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 ’ servicemen left for the combat theaters of World War II, few

anticipated how profound an impact this experience would have on their lives.

By the war’s end, however, many of Georgia’s veterans felt sure they knew exactly

what their military service had meant. The extreme personal sacrifice made by

Doyle Combs, a black veteran, fueled a deep determination to seize the politi-

cal rights that he had just fought in a Jim Crow army to defend.“I went in com-

bat, and I lost a portion of my body for this country,” Combs declared, “when I

didn’t have no right to fight whatsoever cause I didn’t have no rights in the United

States of America, as a black man.” Thus,“I was going to vote regardless [of] what

it take.” Putting his life on the line—literally—to defend the American way of

life earned Combs the right to at least some measure of political freedom when

he returned.1

For white veteran John Sammons Bell, survival itself created a civic and po-

litical obligation he could not ignore. After making it through the horrific in-

vasion of Guadalcanal in 1942, Bell and his buddies made a pledge as the next

deadly phase of island-hopping operations against the Japanese loomed: “every-

one of those four soldiers said when we get back home,” Bell explained, “we are

going to do our best to make America a better America.” This simple pledge be-

came a serious covenant. None of Bell’s comrades made it home alive. As a re-

sult, Bell explained at a local Georgia political rally in 1946, “I feel it a bounden

1: Introduction
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duty to carry on their fight for good government.”Veterans such as himself, Bell

explained,“are determined to continue in peace to fight for the things we fought

for in war.”2

On American and overseas military bases, in combat units, engineering bat-

talions, and quartermaster depots, and in both the Pacific and European the-

aters, southern veterans such as Doyle Combs and John Sammons Bell found

their sense of manhood and citizenship magnified by meeting the challenges of

military service and war.3 Fulfilling this duty heightened veterans’ sense of them-

selves—of who they were and where they fit into postwar political life. In put-

ting a premium on the role of men as citizens—as soldiers performing the high-

est of civic duties—the war tended to strengthen the historic connection between

male identity and political rights.4 Thus, both black and white veterans believed

that they had earned the right to participate in determining the state’s future.

That veterans of both races registered the war’s impact in such similar fashion

made for a particularly volatile postwar climate. The Jim Crow South wove po-

litical, racial, and gender identities tightly together, making the question of ex-

panded civic participation a highly racialized one.5

The structures and institutions that constituted southern political tradition,

such as all-white primaries, literacy tests, and poll taxes, sustained the notion

that only certain white men were fit to rule. Indeed, southern Democratic con-

servatives had maintained their domination of state and regional political life

for so long by posing any other model of “majority rule” as threatening to pol-

lute the sanctity of the domestic sphere, and white women, with racial amalga-

mation.6 The war generated postwar political turmoil by destabilizing the polit-

ical, gender, and racial identities of both black and white veterans. To returning

black veterans, the political and racial manhood they derived from their war ex-

periences mandated that they resist Jim Crow “normalcy” and lead the drive to

develop a black political voice. To reactionary white veterans, black activism it-

self threatened their own notion that white men enjoyed the exclusive entitle-

ment to rule. They reacted accordingly, interpreting black voting as the harbin-

ger of a racial assault on white womanhood and domestic security.

In strengthening, rather than undermining, these complex connections between

military service and citizenship, the war produced a politics of change fraught

with contradiction. If black veterans wanted racial equality, progressive white

veterans prioritized majority rule over desegregation. If white union veterans

wanted an organized voice on the shop floor with the political influence to match

it, white pro-modernization veterans believed that the importance of recruiting

new industry to the state precluded unionization.

Nonetheless, Georgia’s black and white veterans did share a deep conviction
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that military service had a meaning that extended beyond the war itself. It made

them uniquely suited, they believed, to play a role in shaping postwar political

life. It gave them a special claim, they were certain, upon the American demo-

cratic conscience, especially in the notoriously undemocratic South. Thus, re-

turning veterans proved to be the most politicized and ubiquitous of organized

citizen groups throughout the South and Georgia in the first years after the war.

Georgia’s veterans, however, shared more than a sense of agency born in the

war. They also felt a keen disappointment with what the end of the war had

wrought: a persistent lack of economic and political opportunity in communi-

ties throughout the state. The economic development touched off by the war

proceeded unevenly in Georgia, boosting economic growth and populations in

urban communities such as Atlanta and Columbus, but also undermining the

stability of rural life. Moreover, the end of the war and the trials of reconversion,

as military contracts ended, war jobs disappeared, and veterans began returning

home, fueled fears of a renewed era of depression and want. Amid this turmoil,

Georgians struggled to maintain control over whatever they believed would se-

cure their future. Thus, far from making a smooth transition into postwar civil-

ian life, veterans collided at every turn with persistent racial, class, and political

barriers. Black veterans encountered white Georgians who denied the value of

their service in the war by fighting to maintain segregation and disfranchise-

ment at all costs. Veteran workers faced antagonistic employers anxious to roll

back organized labor’s wartime gains and showing little compunction in im-

peding the right of workers to organize. All activist veterans confronted county

seat politicians and mossbacked conservatives who interpreted veterans’ polit-

ical claims as an affront to their own state and local hegemony. These conflicts

all took place within a broader context of political stagnation sustained by dis-

criminatory institutions and practices that worked to maintain the prewar sta-

tus quo, such as disfranchisement and legislative malapportionment.

These conditions stoked the flames of a political disenchantment that sparked

a wave of postwar veteran activism across the state, one that represented an un-

usually broad-based attack on southern political tradition. Black veterans who

believed their service in the war should bring the rewards of full citizenship at

home, progressive white veterans who took from the destruction and inhuman-

ity of the war a lesson for majority rule and democracy, white union veterans

who found in fighting for survival overseas the self-efficacy to stand up to man-

agement at home, and white veterans who found Georgia’s poor reputation abroad

to be a badge of shame they were determined to throw off all represented a di-

verse array of protagonists. They staged the most significant electoral challenges

many of the state’s mossbacked incumbents had ever faced.7
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Nor did these insurgencies remain an abstraction—little dramas played out

between competing factions in the chambers of state power and largely re-

moved from the lives most Georgians, black or white, lived. All southern states

experienced a degree of political turmoil after the war, but the county unit sys-

tem in Georgia dispersed this instability all the way down to the local level.

Legislated by the Neill Primary Act of 1917, Georgia’s county unit system ap-

portioned the vote in state elections by county population, awarding six unit

votes to the eight most populous counties, four unit votes to the next thirty

most populous counties, and two unit votes to each of 121 smaller counties.8 On

its face, it appeared to be a democratic mechanism for proportional representa-

tion of the vote in gubernatorial and other elections. However, as its many crit-

ics charged, given Georgia’s abundance of small counties, this system always 

allowed the less populous rural counties to dominate politics in the state. A gu-

bernatorial candidate, for example, could secure enough unit votes among the

smaller and medium sized counties alone to win an election without any unit

votes in the largest urban and populous counties. A candidate with the right

connections in the state’s myriad rural county seats could thereby capture the

governor’s office without a popular majority of votes. Thus, the unit system of

voting meant a candidate had to literally campaign in every single county in the

state in hopes of winning over the local politicos who could deliver a county’s

unit votes. Political controversies at the state level played out, in this sense, at the

local level as candidates vied for the favor of each local courthouse gang or op-

posing faction.9

In postwar Georgia the county unit system ensured that political conflict over

the ultimate consequences of the war erupted in local communities throughout

the state. Thus, in virtually every county courthouse, rural crossroads, city hall,

and polling place, returning veterans emerged to challenge incumbents’ desire

to keep power and policy-making to themselves. The veterans’ activism prompted

an historic surge in black and white voter registration that threw many local po-

litical machines into disarray.10 Veteran campaigns produced some surprising

results, including new faces in the General Assembly and in local governments

throughout the state. The veteran programs that prevailed, however, prioritized

economic growth, anti-unionism, and racial stability over the racial or indus-

trial democracy many progressives had hoped to implement. Thus, Georgia’s

veterans offered an apt, if peculiar, portent of change for the future.

Georgia’s postwar political drama ultimately played out in three grand acts.

The curtains first parted on the campaign season of 1946, as the political insur-

gencies mounted by veterans electrified the state’s first postwar campaign sea-

son. Much controversy revolved around the question of black voting. In 1944
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the United States Supreme Court had ruled in Smith v. Allwright that the prac-

tice of holding all-white Democratic primary elections in Texas violated the fed-

eral Constitution and had to end. This decision sent shock waves throughout

the Democratic South. A federal court decision in the Primus King case only two

years later overturned the all-white Democratic primary in Georgia, driving

home the political implications of the earlier Smith decision. The door to black

participation in the state’s Democratic primary elections opened for the first

time ever.11 In Georgia progressive southerners and national liberal organiza-

tions seized this opportunity to implement a progressive reconstruction of the

political South by initiating campaigns to enfranchise new black and white vot-

ers and to target reactionary incumbents for defeat. Black veterans, liberal

groups, and the Georgia Congress of Industrial Organizations () launched

unprecedented drives to register black and white voters for the state and local

races of 1946.12 To maximize their influence, these progressive campaigns often

collaborated with civic groups led by other white veterans seeking to oust com-

placent, provincial, and corrupt local dynasties. “Good government” veterans

forged these often uneasy alliances in order to boost voter turnout to a level be-

yond what local courthouse gangs could control, opening the way to electing

white officials who would support programs for governmental accountability,

fiscal prudence, and active industrial recruitment.

Campaigns in Augusta, Savannah, and the statewide gubernatorial race soon

took center stage.13 Black and white veterans fought to overturn conservative

and long incumbent political machines in these cities and to challenge the bid of

former governor and inveterate race-baiter Eugene Talmadge to retake the gu-

bernatorial office. This activism enlivened Georgia’s postwar political scene, turn-

ing out droves of black and white voters across the state, defeating entrenched

urban rings in Augusta and Savannah, and electing pro-modernization white vet-

erans to local and statewide offices in communities throughout the state.

Antagonists with a very different agenda, however, waited in the wings. Reac-

tionary white veterans were greatly alarmed by the scores of black southerners

registering to vote and collaborating with white insurgents to challenge conser-

vative rule. Inspired by Eugene Talmadge’s race-baiting bid for governor in 1946,

they led the charge to defend all the prerogatives and privileges of white male

supremacy. They condemned any campaign for change, however conventional,

as a scheme for integration, joined hate groups such as the Ku Klux Klan (),

campaigned for Talmadge and other reactionaries, and sometimes terrorized black

voters. Even good government crusades, in which white veterans often went to

great lengths to proclaim their southern white loyalties, suffered the sting of their

opposition’s racial wrath. Black voters, however, bore the brunt of this postwar
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racial tirade aimed at circumscribing their ambitions for change by any means

necessary.14

Eugene Talmadge’s victory in the gubernatorial race of 1946 under the aegis

of the county unit system appeared to be a disappointing setback to the hopes

Georgia’s insurgent veterans had for the future. His sudden death that fall before

assuming office, however, threw his entire program into question. Focus then

shifted to the chambers of the Georgia General Assembly, as the white veterans

elected through the insurgent campaigns of 1946 took their seats in the Geor-

gia statehouse. How would the conservative Talmadge program, which revolved

around restoring the white primary, fare under good government veterans’ pro-

gram for change?

The curtains to Act Two parted on the convening of the Georgia General As-

sembly of 1947, one of the most controversial sessions in Georgia’s modern po-

litical history. This opening scene began when Herman Talmadge, Eugene’s son

and also a World War II veteran, seized the governor’s office and ousted incumbent

governor Ellis G. Arnall by force.15 This strong-arm approach to the unsettled

question of gubernatorial succession provoked a wave of mass protest meetings

by angry citizens across the state. Thus, Georgia’s newly elected good government

veterans faced a daunting task: they were charged with defining what their state’s

postwar priorities were to be in the midst of political chaos and controversy. They

wasted little time before demonstrating what the limits to their notion of prog-

ress would be.

In this racially charged climate, good government veterans abandoned the

collaboration with blacks and unionists that often had helped elect them to

office. Most endorsed Herman Talmadge’s bid for governor, advocated measures

to further the disfranchisement of Georgia’s black citizenry, stood largely mute

in the face of the violence and terror directed against the state’s black citizens,

and strongly supported two anti-union “right-to-work” bills. They fought tire-

lessly not to implement any notion of racial or industrial democracy, but to

elect leaders and to enact policies that would integrate Georgia into the national

economic mainstream. They wanted modernized government capable of re-

sponding to the dynamic economic potential unleashed by the war. They strove

to break Georgia away, permanently, from the morass of the underdevelopment

and poverty of the past and propel the state toward a developed and prosperous

future.16

In the postwar 1940s, good government veterans did not see these goals as ir-

reconcilable with segregation, especially given that most regarded integration as

undesirable and unimaginable anyway. They did see overturning segregation

and allowing an expansive unionism to take root in Georgia as direct threats to
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the political, racial, and economic stability that new industries and investors al-

legedly wanted.17 In an increasingly conservative climate, the imperatives of

Cold War liberalism displaced the mandates of New Deal reform, while the de-

veloping national focus on southern segregation rapidly polarized politics in the

region. Good government advocates proved more able than progressive reform-

ers to traverse this difficult thicket of postwar political conflict, electing officials

in Georgia who established a conservative foundation to the state’s postwar agenda

for change.18

The price this program exacted for blacks and unionists in Georgia immedi-

ately became evident. The third and final act in Georgia’s postwar political

drama opened on the campaign season of 1948, amid the tumultuous national

controversy over the Truman civil rights program and the developing Dixiecrat

revolt from the national Democratic Party. Removed from the governorship by

judicial fiat in 1947, Herman Talmadge mounted a successful bid for governor in

1948, campaigning on a white supremacy platform that combined terrorism

against black citizens with calls for economic modernization. Meanwhile, union-

ists struggled to sustain their locals and organizing campaigns in a climate ren-

dered increasingly hostile by the right-to-work laws Georgia’s good government

veterans had just helped to enact. It was a bitter end for black and progressive

white veterans. Their highest hopes about the war’s mandate for postwar change

dissipated quickly under the weight of conservative modernization—a politics

of “progress” that good government veterans deftly shaped into the war’s con-

tradictory political legacy.

   Georgia clearly establishes World War II as a pivotal

moment in the South’s transition to the modern era.19 The diversity in the pro-

grams veterans pursued reflected how complex the war’s political impact on the

region proved to be. On the one hand, the immense infusion of capital and the

dislocation of blacks and whites, men and women, wrought by the war acceler-

ated and expanded the economic, social, and demographic trends of the prior

decade.20 In altering a region long mired in the muck of endemic poverty, un-

derdevelopment, and national neglect, World War II stood second only to the

Civil War as a watershed of change for the region, as many historians have noted.

Indeed, the South looked so different in so many ways by 1945 that at least one

scholar has suggested that it might even have eclipsed the Civil War as the re-

gion’s paramount historical event.21

Yet, on the other hand, the South’s political and racial landscape in 1945 ap-

peared to have weathered the “winds of war” remarkably well. In the Deep South,
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especially, conservative white Democrats still dominated politics and policy at

all levels of government; corruption, exclusion, and fraud still marred most elec-

tions; and blacks and many whites still remained outside the perimeters of south-

ern political life.

What can reconcile this apparent paradox between the war as a purveyor of

lasting change versus the war as a promulgator of tradition? As early as George

Brown Tindall in 1967, many historians have answered by noting that the changes

in the social and economic realm induced by war mobilization generated a hard-

ened defense of white supremacy that sustained the one-party South and effec-

tively stalled the momentum for progressive reform for at least another decade.

In this view, World War II stands as a period of retrenchment from the currents

of New Deal liberalism of the 1930s, not unlike the reactionary backlash that fol-

lowed the end of World War I.22

This emphasis on political continuity does help to explain some of the lim-

its to the war’s immediate impact, but it also leaves much out. As more recent

studies have found, more exists in the story of the early postwar era than the con-

ventional change-versus-continuity framework allows.23 Beneath the image of a

Solid South that survived the war largely intact, a troubled political South most

certainly was brewing. This reality escapes notice unless we consider the era in

its own context and especially at the state and local level. From this vantage

point, everything about the war in the South raised questions that local, state,

and regional leaders were hard-pressed to answer: questions about the meaning

of black men in military uniform; about what the northerners flooding into re-

gional ports, cantonments, and towns would think about the southern way of

life; about why local and state leaders had never worked to attract the kind of in-

vestment and opportunity that now appeared to pour into every southern com-

munity, or at least into the next town over; about how things could seem to

change so quickly when southerners had been told for so long that southern life

would never, ever, change, nor should; and especially about what would happen

when the war was over, and the soldiers came home, and the federal spending

dried up.

The war failed to wholly transform the southern political and racial land-

scape in the short term, but it did challenge fundamental notions about the static

nature of the southern way of life. Most of all, it altered southerners’ understand-

ing of themselves, their opportunities, and the region’s place in the nation. It put

economic, social, racial, and political relations in flux, generating a political in-

stability that permeated the postwar era at every level.

Using this instability as the true measure of the war’s impact, the South looked

anything but solid in the immediate postwar years, when a broad spectrum of
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southerners—namely, veterans—challenged the fitness of the southern old guard

to rule. Liberal veterans, pro-modernization veterans, and reactionary veterans,

black and white, all believed that they best understood what the war’s meaning

should be. All were equally determined to see their own interpretation prevail,

whether that meant expanding black southerners’ and workers’ political partic-

ipation, implementing agendas for economic modernization and governmental

reform, or defending southern political and economic tradition from the war-

born contaminants of change. Surely this ferment reflected not a political cul-

ture unchanged by the war, but one in transition, evolving beyond the certain-

ties of an older era toward a different and undefined future—moving out of the

past, but not wholly escaping it, either.

What the war generated, above all, was debate about the South’s future in a na-

tion transformed by war, a debate that proved to be both acrimonious and com-

prehensive. Returning veterans played a key role in shaping the South’s postwar

political deliberations on the future, yet few historians have explored their sig-

nificance thoroughly.24 Measuring the war’s political effects by the gauge of vet-

eran activism deepens our understanding of the postwar era. Resistance to the

conservative domination of southern political life emerges as a continuity be-

tween the pre–World War II and post–World War II eras that was just as signifi-

cant as the persistence of the southern old guard’s overweening power.25 The clash

between change and tradition heightened by the war took place not just in the

halls of Congress or in state assemblies, but at the local level as well. It reflected the

struggle of a people poised on the cusp of a new era, uncertain but determined

in the face of an often bewildering array of challenges and opportunities, a

struggle undeniably generated by going to—and returning from—a world war.

Placing returning veterans at the core of this struggle reveals not only how

destabilizing the war really was, but also how pivotal it ended up being to the

emergence of the modern political era. World War II made the politics of white

supremacy and of modernization the key features of the postwar era, sowing the

seeds of the movements that eventually transformed politics in the region. Reac-

tionary white veterans presaged the scorched-earth opposition to Brown v. Board

of Education in 1954, which ballooned quickly into massive resistance to integra-

tion.26 Black veterans were an early vanguard of the grassroots leaders who waged

the black freedom struggle throughout the South in the 1950s and 1960s.27 And

good government veterans foreshadowed the rise of the neo-Whig leaders who

eventually put the “chamber of commerce” ethos of dynamic development, so-

cial conservatism, and racial moderation at the core of Sunbelt prosperity.28

World War II exerted a complex and dual influence on Georgia and the South.

It widened the already developing fissures in the foundations of political stabil-
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ity that would rupture into permanent breaches in later decades. But it also gen-

erated a renewed resistance to racial reform and a conservative ethos of growth

and development that limited how far any immediate departure from the past

ultimately would be. As such, the Second World War proved to be an engine of

change for Georgia and the South, but one that traveled along a quintessentially

southern track. It bypassed racial and industrial democracy in favor of the pol-

itics of race, anti-unionism, and modernization. Returning veterans were its po-

litical conductors, striking a Faustian bargain between change and tradition at

the crossroads to the modern South that would define and, in fact, bedevil the

state and region’s political life for decades to come.
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  , , C. W. Greenlea, director of a black United Service Orga-

nizations () center in Atlanta, Georgia, announced the imminent deployment

of almost one thousand black veterans of the Second World War to the door-

steps of the city’s black citizenry. Their mission was to encourage black registra-

tion and voting in preparation for the upcoming Fifth District congressional

and gubernatorial primaries in Georgia. Sponsored by a new organization of re-

cently returned black veterans named the Georgia Veterans League (), the

door-to-door canvass promised to be a historic civic event. “A huge ‘task force’

of Negro ex-servicemen” in partial service uniforms, reported the Atlanta Daily

World, would be “mustered” out for “a unique ‘war’ mission.” In talking to local

reporters, veterans made clear the connection between this activity and their re-

cent participation in World War II. “Veterans feel that the democracy they

fought for is worth working for here at home,” declared one John B. Turner, and

“registering and voting are essential to getting democracy.”1 Veterans in the 

organized this “arm for democracy” drive, explained the chairman of the ’s

Civic Action Committee, to “defeat” the “enemy” of “ignorance, laziness, fear or

any other excuses people might have for not being real citizens.”2 Above all, vet-

erans were staking a claim to Georgia’s future: “We love Georgia and we are go-

ing to stay here and live in peace in spite of what the Ku Klux Klan, Talmadge, or

any other un-Christian Georgia fa[s]cists boast about it.”3

2: The Ballot Must Be Our Weapon

Black Veterans and the Politics 

of Racial Change



The highly motivated black veterans who led the ’s “arm for democracy”

voter drive appeared not only in Atlanta but in nearly every town, city, and rural

crossroads in Georgia after the war. In organizing to defend their access to vet-

eran benefits, to protest racial discrimination and hatred, but especially to ex-

pand black political influence, Georgia’s black veterans voiced a strong moral

claim as veterans and as citizens to the political rights, opportunities, and jus-

tice they felt should reward their military service. That claim was born in the

crucible of war.

Georgia’s black veterans were well aware of the irony in fighting for democ-

racy through the vehicle of a segregated military. Their experiences with segre-

gation and discrimination within the armed forces heightened their frustration

with southern racial practices even as the skills and experience afforded by mil-

itary training instilled ambitions for a better life after the war. Together, these

influences produced a powerful sense of civic and economic entitlement. Yet

black veterans returned home to find that few white southerners were as con-

vinced of the value of black participation in the war as they were. This reality

could be a painful realization, for veterans and for their families.“Out of all this

Your Boy and my Boy when call on to go an die on the Battle field we never hes-

istate [sic] on Sendin Him,” noted R. B. Dunham of Surrency, Georgia, the fa-

ther of a black veteran; “when we are call on we are ready to help them to defend

the good name of our country.” But, “as soon as the battle is fought and the vic-

tory is won and we return back home,” he bitterly lamented, “we are denied our

rights as citizens and all manner of punishment is put upon us and nothin much

done about it [sic].” After all this, he concluded,“It is hard to stand what we Ne-

groes has to stand.”4

Southern white intransigence and the lure of opportunities elsewhere con-

vinced many black veterans to abandon what they knew in Georgia for what

might be in the North and West. Many chose, however, to remain in the South,

where they quickly realized that fulfilling their postwar dreams of economic se-

curity and full citizenship meant first waging another battle, this time against

the enemies of democracy in their own backyard. A federal district court deci-

sion overturning the all-white Democratic primary in Georgia in early 1946

seemed to provide a ready avenue. Motivated both by their experiences in the

war and by the harsh reality of homefront conditions, these veterans made black

voting in Georgia’s first postwar elections their primary weapon in storming the

citadels of southern racial tradition.

In registering voters and in supporting moderate or progressive white candi-

dates for office, black veterans pursued a politics of issues unusual for Georgia

and the one-party South. Their activism helped to produce a record-breaking
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voter turnout in several Georgia communities in 1946, even poising black voters

as a balance of power in several hotly contested local races. Indeed, black voters

helped to defeat some key incumbents in Georgia, including one of the state’s

longest surviving political machines, the John Bouhan organization in Savan-

nah, which never recovered from this defeat.

Thus, black veterans in Georgia played a key role in shaping what the politi-

cal legacy of the Second World War would be. Their activism helped to ensure

that the end of the war brought no automatic transition to prewar “normalcy.”

Instead, the war inaugurated a period of racial uncertainty and political turmoil

that destabilized Georgia’s postwar political landscape. Real change would come

slowly, and the activism of black veterans in the postwar 1940s would not, alone,

be enough to bring the walls of southern racial tradition tumbling down, in

Georgia or elsewhere. Even such a gradualist and conventional approach to ra-

cial reform as voter registration spurred a devastating white backlash that effec-

tively stalled much of the postwar momentum for expanding black civil rights

in Georgia.

Nonetheless, black veterans’ activism—from organizing to ensure they re-

ceived the federal and state benefits that were their due and unleashing individ-

ual acts of rebellion against Jim Crow to calling on black citizens to register and

vote—marked the postwar 1940s as a period of significant black civic ferment

well before the Brown v. Board of Education decision of 1954. Black veterans ul-

timately failed to implement what they understood as the war’s mandate for ra-

cial change in the postwar 1940s. Their efforts, however, did expose the cracks de-

veloping in the edifices of the Jim Crow South, fissures later irreparably widened

by massive resistance to integration and the black civil rights movement in the

1950s and 1960s.

