaw. 

Graphic 6. Robert and Magnolia Brown at the time the children Harold, Jerry, 

and Renetta Gale were taking the lead in the boycott and in integrating the 

white schools. Printed with permission of the family of Robert Brown. 

The boycotters' complaints focused on issues such as the merchants 

not providing unemployment compensation, workmen's compensation or 

Social Security coverage to their workers. Blacks were 80 percent of the 

population, but the post office, bank and courthouse had no black workers 
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except as janitors. In no store did a black run a cash register. At the drug store 

whites drank their coke at the air-conditioned counter but blacks had to go 

outside. At the single theater blacks sat up in the balcony and whites down 

stairs. Blacks could enter the hotel to buy a Greyhound Bus ticket but could not 

sit in the waiting room. If all the bus seats in the back were full, blacks could 

not sit in an empty seat up front. If a bus was full, the blacks were put off.123 

By the time it was over in late 1966 the boycott leveled a number of 

the merchants, meaning they were permanently put out of business and it led to 

the employment and advancement of blacks at the Merchants and Farmers 

Bank, the A & P and Foodland grocery chains, Banks Department Store, Bill's 

Dollar Store, the Yellow Front and the recreational facilities.124 In the 1970s 

after they won political power, the economic gains were expanded, but the 

boycott started the process. 

It was in the voter registration aspect of the campaign that Brown took 

an active role, attending meetings, planning events, helping carry them out and 

alienating the establishment.125 Running simultaneously with the boycott, it 

was inspired by and given muscle through the Federal Voting Rights Act, 

which had been enacted three months earlier.126 It centered on the county's 82 

black churches.127 Each church assigned a special day for a registration event. 

Over the course of the period preceding the May 3 primary and the November 

8, 1966 national elections, as part of the program, Brown visited many 

churches in the county, and helped with registration. 128 He viewed with 

admiration those sharecroppers who registered despite being under the 

economic blackmail of landlords. With the new law it was possible to register 

without being literate and to vote without paying a poll tax.129 Brown recalls 

with bitterness his own experience in registering in the 1950s . The former 

state law had required that in addition to paying a $27 poll tax, he as a black 

had to obtain a white voter to vouch for him: 

I had a science degree, was a combat veteran and a public school 

teacher, yet had to obtain the backing of an illiterate white man, my 

friend Buster Craft, in order to exercise a basic right. When Judge 

Lawrence Montgomery gave Buster the registration form to sign as a 

voucher, he placed his mark, an "X" on it. 130 

As noted, Brown's work in the voter rights campaign did not go 

unnoticed by the white officials and their black allies. Early in the campaign 

principal Young called him in and told him that the county sheriff, "Big Bill" 

Lee, wanted to see him at his office. 131 Lee warned Brown to back off. The 

bank president, Ralph Banks, the circuit judge, Emmett F. Hildreth, and the 
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other magnates were complaining that as a government official, Brown could 

not take part in the registration drive.132 The landlords did not attend 

registration rallies, but the black conservatives were present. These included 

domestics, employees and merchants who were comfortable with or believed 

in segregation or simply wanted to keep their jobs. A leader among these was 

merchant O.B. Harris, who was also a teacher. He tape-recorded a speech that 

Brown gave and brought it back to the bank president. 

Brown responded to Lee that even if the bank president had come in 

person to the registration rally, he would speak his mind. 133 It was his 

"mission." To this Lee replied, "You are a dangerous man" and advised him 

that the law could not protect him from the "hot heads." To which Brown 

answered, "I can take care ofmyself."134 After the meeting Brown began to 

carry an Army 45 pistol, which was of the type he carried during the war. 135 At 

home he kept his shotgun within reach when sitting on his front porch. It was 

visible to those who drove by in their pickup trucks and taunted him. 136 What 

concerned Brown was not violence but the worry about his safety expressed by 

his family. 137 Some of his relatives argued that he was deranged, since he had a 