Alexander Heard, a native white Georgian and a political researcher in the

South immediately after the war, remembered this time as a period of unusual

“political agitation and volatility” in which “the impact of black soldiers coming

back from the war was very important.”5 Indeed, he explained,“these fellows came

back and, well they had risked their lives,” and their confidence and determina-

tion encouraged “a lot of other people who felt these things . . . to speak up.”6

Robert Flanagan, a black youth in Atlanta in the postwar 1940s, agreed. When

“the ’s came out . . . [they expressed] kind of an activist [attitude of] I don’t

want to take [it] anymore.” And their efforts, he noted,“did make a difference.”7

Thus, concluded Heard,“it wasn’t in my observation of it, a placid period at all,

and it wasn’t a period with an assured progress at all. It was a period in which

the race issue was front and center . . . and it was stimulated by World War II.”8
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’   men answered the call to military duty in World

War II for a variety of reasons, including patriotism. More often, though, ser-

vice in the war offered an escape from the dead-end lot most black men faced in

the Depression-era South.9 Nevertheless, black veterans found that participa-

tion in the war tended to magnify the importance of individual citizenship,

strengthening the connection between political, racial, and male identity. On

the one hand, the highest act of citizenship was to fulfill the call to military duty

in defense of the nation, an act that put a premium on one’s identity as a male

and as a citizen. This service earned a veteran, at least in theory, the right to civic

participation at home, which, in turn, underscored the importance of exercis-

ing the rights of citizenship.10 Thus, southern black veterans returned with a new

moral claim on the American democratic conscience, a claim they readily used

to justify their activism after the war. Unlike the many whites who disputed the

worth of the military service of African Americans, black soldiers believed that

their contribution to American victory had value, not only to the nation as a whole,

but particularly to their state and region. They had served the country well. Who

could now legitimately deny them at least a voice in postwar political affairs and

the chance to establish the economic independence and family security that they

believed men and veterans had a duty to provide?11

Yet, on the other hand, political, racial, and gender identities in the Jim Crow

South were enmeshed so thoroughly that no single thread could be altered with-

out disrupting the overall pattern to the fabric of southern political life.12 Being

a veteran, for example, was not a status that remained separate from being black.

The rights of citizenship could not be invoked by black men, especially veterans,

without also inducing the age-old political-racial-sexual anxiety of many south-

ern whites, who remained as wedded as ever to the notion that majority rule

meant whites only. Anything less threatened white supremacy and the very sanc-

tity of white womanhood.13

Thus, black veterans also confronted a strong phalanx of resistance in post-

war Georgia, as fearful and resentful whites worked hard to circumscribe the vet-

erans’ economic and political ambitions. Taken together, service in the war and

this persistent discrimination served to heighten both black veterans’ expecta-

tions for a new day and their frustration with the racial barriers and injustices

that still kept that day from dawning. Thus, as several scholars have recently con-

firmed, many black s found military service to be an experience that nurtured

both their sense of personal efficacy as well as their racial consciousness.14

Whether in the United States or overseas, military service provided skills and

training to which few black southerners had ever had access. The army’s Quarter-

master, Transportation, and Engineering Corps in which many black s served
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(three-fourths were in these branches by mid-1945, and most were serving over-

seas), for example, proved to be schools of occupational education. Even though

most black s labored in semi- and unskilled jobs in these outfits, including ste-

vedoring, road building, laundering, fumigation, and truck driving, it would be

misleading to assume that they gained little in the way of useful training.15 Truck

driving, for example, was a new skill transferable to civilian life and a definite

improvement over the hard physical labor that had been the lot of most black

men before the war. Not surprisingly, black soldiers anticipated parlaying this

wartime training into better jobs when they returned home. Sixty-one percent

of black soldiers interviewed by the Army Research Branch during the war be-

lieved that military training would help them find a better job than they had held

before the war. Only 39 percent of white soldiers proved to be as optimistic.16

Moreover, just one-fifth of black enlisted men planned to return to their prewar

jobs or employers, and two-thirds planned to find a new postwar occupation.17

Black veteran and Georgian Horace Bohannon, a field agent for the Southern

Regional Council’s () postwar Veteran Services Project, confirmed these find-

ings in the course of his interviews with other black veterans in Georgia. What

most black ex-servicemen wanted, he discovered, was “a decent job. They wanted

to work. They wanted to make it.”After all,“they had lived, they’d seen other cir-

cumstances, they’d seen other peoples. And by now they knew that all every

man wants is a job, and security for his family, and so forth . . . . That’s all these

guys wanted.”18 In a period in which a black man “couldn’t even apply [to be]

the guy who drives the telephone truck,” Bohannon explained, “these guys . . .

would at least like to be able to get those [type of] jobs,” or to be a “cashier [or]

loan officer, etcetera.”19

Nor were black soldiers’ aspirations purely economic. The army’s wartime re-

search data, for example, indicated that “there was a tendency among Negro sol-

diers to expect or hope for an increase in rights and privileges, improved treat-

ment, or better economic status after the war,” with southern black soldiers

tending to be more optimistic than those from the North.20 Forty-three percent

of black s questioned believed that they would “have more rights and privi-

leges” after the war, and 42 percent believed that “in the long run Negro soldiers

[would] be better off . . . after they got out of the Army than they were before

they went into the Army.”21 Even those black s who made the war against the

Axis powers a priority over the fight for civil rights at home explained their choices

in similar terms. “If we lose, the Negroes lot can’t improve,” one soldier argued,

but “if we win there is a chance.” Another agreed, noting that “by virtue of our

valor, courage, and patriotism, things will be better for the Negro.”“We are help-

ing win the war,” declared one soldier, “so we will be treated better.” Thus, con-
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cluded Samuel A. Stouffer and his associates at the Army Research Branch,“one

cannot overlook the fact that Negro support of the war derived in part from spe-

cial ‘racial’ hopes for the future.”22

Such hopes, recently defined by one scholar as a “special moral claim to fair-

ness and justice,” confronted significant obstacles during and after the war.23 In

fact, service in the armed forces exposed black soldiers and sailors to daily les-

sons in the persistent vitality of segregation and discrimination. W. W. Law, for

example, a black veteran from Savannah, Georgia, found military service to be

a disheartening series of racial humiliations. When drafted, Law recalled,“I asked

for frontline duty as an infantry soldier. But they assigned me to the quarter-

master, as was typical.” Finally, he received an assignment to go overseas as part

of Keesler Army Airfield’s aviation battalion, having risen to first sergeant for his

company. However, he never made it.“I ran into difficulty with my . . . company

commander,” Law recalled. “I believe that he was a Mississippi white man[;] . . .

we were being assigned chores on the base of picking up matchstems and ciga-

rette butts. And I objected and was called before my commander, and we had a

discussion on leadership.” At the time, “I was young [and] I told him that I felt

. . . a proper leader, would be a person who could inspire his people into forma-

tion, and this was not inspirational work.”After this discussion, the commander

“found a way to transfer me out because I did not go with the proceedings.”24

Experiences such as these, combined with the occasional exposure to more

equitable and freer conditions overseas, intensified both consciousness of and

frustration with the racial injustices that persisted.25 In questioning black sol-

diers near the end of the war about their own contribution to the war effort and

about Allied war aims, the Army Research Branch found that black responses

often focused on homefront conditions and postwar treatment. When asked what

question one would most like to ask the president of the United States, most

white soldiers wanted to know about the progress of the war effort or how much

longer the war would last. Black soldiers, however, responded differently. Over

50 percent of their answers mentioned a specific question about racial discrim-

ination or exhibited a definite but less direct racial emphasis. Almost 30 percent

drew an explicit connection between the war and postwar conditions. Black sol-

diers wanted to ask questions such as “Will I as a Negro share in this so-called de-

mocracy after the war?”; “Will the South treat Negroes as human beings?”; and

“After the Negro men go and fight to their best, would they have equal rights?”26

Doyle Combs, who later became a leader of the Toccoa, Georgia, chapter of

the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (), aptly

illustrated the direct influence that the expectations, ambitions, and racial con-

sciousness born in the war exerted on the political and racial identity of many
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black veterans.27 Combs did not take lightly the cruel irony of being seriously

wounded while fighting to defeat an intolerant and undemocratic enemy in de-

fense of an unjust and unequal country: “Since I lost a portion of my body to

protect my own rights,” Combs declared,“I would die for my rights, and I would

kill for my rights. And I was going to vote if I had to kill somebody to vote.”28

A clearer sense of the dynamic relationship between service in the war and

postwar activism could hardly be stated. The war tended to create highly moti-

vated black men cognizant of their own rights, conscious of the barriers that

impeded their full citizenship, and determined to establish for themselves the

freedom, opportunity, and political participation they felt they had earned.

What they discovered when they returned, however, was that few white south-

erners valued black servicemen’s contribution to American victory. The burn-

ing ambitions and civic righteousness that drove black veterans clashed imme-

diately with the determination of many white southerners to maintain all the

edifices of Jim Crow. Rather than the improved opportunities, full citizenship,

and respect black veterans had hoped to find, they encountered a level of dis-

crimination and violence that seemed all too familiar.

Even during the war, there had been plenty of indication that white southern-

ers would resist the social and demographic changes accelerated by war mobi-

lization.29 Whispered rumors reminiscent of antebellum fears of slave revolt con-

spiracies, for example, told of African American men using the absence of white

“bosses” to stockpile weapons in preparation for a general uprising. In Georgia,

the story went, these men were even hoping for an Axis victory to boost their

own chances of success.30 Far-fetched as most of these rumors were, they none-

theless reflected a real sense of white vulnerability. Planters and employers strug-

gled to maintain a paternalistic and coercive caste system in the face of a growing

black exodus off the farm and out of the South.31 During the war, for example,

local “fight-or-work” laws in Georgia required black laborers to carry proof of

employment or risk arrest for vagrancy. In Sandersville, black workers over six-

teen years of age had to wear identification badges exhibiting an employer’s name

and a work schedule. In Macon, police raided pool halls, diners, and beer par-

lors to round up and arrest two hundred African American men without such

badges, exacting from them a hundred dollar fine or sixty days of hard labor.

Police in Atlanta assisted local industrialists in tracking down and arresting

black absentees for “idling and loitering.”32

White southerners who adamantly defended Jim Crow during the war steeled

themselves for the return of black soldiers, whose uniforms alone were a testa-

ment to the threatening consequences of the war. From Fort Valley, Georgia, field

agent Horace Bohannon reported to the  that some white citizens antici-
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pated that the “returning Negro veteran is dissatisfied with conditions and will

inevitabl[y] be a troublemaker.” Others similarly predicted that “the white south-

erner is going to ‘pick on’ the returning veteran to try and steer him ‘back into

his place.’”33

They were right. As soon as the war ended, white southerners initiated a wide-

spread campaign of discrimination aimed at impeding black veterans’ utiliza-

tion of their wartime skills and  Bill benefits.34 Black teachers, principals, and

administrators attending a summer seminar at Atlanta University in 1946 thus

reported employment difficulties as the paramount problem confronting black

veterans in communities throughout Georgia and the South.35 “I believe that the

single greatest problem confronting the returning Negro veteran,” stated a Bibb

County, Georgia, teacher and minister,“is that of obtaining employment.”While

a large number of veterans had found jobs in the county,“for the most part this

employment has been largely common labor.” An Atlanta student agreed: “The

veterans in my community are having difficulty getting suitable job placement

in newly acquired skills. In most cases,” he stated, “these men were in a low in-

come bracket prior to the war, but while in service they learned how to do bet-

ter jobs.” Now, veterans “are unwilling to accept the old job as before.”36

Readjustment to low-wage work troubled veterans in Jackson and Rome, while

school officials in Macon and Fort Gaines cited the “difficulty in getting skilled

work.” In Rome, one teacher noted, “veterans are not able to find any white col-

lar jobs. Jobs with small salaries are always given to the Negro veteran. It is hard

for the veteran to find the type of work they would like to do.”“For myself I was

not able to find a job because I was not able to do the kind of work they wanted

done,” lamented a student and veteran from Hogansville, Georgia; “I can oper-

ate any kind of office equipment but I was refused a job in this line of work.”

Thus, he concluded,“The Negro veterans are merely being pushed around.”37 In

Cordele, related one teacher, “insinuative insults occur frequently. A demand is

made that they go to work at certain low salaries,” but when veterans refused,

“cruel treatment” prevailed, often spurring “race trouble.” In fact, “there are a

few cases where shooting, wounding and even killing of soldiers occurs.” And,

the teacher added bitterly,“of course nothing is done about it . . . . [T]his section

is one of plantation owners.”38

In their travels across the region,  field agents found that these difficulties

often stemmed from the collusion of white employers with veteran services offi-

cials.39 Local United States Employment Service () officials often refused to

refer black veterans to prospective employers, which prompted a bitter complaint

from Reuben H. Thomas, a disabled black army veteran of Rome, Georgia.“About

two years before I went into the Army I was a dishwasher in a cafe,” Thomas
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wrote, “but [during] my time in the Army I trained for truck driving and that

is all I did.” Having been out of the service about five months, Thomas went to

the  office “to apply for a job of truck driving but I couldn’t get one.” In-

stead, “they wanted to give me a job washing dishes but I didn’t except [sic] be-

cause cafe jobs here don’t pay enough and I have a mother to support.” Nor

would Thomas accept a job working in a foundry because “I have not done any-

thing like that and I am not able to.”“I am not asking them to give me anything,”

Thomas declared, just “the kind of job I am capable of doing.” When he put in

for unemployment compensation, however, Thomas failed “to get it,” though

“most of the white boys get the unemployment with ease.”40

At the veteran services center in Macon, Horace Bohannon discovered “for

the first time . . . someone who already knew of job-training” as a part of the 

Bill. This official not only was familiar with the provision, he had also “been us-

ing it to the disadvantage of nearly every Negro veteran who applied.” Inquiries

at that office only prompted “rough treatment” for Bohannon, but other sources,

probably local veterans, described to him the service center’s usual procedure. A

black veteran entered the office in search of a job with little knowledge about

the  Bill’s job-training program. A service official would suggest the program,

and the veteran would receive a referral to a participating firm, which then would

give him “the dirtiest, the most difficult work to do and scheme to keep him at that

particular work.” When the disillusioned and frustrated veteran complained,

“the V.A. [was] advised by the local agency to strip him of his benefits.”41

In Savannah a local service official informed Bohannon of a “very sad state of

affairs” in which “few or no white shops admitted Negro workers”; moreover,

“in cases where Negroes were in white shops, they were only being exploited.”

He then cited the example of “a veteran in a furniture shop, supposedly taking

upholstering. However, a visit to the shop proved that the boy was unloading

and uncrating furniture.”42 In Augusta, Bohannon met J. W. Bassett, a recently

discharged black veteran whose former railroad employer had refused to rehire

him to his old position when he returned from the war. Having been a fireman

on the railroad for ten years, including ten months in the service, Bassett found

his postwar position ambiguous and unfavorable. Though his former employer

violated federal law by refusing to rehire Bassett,“strangely enough, the Georgia

railroad has taken on at the Augusta shop some twenty-five (25) new men (white)

in his same job.” Bassett related similar stories of three other black veterans.43

Of the 246 approved on-the-job training programs in Georgia in March 1946,

the American Council on Race Relations observed, black veterans participated

in only 6. According to  estimates, only 7 to 8 percent of all southern black vet-

erans were enrolled in such programs after the war, even though they consti-
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tuted about one-third of the southern veteran population. Such discrimination,

wrote “L.M.S.” of Atlanta, was “a big slap in the face” to veterans who had gone

“to the front for the right of the pursuit of liberty and happiness.”44 As far as

whites were concerned, a black veteran’s war service counted for little in the post-

war South.“Just because a Negro boy served his country and fought and died or

drove trucks or cooked or anything the Army told him to do,” remarked William

B. Twitty, another black ex-soldier and  field agent, “he is a Negro veteran.

. . . [T]hat means he is first a Negro and secondly a veteran.”45 Not surprisingly,

noted a Warm Springs, Georgia, school principal, “For the most part, the re-

turning soldiers seem not to be able to adjust themselves.”46

Difficulty in readjusting to the traditional parameters of southern race rela-

tions was a dangerous thing. Indeed, racial violence permeated the immediate

postwar years, as one scholar concluded, “cast[ing] a shadow of dread over the

postwar South.”47 The murders of black veteran George Dorsey and his three

companions in Walton County, Georgia, in the summer of 1946 exemplified what

could happen when the expectations that black veterans brought home collided

with the racial defensiveness many southern whites displayed.

The changes in southern rural life accelerated by the war formed the backdrop

to the Walton County lynching. On the heels of the Great Depression and the

New Deal, war mobilization hastened the decline of plantation agriculture, and

many areas of the black belt South embarked on a chaotic and uneven transi-

tion to a new system that was more dependent on capital and machines than on

black tenants and sharecroppers. This shift proved to be a gradual one, however,

and in 1946 the ability of Walton County’s white farmers to capitalize on the

postwar market for cotton-bale lint still depended on access to a steadily dwin-

dling supply of black labor. Opportunities created by war mobilization had lured

many black Georgians away from plantations and farms, and the trend contin-

ued in the postwar era. Black Georgians particularly fled from areas such as the

Blassingame District in Walton County where white farmers had a reputation

for “oppressing their Negroes even more than usual.”As local white farmers strug-

gled to adjust to these shifting circumstances, blacks in the county seat of Mon-

roe initiated a controversial voter registration drive in anticipation of the sum-

mer’s Democratic primaries.48

What began as a private quarrel on the afternoon of July 14, as one scholar has

concluded, gained new import in the racially charged atmosphere of the sum-

mer political campaign season of 1946, as gubernatorial candidate and noted

racist Eugene Talmadge made his final race-baiting romp across the state in the

face of an unprecedented surge in black voter registration. A dispute between

George Dorsey’s brother-in-law, Roger Malcolm, and his white landlord’s son,
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Barney Hester, ended badly when Malcolm stabbed Hester. Although Hester

survived, whites subsequently beat Malcolm then jailed him in Monroe, where

he languished throughout the volatile campaign season. Concerned for his safety,

Malcolm’s wife, Dorothy, convinced her brother, George, and his wife, Mae Mur-

ray Dorsey, to intervene. The Dorseys persuaded their white landlord, Loy Har-

rison, to bail Malcolm out of jail and to let him work off the favor on the farm

until his trial.49

Harrison subsequently drove the Dorseys and Dorothy Malcolm to the Mon-

roe jail by way of the Athens-to-Atlanta highway. After a delay of several hours,

the party, now including Malcolm, headed home. This time, however, Harrison

drove along isolated back roads. At Moore’s Ford Crossing, in the outlying part

of the county, a group of armed white men waylaid Harrison’s car and removed

both George Dorsey and Roger Malcolm. In a desperate attempt to save the men,

one of the women called out and identified a member of the mob. The lynch-

ers then removed the women from the car as well, lined up both couples by the

creek, and summarily executed them. All four bodies were riddled with bullets

and maimed beyond recognition.50

At first glance, George Dorsey’s murder (and certainly that of the two women)

appears to be a case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time, as angry whites

finally caught up to Roger Malcolm to exact revenge for the Hester stabbing. Some

evidence suggests, however, that Dorsey himself—because of his status as a re-

cently returned veteran—was also a target. With five years of service in the Army

Air Force, including campaigns in the Pacific for which he earned several medals

and honors, Dorsey was able to use his army discharge pay to free himself of

debt once he returned home. To local whites accustomed to employing perpet-

ual debt as a means of labor control, such independence of spirit and means

seemed “biggety.” Moreover, Dorsey apparently had a troubled relationship with

his white landlord, Loy Harrison. After the lynchings, rumors circulated that

Harrison previously had tried to drive Dorsey away in order to take his “fine crop

of cotton,” but, apparently, “Dorsey did not scare easily.” In fact, Dorsey report-

edly “boasted that he had survived far worse in the Pacific than any punishment

his landlord could mete out.”51 Though Harrison publicly denied any role in the

lynching and cast himself as an innocent victim, a ten-year-old white boy named

Clinton Adams allegedly witnessed the murders while hiding in the nearby woods.

Adams claimed years later that Harrison himself had enthusiastically joined in

shooting both couples, though his accusation remains unverified.52

The brutal Monroe lynching provoked a national outcry and directed an in-

tense media spotlight on both Monroe and Georgia. Public outrage, nonetheless,

did not produce a single conviction.53 To black veterans in Walton County, in
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Georgia, and throughout the South, the message was clear.“They’re exterminat-

ing us,”a black Monroe veteran told  investigator Ollie Harrington;“They’re

killing negro veterans, and we don’t have nothing to fight back with but our bare

hands. In Italy and Germany we knew which way they were coming, but [not]

here.”54 As Loy Harrison explained years later:“Up until George went into the army

he was a good nigger, but when he came out, they thought they were as good as

any white people.”55 George Dorsey, an individual, went into the army, but they

—black veterans—returned with attitudes unbecoming to their “proper” place

in southern society. And they —Dorsey and countless others—had to be stopped.

This repressive racial climate continued to plague black life in postwar Geor-

gia, offering a bitter reward to ex-servicemen who had hoped for something much

better. “During the time I was in the Army I tried to uphold the name of Geor-

gia when the boys started talking about it,” a veteran sardonically recalled in

1946, and “this is what they would always say: If I had a home in hell and a plan-

tation in Georgia I would sell the plantation and go back home.” Now, however,

he agreed: “I jumped out of the frying pan into the fire when I left New Guinea

and came back to Georgia.”56

Not surprisingly, many black veterans beat a fast track out of their communi-

ties and region to the North and West in search of safer conditions and better

economic and educational opportunities.57 In Georgia, Horace Bohannon found

a virtual veteran exodus out of some areas of the state. “Well, I tell you,” black

veterans often told Bohannon,“I’m gonna save my money and I’m going to Los

Angeles.” Indeed, in the area surrounding Augusta, “the practice has been for a

veteran to come home, say hello to all kin, far and nigh, pick up his bags and

away to New York, California or somewhere.” In numerous black-owned bar-

bershops, diners, and drugstores in Brunswick, he heard the same story. African

American ex-servicemen were either migrating elsewhere, reenlisting in the ser-

vice, or subsisting on unemployment compensation since “almost no effort was

being put forth for Negro veterans.” Thus,“one of the chief fears . . . was this: the

people are afraid the veterans are not going to remain in Georgia and certainly

not on a farm . . . unless they can make better than a ‘hand to mouth’ living.”58

Indeed, within five years of the war’s end, over one-half of black ex-soldiers who

had been in their twenties during their wartime service were living in a different

region from where they had been born. In Georgia, where the black population

had declined 12 percent between 1920 and 1950, 36 percent of African Americans

born in the Empire State lived somewhere else in 1950.59

Not all black ex-servicemen, however, chose to leave. For those who stayed,

the injustices they continued to encounter in Georgia added a critical dimen-

sion to the impact of the war on their postwar political activism.60 Although
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most scholars agree that military service had an important influence on the lives

black veterans led after the war, not all are convinced that a direct link existed

between participation in the war and later civil rights activities.61 Certainly, scores

of black veterans fled the South after the war, and many others chose pursuing

personal opportunity over community or political action.62 Yet examples of

black veterans organizing for change and engaging in political activism imme-

diately upon their return home are ubiquitous throughout the postwar South,

particularly in Georgia. And black veterans such as Doyle Combs routinely ex-

plained their political activities as a direct outgrowth of participation in the Sec-

ond World War. An important part of the story of the war’s impact on the South,

then, was the determination of Georgia’s black veterans to resist white racial

control. This did much, as Alexander Heard remembered, to put the “race issue”

at the “front and center” of the region’s postwar political transition.

This activism appears even more widespread if the meaning of what consti-

tutes “political” confrontation is expanded to include personal and indirect acts

of individual or unorganized rebellion.63 As soon as the war ended, for example,

racial incidents between rebellious black ex-s and testy southern whites

erupted throughout the region. A popular story that circulated among southern

black communities in the 1940s indicated a recognition that at least some of the

black men who returned from the war seemed different. “A group of rural Ne-

groes . . . were having a heated argument,” the story went, “over the difference

between the old Negro and the new Negro. ‘Well, as I sees it,’” drawled one old

man,“‘when the old Negro was insulted he shed a tear; today, when these young

ones is insulted, they sheds blood.’”64 Indeed, black veterans clashed with south-

ern whites in a variety of realms after the war, not just at the polls. In the charged

racial atmosphere that clouded the period, the personal quickly escalated into

the political.

In the wake of federal court decisions striking down segregation in interstate

bus travel, for example, the Jim Crow practices that still regulated public trans-

portation in the South especially offended black servicemen and veterans.65 Ten-

sions flared between bus drivers who were determined to maintain segregated

seating and black veterans who refused to abide by traditional racial codes. One

of the most infamous incidents involved Isaac Woodward of South Carolina, a

young black serviceman blinded by police officers in Columbia after an alterca-

tion with a Greyhound bus driver.66 A similar incident in Palmetto, Georgia, when

two black veterans refused to comply with a driver’s request to give up their seats

to white passengers, failed to end as tragically. A Reverend Hall intervened and

the veterans agreed to move, averting an escalation of the conflict.67 Thus, as Geor-

gian, World War II veteran, and actor Ossie Davis later recalled in an interview
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about his wartime service with an overseas medical unit, “Oh, I didn’t do any

fighting in Liberia. I did all of my fighting down South.”68

Although black veterans sometimes chose to wage these individual battles,

most recognized the obvious wisdom in organized group action.69 In Georgia

this political mobilization started with the establishment of all-black veteran

services organizations, which aimed “to aid returning veterans in adjusting them-

selves to community life.”70 Groups such as the , a statewide association head-

quartered in Atlanta, assisted black veterans in cutting through the inevitable

red tape that applying for any government benefits entailed.“Whether you were

seeking jobs, houses or services,” Bohannon recalled,“you got a much better ear

. . . if you had credential as a representative of a veterans’ group . . . than if you

were somebody that [just] got off the train.”71

Right from the beginning, however, veterans quickly learned that “there was

no need of applying for [certain jobs] . . . . You weren’t going to get [them] . . . .