nice job that he was jeopardizing.138 

In the end the voter campaign raised the county's black registration in 

1965 and 1966 from 275 to 3781, which was well above the white registration 

of2,300. But despite the increase in numbers, the electoral results in the May 

3, 1966 primary and the November 8, 1966 general election were limited.139 

Brown summarizes that voter cynicism and fear meant that large numbers of 

registered voters did not vote or voted for the Wallace Democrats. What the 

county lacked, in journalist Hunter James's view, was the planned labor 

shortage promoted by the New Deal. Such a planned shortage kept labor costs 

high and gave the popular forces strength against management. Greene 

County's large "reserve army of the unemployed" as the New Dealers called it, 

made workers conservative. Only one Greene County black was elected.140 As 

a black professional, Brown was disappointed in his fellow teachers. Because 

of security concerns, most never attended a mass meeting. 141 

In the following 1968 election year cycle the black candidates were 

more successful. They owed their success to good luck and intense civil rights 

organizing. The blacks who ran in the May 7, 1968 Democratic Party primary 

elections for the four seats on the Greene County Commission and the two 

school board openings were defeated. Less than half the registered blacks 

turned out. As a result, the black candidates in the summer of 1968 switched 

from the segregationist Democratic Party to the newly established National 

-21-



Democratic Party of Alabama (NDPA). 

As a local historian comments, "The NDP A represented an end-run of 

both the white and black political establishment."142 It emphasized race and 

economic themes. 143 Under the chairmanship of Dr. John Cashin of Huntsville, 

Alabama, the NDP A sponsored 110 candidates for state and local office in the 

November 1968 state election. In July 1968 when the NDPA activists held 

their county convention at Eutaw's First Baptist Church, Brown along with his 

13-year-old son, Jerry, took part in nominating the candidates for the coming 

fall election. 144 

In reaction to the NDP A's campaign the Alabama Secretary of State in 

September 1968 announced she would leave its candidates off the November 

ballot. However, by October 19 the NDPA's suit to be on the ballot had been 

turned down by the federal district court but upheld on appeal by the U.S. 

Supreme Court. This did not stop the county's chief elected official, probate 

judge Dennis Herndon, from leaving the six local NDPL candidates off the 

ballot at the general election on November 5, 1968. If the activists had been 

included on the ballot, they would have lost, as was the case with the other 

NDP A candidates throughout the state. But leaving their name off the ballot 

brought national attention, including that of the Supreme Court. Because of the 

standing order to include the candidates on the ballot, Judge Herndon was held 

in contempt of the Supreme Court, fined $5,400, and a new election was 

ordered.145 

Graphic 7. Robert Brown at 1969 Eutaw campaign rally with SCLC leaders 

Ralph Abernathy and Hosea Williams.Printed with permission of the family of 

Robert Brown. 

In the months running up to the special election on July 26, 1969, the 

entire Civil Rights Movement focused on Greene County, which as Brown 

-22-



Southern Studies • Volume XXV • Number I • Spring/Summer 2018 

comments, "improved the community's attitude."146 The election resulted in 

black candidates capturing the two open school board seats and the four open 

county commission seats. It was nevertheless a close election. The blacks won 

by only 200 votes out of 4,500 cast. 147 As the national press proclaimed, this 

was the first time since Reconstruction that blacks had control of an Alabama 

governmental body.148 

Conclusion 

During the 1970s Greene County's new administration made a positive 

achievement, which, in New Deal terms, replaced the "reserve army of 

unemployed" with a labor shortage. This essay has discussed the part that 

Robert Brown played and his background, which dated back to the New Deal 

and World War IL As a teacher his siding with the popular movement brought 

conservative resistance and this continued as superintendent. The Alabama 

scholar Randall Williams points out that, "The outcome of the voting rights 

revolution in Alabama has been a bitter factionalization within the Black Belt 

counties."149 

The absentee landlords and industrialists, as described earlier by Bob 

Zellner, had ruled through local white puppets since Reconstruction. With the 

whites forced out, they turned to the segregationist Wallace Democrats to 

recruit what Brown calls "Judases" to run as candidates on their ticket against 

the NDP A. Historian Sheryll Cashin comments on the graft that took place as 

soon as the blacks took office, "The landed aristocracy began buying people 

off, recruiting a few 'acceptable' Negroes to serve as tokens."150 

Among the acceptable was William Branch, the black probate judge. 