You had to stay within these artificial barriers.”72 And these barriers would never

begin to crumble, veterans surmised, without the pressure of black political in-

fluence. Regulatory measures passed throughout the southern states in the late

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and enforced by electoral fraud, intim-

idation, and even violence had effectively disfranchised southern blacks for de-

cades. Along with literacy tests, the grandfather clause, and other creative and

legal tools of disfranchisement, one of the most effective and widespread prac-

tices to bar black voting had been to maintain a lily-white membership in state

Democratic parties.73

In the one-party South, the only elections that had real meaning were the Dem-

ocratic primaries. Each state had laws on the books that limited participation in

primary elections to the members of the respective parties. Since southern Dem-

ocratic parties barred black members, black citizens generally could not vote in

Democratic primary elections, which meant, effectively, that they could not par-

ticipate in the electoral process. Although progressives within and outside the

South often condemned this practice as a violation of the Fifteenth Amendment

to the Constitution, state primary elections remained under the purview of state

power. That is, until the Smith v. Allwright decision in 1944.

In the Smith decision, the U.S. Supreme Court overturned the all-white pri-

mary in Texas as a violation of the Fifteenth Amendment, which prohibited 

infringing on a citizen’s right to vote because of race or color. As V. O. Key ex-

plained in his assessment of southern politics after the war, state laws regulated

the primaries in Texas, making them “an integral part of the machinery of the

state.” By law, for example, the state certified primary nominees for the general

elections. This meant that “discrimination by the party” in choosing its nomi-
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nees for state and federal offices was, in effect, “discrimination by the state.”74

This decision galvanized black civil rights activists in the postwar 1940s, heart-

ened progressives within and outside the South, and unnerved many southern

whites. Southern Democrats, particularly in the Deep South, with its large black

population, rushed to remove all state regulation of primary elections. Their

strategy was to subvert the Smith ruling by claiming that the Democratic Party

had the status of a private club that could determine its own membership and

was independent of state regulation.75

At the same time, black activists also took immediate action, developing voter

registration campaigns and attempting to vote in the first Democratic primar-

ies that followed the Smith decision. When black citizens were still denied the

right to vote, these individuals and groups brought suit against the state Demo-

cratic parties for these violations, which led to a series of related cases that went

before the Supreme Court.76 In Georgia the Reverend Primus E. King of Colum-

bus attempted to vote in the July 1944 primary, immediately after the Smith de-

cision came down, but recalcitrant whites turned him away.77 With the assis-

tance of the , King sued in federal court. In early 1946 the U.S. Supreme

Court refused to overturn federal district court judge T. Hoyt Davis’s decision

in the King v. Chapman case that the Smith decision outlawing an all-white pri-

mary did apply to Georgia. Governor Ellis Arnall, who could not run for reelec-

tion in 1946, then refused to call a special session of the state legislature to find a

way to subvert this decision. As a result, blacks could vote in Georgia’s 1946 pri-

mary elections.78

The King ruling and Arnall’s subsequent stance underscored the value of adopt-

ing a conventional political strategy that was aimed at expanding black voter reg-

istration. The demise of the all-white primary provided at least the potential op-

portunity for black participation in southern Democratic politics for the first time

since the disfranchising period of the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-

turies. Southern white resistance, combined with a lack of federal enforcement

of black voting rights, ultimately would negate this potential in the postwar 1940s.

That outcome, however, was not apparent at the time. Moreover, the Smith and

King decisions instilled hope that change might be initiated within the regular

channels of conventional electoral politics. Given the rhetoric of democratic

victory against the totalitarian Axis powers, along with the developing anticom-

munist sentiment that infused the postwar era, conventional political activism

probably had more ideological and pragmatic appeal immediately after the war

than the sort of militant direct action tactics more common in the civil rights

movement of later decades. Moreover, voter registration and electoral politics

conformed with the reform strategy adopted by the national , its many
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local community branches, the national and state , and other progressive re-

form organizations.79 Finally, veterans had just fought a war that had empha-

sized the importance of the processes and values of American democracy versus

the exclusivity and intolerance of totalitarian regimes. It made sense to at least

try those processes as a means of initiating reform, given veterans’ special claim

to having earned a right to that participation through their war service.

For all of these reasons, voter registration drives in support of moderate or pro-

gressive candidates, or against reactionary ones, became a primary goal of black

veteran organizations, in cooperation with other civic groups such as the Urban

League and local  chapters.80 Thus, the  promised to “work for every

Negro of age becoming a registered voter.” In fact, to “encourage democracy for

all American citizens,” membership in the  required being registered to vote.81

The most successful of these initiatives occurred in Savannah, Augusta, and

Atlanta.82 All were responses to unusual opportunities in 1946 to elect candidates

with more moderate racial views and to defeat Eugene Talmadge in the state gu-

bernatorial race. Black World War II veterans played pivotal roles in turning out

a historic number of black citizens to register and vote in all three cities.

Savannah’s voter registration drive emerged in the context of a developing re-

formist campaign of businessmen, labor, and white veterans against the corrupt

urban machine headed by John Bouhan, Savannah’s county attorney and long

incumbent Democratic political boss.83 The insurgent campaign launched by the

Citizens Progressive League () in the spring of 1946 immediately attracted

black veterans who seized the chance to augment black political influence by help-

ing to defeat the Bouhan-supported candidates for the state legislature.84 A new

organization called the World War II–Veterans Association (-) announced

its formation as a “non-partisan” association that, nonetheless, also promised to

“take a leading role in politics” in order to improve “the political and economi-

cal positions of all of its colored citizens.”85 The - immediately launched

an enthusiastic voter registration drive.86

In May 1946 the Civic Action Committee of the - kicked off a series of

mass meetings, rallies, and house-to-house canvasses to encourage registration

and voting. In June veterans joined the Usher Board of the Central Baptist Church

to sponsor a final rally. Speakers informed citizens on the duties of citizenship,

updated them on the candidates, and instructed them in the proper manner of

casting a ballot. A youth named Alfonso Simmons recited the Gettysburg Ad-

dress, and a representative from the International Longshoremen’s Union em-

phasized the importance of registering 20,000 black citizens. Calling on all reg-

istered voters and every organization and citizen, including pastors, to give their

“whole-hearted” support to the drive by taking at least one person to register,
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the - hoped to close out its effort by swelling black voter rolls in the last

few days before the registration deadline.87

Meanwhile, black veterans in the  in Atlanta joined an equally vigorous reg-

istration campaign for the gubernatorial and Fifth District congressional pri-

maries. A new umbrella civic organization called the All Citizens Registration

Committee () initially had registered black voters earlier in the year in sup-

port of the candidacy of moderately liberal Helen Douglas Mankin in a special

election to fill the Fifth District congressional seat.88 When that effort succeeded,

 leaders decided to expand the registration drive. They planned to support

both Mankin’s reelection in the regular primary and the gubernatorial candi-

dacy of James V. Carmichael, who was perceived as being a racial moderate, against

Eugene Talmadge, known to be a racial reactionary. Black veterans in the 

assumed a leading role in organizing and carrying out this effort.89

The  devised a highly organized structure of campaign workers at the

street block, census tract, ward, and precinct levels.90 David Watson, a black ex-

serviceman, served as director of  headquarters and executive secretary of

the voter drive. Veterans on the ’s Civic Action Committee, as well as others,

canvassed homes along the streets of Atlanta’s black neighborhoods. Watson cir-

culated instructions to these volunteers detailing how to organize blocks and wards

and how to approach prospective registrants.91  veterans drew both on their

status as ex-soldiers and on the principles stated in the wartime “Four Freedoms”

to legitimate their call for political participation, which they hoped would dis-

pel black fear and civic apathy.92 A special  “veterans division” scripted the

specific appeal veteran workers used when approaching a prospective registrant:

I spent over two years, a part of which was served overseas, in the armed ser-

vices. I had hopes that my services would provide  with freedom from want

and fear. Above all else I wanted to maintain  freedom of speech.

Now that the war has been won, the most difficult job ahead of us is to win

the  here at home.“      ,   -

  ” which may be obtained, first, by your becoming a citizen—

  . If you will become a   we may be

able to win the .93

Clarence Stephens, an Atlanta University student who chaired the ’s Civic

Action Committee, explained to local reporters that “the time has far passed

when Negroes in our state can afford to sit back and let others control their well

being.”“If we are to be treated fairly in this state, if we want to stop police bru-

tality, get justice in the courts, Negro policemen, equal educational, health and
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recreational facilities,” Stephens argued, “then we must have a voice in our gov-

ernment. The ballot must be our weapon against the enemies of democracy here

at home in Georgia.” Free exercise of the vote, veterans believed, was the key to

overcoming the barriers to black opportunity and freedom.94

The activism this conviction generated produced some surprising political

results in Georgia, serving to destabilize the local political environment in sev-

eral communities. Black voting—and the potential for change it represented—

became an issue where it rarely had existed before the war. Both Savannah and

Atlanta, as well as numerous other Georgia communities, saw more black citi-

zens vote in the first postwar primaries than in any prior election in the state’s

history. In Savannah black citizens overwhelmed the county courthouse as the

deadline to register approached. On the last day, local pastors took their parish-

ioners to register in hearses donated by black undertakers, and black citizens

stood in lines that extended around the courthouse and down the street well be-

fore registration even opened.95 Loaded down with box lunches and children,

black Savannah settled in for a long wait, determined to remain all day if nec-

essary; as one elderly gentlemen told a local reporter, “It’s the will of the Lord

that us colored folks vote.”96

As total black registration approached the - goal of 20,000, local

politicos and the press speculated on what role these newly registered voters

would play in the coming elections. With white support divided between the leg-

islative incumbents supported by the Bouhan machine and those candidates put

forth by the reformist , the black vote promised to be poised as a historic bal-

ance of power.97 Since the Bouhan machine had a poor reputation among Savan-

nah’s black citizens, most observers expected the new registrants to vote for the

insurgent  candidates. That expectation prompted attempts by the incum-

bent party to limit black voting through deliberate delays. Poll watchers later re-

called the scene that developed at many black polling stations:

The sun would be beating down sometimes as much as a hundred degrees.

And the places where blacks voted, with few exceptions, were all outdoors. So

it meant that only one or two people could stand inside the voting place, and

all of the others had to stand out on the streets. And there were long lines be-

cause they had made no provisions for [that number] . . . . Thousands of

blacks were being handled . . . by white poll watchers who . . . had no interest

in seeing that the black vote came through because they knew, to a large ex-

tent, the black vote was for change. The people who had control of the vot-

ing up until that time . . . were satisfied with things as they were because they
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were benefiting from it and were not willing to allow too many new voters to

enter the situation who would have different views from their own.98

Only half of the 20,000 black citizens registered actually voted on election

day. Nonetheless, the  swept all offices, electing three new state legislative

delegates and twenty-four members to the county Democratic Executive Com-

mittee. Around 85 percent of the 9,719 or so black voters who did manage to cast

ballots voted for the , which won by a 10,000-vote margin of victory. Black

veterans, and the citizens and organizations that supported them, thus helped

to overturn one of Georgia’s longest-lived and strongest mossback political ma-

chines. Having gambled that supporting the  would pay off, black citizens

seemed pleased with the new city administration shortly after the election. It

immediately appointed a “Negro Advisory Committee” as promised, hired nine

black officers, two black matrons, and one jail attendant, paved the road leading

to a black cemetery, and eventually built a new recreation center and high school

in a black neighborhood.99

In Atlanta the  drive had mixed success. The campaign registered almost

22,000 black voters who did become the core of a new and lasting black politi-

cal strength in Georgia’s largest city. And black voters in the Fifth District and

Atlanta helped to give Helen Douglas Mankin and James V. Carmichael popular

majorities in their respective races. The county unit system, however, nullified

those results by delivering the winning number of county units to James C.

Davis in the congressional race and to Eugene Talmadge in the gubernatorial

race. Yet, black voting made an impression in Atlanta, as it had in Savannah.

Mayor William B. Hartsfield conceded shortly thereafter to demands for black

city officers, and a biracial coalition eventually developed that wielded signifi-

cant political influence in Atlanta in the following years.100

The determination of southern black veterans to increase black registration

and voting, and their success in doing so, drew national, state, and local atten-

tion not only to the potential of an organized and enfranchised black citizenry,

but also to consideration of what the racial impact of the war had been. In ex-

panding local electorates beyond what incumbent factions or machines could

control and in encouraging insurgent candidates to actually court the black vote

in some communities, black veteran activism shook up the political and racial

status quo in Georgia. Black voters, as local journalists repeatedly explained, had

played a critical role in defeating one of Georgia’s oldest political machines in

Savannah, contributed to the defeat of the incumbent and corrupt political

gang in Augusta, and challenged the claim to power made by Georgia’s most in-
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famous and successful reactionary, Eugene Talmadge.101 Black veterans had fired

a shot heard round the state as Georgians, black and white, mulled over what

the transition to peacetime might bring to their state and region. The question

of black equality now appeared as more than just a blip on the radar screen of

the region’s postwar political agenda. What might happen next was open to any-

one’s speculation.

The voter registration drives in which these veterans participated did pro-

duce significant results, registering between 135,000 and 150,000 black voters in

Georgia in 1946 alone. Between 85,000 and 100,000 of these actually managed to

vote that year, 98 percent for gubernatorial candidate James V. Carmichael against

Eugene Talmadge.102 Black voters helped to defeat entrenched political machines

in Savannah and Augusta and to elect a new mayor in Macon in 1947. Around

200,000 black citizens registered statewide for the gubernatorial race between

Melvin E. Thompson and Herman Talmadge the following year.103

Other southern states made significant, if less striking, progress. In Mississippi,

for example, black veterans’ efforts to oust Senator Theodore G. Bilbo failed to get

rid of that state’s most noted reactionary, but their courage in testifying against

“The Man” at a later congressional hearing encouraged other black Mississippi-

ans to take action. By 1950, some 20,000 African Americans had registered to vote

in Mississippi, a significant start in a state known for its rabid racism.104 By the

time of the Brown v. the Board of Education decision in 1954, over one million Afri-

can Americans were registered to vote in the South.105

These successes, however, hardly tell the whole story. Ultimately, the voter reg-

istration drives of the postwar 1940s failed to evolve into ongoing grassroots move-

ments. The initial flurry of activity during and after the war soon subsided. Harry

Ashmore, a journalist, southern editor, and white World War II veteran, for ex-

ample, recalled that the “big voter registration drive of blacks that was through-

out the South . . . fell far short of expectations.” In fact, “it seemed to me,” he ex-

plained,“that all the middle class, fairly literate blacks, flocked in and registered

and the poor folks didn’t show up. They weren’t interested . . . . [T]hey didn’t

think it made any difference whether they voted or not.”And, he added,“in fact,

it probably didn’t.”106

Thus, the potential for progressive racial change that seemed so promising

within the first couple of years after the war quickly dissipated. Leading civil rights

organizations generally remained wedded to gradualist strategies emphasizing

conventional legal and political avenues for change, but these channels narrowed

considerably as the developing Cold War complicated the postwar political con-

text for progressive campaigns of all sorts.107 The new war on communism sapped
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the momentum for reform, in part, by redefining progressive social causes as in-

herently un-American and even communistic. Moreover, the international fight

for the “Free World”paradoxically drew national and world attention to the south-

ern system of apartheid and made federal officials and national party leaders,

anxious to secure broad support for Cold War policies, reluctant to challenge the

southern white defensiveness that resulted. The national postwar climate for pro-

gressive racial change in the South thus quickly soured.108

Scholars also have emphasized the lack of commitment to the cause exhibited

by many black southerners, including veterans, who, like many Americans, chose

to focus on personal advancement over political mobilization after the war.109

Much like the veterans who told Horace Bohannon of their plans to hop the first

bus or train out of the South, many black veterans found the lure of new oppor-

tunities created by the war outside of the region to be irresistible.

Certainly, all of these factors help to explain why the modern direct action phase

of the black freedom struggle took at least a decade to develop after World War

II ended. The intensity of the white backlash that black activists faced in states

like Georgia in the postwar 1940s, however, also undermined black political par-

ticipation. Each protest against Jim Crow and each black citizen who registered

and voted weakened the confidence many white southerners had in the immut-

ability of southern racial tradition. They responded accordingly. From purging

registration lists of black voters to outright acts of violence such as the Walton

County lynching, racial conservatives reacted to the political activism that black

veterans encouraged with a stalwart defense of white supremacy.

Even as thousands of African Americans throughout Georgia managed to reg-

ister and vote in the first postwar elections, many others failed to do so. The ob-

structionism of registrars and election officials turned away scores of black vet-

erans and citizens, doubtlessly convincing many others that there was little point

in even trying. The ’s “Division of Research and Information,” for exam-

ple, published a report on the “Negro Vote in the Southern States” late in 1946,

which detailed the disfranchisement that continued to occur. Noting that the

county unit system in Georgia constituted a “unique way of minimizing the effec-

tiveness of the popular vote” by offsetting any urban-oriented plurality with rural

county unit votes, the report concluded that “it was the county-unit system which

re-elected Eugene Talmadge as governor in spite of the effective showing of Negro

voters in large urban areas.” Election officials estimated that over 80 percent of

the approximately 150,000 black Georgians who registered actually voted in the

July 17 primaries. Reports to the national  office “indicated that in several

towns Negroes outnumbered whites.”Yet, this fact had prompted “an organized
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campaign to purge registrants from county lists,” centered in Talmadge’s cam-

paign headquarters.“In 31 counties of the state,” reported the ,“more than

20,000 names are known to have been challenged.”110

Georgia’s black citizens protested this wholesale usurpation of their voting

rights.111 “We are writing you concerning Our Rights to Vote in Blacksheare [sic]

Georgia Pierce County,” wrote E. J. Jacobs to the national . “We have been

challenge [sic] and we answered to the Challenge.” Jacobs and others hired a 

Savannah attorney to defend the suffrage rights of over three hundred of Pierce

County’s African American citizens. A federal judge ordered that all names of

qualified voters be put back on the voting lists. Nonetheless, Jacobs reported,

“When we appeared at polls we were told that our names were not on the list

[sic].” Of 385 black citizens registered to vote, registrars turned away nearly all,

including “Several Ex Service Men whom was turned down [sic].” “Please Take

note of this and take the matter up for us If you Can,” Jacobs wrote, adding that

“We have a live  Branch here and are trying to Carry on.”112 In Appling

County, R. B. Dunham, who had written so eloquently and bitterly of the hypoc-

risy in asking black Georgians to send their sons to die overseas, noted that when

“me and my wife went to our precinct where we was told we had to go to vote

and was denied the right . . . . They claim our name was not on the voting list.”

Election officials then told the Dunhams “if we still [wanted] to vote we would

have to [go] 12 miles to our county seat and . . . ask permission to please let us

vote as they would not find our names on the voting list in . . . our precinct.”

Given these obstacles, not surprisingly, the Dunhams “failed to vote at all,” but

“if we had of got the chance to vote that would have been two more votes against

Talmadge.” Thus, he lamented, “you know when a man is denied his rights he

can’t do anything much.”113

In the event that the prospect of public humiliation in being turned away by

a registrar or election official was not enough to forestall black voting, white Geor-

gians readily turned to harsher methods. In Greenville, Georgia, for example,“it

has been reported that . . . seven white men burned crosses on the eve of the elec-

tion.” Black veterans and others registering in Fitzgerald found warning notices

posted on church doors promising that “the first Negro to vote in the White Pri-

mary in Fitzgerald, July 17, will never vote again.”114 In the summer of 1946 a black

church burned in Soperton, the  rallied and burned crosses across the state,

whites drove through black sections of town in Grady County firing guns, and

picketed the polls in Manchester to warn black citizens to stay away. Similar re-

ports came from counties throughout Georgia, but particularly from the rural

black belt. Fear of white retaliation and a lack of federal protection diminished

black citizens’ willingness to put their lives on the line. “Most Negroes in rural
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districts were either disqualified,” concluded the , “or heeding Talmadge’s

warning to stay away from the polls, failed to register and vote.”115

The spate of racial violence that permeated postwar Georgia and the South

gave intimidation and threats a convincing ring of truth. In Walton County, for

example, many cited the atmosphere created by Talmadge’s race-baiting cam-

paign of 1946 as directly contributing to the lynching of the Dorseys and the Mal-

colms. As one “courthouse lounger” in Monroe put it,“the sight of that long line

of niggers waiting to vote put the finishing touches to it,” while another added

“This thing’s got to be done to keep Mister Nigger in his place. Since the state

said he could vote, there ain’t been any holding him . . . . Gene told us what was

happening.”116 In Taylor County, Georgia, not far from Columbus, only Maceo

Snipes, another black World War II veteran, dared to cast a vote in the county’s

Democratic primary in 1946. This act of courage prompted four white men, in-

cluding, ironically, a white veteran, to shoot Snipes to death on his front porch

within hours of casting his ballot.117 Not surprisingly, after writing to the 

to describe voter purges in Wilkes County during the “recent primary in Geor-

gia,” M. O. Smith pleaded to remain anonymous: “Now get me straight. I simply

cannot be quoted. Dont by any possible means let me be brought into this. It

will get me in trouble . . . . Dont mention my name. Dont even write back to me.

That might be a give away.” In fact, Smith added, “burn my letter. I dont want it

traced.”118

Despite veterans’ bravery and determination, this backlash caused black vot-

ing in the immediate postwar years to fall below expectations. Although the

number of African Americans who registered quadrupled between 1945 and

1950, 80 percent of eligible black citizens in the South remained unregistered.

The  hoped to enroll two million black citizens for the presidential elec-

tion of 1952 but managed to meet only half of that goal. A  survey in 1953

found that the registration of African Americans of voting age in the entire South

amounted to only 50 percent of white registration. Such statistics led historian

Steven F. Lawson to conclude that the voter drives of the 1940s “had skimmed

the cream off the top and succeeded with those most receptive to their message,”

namely, African Americans in the urban South. Enfranchisement proved slow-

est in the rural black belt where African Americans outnumbered whites and,

consequently, met the stiffest white resistance. In many areas, Lawson concluded,

black registration slowed considerably after 1947.119

In Georgia the turbulent gubernatorial campaign of 1946 saw seven whites

register for every single new black voter, and a University of Georgia study found

that local politicos had so padded voter lists in thirty counties that the number

of white registrants exceeded the number of white residents. Talmadge support-
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ers purged some 16,000 or more black citizens from the rolls in 1946 and denied

thousands more the right to vote in 1948 during a gubernatorial campaign dom-

inated by racial terror and intimidation.120 In postwar Georgia, historian Don-

ald Grant has concluded, “the black vote was large enough to throw fear into

whites but not large enough to be courted, which encouraged [a] politics of

negativism.”121

Defining the postwar era in the South only in terms of lost opportunities,

nevertheless, neglects taking the events of the period—and the black and white

southerners who lived through them—on their own terms. Indeed, the story of

black veteran activism in Georgia compels us to understand the postwar 1940s

not as an era of failure alone, but as one of significant ferment touched off, at

least in part, by the Second World War. If black veterans and citizens had not

challenged and threatened the political and racial status quo in Georgia after the

war, whites would not have found it so necessary to mount a reactionary back-

lash. The intensity of their efforts to repel black veterans’ advancement testified

to the level of racial instability induced by the war. Although this backlash effec-

tively stalled the momentum for progressive racial reform at the time, black vet-

eran activism signaled the real racial discomfort that would only grow for south-

erners of both races as the twentieth century progressed. The willingness of black

veterans to confront the racial injustices that denied them the dignity and free-

dom they had earned exposed the racial fault line in the foundations of the one-

party South, a structural weakness from which massive resistance to integration

and the black civil rights movement would subsequently emerge.

Black veterans had disturbed the complacency of southern racial conserva-

tives not only because of their own political activism, however, but also because

they were not alone in their fight to realize a democratic imperative drawn from

the war. A small but vocal minority of southern white veterans also defined the

war’s meaning and their own participation in it as a mandate to implement a

political freedom that applied to all Georgians. They joined black veterans in

voter registration campaigns and in interracial veteran organizations that chal-

lenged racial intolerance and discrimination. They also spearheaded a contro-

versial legal challenge to Georgia’s county unit system as the primary impedi-

ment to democratic and inclusive majority rule. This dual assault on the postwar

political status quo in Georgia—from both black and white veterans and their

supporters who wanted a progressive and democratic future—provoked an im-

mediate backlash from other white veterans determined to sustain all the power

and prerogatives of white supremacy. It is to the story of these polar opposite re-

actions among Georgia’s white veterans to the war’s racial impact that we now

turn.
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  , a white ex-Marine chaplain from south Georgia named Joseph

Rabun made a ringing declaration for democracy in the halls of the Georgia state

capitol. A Baptist minister from McRae in Telfair County, Rabun had served in

some of the worst battles of the Pacific war. Now he found himself at a public

hearing testifying against a bill to reinstate an all-white Democratic primary in

Georgia. His cause, as he made abundantly clear, was a moral one directly con-

nected to the meaning of World War II. “If I remained silent when my Negro

neighbors were being politically beaten, robbed, and left for dead,” he explained

to an Atlanta reporter,“I would immediately forfeit all I have of virtue.”1 Though

Rabun had been a fervent believer in American democracy since his religious

conversion years earlier, now he had “faced 100 days of battle-fire [and] four years

of war” for that conviction. Thus, he explained,“I can never forget the great price

we so recently paid for the freedom from the same basic threat.”2 Nor did Rabun

take this responsibility lightly: “My stand might place my position in the com-

munity where I live in jeopardy,” he conceded, “but cost me what it will, I can-

not consent to silence against a threat to the welfare of my state.” Indeed, he added,

“the real issue is not a white primary, it is democracy.”3

A few months later, with the question of a revived white primary still hang-

ing in the balance, three members of the Georgia General Assembly—white

3: The Question of Majority Rule
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men who were also veterans of World War II—issued their own manifesto that

resonated with all the shibboleths of white supremacy. As “veterans of long ser-

vice in World War II,” representatives J. Julian Bennett (Barrow County), Garland

T. Byrd (Taylor County), and J. E. Briscoe (Walton County) condemned the fall

of the white primary as the first step on the road to racial amalgamation.“Some

would have us believe that by Negroes voting our way of life and time honored

Southern traditions would still remain intact,” but they argued that the opposite

was true. Black voters and political influence “in the East and other sections”

had tried “ramming down our throats” such “totally unacceptable” federal leg-

islation as the Fair Employment Practices Committee (), antilynching laws,

and interracial education. Declaring it a “crucial period in our history,” these

veterans called on “the white people” of the South and Georgia to “continue the

fight for segregation of the races in all our public institutions and utilities.”South-

ern racial traditions were essential, these veterans maintained,“if we are to con-

tinue to have peace and harmony among the negroes and whites.”4

Joseph Rabun and the three state representatives exhibited polar reactions to

black participation in Georgia’s postwar political life. Indeed, two more anti-

thetical responses to the war’s racial impact could hardly be found. To Rabun,

black voting fulfilled an obligation of American democracy written in blood on

island beaches throughout the Pacific theater. To Bennett, Byrd, and Briscoe, black

voting represented a betrayal of the principles and values on which hallowed

southern institutions were built.

This spectrum of response by Georgia’s white veterans exemplified the cen-

tral contradiction at the heart of the war’s political impact in the South, namely,

its capacity to generate both momentum for and resistance to change. For some

white veterans in Georgia, the discrepancy between the rhetoric of freedom that

had explained American war aims overseas and the reality of undemocratic prac-

tices at home posed a disturbing contradiction they could not ignore. Progres-

sive white veterans returned to wage their own battles for the political democ-

racy and freedom they believed the war had mandated.5 They worked to reelect

liberal congresswoman Helen Douglas Mankin to the Fifth District congres-

sional seat in 1946, then orchestrated a legal attack on the county unit system

after Mankin failed to win despite having received a majority of the popular

vote. Progressive white veterans also tried to forestall the Georgia General As-

sembly from reinstating the white primary in 1947.

The immediate objective in these activities was to break the conservative stran-

glehold on political democracy in Georgia by registering and mobilizing the

votes of southern blacks and workers in the postwar Democratic primary elec-

tions. This would be an important first step in reorienting Georgia’s political
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priorities toward a more progressive and just agenda, inclusive of the interests

of all. This goal also aimed at ending the domination of southern Democratic

conservatives in Congress, which was a major obstacle to rebuilding the na-

tional momentum for an expansion of New Deal liberalism in the postwar era,

the primary aim of key national liberal organizations at the time.6

This activism, which attacked the citadels of southern political tradition from

without and from within the ranks of white solidarity, provided an important

interracial dimension to the progressive political insurgencies of the postwar

1940s in Georgia. This destabilizing potential of the war’s impact, however, greatly

alarmed many other southern whites, including veterans, who thought that fight-

ing to defend the American way of life abroad also meant upholding the south-

ern way of segregation and white rule at home. Such veterans tended to expe-

rience the economic, demographic, and social changes accelerated by the war

for the South and Georgia—personified by black veterans determined to claim

the political equality and economic opportunity that was their due—as a pro-

found disruption of their confidence in the durability of white supremacy. The

war’s subversive potential, reactionary veterans believed, undermined their own

political prerogatives as white men, and thereby invoked their civic and male

duty to defend the racial sanctity of the domestic and political sphere.7

Some of these veterans returned to join racist hate groups, such as the Geor-

gia Klan and the neo-fascist Columbians of Atlanta, both of which assaulted

black veterans and citizens after the war. Contrary to the political activities of

their progressive counterparts, reactionary veterans attacked Helen Douglas

Mankin’s campaign for reelection to Congress and supported Eugene Talmadge’s

race-baiting bid for governor. The postwar movement for racial and industrial

democracy provoked their hostility, while the white primary and the county

unit system inspired their praise and support.

The passion and determination both sides brought to this fight made for a

rocky transition to peacetime for Georgia, along a road pitted with the potholes of

political conflict and racial controversy. Where that journey would end weighed

heavily on Georgians, and the battle of both progressive and reactionary white

veterans to determine that outcome raised the stakes in the state’s first postwar

political primaries.

Veterans’ leadership in both challenging and defending the postwar political

and racial status quo clearly disrupted the generally static nature of southern

political life.8 Their activism ensured that both the politics of racial reform and

the politics of racial defense would be an important part of the war’s legacy for

Georgia and the South. And it would be the twin descendants of the legacy—

the black civil rights movement and massive resistance to integration—that did
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much to finally transform the southern political landscape in the following

years.

   decided to risk his own pulpit in order to defend black

political participation in Georgia, he articulated an inclusive understanding of

majority rule shared by a small but vocal minority of the state’s white veterans.9

This vision reflected a rejuvenated popular front and New Deal liberalism that

had emerged from the war with its eye on Dixie. Born much earlier in the no-

tion of cooperation across ideological divisions in the war against fascism, this

variant of postwar liberalism now aimed to bring together “radicals, liberals,

and moderates” in support of a broad postwar reform program.10 This spirit

was embodied during the war, according to a recent study, by President Roo-

sevelt’s declaration of a “second Bill of Rights” in 1944, aimed at reviving the

New Deal reform spirit that had languished under the pressures for consensus

during the war. In essence, Roosevelt provided a vision for the postwar future

premised on implementing the “Four Freedoms”at home, particularly “the rights

to a job, to decent housing, to adequate medical care, and to a good education”

—essentially, that which was “fundamental to the rights of citizenship”and which

applied to all Americans “regardless of station, race, or creed.”11 This vision in-

spired progressives who hoped to restart the stalled democratic momentum of

New Deal reformism after its wartime hiatus.12

This revitalization seemed especially important given that a conservative re-

surgence in Congress, which had really begun in the late 1930s, threatened the

postwar expansion of the New Deal and the gains that organized labor had made

during the course of the war. This conservative block consisted primarily of south-

ern Democratic congressmen and their northern Republican counterparts, the

same alliance that had played a pivotal role in overturning key New Deal pro-

grams in the 1930s. It now took aim at efforts to extend and build on the New

Deal legacy in the postwar era, such as establishing a permanent  and guar-

anteeing full employment.13 Sustained by a truncated electorate and winning

office, time and again, by methods that reeked of fraud and corruption, south-

ern Democratic conservatives comprised a formidable obstacle to any national

or regional agenda for progressive economic, social, or racial reform. Thus, pop-

ular front and New Deal liberals naturally looked to political events in the South

as critical to furthering their goals. National progressive organizations adopted

a “southern strategy,” devoting personnel and resources to boosting progressive

fortunes in the region. The , for example, increased its local and state mem-

bership in the South, supported southern voter registration drives, and contin-
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ued to attack disfranchisement and segregation through the courts. The 

formed the Southern Organizing Committee () and began a monumental

organizing drive focused on key southern industries, such as textiles, that still

largely remained outside the community of organized labor. It also directed its

Political Action Committee (-), formed during the war, to develop an

“aggressive voter-registration effort” especially for the South.14

The Southern Conference for Human Welfare (), in particular, played

an important role. As the southern wing of the national liberal crusade, the 

sought to organize the diversity of progressive interests across the region, from

the American Federation of Labor () and the , to the Highlander Folk

School, the , the Southern Negro Youth Congress, and others, into a more

unified effort to implement a progressive postwar program. Most of all, the 

stressed the importance of establishing “actual majority rule in the South” as the

foundation of a progressive “political movement that would materially benefit”

both blacks and whites in the region.15

In their focus on an inclusive vision of majority rule, on enfranchising both

blacks and whites, and on political change as the avenue for economic and so-

cial reform to benefit all southerners, Georgia’s progressive white veterans were

the local complement of this national and regional progressive drive. Progres-

sive white veterans in Georgia usually were college-educated, and many had

been involved at some level in New Deal reform activities before the war.16 Their

commitment to change, however, derived not just from these factors, but espe-

cially from the formative influence of military service in World War II. Quite

contrary to their initial expectations, these veterans discovered that military ser-

vice challenged preconceived racial notions, undermined any loyalty to the

homefront status quo, and raised serious questions about what the meaning of

the war really was. All of these contributed to a disenchantment with the char-

acter of southern political life that complicated their reintegration into the civil-

ian homefront.

For whites who often had little direct knowledge of black southerners beyond

the facile stereotypes with which they had been raised, service in the war proved,

at times, to be an unexpected racial education that few of these men ever forgot.

Despite an official policy of segregation, the exigencies of war provided oppor-

tunities for black and white s to interact, sometimes on very close terms. A

barrage of propaganda and slurs against the capabilities of black soldiers circu-

lated among white troops and on the homefront throughout the war, but real

contact with these men in the realm of battle tended to undermine, at least for

some white southerners, long-held notions of black inferiority. As black soldiers

and sailors performed their duties ably despite the discrimination and mistreat-
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ment meted out to them by white troops and officers, the view that African

Americans deserved unequal treatment grew less convincing as the war pro-

gressed. Southern white veterans from across the region expressed dismay at the

discrimination and injustice black servicemen and women encountered during

and after the war.

The courteous treatment that German POWs received in cafés and diners in

the Deep South while black servicemen were refused service, for example, an-

gered many white soldiers, who often commented on this hypocrisy over the

course of the war. Corporal Henry S. Wooten described himself as “a southern

rebel” who was disgusted at an incident in Louisiana that made him “none the

more proud of my southern heritage!”Wooten was outraged when local restau-

rant owners preferred serving German prisoners over black American s.

“Frankly,” he declared, “this incident is a disgrace to a democratic nation”; and

he wondered, “are we fighting for such a thing as this?” Moreover, “what [will]

the ‘Aryan supermen’ think when they get a first-hand glimpse of our racial dis-

crimination. Are we not waging a war, in part, for this fundamental of democ-

racy?” Finally, he concluded, “a lot of us, especially in the South, should cast the

beam out of our own eyes before we try to do so in others, across the seas.”17

This sort of discrimination seemed especially galling given the able perfor-

mance of black soldiers overseas. This could be a revelation to white southerners

steeped in the culture of racial difference. Harry Ashmore, a white veteran and

southern newspaper editor after the war, for example, recalled his first encounter

with black combat troops in Germany. Ashmore’s division commander in the

Ninety-fifth Infantry complained loudly when replacements for a final assault

on the Rhine included the European theater’s only all-black tank battalion. He

expected these troops to be hindered both by poor equipment and low morale.

Although the commander proved “right about the equipment,” Ashmore re-

called, he was wrong about the battalion’s commitment to the fight. “The white

Virginian who commanded the battalion had passed from despair to outrage at

the way his men were being treated,” Ashmore wrote, and “his anger was com-

municated to his tank crews.” Galvanized by a desire to prove their worth, “the

black men in those battered old Shermans performed as well as any armored

troopers we saw in action in the bloody campaigns that took us from Nor-

mandy to Ruhr.”18

A white sergeant from Texas agreed. Never concerned with the plight of Afri-

can Americans before the war, he now felt that white southerners should not

continue to “abuse the colored people any more” because “blacks as well as whites

had given their lives for this country.” Captain Thomas W. Murrell Jr., scion of

a prominent Richmond, Virginia, family, returned from the war determined to
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begin rectifying the injustices that whites had long perpetrated on blacks. Watch-

ing black Americans “dying of battle wounds in France,” had convinced him that

the time for “dramatic change on the racial front” had arrived.19

White veterans in Georgia expressed similar sentiments when commenting

on the political and racial developments of the postwar years. Henry C. Rivers

of Griffin, Georgia, for example, appreciated the contribution African Ameri-

cans had made to winning the war and saw little reason to mistreat black veter-

ans when they returned. “I have spent four and a half years in the army, twenty

months overseas,” Rivers remarked, and “I have been around and fought with

Negro soldiers and I have nothing to hold against them.”20 Another veteran who

served in eight different army posts in Great Britain noted that the “first s

[landing ship, tank] back from Normandy on D-Day brought cargoes of dead

and wounded—including many Negroes, some burned to a crisp.”Thus, he asked,

“how can an Army condemn part of its men because the color of their skin is

darker than some others?”21

The capability and commitment black troops had exhibited in the war chal-

lenged the notion of black inferiority. Harold Fleming, a white army officer

from Georgia and later a civil rights activist, vividly recalled just how transfor-

mative an impact this could be. Although he attended Harvard just prior to the

war, Fleming admitted to still being “pretty much a victim of my own upbring-

ing,” though he had always looked “with disdain on redneck stuff and on the

crasser forms of prejudice [and] discrimination.” Still, he remembered,“I didn’t

know any blacks” and remained “pretty damn unenlightened” on the racial is-

sues of the day. After he graduated from Officer Candidate School, however,

Fleming ended up commanding black troops in the Quartermaster Corps on

Okinawa. This experience “was critical” in transforming him from a relatively

“unenlightened” southern moderate into an outright racial liberal.“It was a very

traumatic kind of experience,” he reflected; “I don’t think anybody could have

been prepared for that. You were a white straw boss in a very discriminatory

segregated Army, and you felt discriminated against.” Indeed, “you lived where

they lived. Even though you were an officer and you were white,” he recalled,“you

were a second class soldier because your privates were black.”22

What being second class meant really struck home when Fleming’s outfit re-

ceived orders to guard Japanese prisoners on work details. “The big fear of the

brass, who were mostly southern,” he remembered,“was fraternization between

the black soldiers and the POWs. They didn’t trust them worth a damn.” Al-

though Japanese guerrillas still roamed the island and white soldiers were al-

lowed to keep their arms and ammunition,“they [the leaders] blatantly . . . made

us turn in every round. I protested about it . . . . I asked, ‘Why?’” When another
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white officer replied, “dammit, you know why,” Fleming proclaimed, “I think I

do, but I don’t think it’s fair.” Such conditions made a tremendous impression

on Fleming. “It was just the sheer human experience of ‘good God, how can

these men stand it, why do they do it?,’” Fleming recalled: “here they are being

called on to follow the rules, shape up, be a good soldier, work your ass off, be

ready to die for your country and then they would crap all over you without apol-

ogy. ‘Not a single one of you black bastards is good enough to be an officer even

with your own people. You don’t get the Quonset huts, you stay in the tents and

mud. All the Quonset huts go to a white unit that landed yesterday even though

you have been here six months.’”23 “I understood why [black soldiers] were bit-

ter,” Fleming continued; “the amazing thing is that they functioned at all.”While

some of his men were “very nice guys,” Fleming also became aware of those

“who were so alienated or so coarsened by life that they . . . would kill you if they

thought they could get away with it.” In the end,“it was a very good way to learn

about race relations . . . . [Y]ou could really see it plain if you had any sense of

fairness and if you weren’t just under the total mercy of your prejudices.”24

For other white veterans, the most unsettling aspect of military service de-

rived not from their encounters with black s but from the nature of the war it-

self. The sheer scale of the war’s destruction and inhumanity made it imperative

to find a meaning that could justify such a monumental cost in human life and

property. In this sense, the war could magnify the value of the freedoms and op-

portunities most white southerners took for granted. James Mackay, a Georgia

veteran and postwar liberal politician, told one interviewer that his fifty-two

months aboard a Coast Guard cutter during the war “taught [him] what free-

dom is.”As a first lieutenant on a destroyer escort, Mackay saw several shipmates

die. “My life has been terribl[y] wounded by war,” he recalled; “I lost thirty-one

shipmates and I had to hose down the brains of my buddies on my own ship.”

Mackay had been at sea with them long enough to recognize “who they were by

looking at their shoes, covered with blankets.” Before his time in the service, “I

had taken freedom for granted”; but when his executive officer despaired if there

was “anything, anything worth the death of these guys,” the war’s meaning to

him suddenly grew crystal clear. Mackay found himself explaining that “there’s

only one thing . . . . [I]t is clear that they died to secure the right of all of us to go

behind the curtain and cast our ballot without anybody knowing how we voted

or having anything to do with how we voted.”25

Joseph Rabun, the Baptist preacher who spoke out against the white primary

bill in 1947, served in the war as a Marine Corps chaplain, ministering to the

wounded and dying under enemy fire on Guadalcanal, Bougainville, Saipan, and

Guam. After an interview with Rabun in 1946, a reporter for the Atlanta Con-
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stitution described the impact this experience had made on Rabun.“He believed

then, as now,” the reporter explained, “that the war was fought against the anti-

Christ, that the war was fought against forces that would shackle and ground

men down instead of set him free; that the war was fought against an ideology

which held that because of race one man was better than another.”26 For Mac-

kay, Rabun, and countless others, the death and destruction that American sol-

diers witnessed, endured, and perpetrated had to be vindicated.

Their postwar search for this meaning often began by joining one of the only

national veterans’ organizations willing to confront the question of racial injus-

tice and to work to provide a progressive voice for veterans on any number of

regional, national, and international issues. Like all ex-s, progressive white

veterans in Georgia also wanted an organization that could facilitate their access

to  Bill benefits and veteran services. But they usually shunned the segregated

and reactionary American Legion and Veterans of Foreign Wars in favor of the

new national American Veterans Committee ().27 Described by historian

George B. Tindall, a former member, as a “New Dealish liberal answer to the

American Legion,” the  endeavored to be a voice for progressive change

throughout the country. With a slogan of “Citizens First, Veterans Second,” the

 pledged “To Achieve A More Democratic And Prosperous America And A

More Stable World” and to “associate ourselves regardless of national origin,

creed, or color to preserve the Constitution of the United States; to insure the

rights of free speech, free press, free worship, free assembly, and free elections.”28

Moreover, the national  condemned racial segregation and discrimination,

declaring “war ‘against the whole idea’ that some people are superior ‘merely be-

cause their ancestors did not have the foresight to get their skins tanned against

the rays of the sun.’” The ’s national charter specifically forbade the forma-

tion of racially exclusive chapters.29

Membership in the  in Georgia did, in fact, reflect a new flexibility toward

black-white relations that progressive veterans felt it was important to express.

In 1947, for example, the interracial Atlanta  sponsored three meetings with

the black Wheat Street Baptist Church to advocate improved race relations. At

two of the meetings, “several veterans from various theaters in the recent war

spoke of their experiences with particular reference to race relations in the

Armed Services.”30 Interracial membership, in fact, attracted veterans of both

races to the  in Georgia, and they cited it as a key influence on their decision

to join. Elizabeth Kytle, white activist and wife of white veteran Calvin Kytle, re-

membered the  as “the only interracial veterans’ group in the country.”

Moreover, she recalled, “That’s the only reason people like Harold Fleming and

Calvin joined a veterans’ group.”31
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Nor did black participation represent merely token membership. Black veter-

ans were founding members of the Atlanta  and prominent in the chapter’s

leadership. The all-black , for example, had a “direct relationship with” the

, Horace Bohannon pointed out, “because it was from the  that these

other groups” recruited black members. “Right off the bat,” he mused, “I can

think of a half-dozen of us [who] were charter members of the  in Atlanta 

. . . and we were also officials in the Georgia Veterans League.”32 In Bohannon’s

memory, the importance of his  experience with integration could not be

overstated: “I can’t quite express, I guess, what a new experience [it was] . . . .

[T]here were no similar experiences, very few. . . . You didn’t have it in Church,

you didn’t have it anywhere in Georgia.”33 Membership in the  presented a

new dynamic of “you come to my house, I come to your house . . . . [W]e’re on

the same footing. You’re not mister and I’m not boy.” It was an experience that

Bohannon recalled as “fresh and exciting.”34

Interracial organizing in the Jim Crow South, however, was also risky. Not

surprisingly, Georgia  chapters developed primarily in larger urban areas

and smaller university and college towns. With approximately twelve chapters

scattered throughout the state, membership ranged from 125 to 250 in the At-

lanta chapter to around 500 statewide.35 Atlanta  president Johnnie Glus-

trom described this group as “a focal point for crystallizing liberal opinion and

action”; the chapter’s activities confirmed his assessment.36 Along with raffling

appliances to raise money, conducting membership drives, and petitioning

local, state and federal authorities on behalf of veterans’ issues, the Atlanta-area

 attacked racial hatred and discrimination. These veterans wrote to Gover-

nor Ellis Arnall in the spring of 1946, for example, to support his crusade against

the Georgia Klan. “The basic concepts and principles of the Ku Klux Klan are

characteristic of fascism and contrary to the principles for which we fought,”

 veterans declared, and they called on Arnall to “unsheet” the “evil force” that

threatened Georgia’s progress.37 “We constantly work for civil rights in close co-

operation with other groups,” proclaimed President Glustrom, and  member

Robert Thompson remembered a crusade to desegregate the public library in

Atlanta.38 By 1950, the Atlanta chapter’s activities had attracted enough attention

to win the national ’s new George W. Norris Award for “outstanding work”

on behalf of “the civil rights of the people of the United States.” In particular, the

national  leadership cited the group’s efforts to improve housing for black

Atlantans, its support of litigation to “eliminate discrimination” in Atlanta

schools, and its success in persuading a “leading Atlanta firm” to hire the “first

Negro salesman.”39

Joining with other white and black veterans in the  provided a positive
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outlet for white veterans anxious to express a sense of social justice and demo-

cratic fair play that was derived, at least in part, from their experiences in the

war. Yet events soon dictated the development of a more direct and political re-

sponse to sustain any chance that Georgia could move in a progressive direction

after the war. Indeed, these white veterans viewed Georgia’s postwar political

landscape with ambivalence. They were at first encouraged by the potential for

progressive change that appeared to have been burgeoning even before the war

ended, represented in Georgia by the moderately liberal administration of Gov-

ernor Ellis Arnall. But they were also disturbed by the readiness of Georgia’s old

guard, namely, Eugene Talmadge and the racial reactionaries and economic

conservatives who supported him, to resort to the age-old politics of racial divi-

sion and exclusion to deflect this momentum for liberal reform.

The activities of the , , , and the  in Georgia, for example,

generated a resurgent Ku Klux Klan, reactionary campaigns for local and state

offices, and a wave of racial violence and anti-unionism.40 At the same time, the

racial antagonism that attended Eugene Talmadge’s postwar reelection cam-

paign and that produced the likes of the Walton County lynching crystallized

the disenchantment many of Georgia’s progressive white veterans felt toward

the character of southern political life at home.