He was elected in November 1970. and jumped from the eagle (NDPA) party 

to leadership of the county rooster (Democratic) party as soon as it was offered 

to him.151 As head of the GCCA he had distanced it from SCLC militancy.152 

Upon election as probate judge, as Brown relates, he was cowed by the 

establishment's threat that they would close down the court system ifhe did 

not reappoint the incumbent county attorney, Ralph Banks.153 Banks' career 

was one of using the county's legal machinery to evict tenants, collect debts 

for the merchants and criminalize the popular resistance. Brown summarizes, 

"Branch had no power. He would not sign a check without Ralph Banks' 

approval. Banks ran the office. Branch just occupied a seat."154 

In 1976 the conservative rooster party funded black school teachers 

O.B. Harris and Queen Esther Crawford to run for the school board. 155 With 

more white than black support they won seats on the school board. As board 
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chair, Harris's conservative agenda began to undermine Brown's expansive 

educational program. This meant reducing the tax millage on land that 

supported the school system.156 It also involved rejecting federal grants, such 

as one that would have given 469 youth summer employment in 1979. 157 In 

picking away at his leadership the board rejected Brown's 1976 request to 

approve the hiring of several staff, including an additional payroll clerk. 

Brown was concerned that a single clerk would be tempted to embezzle, but 

two clerks would be a check on each other. Citing fiscal conservatism and his 

desire to eliminate bureaucracy, Harris led the board in not approving the 

hiring. Eventually the sole payroll clerk was arrested for embezzlement. Only 

after that event, which Harris blamed on Brown, did the board allow for 

beefing up the internal control by hiring an additional clerk. 158 

By 1980 the NDPA was defunct and Wallace's rooster party was a 

majority on the school board. The activists had only the local SCLC, which 

was led by Spiver Gordon, as their voice.159 Despite the protests of75 

supporters who were in the audience when the decision was taken, the 

majority on the school board voted in April 1980 not to renew Brown's 

contract. 160 Brown was replaced by Wiley Kirksey, who was a brother to one 

of the newly elected board members. 

The conservative approach to county unemployment, as Brown notes, 

was simply to force poor people to migrate and thus reduce the taxes that were 

used to support them. Nevertheless, some of the popular advances such as the 

public housing, the vocational school and racial integration of public facilities 

became permanent.161 But without agrarian reform and an economic system 

based on a planned labor shortage, or, in the words of Martin Luther King, 

"restructuring," the pattern of outward migration resumed. 162 The 

"multinational corporate capitalism" that pushed their ancestors into the 

county now pushed them back out. 

Upon being fired, Brown, at age 60, went back to the subsistence 

farming that he had learned in his youth.163 Along with his wife, he operated a 

16-acre farm raising cows and German shepherds that the military purchased 

as guard dogs. He also became one of the county's three voter registrars. 

Under his administration, as in the 1984 election, 87 percent of the voting age 

population turned out. 164 

The Greene County activists would dispute the Uncle-Tom 

historiography that maintains, as historian V.P. Franklin put it, that the 

capitalist economic system was "the only game in town."165 In the 1970s a 
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New Deal socialism dominated Greene County. Robert Brown does not use 

swear words. His strongest language is the biblical term "monster," which he 

reserves for the conservative economic system that forces the youth to leave 

the county. He has seen the monster's weakness in his lifetime and helped 

cripple it. He thinks this deserves not to be totally forgotten. 
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Now in lnjia's sunny clime, 
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A-servin' of 'Er Majesty the Queen, 

Of all them black-faced crew 

The finest man I knew 

Was our regimental bhisti, Gunga Din ... 
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