Joseph Rabun, for example, grew distressed by the wave of political race-baiting

that emerged during the state’s first postwar campaign season. He convinced the

Southern Baptist Convention of Georgia to condemn Eugene Talmadge’s white

supremacy gubernatorial campaign in the fall of 1946. Rabun was no ordinary

south Georgia pastor. His pulpit was in the McRae church in which Eugene Tal-

madge “kept his letter of baptism,”a fact that facilitated his ouster from the church

for his acts of conscience.41

For Harold Fleming, the violence and turmoil of the postwar years intensified

a bitterness that had sprouted overseas. “When I came back I was sick of the

whole goddamn business,” Fleming later recalled. “I was mad at the Army and

mad at the system.” Then, much to his disbelief and chagrin, “Talmadge came

back in.” The final straw, however, was the Monroe lynching in the summer of

1946. This event “laid the base for total disgust that built up over the succeed-

ing year,” Fleming reflected, although he “wasn’t even thinking about any kind

of reform or crusading at that point.” Still,“the idea of settling and having a nor-

mal life in that setting when that kind of thing could take place and where you

could have a guy saying the things that Talmadge said, reelected governor after

all that,” seemed more than he could bear. His initial reaction was to flee the

South in disgust—“I just felt I had to get out.” As a result, Fleming went back

to Harvard that fall.42 When he returned to Georgia in June 1947 to visit family,
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however, Ralph McGill’s columns in the Atlanta Constitution caught his atten-

tion because in “about one out of every five columns he was saying something

quite startling on race.”“I was naturally amazed,” Fleming remembered, because

“I didn’t realize . . . that anybody was doing that [or] that anybody could get

away with it.” Consumed with curiosity, Fleming visited McGill, who intro-

duced him to the Southern Regional Council. After meeting with  director

George Mitchell, Fleming accepted a job as Director of Information, a tempo-

rary position that turned into a fifteen-year tenure with the , including a

stint as executive director. “I was ripe for this work,” Fleming later mused; “I 

didn’t know there was anybody in the South, anybody white, who had any egal-

itarian values or wanted to see society move away from segregation and dis-

crimination.” The disenchantment that began with his racial experiences during

the war led Fleming to embark on a lifelong commitment to the cause of black

civil rights and racial harmony.43

Progressive white veterans such as Fleming, Mackay, Rabun, and others found

events in postwar Georgia to be a disquieting reminder of how tenuous the war-

time victory abroad over racial intolerance and undemocratic politics seemed

to be. The realities of life at home conflicted with what they believed the war had

been or should have been about. They believed that fighting globally in the name

of American democracy and freedom, at great cost to human life and suffering,

had created a mandate for democratic change at home, one that they felt obli-

gated to help implement in Georgia. Their conviction in the moral and practi-

cal necessity of majority rule added a democratic thread to the fabric of postwar

southern liberalism. National and regional organizations provided the experi-

ence, a program, and funds. Veterans offered their passion, commitment, and

moral legitimacy. Both looked to Georgia, especially, as a good place to start.44

The popularity of Governor Arnall, who had advocated democratic electoral

policies during his administration, such as ending the state poll tax and refusing

to call a special legislative session to reinstate a white primary, had encouraged

liberals and moderates of all stripes.45 By 1946, the political opening represented

by the Smith v. Allwright decision, Arnall’s ultimate refusal to subvert it, and the

pending Primus King case, along with the rapid political mobilization of black

citizens in Georgia that followed the end of the all-white Democratic primary,

made Georgia an ideal platform to apply this postwar southern strategy. Al-

though motivated first by an immediate and emotional experience connected to

the war, progressive white veterans also reflected this currency of liberal thought

at the time. Like their black comrades in the Georgia Veterans League, these white

veterans believed it was crucial to take immediate advantage of the demise of
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the white primary in Georgia in 1946 to register black and white voters who

could instill a more progressive force in statewide politics.

White veterans assisted the  and the  in their crusade to increase

black voter turnout in the 1946 Democratic primaries, and they drew support,

in turn, from the , the -, and the  staff.46 Alexander Heard, for

example, returned to Savannah in 1946 after his discharge from the navy and im-

mediately joined a black voter registration drive, serving as an “election helper”

in a black precinct.47 Progressive white veterans joined the campaign to reelect

Helen Douglas Mankin to the House of Representatives. George Stoney, a Geor-

gia native and member of the Atlanta , headed up Mankin’s reelection cam-

paign at the urging of friends in the . Although he lacked political exper-

ience, Stoney was nonetheless excited by the opportunity. He soon recruited

several volunteers from his peers in the , who became an important core of

support for Mankin throughout the difficulties of her campaign.48

Progressive white veterans liked Mankin because her reputation as a maver-

ick southern liberal meshed with their own desire to see Georgia move in a pro-

gressive direction. “While I was cooling my heels in Pearl Harbor, awaiting re-

turn to the states,” wrote Robert T. Brooke, “I was pleased to read . . . of the

election to Congress of Mrs. Helen Douglas Mankin.” Citing her record in the

state legislature as an advocate for “more money for schools, child labor laws,

and state welfare legislation,” Brooke concluded that Mankin was “a represen-

tative from our state for whom we would not have to apologize.” Her brief term

in Congress, he added, “has made me doubly proud of our state,” and “we must

continue to send our best to Congress, so we  re-elect Mrs. Mankin.”49 Re-

turning after “three years service overseas,” Calvin Kytle, also of the Atlanta ,

agreed with Brooke that Mankin had amassed an impressive record of “construc-

tive representation” in only “three months’ time.” She “fought valiantly” to retain

price controls, supported President Truman’s veto of the antilabor Case Bill, and

“fought consistently for federal aid to education, for veterans’ housing, and for

better relations between labor and management.”“Since March,” Kytle believed,

“Mrs. Mankin has represented the one cause for cheer in Georgia’s otherwise

depressing political situation.” Thus, he announced,“I’m voting for Mrs. Mankin

on July 17.”50

These combined efforts turned out enough voters to help Mankin win the ma-

jority of the popular vote in the Fifth District primary on July 17. Crucial votes

in smaller outlying counties, however, went to her reactionary opponent, James

C. Davis, who captured the Fifth District seat by way of the counties’ unit votes.

Defeat at the hands of the county unit system in the face of an unprecedented
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popular majority proved especially galling. This archaic and discriminatory po-

litical system clearly stood as the primary obstacle to implementing the war’s

progressive democratic mandate. “The simple force of rural domination of

Georgia politics [promulgated by the county unit system] had to be attacked,”

James Mackay later recalled, because “it appeared we had been locked in a room

without a key.”51

The outcome of the 1946 primaries aroused suspicions among reformers

within and outside of Georgia. Convinced that “sinister forces might be back of

all this,” a coterie of Atlanta liberals affiliated with the , the , and the

Urban League obtained a Rosenwald Fund grant to ferret out the “hidden

influences” that ostensibly ran the state. White Georgia veterans James Mackay

and Calvin Kytle carried out the research to discover “Who Runs Georgia?”52

After interviewing numerous politicians, editors, writers, and community lead-

ers throughout the state, Mackay and Kytle concluded that the county unit sys-

tem sustained the dominance of a cabal of large economic interests, namely, the

Georgia Power Company and the railroads, which essentially controlled politics

in the state via the connections their Atlanta law firms maintained with county

courthouse gangs. This control pulled in crucial county unit votes for the can-

didate that “big business” deemed preferable.53 Thus, breaking up the county

unit system, progressive veterans came to believe, was critical to establishing

majority rule in Georgia.

An interracial coalition of veterans, urban citizens, and progressives—all of

whom felt disfranchised by the discriminatory nature of the county unit system

—subsequently filed two federal lawsuits attacking the system’s constitutional-

ity. The coalition also sought an injunction against the certification of Eugene

Talmadge as governor and James C. Davis as the Fifth District representative in

Congress. Within a few days, veterans had formed a statewide organization, the

Georgia Veterans for Majority Rule (), to raise money to finance these law-

suits and to carry the case all the way to the Supreme Court, if necessary.54 The

support of personnel and funds from organizations such as the  and the

 provided a foundation for local political mobilization and legal action.

Josephine Wilkins of the Georgia Fact-Finding Committee, Margaret Fisher,

the director of the ’s Georgia Committee, and Lucy Randolph Mason of

the ’s Southern Organizing Committee served as advisors to the .55

Mostly white veterans, both men and women, many of whom also belonged to

the , staffed the  headquarters in Atlanta and headed up a structure of

committees throughout the state to coordinate these efforts.56 The  central

committee included chairman James A. Mackay, veteran of fifty-two months’

service in the Coast Guard Reserve during the war and holder of a Bronze Star;
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Calvin Kytle, veteran of forty months’ service as an enlisted man and officer in

the army and also a recipient of the Bronze Star; James M. Crawford, veteran of

seventeen months’ service as an enlisted man in the infantry and in the Tenth

Armored Division; Elizabeth Penn Hammond, veteran of forty months’ service

as an enlisted woman and officer in the navy’s Women Accepted for Volunteer

Emergency Service (); and Richard T. Brooke, veteran of seventeen months’

service as an enlisted man in the navy. Veterans headed committees in each con-

gressional district (such as Alexander Heard in the First District of Savannah)

and on each college or university campus in Georgia (such as George Doss Jr. of

the Student League for Good Government at the University of Georgia).57

The lawsuits filed on behalf of plaintiffs Mrs. Robert Turman of the League of

Women Voters, Mr. Cullen Gosnell, head of the Department of Political Science

at Emory University, and Mr. Earl P. Cooke, Georgia Tech student and war vet-

eran, claimed that the county unit system violated the Fourteenth Amendment’s

equal protection clause. The unit system of voting, the plaintiffs alleged, deprived

citizens of more populous counties of their right to have their votes counted on

the same effective basis as the votes of residents in less populous counties. Under

the system, 106 votes in Georgia’s largest county were equal to 1 vote in the small-

est. As such, the plaintiffs argued, the county unit system constituted “a delib-

erate, express, and unreasonable discrimination in varying degrees against all

voters residing in any but the smallest counties.”58

Organizing as veterans, however, allowed the  to employ a moral advan-

tage in attacking Georgia’s most hallowed—and vilified—political institution.

“We had people survive the war who had a great sense of the fact [that] we

needed to have representative government in Georgia,” James Mackay later ex-

plained, and “we took the veteran line . . . to say that we had learned that life was

real and life was earnest and this needed to be done.”59

In solicitation letters sent to prospective donors, veterans in the  ex-

plained their current cause in reference to their participation in the recent war.

“We are a group of Georgia men and women who served in World War II,” they

stated, “and who are now fighting for a better state. We need your support.”

Pointing out that the July primary had allowed less than 45 percent of the pop-

ulation to elect a governor and a congressional representative,  then iden-

tified the county unit system as the culprit in perpetuating corrupt minority

rule.“For years [this system] has virtually disfranchised the citizens of our urban

areas,”  members claimed, “and by dividing the state into many distinct

political segments, [this] had made it possible for corrupt politicians to control

the votes in our rural areas.” Although “Progressive Georgians” had labored to

end this system for years, “heretofore no relief has been feasible through the
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courts for lack of specific grievance.” Now, however, that situation had changed.

When the county unit system nullified the popular majorities that candidates

Carmichael and Mankin had earned, “we veterans” decided to challenge its 

constitutionality.60

After all, “as servicemen we saw in other countries the poverty, corruption,

and disease that were the product of minority rule,” one letter explained. “Now

as citizen-veterans we mean to do everything we can to wipe out minority rule

back here home in Georgia.” In fact, declared another, “the question of major-

ity rule is the fundamental issue facing the world today . . . . It is the basic prin-

ciple upon which this nation is founded. It is man’s one guarantee against op-

pression. In defense of majority rule the world has just passed through the

greatest conflict in the history of man.” Thus, the  veterans concluded,“We

feel strongly that as long as this system persists Georgia is in danger of the same

sort of dictatorship we went to war to defeat.”61

As the  soon discovered, however, most Georgians, as well as state and

federal justices, remained unconvinced that the county unit system posed a truly

imminent threat of dictatorship. The U.S. Supreme Court eventually refused to

overturn a lower state court decision upholding the constitutionality of the

county unit system. The  subsequently spent much of its time raising funds

to pay back a personal loan of $15,000 that had been borrowed to finance the

lawsuits. The organization appears to have disappeared by 1950, although the

fight against the county unit system did not. Throughout the 1950s a coalition

of moderates, liberals, veterans, and the state  continued, unsuccessfully, to

pursue legal action. The U.S. Supreme Court did not invalidate the county unit

system in Georgia until 1962.62

Georgia’s progressive white veterans clearly believed that democracy meant

the political participation by all citizens, black and white, rich and poor, urban

and rural. This principle of “one man, one vote” fulfilled the war’s democratic

mandate as these veterans understood it. Certainly, black veterans and citizens

were the primary motivating force in Georgia behind this push to broaden the

state’s electorate after the war, but progressive white veterans played an impor-

tant role as well. In the , in Helen Douglas Mankin’s reelection campaign, in

the  registration drive, and in the , white veterans helped to make the

voter registration drives of 1946 and the attack on the county unit system that

followed the central progressive achievement of Georgia’s early postwar years.63

For a short time, at least, progressive reform appeared to be alive and well in

Georgia after the war.

Despite the racial revelations that came with service in the war, despite their

conviction that black citizens deserved equal political rights, and despite their
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interracial comradeship, progressive white veterans generally refrained from at-

tacking racial segregation itself. The  adopted a careful political strategy

that condemned institutions such as the county unit system as undemocratic

and discriminatory but that avoided the racial implications of this attack by em-

phasizing its dangers to the political rights of all Georgians, black and white.

And while the  in Georgia had an interracial membership and condemned

public displays of racial intolerance and blatant discrimination, the segregated

institutions it tended to challenge were the less controversial ones, such as the

public library. It never approached, publicly, the question of public school seg-

regation, the real linchpin of Jim Crow.

In their focus on political reform as the primary means for achieving demo-

cratic and racial justice, rather than a direct attack on segregation, Georgia’s

progressive white veterans reflected the nature of southern white liberalism at

the time.64 Most southern liberals in the postwar 1940s were gradualists, advo-

cating racial reform through political action within established Democratic

electoral channels or through legal action to invoke the Fourteenth and Fifteenth

Amendments to the Constitution. They were not racial militants, committed to

an all-out and immediate assault on segregation, even though many believed

this system of southern apartheid ultimately was incompatible with true de-

mocracy and their vision of a progressive future for Georgia and the South.65

Moreover, southern white liberals in this period often were not comfortable

with the notion of black social equality, and few could imagine an easy end to

segregation.66

Sidestepping the question of segregation also reflected the reform priorities

of popular front and New Deal liberalism after the war.67 Like these reformers,

Georgia’s progressive white veterans held to the notion that the southern masses

could be united across the division of race by emphasizing broad political en-

franchisement to achieve shared social and economic interests, not by address-

ing the question of segregation directly. From the vantage point of a Deep South

state, where almost any campaign for change at the time confronted outright

hostility, attacking segregation and advocating full racial equality seemed surely

destructive of any hope of achieving even a modicum of what progressives

wanted.

Thus, progressive white veterans (except for Joseph Rabun) usually argued

for the political participation of all Georgians, blacks included, not on the grounds

of their complete equality, but because this fulfilled the American democratic

values they had just fought to defend. They justified their call to end the county

unit system not because it had always been aimed specifically to bar blacks from

political life, but because its undemocratic nature disfranchised the majority of
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all citizens in Georgia, black and white, and thereby impeded economic and so-

cial progress for all. Nor did the regional and national climate encourage white

southern liberals to adopt a more radical stance. The increasingly tense postwar

atmosphere, characterized by the politics of anticommunism and racial reac-

tion, made any campaign for progressive change in the South vulnerable to

being tarnished with the smear of racial and communist militancy, no matter

how circumspect its actual utterances on the question of black social equality

really were.

Thus, Georgia’s progressive white veterans adopted a contradictory approach,

at times defending their call for democratic majority rule, but also vacillating, at

other times, between what sounded like racial progressivism on the one hand

and what smacked of racial stereotyping on the other. War veteran R. W. Hayes,

for example, like Joseph Rabun, testified against the white primary bill. “It is

thoroughly undemocratic, and it is tyranny,” he argued, because it “deprives the

Negro of the right to vote in a primary, which is tantamount to an election.”

After all, “if the Negro was good enough to carry a gun in the war and pay taxes,

he should vote.” Thus, he pleaded with the committee, “don’t sink back to the

period of 1865. Free Georgia of its Reconstruction complex.” In case this argu-

ment was not compelling enough, Hayes also fell back on long-standing south-

ern racial stereotypes to reiterate his position. The white primary bill, he warned,

also posed “the imminent danger of forcing colored citizens into a colored bloc

due to present antagonism.”68

Such equivocation reflected the complicated reality that southern liberalism

faced after the war. Increasing attention to the cause of black civil rights at the

national level in the Truman administration and in the Democratic Party—

however limited it might have been—narrowed the space in which southern

progressives could maneuver by heightening the racial defensiveness of conser-

vatives in the region. In 1946 President Truman sent a new package of civil rights

proposals to Congress, endorsed by the national Democratic Party. Many of

these proposals, which included desegregation of the armed forces and federal

antilynching legislation, struck at the heart of southern race relations.69 Thus, as

the question of racial reform loomed ever larger nationally, an absolute defense

of white supremacy became much more important to southern political dis-

course regionally.70 Moreover, in the postwar 1940s both Congress and President

Truman proved more concerned with successfully waging the Cold War than

with intervening in the state electoral prerogatives of southern Democrats, who

freely employed electoral fraud, intimidation, and violence in their own de-

fense.71 Finally, the anticommunist ideology that developed alongside the Cold

War increasingly targeted all progressive causes as un-American.72 Thus, all 
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reformers operated within the political and racial parameters of the day, and

that landscape grew increasingly difficult to navigate as the end of the decade

approached.

The Georgia , for example, quickly earned a reputation as a “Communist-

front organization,” according to the Third Army Command, which conducted

domestic intelligence operations in the South in the postwar 1940s. Noting that

four  branches were active in the Atlanta area in 1947, one report explained

that “through the subterfuge of a veterans group, the Communists use the 

to further the Party line,” which, apparently, included a “ ‘get-out-the-vote’

drive” as the “top project” for 1948.73

Not surprisingly, few southern whites, including progressive veterans, were

willing to pay the price for standing up as true racial liberals in an increasingly

hostile postwar climate.74 “It was a terrible price to pay to cut yourself off from

your society, your tradition, and to be ostracized,” recalled Georgia veteran Har-

old Fleming. “Everybody knew that was what was involved. To be a pariah. To

have people shun you.” Nor did these fears represent idle anxiety. “The most

awful example of it was J. Waties Waring,” Fleming recalled—the federal district

judge who felt forced to leave South Carolina and the South after refusing to re-

instate the white primary in that state. “This was the awful specter that haunted

people like that,” Fleming mused; “To be cut off and renounced and a pariah in

their society.”75

Beyond the likelihood of social ostracism lay the threat of real personal in-

jury. The climate that produced the Monroe lynching in the summer of 1946 did

not encourage anyone, black or white, to rebel against the established racial or-

der. The difficulties Lucy Randolph Mason of the  encountered in assisting

veterans in raising funds for the  lawsuits, for example, confirmed that a

cloud of fear and anxiety hung over the state after Eugene Talmadge’s guberna-

torial victory in 1946. In writing to Eleanor Roosevelt, Mason praised the efforts

of Margaret Fisher and Josephine Wilkins of the  in getting out the black

vote in 1946 and in advising veterans in the . Mason also emphasized the

need to keep this information confidential.“It is important that neither woman

be identified with the court cases,” she wrote,“that is not to be mentioned—nor

Margaret’s work in the primary.” Indeed, Mason worried, “I would literally fear

for [their] lives if Talmadge knew what they have promoted, or what Margaret

had done to protect the Negro vote.” Indeed, as she wrote to other friends,“a pall

of fear hangs over this state,” and the “fear of reprisals, personal and institu-

tional[,] . . . is very real.”76

This climate of fear and suspicion impeded the ability of veterans in the 

to marshal the support they needed, even among citizens who were sympathetic

                             : 55



to their cause. While Mason “risked making the appeal on Talmadge” in her out-

of-state efforts, “in Georgia the Veterans Committee can only talk about the

county unit system.” “It is proving very hard to raise money for the suits . . .

within Georgia,” Mason concluded, because “there can not be any reference to

defeating Talmadge.” Instead, the veterans had to emphasize “a plea for eliminat-

ing the utterly unfair and undemocratic county unit system of voting,” a rather

dry approach, as “it is hard to fire people with democracy or court cases.”77

As progressive veterans of both races soon discovered, Lucy Randolph Mason

was quite right. “Firing” people with democracy could be a hard sell when it in-

volved the question of black rights in postwar Georgia. Moreover, internecine

warfare among national organizations over the proper direction of American

liberalism after the war dissipated the financial support for the local and state-

wide campaigns connected to the , the -, and Operation Dixie. An-

tiradical and pro-growth Cold War liberals smeared the social and economic

progressivism of the popular front and New Dealers with the brush of anticom-

munism.78 These conflicts proved critical, since southern liberalism always de-

pended on the support of like minds outside the South to sustain any progres-

sive drive in such a hostile region.79

Along with the Great Depression and the New Deal, World War II had

cracked open the door to progressive political and racial reform in Georgia, but

it also generated the reactionary racial and anticommunist dynamic that quickly

slammed it shut.80 Thus, progressive white veterans failed to make an immedi-

ate difference in the lives of most black and white Georgians, in part because

they still labored under the burden of their own conventional racial attitudes.

They stopped short of directly attacking segregation, the institution that still

defined southern daily life. But they really failed because they could not eradi-

cate the key political institutions that still structured southern political power.

Yet, progressive white veterans had dared to read a democratic meaning into

the war, to join black veterans in interracial reform crusades, and to challenge

the principles and institutions of political exclusion in Georgia. They were as

much a part of the war’s contradictory racial impact in Georgia as their black

counterparts in the  or the . They helped to infuse postwar southern

liberalism with a democratic ideology drawn from the war, one that connected

these events on the ground in postwar Georgia to the national and regional

drive to sustain and expand New Deal liberalism. Together, these streams of

postwar progressivism further disrupted Georgia’s postwar political and racial

stability.

Thus, at least in Georgia, southern whites were not as unified at the war’s end

on the political and racial questions of the day as they would later become. There
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were whites in Georgia, particularly veterans, who did interpret majority rule to

include black political participation, although they stopped far short of advo-

cating full equality. This was apostasy enough, however, since any division at all

in white ranks alarmed southern reactionaries, who grew even more convinced

that the lines of racial separation in Georgia were in imminent danger of being

permanently breached. Ironically, the troops marshaled to close those gaps and

to deflect this threat were also veterans of the Second World War.

’  veterans were just as disturbed by what they found

at home after the war as their progressive counterparts, but not at all for the

same reasons. In fact, after months and years spent eagerly anticipating the end

of the war, many veterans found coming home to be an unsettling experience.

James Covert, for example, who was thirteen years old at the war’s end, remem-

bered how different his father and brother seemed when they returned from the

Pacific theater. They were not only older, he recalled, but quieter and sad.“They

were the winners, the victors,” he reflected,“they had fought the war bravely, yet

they were disillusioned.” Grateful to have survived the war and to be reunited

with families and friends, World War II veterans often were disappointed ini-

tially with what they found at home.“They had been out there on the front lines

[and] had made great sacrifices,” Covert stated, “then coming back they found

there were not enough houses, and the jobs weren’t as plentiful as they thought.”

As a result, “a period of disenchantment set in.”81

Part of that disillusionment may have derived from the inflated expectation

that immediate prosperity was in store for returning veterans. American corpo-

rations bombarded civilians and s during the war with advertisements de-

signed to build up postwar consumer demand, fueling the “public’s dreams” of

the “consumers’ paradise” that only awaited the war’s end. This promise of post-

war affluence became the “obsession” of Americans who anticipated a “pursuit

of individual prosperity in the midst of apparently endless economic growth.”82

At the same time, American servicemen and women, particularly from the South,

entered the military with the memory of the Depression still fresh in their minds.

Many came from communities that had not benefited immediately from the mil-

itary spending that came with war mobilization. As a result, soldiers and sailors

anticipated the end of the war and their subsequent return to civilian life with

a mixture of both optimism and anxiety. This emotion formed an important

backdrop to the reactionary response some southern white veterans exhibited

to the social, demographic, and racial changes accelerated by the war at home.

During the war, researchers for the Army Research Branch discovered that
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jobs and employment security were the primary concerns servicemen expressed

about returning home. A survey of overseas returnees and soldiers stationed in

the United States in May 1945, for example, found that one-fifth “worried a lot”

about what kind of work they would do after the war, and almost 50 percent

“worried a little.” Yet, while almost 80 percent thought “most soldiers” would

find it “very hard” or “fairly hard” to obtain the kind of jobs they wanted, only

46 percent felt that they personally would have that difficulty. And out of 27,000

officers and enlisted men, 64 percent in 1944 had definite job or educational

plans for the future, with a majority expecting to improve their status. Like most

civilians, soldiers were concerned about the possibility of a postwar depression

(56 percent expected one), but they also hoped to achieve a better standard of

living when they returned.83

In the first year after the war, however, veterans returning to Georgia found

plenty of reason to be disappointed. Economic observers, industrial developers,

and the media nervously predicted in 1945 that the state would weather the tri-

als of reconversion easily.“While it is important to not be too optimistic,” stated

the Atlanta Constitution in June 1945, “many practical Atlantans feel sure that

this area will meet the shock of transition from war to peace with less pain than

many other areas.” Specifically, “there will be some sort of job . . . available to

everyone wanting to work.”84 Soon after - Day, however, such perky optimism

evolved quickly into anxious hand-wringing. In September 1946 the State War

Manpower Commission announced that there were over 36,016 displaced war

workers in Georgia, most of whom were seeking work comparable in pay, skill,

and training to what they had done during the war. Governor Herman Talmadge

told the Georgia General Assembly in January 1947 that “more than 60,000 work-

ers lost their jobs in Georgia when war plants closed and many other workers

have suffered temporary unemployment.” In addition, “about 350,000 Georgia

veterans have been discharged.”85 Nor did most returning veterans want to take

jobs in traditional low-wage industries in Georgia, such as textiles, garment pro-

duction, and lumbering, even if those openings were more plentiful. Thus, re-

ported a local newspaper in Douglas County in 1946,“the volume of unemployed

ex-servicemen . . . is still unusually high.”86

Most white war workers and veterans eventually would find suitable jobs once

the economy reconverted, either in Georgia or elsewhere, but in 1946 that out-

come was not apparent. The initial months of reconversion proved to be uncer-

tain and turbulent for many Georgians as canceled war contracts displaced thou-

sands of workers just as servicemen and women returned home. Not surprisingly,

veterans throughout the state and region worried about their prospects for the

future in communities struggling to make an uneasy transition to peacetime.87
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The scarcity of housing that plagued even small towns proved especially frus-

trating. A sailor from Hapeville, Georgia, noted in April 1946 while on leave that

“since returning to the States I’ve been in quite a few states to find prosperity in

all but Georgia.” In other states, he grumbled, “wages are triple and prices are

under the best of control.”Yet, housing in Georgia cost far more than elsewhere.

W. F. Powers voiced similar disappointment, asking “isn’t there anyone in our

Federal, State, County or City forms of government who can do something con-

structive about the deplorable housing shortage?”During the next war, he warned,

“a great many ex-s . . . might stay at home and make a lot of money, or at least

provide themselves with a roof over their heads, and let Congress find others to

do the fighting and dying.”88

Difficulty in readjusting to civilian life was hardly unique to southern white

veterans. Ex-servicemen and women throughout the United States experienced

problems, at least initially, in reintegrating into postwar society.89 Conditions

that could be found elsewhere, however, had special racial implications in the

Deep South. White veterans encountered these challenges just as campaigns for

progressive reform were adding to the destabilization of the state’s economic,

political, and social environment. In this context, many white veterans were quick

to construe the problems ex-servicemen and women everywhere experienced in

specifically racial terms. This interpretation had important implications for the

state’s postwar politics.

Georgia’s veterans returned to a South buffeted by the many changes of the

past two decades. A wave of labor strikes crippled important sectors of the na-

tional and regional economy in 1945 and 1946. Meanwhile, black citizens through-

out Georgia organized well-publicized campaigns to register black voters and to

defend their rights to equal economic opportunity. State and U.S. Supreme

Court decisions brought down the white primary in Georgia, overturned segre-

gation in interstate travel, and targeted discriminatory registrars for denying

African Americans the right to register and vote, all in 1946. National liberal or-

ganizations and commentators, from the B’nai B’rith Anti-Defamation League

to the American Veterans Committee, kept up a steady barrage of criticism at-

tacking southern economic, racial, and political practices and calling for a per-

manent . Meanwhile, the  mounted an energetic postwar campaign to or-

ganize over a million southern workers.90

Georgia’s reactionary veterans interpreted these currents of change as a dan-

gerous threat to the inviolability of white supremacy. If the war tended to fos-

ter among progressive veterans a universalized definition of citizenship, it had

the opposite effect on many others. Many white southern veterans took into the

war a gendered and racialized sense of citizenship that intensified, rather than
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weakened, under the onslaught of the war. Combined with the postwar turmoil

that highlighted black and progressive challenges to conservative white rule in

Georgia, this notion of racialized citizenship led these veterans in a reactionary di-

rection. They mounted a postwar racial tirade that expressed a matrix of social

fears, economic and political anxiety, and their own sense of civic entitlement.91

The understanding of citizenship that motivated these reactionary veterans

evolved from a notion of white manhood that had emerged in the late nine-

teenth century, particularly in the South. This notion defined “manhood” as the

capability and duty of white men to assert white male authority. It understood

“citizenship” as the assertion of this authority—of the ability of white men to

rule the domestic and public spheres and to defend both from incursions by

black men and their presumed craving for social equality as an avenue of access

to white women.92 This conglomerate of white prejudice, hatred, anxiety, and

conjecture provided a foundation for the system of segregation that evolved after

Reconstruction to sustain the formal separation of whites from blacks and to

maintain white dominance and black subordination. Challenges to this system,

whether merely perceived or actually real, constituted a threat to the entire struc-

ture of political and domestic relations premised on the predominance of white

male authority.93 Black claims for voting rights, for example, or any assertion of

independence represented an attack on southern domestic and political security

that, in turn, called upon southern white men—as the key citizens in this struc-

ture of power—to respond. Thus, many southern white men were predisposed

to view black assertiveness as a threat to the racial sanctity of the domestic and

political spheres on which their very understanding of themselves as men, as

whites, and as citizens depended. Southern white servicemen took into the war

a complicated mixture of male, racial, and political identities.

For many of Georgia’s veterans, World War II strengthened, rather than under-

mined, this notion of racialized male citizenship. First, military service tended

to augment their sense of maleness. Although women did serve in the military

during the war, including in overseas duty, going to war still constituted a largely

masculine endeavor, particularly because combat remained the prerogative and

duty of men. Second, the war accentuated the importance of citizenship—of

the willingness and obligation to fulfill this civic duty in a time of national need.

Meeting this obligation by joining the service and going to war, by potentially

risking one’s own physical well-being to defend the nation and assert its inter-

ests, became a source of pride for men, who often returned with an enhanced

sense of personal self-esteem and their own importance as citizens. Third, in

putting this premium on citizenship, service in the war also inflated service-

men’s expectations of what their participation should mean when the war was
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over. If one proved willing to put his life on the line for the country, then it fol-

lowed that recognition and reward for this service would come when a veteran

returned home.94 All of these elements underscored the racialized definition of

citizenship that these men had carried off to war. White men were citizens, they

believed; black men were not. White men executed the duties of citizenship—

asserting male and racial authority in the domestic and political spheres; black

men could not.

Thus, the war turned out a bevy of southern white servicemen with an en-

hanced sense of their own importance as white men and as veterans, as white

citizens and as southerners. However, the war also challenged this exclusive un-

derstanding of citizenship. After all, white men were not the only Americans

serving in the war. Although they remained in segregated units, thousands of

black men served in the war as well, often providing critical support to white

troops and even participating in combat in some key engagements. Naturally,

this service challenged the notion that only white men could fulfill the obliga-

tions of citizenship. Moreover, since blacks did join the effort, they would also

have a claim on the national conscience to reward that service upon their re-

turn, which created quite a conundrum for the Jim Crow South. Finally, black

servicemen also found their own sense of manhood and citizenship enhanced

by participation in the war, and they regularly expressed a racial assertiveness

that intensified southern white veterans’ anxiety about what the postwar racial

implications of the war would be.95

That the war both strengthened the notion of racialized citizenship and chal-

lenged its meaningfulness was evident in the tensions that erupted between

blacks and whites overseas and at home for the duration of the war. Black troops

suffered a barrage of discrimination and mistreatment from whites in a Jim

Crow military; white soldiers and sailors, particularly from the South, attacked

black troops overseas over fraternization with European women; and rioting

and fighting between black and white servicemen at home frequently broke out

on military bases and in the towns that surrounded them throughout the South

from the beginning of the war right to the very end.96 Thus, as one scholar has

found in her study of the participation of white veterans in the Columbia, Ten-

nessee, race riot in 1946, military service itself could heighten white veterans’

hostility toward blacks after the war.97 The war accentuated the racial, male, and

political identities of both white and black veterans who served. They were

bound to clash when they returned home.

The war thus primed the pump for reactionary veterans’ postwar racial tirades.

The homefront, however, provided the context for their political expression.

Disillusioned by their own difficulties in reintegrating to civilian life and dis-
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turbed by the mounting black and progressive challenge to the political and

racial status quo, Georgia’s reactionary veterans were more than ready to regis-

ter their anger, anxiety, and sense of racial and civic entitlement on the postwar

southern landscape.

Georgia’s reactionary veterans joined hate groups and supported political

candidates who were quite willing to explain veterans’ postwar predicament in

specifically racial terms, both provoking their racial anxiety and invoking their

sense of civic obligation to defend the ramparts of white privilege and power.

African Americans and their alleged “Yankee-Jewish-scalawag” allies made handy

scapegoats. More than one white veteran came to believe that suitable jobs were

scarce because the  and the  allegedly gave blacks priority in employ-

ment. Housing shortages reportedly grew from the scheming of black families

to take over white neighborhoods. In fact, hate groups moved speedily to capi-

talize on these postwar anxieties. Samuel Green, Grand Dragon of the newly re-

vived Ku Klux Klan in Georgia, boasted of having around “25,000 Klansmen in

good standing right now,” many of whom “seem to be men returning from the

war.”98 This was more than a public relations stunt. According to one scholar,

postwar Georgia quickly emerged as the “stronghold” of the 1940s Klan, with a

klavern in each one of the state’s 159 counties by 1949.99 Veterans appeared in a

number of these chapters.

Stetson Kennedy, an investigative reporter who infiltrated the Georgia Klan

after the war, found veterans to be active members. One Klansman told Ken-

nedy in February 1946 that “about a fourth” of the thirty Klansmen at a recent

meeting of Atlanta Klavern #297 “wore veterans insignia”; and Kennedy esti-

mated that from one-half to two-thirds of the members in Klaverns #1 and #297

were veterans,“judging from the amount of insignia displayed.” In fact,“accord-

ing to the application reports read at (a) recent meeting,” a member informed

Kennedy,“approximately one half of those to be initiated at Stone Mountain are

veterans of World War II.”100

Nor was the Klan the only hate group hoping to cash in on white veterans’

postwar disenchantment. The neo-fascist Columbians, Inc., sprang up in At-

lanta around 1946 as the twisted creation of Homer Loomis, a northerner, vet-

eran, and inveterate hatemonger. Dedicated to promoting white Protestant Amer-

icanism by denouncing blacks, Jews, communists, unionists, and foreigners, the

Columbians attracted around two hundred members, including a “handful” of

World War II veterans. This prompted the  in Atlanta to offer a blistering

condemnation of the Columbians, directed specifically to those members who

had fought in the recent war. “There are veterans in the Columbians. Men who

fought as we did; men who fired guns and learned fear, as we did,” exclaimed the
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. “Did these men, all through the long battles, think they were on the wrong

side? What did they think they were doing in the trenches? What reason did they

give themselves for being on a large, lonely and tormented ocean?”“Fundamen-

tal errors exist in our system and in our education policies,” the  concluded,

“when men who have fought in a war for freedom can become, overnight,

zealots in the cause of tyranny.”101

Stetson Kennedy also infiltrated the Columbians organization and confirmed

the active participation of recently returned war veterans. Columbian Bill Couch,

reported Kennedy, was an army officer on terminal leave “drawing the $20 per

week allotted unemployed war veterans by the federal government.” Often ap-

pearing at meetings “in full uniform wearing the Columbians lightning bolt sil-

ver emblem on his shirt pocket,” Couch told Kennedy that “if the Columbians

could afford his services full time, he would like nothing better than to work for

them.” In fact, Kennedy concluded in October 1946, Couch worked “virtually

fulltime on the movement.”A Columbian named Zimmerlee, a drafting student

at Georgia Tech and a former officer bombardier in the Eighth Army Air Force,

also wore a “G.I. shirt and trousers” at Columbian events. At one October meet-

ing, several Columbians appeared in  uniforms with armbands sporting the

group’s trademark thunderbolt emblem. Other active southern veterans in-

cluded R. I. Whitman and Lanier Waller, both arrested by Atlanta police in the

fall of 1946 for inciting racial disturbances.102

The reactionary organizations that white veterans joined especially ranted

about apparent transgressions of the domestic racial divide, namely, any threat

to the social and sexual prerogatives of white men by black men. According to

Klan Grand Dragon Green, for example, the new Klan of Georgia was built on

four basic principles that included the duty to “protect the home and the

chastity of our white womanhood.”103 Stetson Kennedy concluded that “the Ne-

gro vote,” tension “between Negroes and whites, heightened by the postwar era,”

“returning Negro veterans, and [the] reported sale of ‘white’ property to Ne-

groes” brought veterans and civilians into the Klan rank and file.104 In April

1946, moreover, a Klansman reported to Klavern #1 “that British war brides were

living with their American Negro husbands in the Queensferry section of At-

lanta.”Another told of “whites and Negroes . . . living under the same roof in the

300 block of Piedmont Avenue,” and at a subsequent meeting a Grand Klaliff

heard a report that “Negroes had moved into 8-unit apartment building occu-

pied by whites on Pulliam Street.” In each case, the presiding officer directed the

members present to investigate and take “appropriate action.”105

Similarly, though the Columbians railed against anyone they deemed to be

un-American, much of their rhetoric and all of their activities targeted black
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and white southerners who allegedly transgressed the color line.106 When join-

ing, members signed pledge cards promising to contribute an amount each

week “to continue the fight for the American white working man” and to “effec-

tively separate the white and black races.”107 At meetings and rallies, commented

one writer, the Columbians shouted “keep this a white man’s country.” When

leader and co-founder Emory Burke spoke at such a rally in Fairburn, Georgia,

an informant reported that “his thesis was the necessity for a white Anglo-Saxon

organization to maintain white supremacy in the South, Nation, and world.”

“Our heroes didn’t die in Europe to give Negroes the right to marry our wives,”

Burke reportedly trumpeted, then he boasted that “we [the Columbians] have

grown because we have helped you with your problem niggers.”108

The Columbians’ message appeared to resonate particularly in white neigh-

borhoods that bordered on expanding black communities, reflecting the racial

tensions that attended the postwar housing scarcity. Based on an informant’s re-

ports, one writer concluded that many of the two hundred or so Atlantans in

the Columbians were mill employees who “lived on streets adjacent to Negro

communities.” The Columbians inflamed tensions in these areas by parading

with sound trucks publicizing upcoming meetings and rallies. One such effort

turned out around two hundred citizens. “The fact that the Columbians were

able to rally 200 persons,” an informant known as “Ned” concluded, “is an in-

dication of the reality of the issue of interracial housing friction which they are

exploiting.” At one meeting, “Ned” overheard a newly recruited member urge a

prospective signee to join by explaining, “It’s to keep the niggers down.”109

Thus, the Columbians specialized in policing the lines of residential segrega-

tion.110 From a truck flying both the Columbian and American flags at an out-

door rally in early September 1946, Hoke Gewinner “charged specifically that

the reason veterans cannot find housing is that unscrupulous real estate deal-

ers are selling white property to Negroes, thus forcing all whites in the neigh-

borhood to move.”111 In an interview with Tom Ham of the Atlanta Journal,

Columbian leader Homer Loomis revealed plans to bisect the city into racial

zones. On a large map, Loomis pointed out the houses and sections targeted by

the Columbians. “Here on Ashby street the negroes are driving a wedge toward

Bankhead Avenue,” Loomis showed Ham,“and here on Chestnut they’re getting

another wedge started.” In fact, Loomis declared, “the objective of the enemy

here is to cut off this Western Heights section—and make it an ‘island’ of whites

surrounded by Negroes.” In response, Loomis explained, “our mission is to cut

off those wedges.” Indicating a red line that cut across the map, Loomis noted

“we’ve drawn the color line here . . . . [T]hat’s the line we’re going to hold.” After

putting up posters designating the areas as zoned for whites only, Loomis
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claimed, “we’ve called on Negroes . . . explaining that they’re not wanted there.”

The Columbians would buy back property “sold by greedy indiscriminate, real

estate operators” and arrange to sell it to white families. Thus, Loomis boasted,

“we have block leaders, community leaders in the areas we are working on.

We’re organized to the last degree.”112 Moreover, the Columbians planned to cir-

culate a list of white real estate dealers and homeowners who had ostensibly “sold

out.” One list announced that “the following is a group of real estate men . . .

destroying white sections by selling to the nigro [sic]. They betray their own race

and lay the foundation for serious racial trouble for the sake of money.”Another

declared that “the following is a list of white men and women who sold out to

negroes forgetting obligations to their white community.”“What they did once,”

the Columbians warned,“they might do again when they have moved into your

neighborhood.”113

This pledge to enforce the lines of racial separation was no idle threat. “In all

of his years of experience,” an informant reported, “he had never seen an outfit

as radical and potentially dangerous as the Columbians.” Noting their general

belligerence, thuggishness, and propensity for weapons, he concluded that the

Columbians were “a dangerous bunch of hoodlums who will stop at nothing in

order to gain publicity and win adherents.”114

In the fall of 1946, members of the Columbians, including veterans, engaged

in a brief but intense campaign of intimidation and violence against African

Americans living on the fringes of declining white neighborhoods. The first of

these “terrorist activities” occurred on October 28 when three Columbians black-

jacked a young man named Clifford Hines. Police arrested James Ralph Childers

when they discovered the Columbian insignia in his pocket. They also arrested

the black victim even though white bystanders swore the attack had been un-

provoked. Once in custody, Childers told police that he had been assigned to the

area to “protect” a white family from “Negroes.” Homer Loomis admitted charg-

ing Childers with “guarding” the home of a white family and to “hold off” any

“Negroes” trying to move in until the police arrived, but he denied telling him

to attack Hines or anyone else. Nevertheless, the Columbians rewarded Childers

with a ceremony and a “Medal of Honor.”115

A few days later, Frank Jones, a black Atlantan, encountered these neo-fascist

regulators when he and his family attempted to move into a recently purchased

home on Garibaldi Street in the Ashby Street section of town. Bordered on one

side by a vacant lot and on the other by a white family’s home, the house was lo-

cated in a neighborhood that was already 50 percent black. When Jones arrived,

he found a sticker on the front door sporting the Columbians’ thunderbolt em-

blem that demarcated his new home for the “White Community only.” Accord-
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ing to various reports, veterans James Akins and R. I. Whitman, along with

other Columbians, picketed in front with signs that read “White Community

only” and “Zoned for Whites” and prevented Jones from entering the house. At

the same time, several cars of Columbians paraded up and down the street. At

one point, someone telephoned Loomis at Columbian headquarters for instruc-

tions while he was meeting with a reporter from the Atlanta Journal. “Just stand

around,” Loomis apparently directed them, and “if the negro tries to move in,

just stand there on the doorstep and don’t give ground.” If the police arrived,

however, Loomis advised them to give way because “that will put the burden on

the police.” Shortly thereafter, Loomis left the headquarters and appeared on

Garibaldi Street as the conflict escalated. When the police did arrive, they ar-

rested several Columbians, including Loomis, Akins, and Whitman for disor-

derly conduct and inciting to riot.116 Authorities later charged Whitman and

Loomis with illegal possession of explosives and usurping police power.117 Co-

lumbian veteran Zimmerlee, however, flatly denied that any member had tried

to start a riot.“The nigger had been told not to move in, and he wasn’t going to,”

Zimmerlee explained, but “the police forced them to move on in.”118

Georgia’s reactionary veterans also feared the prospect of competing with

blacks for jobs amid the uncertainties of postwar reconversion. A study of the

Klan in Athens, Georgia, in the 1920s defines the membership as mostly men

and women in transition from the working class into the lower middle class. This

group proved to be exceptionally jealous of the privileges and status that only

recently separated their station in life from the lot of most blacks in Athens.119

In post–World War II Georgia, the Klan and the Columbians similarly appeared

to draw largely on urban whites who were in close contact and even competi-

tion with blacks for economic opportunity and housing.

The Columbians reportedly found their “ready prey among the dispossessed,

the displaced, the disadvantaged,” particularly those “yearning to break the fet-

ters of a drab world into which a neglectful society has thrust them.”Working as

a cook in a small diner after drifting from job to job since the age of thirteen,

seventeen-year-old James Childers admired the “Nazi-like regalia” of the Colum-

bians who frequented his restaurant. “I liked their uniform so I asked about

joining up,” he recalled, and he was told “[you] have to be three things to join:

hate the nigger, hate the Jew, and have $3.” “I didn’t have anything against the

Jews until I got in the Columbians,” Childers admitted; “I never really did hate

them.”African Americans, however, were a different matter: “I just don’t like nig-

gers. I don’t want them moving next door.”120 Police reporter Keeler McCartney

found that many members came from workers’ communities near the Exposi-

tion Cotton and Fulton Bag and Cotton Mills in Atlanta.121 R. I. Whitman, a mem-
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ber of the Columbians and an ex-serviceman, worked as a truck driver and a

mill worker but, as McCartney concluded, “his family has never been very far

from starvation.”122

“Klavalier Klubs” carried out the Georgia Klan’s racist postwar agenda. Stet-

son Kennedy gained access to this “inner circle,” which he described as the Klan’s

“storm trooper arm” where “frustration, cruelty, and alcoholism showed on

every face.”123 Most important, Kennedy reported in May 1946 that around “half

of the applicants” to join this “inner circle” were “said to be veterans of World

War II.” These veterans were particularly disturbed by the economic competi-

tion that developed with the growth of the urban black population.124 In At-

lanta, as the city’s infrastructure, business community, and public services strug-

gled to catch up with the war-induced population boom, a sometimes vicious

contest emerged between the city’s only licensed taxi company and new “fly-by-

night” car-for-hire services, which employed both black and white drivers. As

the Yellow Cab Company struggled to maintain a legal monopoly over taxi ser-

vices, sixty-six of its white drivers in the local Klan applied in May 1946 to join

the Klavalier Klub.125

In her assessment of the Willie Earle lynching in South Carolina after the war,

Kari Frederickson identifies direct economic competition with blacks to explain

the participation of white taxicab drivers and veterans in Earle’s murder. A slump

in the taxicab industry in 1946 and 1947 made it especially difficult for cabbies to

“avoid black patrons,” Frederickson argues, because it was “not economically

feasible to do so.” Moreover,“the instability inherent in this type of employment,

compounded by the fact that many of these cab drivers were veterans returning

to a tight labor market and a tense racial atmosphere, heightened their propen-

sity to wield force to maintain the color line.”126

The same dynamic made black cab drivers in Atlanta a target of the Klavalier

Klub. The explanations these Klansmen gave for their activities, however, also

reflected the usual bugaboo of racial-sexual fear. In late April 1946, for example,

the Klavaliers claimed to have assisted “county and city police” in arresting “a

number of Negro cab drivers who were hauling white passengers, contrary to

law.” At one meeting, a Klavalier leader described the alleged kidnapping and

murder of a black cab driver for “molesting” white women at a downtown bus

terminal. Members of the Atlanta police department who also belonged to Kla-

vern #1 reportedly cleaned the taxicab after the murder to wipe out incriminat-

ing fingerprints. At another klavern meeting, Klansmen applauded when an At-

lanta policeman proudly told of recently killing his “thirteenth nigger in the line

of duty.”127

As the extent of these activities indicated, a fear of racial reform, of black
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competition, and of black social equality motivated many white veterans in

Georgia far more than did any conviction in a war-induced democratic imper-

ative. If progressive veterans held a notion that political citizenship applied to all

Americans, reactionary veterans countered with a sense of civic entitlement that

construed political participation as the prerogative of whites only. Georgia’s re-

actionary veterans thus regarded black incursions into the political realm as a

direct challenge to their own personal status and power, thereby undermining

the racialized citizenship on which white male identity rested. This was a threat

these veterans felt entitled and obligated to combat.

The event that first sparked their political reaction was the election of Helen

Douglas Mankin in February 1946 to Atlanta’s Fifth District seat in the U.S. House

of Representatives. As a special election to fill an unexpired term, this election

took place under the auspices of federal electoral rules rather than the county

unit system. This enabled a coalition of blacks, progressives, and workers in Ful-

ton County—the precursor to the All Citizens Registration Committee—to elect

New Deal liberal Mankin over Thomas Camp, a conservative railroad lobby-

ist.128 For conservatives, the role played by Atlanta’s black citizens in the Ashby

Street district in affording Mankin this victory rang “like a firebell in the night,”

announcing the potential power of a black electorate no longer circumscribed by

a racially exclusive primary.129 This fear of the black vote grew as Mankin’s elec-

tion immediately produced the  and the efforts of black and white veterans

to increase black registration in time for the summer Democratic primaries.130

While conservative Democrats in DeKalb County schemed to defeat Mankin

by placing the Fifth District election back under the county unit system, Eugene

Talmadge seized the opportunity to run for a fourth term as governor of Geor-

gia.131 Campaigning largely on a white supremacy platform, Talmadge promised

to reinstate the white primary, preserve the county unit system, and generally keep

black Georgians “in their place.” Shortly before the July primary, Talmadge made

a live radio address before a crowd at an outdoor rally that demonstrated his

typical demagoguery. “I want to thank the Atlanta Journal for comin’ out about

two months ago and statin’ it plainly that Talmadge was the only candidate for

governor in this race that was champion’ [sic] the restoration of a Democratic

white primary in Georgia,” he announced, adding that “it’s the law this year

[that] some of the nigras [sic] will vote . . . [but] if I’m your governor, they won’t

vote in our white primary the next four years.”132

Talmadge’s race-baiting campaign attracted veterans who were uncomfort-

able with the direction in which Georgia appeared to be heading after the war.

Organizations in which reactionary white veterans were active participants named
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Talmadge as their candidate of choice. Both the Columbians and the Ku Klux

Klan called on members to get out the vote in order to defend white power from

the incursions of a Yankee-liberal-black coalition. Ironically, this response meant

that both progressive and reactionary veterans worked to boost voter turnout in

the 1946 elections.

While the Columbians disclaimed any formal “political alliance” with Eugene

Talmadge or James C. Davis, Helen Douglas Mankin’s opponent, they announced

their support by repeating their social and racial fears, promising to “fight with

them against the forces that are seeking to break down all seggregation [sic] bar-

riers that should be maintained to prevent mongrelization of the white Cau-

casian race.” In fact, “the Columbian Party is going to act within the framework

of the Democratic Party and bring these issues to a vote,” declared one Colum-

bian leader, “and the niggers and Jews will pay the check.” Pointing out that “a

Negro block vote elected Helen Douglas Mankin to Congress,” Hoke Gewinner

“urged everyone to join the Columbians and organize on a precinct basis to fight

the Negro block vote.”“There are only two ways to fight this thing,”he pronounced,

“with ballots and with bullets. We are going to try the ballots first.”133

The Atlanta Klan agreed, reported Stetson Kennedy, who concluded that “Tal-

madge is definitely the candidate for Governor who is supported by the Klan.”

James V. Carmichael, his main opponent,“has been condemned for his condon-

ing things in favor [of] the Negro” during the war as manager of the Bell bomber

plant in Marietta. Indeed, the  wanted to “wake up the people to their need

of a klan and to recognize their fight politically for candidates who stand for

white supremacy [and] to encourage their fight against social equality and the

.”134

In direct response to the unprecedented voter registration and turnout of black

citizens in Atlanta and other areas, a “desperate effort is being made in every lo-

cal to get the [white] ones not registered to a registering place.” Klansmen “have

pledged to haul unregistered members and their families to the registrars and

also to get them to the polls on election day.”At one meeting, the Grand Cyclops

of Atlanta Klavern #297 read “a request that was sent by Talmadge to the differ-

ent Klans to get out and get the people registered so they can vote to save Geor-

gia and white Supremacy.”Grand Dragon Green warned members that “‘Negroes,

Jews, unions, Communists, and businessmen’ are supporting James Carmichael

for governor, and the  will have to exert every effort to elect Gene Tal-

madge.”135 In fact, according to Kennedy, “the Talmadge forces have been busy

setting up ‘White Supremacy Clubs’ in many counties, which are tantamount to

Klan klaverns.” Club members pledged that “my political disposition is that of
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an aroused white citizen of Georgia, which means that I breathe no ill winds of

hatred against any race, color, or religious creed, but believe that the rule of our

government should be left entirely in the hands of white citizens.”136

Individual veterans publicly avowed their political allegiance to Talmadge and

their hostility to Mankin.“I am glad I live in Georgia and not in Fulton County,”

proclaimed Guy Alford, a combat veteran from Emmanuel County;“Helen Dou-

glas Mankin is the biggest political freak or fraud in Georgia [and] certainly has

never added or reflected any credit on the Democratic party in Fulton County.”137

J. M. Jones of Ellaville, Georgia, wrote to the Muscogee County Talmadge Club

in June 1946 to announce, “I am a disabled veteran and I will be working hard

for Gene untill [sic] all the votes are counted.”138 Wimbric Walker, a war veteran

from Talmadge’s home county of Telfair, appeared regularly with Talmadge on

the stump, and other veterans voiced their support of the “Red-Gallused Man”

on the pages of state and local newspapers.139

In response to an Atlanta columnist’s condemnation of Talmadge, Jimmy Gas-

ton of Atlanta declared, “I have awakened while in Guam, Iwo Jima, and Oki-

nawa. I was there fighting the same as you.” Pronouncing that many veteran or-

ganizations were “behind Mr. Talmadge,” Gaston went on to voice his own

support. “I saw men die and I know what it means to lose buddies and friends,”

he wrote; “I am a veteran of many South Pacific invasions and I and all of my

friends are for Mr. Talmadge.”140 Still in the navy in Norfolk, Virginia, J. D. Dick-

ens “watched the recent gubernatorial race with considerable interest” and de-

cided that “the only man in the race that could qualify in a real Southern Demo-

cratic primary was Eugene Talmadge.” As a sailor for the past 5 ½ years, Dickens

hoped “to come back to Georgia in the Spring and I’m glad that Old Gene will

be around for the next four years.”141 William Tyson of Nashville, Georgia, agreed.

Taking issue with a claim in an Atlanta Journal editorial that “ ‘the boys from

Georgia who gave their lives in World War II would not approve of such men as

Ed Rivers and Eugene Talmadge,’” Tyson proclaimed that “these boys died so we

could be free to go to the polls and vote for the man we think most worthy of

holding office!” Tyson, who served in the army, had “lost many friends in this

war,” and his two brothers were wounded in the European theater. “We three

brothers will go to the polls and vote for Eugene Talmadge!” he promised, and

“we will also talk to our many good friends and pull every vote for Mr. Talmadge

possible.” After all, “we feel its our duty because we believe Mr. Talmadge is the

only man in the race worthy of being governor of Georgia.”142

These veterans made it very clear what kind of “worthiness” they meant. “I

am a veteran of World War One and Two,” wrote Christopher De Mendoza to

Prince Preston, a Georgia congressional candidate and fellow veteran. “Before I
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vote . . . I want to write to you . . . to open an outlet in my chest to let out what

is in it.” Mendoza hoped to vote for Preston “because you are a veteran as I am,”

but he refrained from avowing his unconditional support. Admitting that Pres-

ton’s opponent in the First Congressional District race, incumbent Hugh Peter-

son, had done little for veterans over the years, Mendoza also noted that “one

sure thing I know is that Peterson has been fighting in Washington against the

F.E.P.C. and social equality.” And that, he explained to Preston, “is exactly what

I want you to do.” To Mendoza, Georgia “was the best state in the Union [until]

the influence coming down here from the North” turned the state into a haven

for “Negroes lovers.” “It seems to me that the white people are tired and dis-

gusted of been [sic] white and now they want to turn into Negroes.”Yet, he char-

itably conceded, “this filth is not from Georgia but this filth come down from

the North.” “Today we are not living in a democratic country,” he continued,

“but under a dictatorship like Germany, Russia, Italy, and Japan.” In fact,“we are

slaves under the dictatorship of a bunch of fools in the Congress and ‘Negroes

lovers’ in the Supreme Court.” While “in the First World War we used to sing

‘The Yanks Are Coming,’” Mendoza bitterly concluded, “now we are going to

sing ‘The negroes are coming.’”143

All of the candidates in Georgia’s 1946 elections campaigned on platforms that

covered a variety of issues, from road improvements to teacher pay raises.144 Vet-

erans’ support of the “Red-Gallused Man,” however, largely hinged on Talmadge’s

defense of Georgia’s racially exclusive political traditions. “Eugene Talmadge

will be elected governor of Georgia,” predicted Don Prince of Atlanta, “because

the veterans who hail from this state will vote almost in a bloc for the man who

has kept faith with them.” In fact, he concluded,“a person must be very naive to

believe that the white primary is not the main and vital issue in this present

campaign.”145

A group of eighteen World War II veterans, all students at the University of

Georgia, accompanied Talmadge when he formally entered the gubernatorial

race. The group even paid his $500 entrance fee. Veteran Frank Flanders, the

treasurer of a veterans’ political group at the university, issued a formal state-

ment in support of Talmadge. “We know that if Talmadge is elected governor,”

Flanders explained, “the Democratic White Primary will be restored and pre-

served.” If Talmadge lost, however, his opponents would turn the state over “to

the Political Action Committee (of the ), Negroes, and carpetbaggers.”146 At

one Talmadge rally in East Point near downtown Atlanta, W. W.Yergin, a U.S. Ma-

rine veteran of the Wake Island detachment, spoke to the Fulton County Talmadge

Club. He introduced Talmadge as “a truly great Georgian” who “today is fight-

ing the good fight for all Georgia against a vicious, insidious, sinister combina-
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tion of outside subversive influences . . . striving to sabotage our time-hallowed

southern institutions, beginning with the assault on our white primary.”147

A group of ex-servicemen in Coffee County ran campaign advertisements in

the local newspaper with a picture of Talmadge alongside a large headline that

read “Georgia Can Restore the Democratic White Primary and Retain the

County-Unit System.”“Talmadge leads the fight to keep outsiders from running

Georgia,” these “Ex-s of Coffee County” declared. They went on to explain

that if Talmadge were elected governor, recent court rulings could not defeat the

white primary in Georgia because he had promised to remove all primary reg-

ulations from state jurisdiction.148 As an added precaution, they also advocated

writing the county unit system into the state constitution, where it could not be

abolished without the approval of three-fourths of the state Democratic con-

vention, an assembly generally dominated by rural conservatives. And in case

these arguments were not compelling enough, these veterans spelled out the

consequences of a Talmadge defeat. “Here is what will happen if our Democra-

tic white primary is not restored and preserved,” the ad read. “The Negroes will

vote in a block” and dictate to white citizens who should be elected. “Proof of

this was shown in the recent election in the Fifth Congressional District,” they

proclaimed,“where the vote of one Negro ward carried the election.”“The same

thing can happen all over Georgia,” they argued, “if Negroes are allowed to vote

in the Democratic White Primary and if the [C]ounty Unit System is abol-

ished.” Remember, the veterans warned,“there are forty-seven counties in Geor-

gia in which the Negroes out number the whites!”“One thing is certain,” another

veteran-sponsored advertisement declared,“if Georgia, now feeling progressive

tremblors that could shake the entire South, elects Talmadge Governor again,

not even a Supreme Court ruling will prevent a return to ‘White Supremacy’ as

only Talmadge can support it.” Thus,“Preserve our Southern Traditions and Her-

itage . . . . Vote for Talmadge and a White Primary!”149

Nor did these veterans retire their efforts once the 1946 election season ended,

moving quickly to voice their public support of Herman Talmadge’s controver-

sial bids for governor in both 1947 and 1948.“We the undersigned voters and cit-

izens of Paulding County, Georgia, wish you to know that we are heartily in

favor of the white primary law and the County Unit System for the State of Geor-

gia,” wrote a group of citizens, including veterans Cecil Wells, Roland Denton,

and William Dodd, to the Honorable Fred Hand, Speaker of the Georgia House.

The petitioners endorsed Herman Talmadge for governor because “he is the

man to carry out the policies upon which his lamented father was elected . . . by

a majority of the  voters of this state.”150 W. C. Plott agreed: “I am an ex-

soldier of World War II and also was reared on a farm [and] I am a strong de-
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fender of both Herman Talmadge and his father, Eugene.”151 In Floyd County,

Georgia, over three hundred veterans signed a petition endorsing Herman Tal-

madge’s moral and legal right to the governorship in 1947, explaining that “we

. . . who fought for fairness and justice in the world have a firm determination to

bring about fairness and justice in Georgia.”152

In the end, reactionary veterans proved much more successful in postwar

Georgia than their progressive counterparts. As the national political climate

after 1946 grew increasingly charged by the Cold War politics of anticommu-

nism and increasing national criticism of southern segregation, political events

in the South revolved more and more around the defense of white supremacy.

In 1946 and 1947, for example, the Talmadge faction won control of state govern-

ment, and the white primary bill passed in the Georgia General Assembly. In

1948 Herman Talmadge captured the governor’s seat by waging a campaign prem-

ised, by and large, on a race-baiting attack reminiscent of his father.

Such divergent responses, however, testified to just how contradictory the

war’s impact in Georgia ultimately proved to be. Veterans such as Joseph Rabun,

Harold Fleming, and those in the  or  reflected dissent in the ranks of

white solidarity that derived, at least in part, from the war’s democratic rhetoric

and the influence of military service. The veterans who eagerly followed Eugene

Talmadge’s lead, however, symbolized just how resistant many other white south-

erners still were to the notion of black equality—political, social, or otherwise.

The politics of race that ensued confounded campaigns for racial democracy

and complicated the political context for anyone who advocated change, in the

postwar 1940s and beyond.

Yet, in creating militant black veterans, in galvanizing local progressive ac-

tivism, and in moving some white southerners to fight against any democratic

racial mandate, the war clearly stood as a pivotal event for the postwar future,

destabilizing the political environment and pointing to the likelihood of great

changes yet to come.153 In both building up a momentum for progressive change

and then putting brakes on its implementation, the war undermined any cer-

tainty about where postwar Georgia was headed. And it was this struggle among

southern veterans of both races to determine what that direction would be—to

define the political and racial legacy of the war—that provided the bridge be-

tween the progressive ferment of the New Deal era and the politics of massive

resistance and the black civil rights movement that ultimately transformed the

region. In pursuing their conflicting notions of the war’s meaning, Georgia’s vet-

erans, black and white, liberal and reactionary, ensured that both the politics of

racial reform and of racial defense would define the war’s immediate political

aftermath for Georgia and the South. This legacy would, in turn, provide a foun-
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dation for the conflicts and controversies that characterized politics in Georgia

and the South in the ensuing years. Black veterans would play important roles

in leading the grassroots black civil rights movement in the South in the 1950s

and 1960s.154 Many southern white liberals would continue to founder in the

face of imminent and comprehensive racial change.155 And reactionary veterans

would lead the region in mounting massive resistance to integration.156

As black, progressive, and reactionary white veterans fought over the politi-

cal and racial meaning of the war, other veterans were asserting their rights to

organize union locals and to join the . Their postwar activism disrupted the

stability of political and economic relations in Georgia’s many textile mill towns

and provided another element to the progressive campaign to remake the post-

war political South. Like black veterans in the  or white veterans in the ,

Georgia’s white union veterans connected their postwar activism to their

wartime military service, demonstrating yet another understanding of the war’s

mandate for postwar political change in Georgia and the South.
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Eugene Talmadge formally enters the gubernatorial race of 1946, observed by a group

of young World War II veterans who paid his $500 entrance fee. Photo courtesy of

Lane Brothers Commercial Photographic Collection, Photographic Collections, Special

Collections Department, Pullen Library, Georgia State University, Atlanta, Ga.

James V. Carmichael, gubernatorial candidate and manager of the Bell bomber plant in

Marietta, speaking on the stump in Moultrie, Georgia, during the campaign of 1946.

Photo courtesy of Lane Brothers Commercial Photographic Collection, Photographic

Collections, Special Collections Department, Pullen Library, Georgia State University,

Atlanta, Ga.



Campaign vehicle for James V. Carmichael parked in front of the courthouse in Rome,

Georgia, during the gubernatorial race of 1946. Carmichael’s good government plat-

form appealed to a wide variety of Georgians across the state. Photo courtesy of Lane

Brothers Commercial Photographic Collection, Photographic Collections, Special Col-

lections Department, Pullen Library, Georgia State University, Atlanta, Ga.

Black citizens in Georgia responded enthusiastically to the opportunity to register and

vote in the Democratic primaries of 1946, a historic first for black participation. The

black registration lines at county courthouses in many Georgia communities often ex-

tended down the street for several blocks, such as in Fulton County, Atlanta, on May 3,

1946. Photo courtesy of Lane Brothers Commercial Photographic Collection, Photo-

graphic Collections, Special Collections Department, Pullen Library, Georgia State

University, Atlanta, Ga.



The Eugene Talmadge campaign commissioned photographs of black registration

lines, then circulated these among white working-class communities. While waiting

their turn to register, the citizens in this photograph appear to challenge the photogra-

pher, expressing their disapproval of such tactics. Photo courtesy of Lane Brothers

Commercial Photographic Collection, Photographic Collections, Special Collections

Department, Pullen Library, Georgia State University, Atlanta, Ga.

Interracial strike by union veterans at a meatpacking factory in Moultrie, Georgia,

circa 1947. Both black and white veterans wear portions of their service uniforms on

the picket line. Photo courtesy of Lane Brothers Commercial Photographic Collection,

Photographic Collections, Special Collections Department, Pullen Library, Georgia

State University, Atlanta, Ga.



Herman Talmadge, interviewed by  Radio on September 8, 1948, the day of the

special election to fill the gubernatorial seat. Combining his father’s race-baiting tactics

with his own pro-modernization style, the younger Talmadge won the election, defeat-

ing incumbent governor Melvin Thompson. Photo courtesy of Lane Brothers Com-

mercial Photographic Collection, Photographic Collections, Special Collections De-

partment, Pullen Library, Georgia State University, Atlanta, Ga.



    returned from a two-year stint in the army dur-

ing World War II to the textile mill in Rome, Georgia, where he had previously

worked for five years. Anchor Rome Mill, however, was not the same place it had

been, nor was Shiflett the same man. During the war, workers in the plant had

organized Local 787 of the Textile Workers Union of America,  (), and

Shiflett returned just as new contract negotiations with Anchor Rome manage-

ment reached a critical point. He promptly joined the union and won immedi-

ate election as shop steward for the spooling department’s second shift. Soon

thereafter, Shiflett became an officer of the local.1

During Shiflett’s term of office, Anchor Rome management embarked on a

vigorous campaign to break Local 787, focusing particularly on persuading work-

ers to withdraw their union membership.2 Shop floor supervisors, for example,

regularly harassed Shiflett, warning him against signing up new members among

employees, laying him off for brief periods, and even accusing him of obscene

behavior.3 This campaign of intimidation, however, served to strengthen, not

weaken, Shiflett’s commitment to Local 787, which he repeatedly defended. He

explained to one supervisor, for example, that “the union was responsible for us

having the eight-hour shift and wage increases.” Shiflett maintained his faith in

industrial democracy because, as he later explained, “I honestly believed in it.”4

4: Is This What We Fought the War For?

Union Veterans and the Politics of Labor



If the hostile climate within the mill was not enough to discourage Shiflett,

the lack of federal support for Local 787’s subsequent strike against Anchor Rome

in 1948 certainly was. As president of the local, Shiflett called the strike after An-

chor Rome’s refusal to cooperate stalled contract negotiations. Shiflett assumed

a leading role, including organizing the picket line at the plant’s front gates. A

local injunction aimed at the strikers soon secured Shiflett’s arrest and brief in-

carceration.5 But the worst was yet to come.

Although Local 787 eventually filed charges of unfair labor practices against

Anchor Rome with the National Labor Relations Board (), it had to end its

strike, unsuccessfully, early in 1949. On top of this disheartening turn of events,

the  shortly overturned an earlier order that had directed Anchor Rome to

rehire all of the striking workers. As a result, the company refused to reinstate

four hundred union members to their prior jobs. Shiflett was outraged, not so

much by the actions of Anchor Rome, from which he doubtlessly expected no

better, but by the equivocation of the  in the face of these violations.6 It

represented a betrayal that called into question the whole purpose of the recent

war. “I can not understand the ruling handed down by the board,” a perplexed

Shiflett explained to the chairman of the . After all, he noted, “there [are]

still 405 people walking the streets of this city blackballed in every cotton mill in

the south by the adverse ruling of the board.”As “an ex serviceman,” Shiflett bit-

terly wondered: “is this what we fought the war for?”7

In postwar Georgia William Shiflett was not alone in thinking that service in

the war should guarantee working-class veterans and the unions they joined a

voice in the community’s economic, political, and civic affairs. World War II

produced a sense of personal efficacy and civic entitlement among a coterie of

returning veterans, who expressed a newfound identity as workers and citizens

by joining the ranks of the . These veterans became committed and steadfast

unionists, who worked hard to sustain both their locals and the ’s southern

organizing drive. The vision of industrial democracy they held—a conviction

in the rights of veterans, workers, and unionists to actively participate in the

economic, civic, and political affairs of their community and state—challenged

the paternalistic pattern of labor relations that had long characterized southern

mill towns. In communities throughout the state, but particularly in the textile

belt of the Piedmont and northwest, veterans signed union cards, organized fel-

low workers, and walked picket lines. Their union locals also worked with the

 Political Action Committee in Georgia (-) to register voters, to edu-

cate the electorate on the candidates, and, at times, to support or oppose partic-

ular campaigns. This activism created a third strand in the thread of southern

veteran insurgencies that disrupted the political and racial stability of the post-
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war South. Along with black veterans in the  and white veterans in the ,

union veterans demonstrated the war’s power to destabilize the foundations of

the one-party South, which fueled the hopes of liberals within and outside the

South that a progressive reconstruction of politics in the region might actually

be at hand.8

However, William Shiflett was also not alone in reaching the disappointing

conclusion that organized labor’s promise as a vehicle for industrial democracy

and majority rule after the war would not be realized anytime soon in postwar

Georgia. The war also unleashed a politics of race, anti-unionism, and growth

that undermined the unity of interest among blacks and whites, unionists and

workers, and middle-class and working-class southerners that progressives needed

to build. In this context, the self-confidence and agency of some white veterans

in Georgia’s textile mills would not be enough to make the southern organizing

drive by the  a success. Nor would they prove capable of developing the nec-

essary political influence to move postwar Georgia in a direction favorable to

the interests of organized labor or progressive reform.

Thus, World War II once again proved to be a contradictory force, both build-

ing up the momentum for political change by destabilizing political, racial, and

economic relations in Georgia and the South and generating the conservative

resurgence and internal divisions that delayed any progressive postwar dawn-

ing. As a broadly inclusive and progressive social movement, organized labor in

the South never really emerged from the cloud of this disappointing postwar

defeat. The politics of race, anti-unionism, and modernization—not industrial

democracy—would be the war’s most lasting political legacy for the state and

region. Small wonder, then, that William Shiflett ended up questioning the

whole purpose of the recent war.

    of World War II, progressives recognized the impor-

tance of organized labor and the South to their plans to rejuvenate and expand

New Deal reformism in the postwar era. On the one hand, organized labor, par-

ticularly the  and its industrial union affiliates, had played an important role

in the formation of the new Democratic coalition and had proven to be stalwarts

behind President Roosevelt and the New Deal agenda. Moreover, although the

imperatives of war production tended to mitigate labor’s radicalism during the

war, they also enhanced its role as a partner in the war government’s economic

and political councils.9 Both through its organized constituencies at the grass-

roots level and its large bureaucratic organizations that could compete with man-

agement for governmental attention and influence, organized labor provided an

                                 : 77



essential vehicle to carry forth the progressive agenda that New Deal and pop-

ular front liberals envisioned for the postwar era.

On the other hand, considerable evidence existed that conservative resistance

to any expansion of the New Deal and to organized labor’s newfound power was

far from broken. During the war, Republicans and southern Democrats in Con-

gress dismantled key New Deal programs, including the Farm Security Admin-

istration, the Civilian Conservation Corps, and the Works Progress Administra-

tion.10 Such actions put a premium on expanding the ranks of unionists to create

a mobilized constituency that could counter any postwar conservative backlash.

That expansion especially needed to happen in the postwar South.

The  developed its southern focus for a variety of reasons. Like the ,

the , and other national liberal organizations, the , particularly, re-

garded organizing the South as critical to sustaining the accomplishments of the

past decade and to expanding that record in the postwar era.11 With a long his-

tory of anti-unionism and a predominantly low wage and perpetually unorga-

nized labor force, the South posed a perennial problem to national unioniza-

tion. Industries based in the North but with production lines also in the South,

for example, could hold wage rates at southern, not northern, standards or use

southern plants to maintain production in the event of labor conflicts in north-

ern branches. Moreover, the domination of key congressional committees by

southern conservatives created a constant political threat.12 Sustained by a trun-

cated electorate and discriminatory political traditions and practices, southern

politicos generally felt no obligation to any constituency of organized labor or

workers at home, and they usually opposed even the basic notion of collective

bargaining as a right protected by federal legislation.

Naturally, such politicians condemned the progressive racial, economic, and

political principles heralded by the national . In 1941, for example, a national

convention of the  had specifically censured discriminatory hiring practices.

The national  also strongly backed the permanent establishment of the ,

in keeping with a stated commitment to work for “industrial and political civil

rights” in the United States.13 Such policies especially alarmed southern white

Democrats as a direct threat to white supremacy, the foundation of southern po-

litical, economic, and social life. Thus, southern Democrats consistently sup-

ported the repeal of key New Deal programs, continually attacked the pro-labor

Wagner Act, constantly opposed any expansion of the social welfare state, and

vehemently fought against any movement for civil rights reform. In short, south-

ern Democrats were the biggest thorn in the side of American liberals and or-

ganized labor before, during, and after the Second World War. Defeating this re-
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gional cabal of conservatism by organizing and enfranchising southern workers

became organized labor’s primary postwar political goal.14

At the war’s end, the national  regarded the potential for union growth in

the postwar South with great optimism. The region had a large labor force, num-

bering around 14 million, that included a significant industrial sector, from min-

ing and lumber to tobacco and food processing. Textiles, concentrated in the

Piedmont areas of Tennessee, Georgia, Alabama, Virginia, and North and South

Carolina, employed the single largest segment of the industrial workforce, ap-

proximately 500,000 workers. As a result of the war, the overall industrial work-

force in the South, textiles included, grew substantially in the 1940s. Although

organizing in the South before and during the war did not pay the dividends it did

in other regions of the country, still the Second World War “brought dramatic

gains” to the South, where  membership increased from around 150,000 mem-

bers at the beginning of the war to around 225,000 by the war’s end.15

Thus, by targeting the largely unorganized South, the  intended particu-

larly to “unionize low-wage southern workers, to protect the contract gains made

by  affiliates in other sections of the country, and to transform the region’s

political climate.”16 The , chaired by Van Bittner and headquartered in At-

lanta, appointed regional and state directors to oversee the progress of the drive.

Operation Dixie, as this southern organizational campaign came to be known,

proved to be one of the most important and controversial movements in the

postwar South.17 Only the black voter registration drives that enlivened local,

state, and regional politics in this era received more attention and comment. As

V. O. Key noted in 1949, the postwar southern labor movement especially “fright-

ened the southern old guard” because “almost everywhere labor groups, Negro

organizers, and progressive societies collaborated not only in trying to break

down suffrage restrictions and in exciting the political interests of the habitual

nonvoter but also in supporting candidates against southern Bourbons.”18

That collaboration arose from a shared interest among a diversity of postwar

progressives. From national organizations such as the  to regional groups

such as the  and the , postwar progressives wanted to reform the po-

litical and economic structures of power that kept the majority of southerners,

black and white, alienated from political participation and made the region as

a whole distinct from the national political and economic mainstream. Opera-

tion Dixie became crucial to the liberal coalition that aimed to remake the post-

war political South.

The  adopted a largely conservative strategy to meet the daunting task of

organizing in such a hostile region.19 Rather than relying on the more militant
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tactics of walk-outs, sit-downs, and strikes that animated the organizing drives

of the 1930s, Operation Dixie worked largely through legally sanctioned chan-

nels, to pursue a “straight organizing campaign” premised on the “steady recruit-

ment” of potential members and on the execution of “carefully planned 

elections” in targeted plants and mills.20 The  also soft-pedaled any connec-

tion to the national ’s more progressive principles, particularly regarding the

question of black workers’ place in the industrial union movement in the South

and the -’s stated goal of “reconstructing” the southern political land-

scape.21 Bittner and the  generally marginalized the participation of black

organizers and unionists and eschewed the training and experience of leftist-

oriented southern affiliates that had already proven their success in organizing

both black and white workers.22

According to at least one scholar, this approach reflected, in part, how the more

conservative leaders within the  and the  perceived the peculiarities of

organizing in the South. Race strictly divided the southern workforce, with blacks

and whites mutually suspicious of one another, and white workers had a repu-

tation for being especially hostile to the notion of black participation and ad-

vancement.23 Moreover, no strong historical tradition of union activism existed

to legitimize organizers’ efforts and to bolster community support in the face of

the certain opposition of local economic and civic leaders.24 If any lesson could

be drawn from efforts to unionize Dixie in the past, it was that organizers could

surely count on the antagonism of employers and their political and civic allies.

The  tried to finesse these obstacles in a variety of ways, namely by work-

ing to solicit community support and to avoid upsetting local social and racial

standards. The  enlisted the assistance of liberals such as Lucy Randolph

Mason, a genteel Virginia blueblood and deeply devoted labor activist, who pre-

ceded local organizing campaigns by working to develop positive community

relations between civic leaders and union operatives.25 Operation Dixie also gen-

erally bypassed industries with largely black workforces, such as tobacco, tim-

ber, and food processing, and relegated to the backburner the strong biracial

unions that already existed, such as the International Union of Mine, Mill, and

Smelter Workers. In focusing most of its organizational effort and resources on

the textile sector, with its predominantly white workforce, organizers could skirt,

in theory, uncomfortable questions about the implications of the national ’s

stated racial progressivism.26  and  leaders also regarded textiles, as the

region’s largest industrial sector, as the necessary foundation for any successful

mass organizing drive in the South. And, despite recent gains made by the 

south of the Mason-Dixon line during the war, the southern textile industry re-

mained largely unorganized.27
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An important part of this cautious strategy involved recruiting the participa-

tion of the South’s returning veterans. From the outset,  and  officials re-

garded this constituency as essential to any postwar organizing plans. Early on,

 leadership appreciated the potential represented by the return of millions of

servicemen and women who were anxious to reclaim their place in American

life. Many veterans had been unemployed at the time that they entered the ser-

vice, however, and had little direct experience with collective bargaining or unions.

Moreover, few union leaders had forgotten the disturbing lesson of World War

I, when returning veterans had participated enthusiastically in the red-baiting

and anti-union backlash that devastated the labor movement immediately after

that war ended. “C.I.O. officers and Labor Union members are well aware,” de-

clared the  Veterans Committee, “of the anti-labor, isolationist, red-baiting

activities in the name of ‘Americanism’ [that] characterized several of the vet-

erans organizations of the last war.”28 No unionist wanted to repeat that past, es-

pecially given that far more Americans were in uniform during the Second World

War than in the first one.

These concerns grew as a barrage of anti-union propaganda circulated both

on the homefront and among American troops overseas as several major strikes

erupted in the United States during the war.29 “During the 25 months I served

overseas with an infantry outfit, and especially during 7 months in New Guinea,”

noted a member of the International Association of Machinists, “unionism was

maligned by the press and radio until we wondered just what the future of the

service men and the unions would be after the war.”30 Corporal Odom Fanning

agreed, remarking in June 1945 on the “idle chatter in the press and radio these

days ‘warning’ organized labor not to antagonize further the serviceman, and

predicting dire consequences when Johnny comes home.”Although Fanning dis-

missed such stories as “poppycock,” rumors alone could be damaging enough.31

George Mitchell, director of the Southern Regional Council’s Veteran Services

Project, for example, identified a prevalent misconception among many south-

erners in 1945 that unions charged high initiation fees for ex-servicemen to join.

This rumor persisted despite the well-publicized fact that all  affiliates waived

such fees for recently returned veterans. “The opinion is still widespread in the

South,” noted Mitchell, “that unions generally are gouging the returning veter-

ans for initiation fees.”32

As a result, the  developed programs to reintegrate veteran members back

into the workforce, to solicit their support of organizing campaigns, and to dis-

pel the impact anti-union propaganda might have had.33  leaders recom-

mended that all nationals and industrial union councils organize veterans’ com-

mittees in every local as an “organization of our resources to make our ideas
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effective.”34 Such committees kept union members informed regarding issues of

particular importance to ex-servicemen and women and aided union members

in applying for veteran benefits. In Moultrie, Georgia, for example, a United Pack-

inghouse Workers of America local resolved “that all returning veterans of the

armed services be made especially welcome by our Union members and that

our Union members spend an all out effort to bring returning veterans into the

Union to the extent that they may be better protected in acquiring their rights

and benefits.”35

Emphasizing the importance of veterans set a precedent for viewing them as

a special population within mills and plants, crucial to the success of any post-

war union drive.36 Enlisting their support also would neutralize veterans as a

potential source on which management could draw to oppose organizing drives.

Moreover, their active participation added legitimacy to what might easily be

construed as a multitude of insurgencies against the economic and political sta-

tus quo in local communities. Finally, utilizing a devoted group of veterans as

Operation Dixie’s core organizers allowed Bittner and the  to avoid using

staff already tainted by their leftist or radical associations. Few Americans, the

 surmised, would easily accuse veterans of a recent war against totalitarian-

ism of harboring any communist proclivities. Service in the war made veterans’

patriotic credentials impeccable.

Thus, when Bittner kicked off the southern organizing drive in the spring of

1946, he announced that the vast majority of the organizers hired for the effort

would be both veterans and southerners. “Our enemies,” he explained, “are

going to have a hard time convincing people that these boys are out to destroy

the government or spread subversive doctrines.”37 Local  staff recommended

several veterans for Bittner’s approval as prospective leading organizers, includ-

ing Clarence Jackson and James H. Perry, both navy veterans with textile expe-

rience, L. S. Graham and William G. Dempsey, both Marine Corps veterans, and

Walter L. Yates, an army veteran and active  member, all from South Car-

olina.38 Truman Henderson of Dalton, Georgia, joined the organizing staff for

his state, after serving as an air force lieutenant during the war, spending two

weeks stranded behind Japanese lines, and receiving a Purple Heart.39 Thus, re-

called former southern - organizer David Burgess, “several of my best

fellow organizers in South Carolina, North Carolina and Georgia . . . were re-

cently returned veterans.” In fact, Burgess noted,“most of the recent college grad-

uates employed by . . . [the ] in 1946 and 1947 and later were veterans.”40

The  also directed its field representatives to recruit mill workers who

were veterans into local organizing campaigns. This tactic derived from a gen-
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eral strategy of relying on in-plant organizing committees, comprised of “ded-

icated union sympathizers,” to prepare the ground for an eventual  union

certification election.41 North Carolina director, William Smith, for example,

stressed the importance of establishing “active, operating committees inside of

the plant with special emphasis placed on Veterans committees.” “Make a real

effort,” he repeated,“to get the Veterans interested and active in the drive.”42 Act-

ing on this advice, Draper D. Wood, a southern area director, reported to Smith

in June 1946 that efforts to organize in the large Firestone plant in Gastonia,

North Carolina, focused particularly on “trying to get the best and most influ-

ential people in the plants, particularly veterans” enlisted as in-plant organizers.43

World War II veterans, then, not only joined new textile unions but also ac-

tively supported and often led local organizing drives and strikes. This kind of

participation emerged throughout the southern states targeted by the , cre-

ating a pattern of regional involvement by veterans in Operation Dixie from

which Georgia’s story can be extrapolated.44 Field staff for the  and the 

submitted weekly reports to state directors to account for their activities. These

reports included the names of newly recruited members, and whether or not

each had paid an initiation fee.  affiliates exempted ex-servicemen from pay-

ing initiation fees (usually one dollar), which meant that membership records

differentiated between veteran and nonveteran members. Such records are scarce

for the Deep South but do indicate that veterans in other mill areas, including

those that bordered Georgia, flocked to sign union cards as a result of these or-

ganizing campaigns. Most of these veterans were white, but black veterans joined

as well when campaigns or strikes targeted largely black or biracial industries,

such as meatpacking.

For example, veterans readily enlisted at the Standard-Coosa-Thatcher Mills

in Chattanooga, located within the belt of textile mills targeted by the  in

northwestern Georgia, middle Tennessee, and northeastern Alabama. Shortly

after the campaign at the Thatcher plant began, organizer John Neal notified Paul

Christopher, the  state director for Tennessee, that he had signed up 193 mem-

bers, 63 of whom were veterans. Less than a month later, Neal had signed up an

additional 281 members, of whom 51 were veterans. Thus, roughly 24 percent of

the members Neal recruited within the first month of the drive were World War II

veterans.45 Operation Dixie organizers enjoyed even more success at Consoli-

dated Vultee in Nashville, Tennessee, a stove manufacturer under the jurisdic-

tion of the United Steelworkers of America. This drive began in November 1946

with one staff member. Within three days, 62 workers had signed up, including

56 veterans. A week yielded 58 more members, of whom 52 were veterans. One

                                 : 83



week in January 1947 saw 110 workers enlist, including 100 veterans. In these weeks

of the campaign, 90 percent of members who signed, on the average, were vet-

erans of World War II.46

The same activism characterized organizing campaigns in the eastern third of

the state. At the Alcoa aluminum plant just outside Knoxville, Tennessee, for ex-

ample, some 3,200 members of Local 309 of the United Steelworkers were World

War II veterans.47 By November 2, 1946, one  organizer had signed 160 work-

ers at the E. I. DuPont Company, in Old Hickory, Tennessee, 55 of whom were

veterans. A little over a week later he reported bringing in 204 more workers, 74

of whom were veterans. Over 35 percent of the new members who signed into

the  in these two weeks were veterans. In Knoxville, organizers signed up

50 regular members and 27 veterans into the International Woodworkers of Amer-

ica at the Vestal Lumber Company and 24 veterans of 68 total new members at

the Miller Brothers Company by August 21, 1946. Seventy-two miles to the north-

east, 48 veterans at the L. B. Jenkins Company in Greeneville, Tennessee, joined

60 other workers in signing with the Food, Tobacco, and Agricultural Workers,

.48

The same story of active veteran membership emerges from anecdotal evi-

dence in Georgia. Mills and workplaces with established or developing  lo-

cals, to which veterans belonged, included the Anchor Rome Mill and Celanese

(Tubize) Mill in Rome; the Goodyear-Clearwater Mill in Rockmart; Cedartown

Textiles, Cedartown Yarn Mill, the Metasap Chemical Company, and the Ed-

ward J. Dugan Grocers in Cedartown; the Athens Manufacturing Company in

Athens; the Thurman Manufacturing Company in Madison; the Columbus Ledger

plant in Columbus; the Dundee-Bleachery Mill in Griffin; and the Swift Man-

ufacturing Company in Moultrie. Organizers targeted plants and mills through-

out Georgia, but the most active organizing occurred in the northwest region of

the state where the majority of textile mills operated. Soon after Operation Dixie’s

launch in 1946, in fact, the Georgia  and  organized the Northwest Geor-

gia Joint Board, made up of eight  locals along the Dalton-Rome axis. This

area, along with the Chattahoochee Valley region bordering Alabama to the

west, bustled with labor activity during the postwar years, although communi-

ties in other parts of the state and other industries were involved as well.49 Thus,

Georgia, from larger cities such as Atlanta and Savannah to small country towns

and rural hamlets such as La Grange, Gainesville, and Moultrie, witnessed an

upsurge in labor activism as part of a highly publicized, regional organizing drive.

Industrial unionism seemed poised to emerge as a significant political and eco-

nomic force in many southern postwar communities, and the leaders of Oper-

ation Dixie recognized veterans as critical to accomplishing their goals.
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Indeed, white veterans in Georgia not only signed union cards, they also

served as in-plant organizers. Scott B. Dollar, for example, a native Georgian and

veteran who served in both the army and the navy during the war, worked as a

loom fixer at Cedartown Textiles, belonged to  Local 830 at that mill, and

organized for the union at the Aragon, Cedartown, Goodyear, and Berryton

mills as part of the southern organizing drive.50 Doyle Powell worked at the Ce-

artown Yarn Mill from the time he was eighteen years old until 1942 when he

was inducted into the military. Upon his discharge in 1945, Powell returned to

the mill and assisted in organizing a  local there. Powell was so active, in

fact, that management fired him, an act that eventually prompted an investiga-

tion by the  and a reinstatement order. Similarly, Eugene Parks, employed

as a  trainee at the Thurman Manufacturing Company in Madison, Georgia,

signed up a majority of the workers in the cutting department for the . Ac-

cording to a  field examiner investigating the discharge of several Thurman

workers,“Parks rode with union organizers, introduced them to prospective mem-

bers, and had conferences with [union representatives] and other organizers.”

“Clearly,” he concluded, Parks “was the most active union adherent in the cut-

ting room.”51 During yet another  drive at the Dundee-Bleachery Mill in

Griffin, Georgia, H. D. Lisk, a  staffer, reported that though the situation

in the mill had progressed slowly,“there are signs it will develop much faster than

it has in the past.” After all, “we have been able to get several good veterans on

the organizing committee which will help the situation a good deal.”52

Recently returned veterans quickly emerged as leaders within many locals. Lo-

cal 787 in Rome elected William Shiflett as vice president soon after he became

a member; he also served a pivotal term as president.53 At least 150 World War II

veterans belonged to  Local 689 in the Celanese Corporation Mill in Rome.

Union veterans such as Walter Brooks and H. O. Yarbrough, according to one

scholar,“sustained and strengthened the union” by providing leadership “as stew-

ards and elected officials.”54

Thus, union veterans were on the front lines of the labor-management dis-

putes that accompanied the Operation Dixie drive, marching on picket lines, staff-

ing strike commissaries, and organizing strike activities. Union officials natu-

rally welcomed this participation, reasoning that the appearance of ex-soldiers

decked out in military uniforms, medals, and campaign ribbons on picket lines

might boost the strikers’ community image, deflect charges of un-Americanism,

and make any company retaliation appear downright unpatriotic.

Indeed, throughout the South as well as in Georgia, veterans figured promi-

nently in numerous postwar strikes. One such dispute erupted in the fall of 1945

at the Erwin Mills near Durham, North Carolina.“Ervin King and Odell Brown-
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ing are two of the many union members home on furlough,” reported the local

 in Picket Line News, a strike newsletter,“who have been visiting their friends

and fellow members on the picket lines and in the Union Hall.” Moreover, Cecil

Poe,“another staunch union member” having returned after his discharge,“is in

there fighting for the union as always,” along with Ellis Emery,“who left his two-

year fight in the South Pacific to join in the homefront fight for democracy and

justice, on the picket line!” In fact, veterans such as King, Browning, Emery, and

Poe also staffed the union commissary that provided food and other supplies to

striking workers. A photograph in a Durham newspaper in December 1945 shows

several soldiers and veterans in uniform handing out flour and cornmeal to

women strikers from the commissary shelves.55

Union veterans in Georgia followed suit, joining in and, in some cases, lead-

ing strikes against hostile employers. The longest running postwar textile strike

in Georgia began at the Athens Manufacturing Company in 1945. The dispute

developed when mill management refused to bargain with the  local re-

garding wages and working conditions in the plant. After the company refused

to comply with a National War Labor Board order settling the issues at hand,

workers engaged in a legal strike that began on August 29, 1945.“We have worked

for you, some of us, for longer than 25 years,” explained the Athens local, and

“our wages have been among the lowest in textiles in the state.” Moreover, “our

working and living conditions have been bad. Only 8 of the 219 company mill

village houses have bathtubs; only 35 have any water at all inside the house.” Thus,

the local continued,“we formed the union to try to help ourselves. We wanted a

little less poverty, a little more freedom, a chance to live as other people do.”56

When veterans employed in the mill before this period returned during the

strike, they not only refused to cross the picket line but also actively joined in

the protest. After a favorable ruling by the  regarding the causes of the dis-

pute, the company’s refusal to arbitrate, and its behavior toward picketing work-

ers, the  local called off the strike on March 11, 1947. Reinstatement of work-

ers under the  order, however, ultimately required a circuit court decision,

specifying the reemployment of World War II veterans Willie Christian, Ira

Crowe, Jewel Lee, Carl Mann, and Local 940 secretary John Crawford. The 

local won several thousand dollars in back pay for striking workers, including

the “group of veterans who were also involved in the strike.”57

Veterans also assumed leading roles in two labor disputes in the textile com-

munity of Rome in northwest Georgia.  Local 787 in the Anchor Rome

Mill organized in 1945 after a hard campaign, in which management retaliated

against union members and enlisted in race-baiting to discourage membership.

Despite such tactics, organizers signed over two-thirds of the production work-
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ers by the end of the summer of 1945, and a  certification election resulted

in 518 votes for the  and 251 against it. The  had organized the second

largest mill in Rome.58

Anchor Rome management, however, never really accepted this outcome. From

the time the organizing campaign began to the signing of the first contract with

the local and thereafter, management and anti-union employees kept up a

steady barrage of attacks meant to undermine Local 787’s legitimacy.59 Through-

out the term of the first contract, signed in March 1946, for example, the com-

pany continued to engage in practices that prompted the local to file charges

with the . In March 1947 company officials and sympathetic workers began

a withdrawal campaign to encourage union members to drop their member-

ship. Local 787 procured a new contract in April 1947, but under new right-to-

work laws passed in the state, it did not include any maintenance of member-

ship or check-off provisions (These provisions protected union security by

establishing a closed shop in which all workers hired had to join the union and

maintain dues payments).60 After that point, Anchor Rome management re-

fused to settle shop floor grievances through established procedures, to consult

the local regarding changing wage rates from hourly to piece work, or to nego-

tiate on employee insurance programs. Moreover, the company resorted to ar-

bitration in many of these disputes, which absorbed the time, energy, and funds

of the local and the ’s Northwest Georgia Joint Board. All of these factors

together, the local believed, forced it into a strike that began on March 18, 1948.

William Shiflett, of course, played a key role in the events leading up to and

during the strike. As shop steward, Shiflett submitted written grievances to the

personnel director, who told him in September 1947 that “he didn’t want me

signing up men at the mill,” warning that “you know what will happen if you

do.”61 Sometime thereafter, management laid off Shiflett for allegedly posting an

obscene drawing that lampooned scabs. Throughout these difficulties, however,

Shiflett continued to support the union and to advocate its benefits to his fellow

workers. He reported a conversation with Hubert Kemp, a low-level shop floor

supervisor, for example, in which he extolled “the good the union had done”

and asked Kemp “why he did not like the union.” Kemp, according to Shiflett,

“never missed a chance to make dirty, disrespectful, remarks about the officers

of our local union,” dismissing it as a “negro loving, communistic organiza-

tion.”62 At a later union meeting, Shiflett argued against allowing two workers to

withdraw their membership. “I took to the floor and objected to letting these

people withdraw,” Shiflett explained, “and pointed out the benefits the union

had gained for Anchor Rome employees and that I thought each employee

should support the union.”63 In a later meeting with Will Scott, a mill supervi-
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sor, the two workers who had wanted to withdraw from the union took excep-

tion to Shiflett’s position. The two angry women, a Mrs. Rampley and Mrs. Leon-

ard, threatened to strike Shiflett in the head with a spool of yarn. Meanwhile,

“Mr. Scott just looked on and enjoyed the show.” Shiflett concluded from this

incident that Scott “wanted the women to strike me and hoped I would slap one

of them so he could fire me.”64

A few months later, Scott once again called Shiflett in to tell him “he could

hardly believe it when he first heard that I was mixed up with the  and that

he thought I had better sense than to have anything to do with an outfit like

that.” Once again, however, Shiflett stood his ground.“I told him that the union

had done a lot for me,” he recalled,“and that I was going to do all I could for the

union.”65

When contract negotiations deteriorated further, Local 787 went out on strike

in 1948.66 Right from the beginning, Shiflett assumed a leading role. Following

the advice of Joseph Pedigo and the Northwest Georgia Joint Board, Shiflett

called the strike and then organized the pickets marching at the mill gate. He set

up two pickets at each end of the gate, kept them moving back and forth in front

of the gate in groups of ten to twenty, and instructed them “not to block gate or

put hand on anyone.” Shiflett’s job, apparently, was “to keep gates clear” and

“avoid fights and conduct a lawful strike.” Nonetheless, Shiflett reported,“one of

the company’s men tried to run him down.”67 Despite his efforts, Shiflett, three

other strikers, and four nonstriking workers ended up arrested and jailed for ten

to twenty days by a superior court judge for allegedly violating an injunction re-

straining both parties from interfering in the legal rights of the other.68

The price paid by Shiflett and the other veterans and workers who struck at

the Anchor Rome Mill proved to be high. Serious violence broke out on the picket

line and in the mill village during the course of the strike.69 For example, a non-

striking employee named Elmer Adams shot Hubert Wilkey, a nineteen-year-

old striker, in the chest in April 1948. A month earlier a mob of seventy-five to

a hundred men armed with hammers, wrenches, and blackjacks accosted pick-

eters, assaulting one woman and throwing a man down a steep embankment. In

April gunshots fired by unknown parties ripped through the mill village, wound-

ing one nonstriker. This conflict reportedly began when around twenty men

threatened picketers with sticks and shotguns during a shift change.70

Amid these occasional outbursts of violence, nonunion workers continued to

cross the picket line, which further demoralized the strikers. With the dispute

essentially still unresolved and the mill resuming full production in late 1948,

Local 787 called off the strike in January 1949, after first filing unfair labor prac-

tice charges against Anchor Rome with the . The following month a trial
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examiner for the board ordered the reinstatement of four hundred strikers,

prompting a celebratory parade down the streets of Rome by several hundred

workers. Subsequent delays in handing down the final  decision, ongoing

eviction proceedings against strikers still in company housing, and the company’s

ultimate refusal to rehire the workers quickly deflated this euphoria.“We the union

feel we have been let down by not learning any thing about our case,” wrote Eu-

gene Ingram, an Anchor Rome striker, to the . “We are asking you to Please

give it attenshion [sic] at once if possible because the people is in need of work

and money.” Ingram explained: “As you know we have asked to go back to work

and they wont let us. So the people is in need.”71 The  eventually over-

turned the trial examiner’s order to reinstate the Anchor Rome strikers, which

prompted William Shiflett’s bitter recrimination.

Although veterans in Local 787 lost their hard-fought strike, those in 

Local 689 at the Celanese Corporation in Rome fared much better. From the start

of the  campaign of 1944 that organized the plant, Local 689 had more

success obtaining and maintaining members than its neighboring local at An-

chor Rome and ultimately formed a closely knit union that included roughly 80

to 90 percent of the eligible workforce. Thus, while approximately 400 workers

walked out on strike at Anchor Rome in 1948, and 350 nonunion workers con-

tinued to report to work, 1,600 workers, all members of Local 689, struck the

Celanese mill the same year.72 The Celanese strike lasted seventeen weeks, and

veterans provided critical leadership here as well.

Veterans such as Walter Brooks and H. O. Yarbrough, according to Michelle

Brattain in her detailed study of the Celanese conflict, had returned to the mill

from service in the war “with a perspective of the world and the nation beyond

Floyd County,” one that ultimately led them into Local 689. Their leadership

strengthened the union. Brooks, in particular, recalled how the self-confidence

and empowerment he derived from his service in the war led him into the 

when he returned. Before the union came, Brooks recalled,“management thought

you were theirs.” After the war, however, “I was older and . . . I’d learned better.

I came back and I wasn’t going to let them talk to me that way, no way.” H. O.

Yarbrough agreed that having a union made “all the difference in the world.”73

Such veterans brought to Local 689 “a new sense of their rights as American work-

ers” that sustained the union in its dispute with the company.74 Thus, reported

the Rome News-Tribune in October 1948, two months into the strike, “union

members turned out full strength early this morning for the fourth straight day.”

In fact,“over 200 marching pickets, including an estimated 150 ex-servicemen in

full uniform, paraded past the plant’s main gate.”75 After seventeen weeks on the

picket line, Local 689 won wage equity with northern Celanese rayon workers.76
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Veterans in Georgia joined unions and marched on picket lines for a variety

of reasons. Certainly, some veterans joined  locals because it was a require-

ment in order to work in a unionized plant before the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947

made the closed shop illegal. This type of motivation to join a local could be

problematic during labor disputes since success against an intransigent em-

ployer necessitated presenting a committed and united front among union mem-

bers. A  field representative in Georgia, for example, attributed the waning of

participation in picket duty during the Anchor Rome strike to the local’s non-

activist members. Often, he noted, “the workers in the mills are not the ones

who fought to make the union.” Rather, they “have joined the union because

they had to [and] have never really been sold on its necessity and will have to

learn the hard way.”77

Many other veterans, however, stuck by their unions despite continuous ha-

rassment by fellow workers and management. Shiflett, for example, could have

withdrawn from Local 787, but instead he defended its right to represent An-

chor Rome workers. More than one veteran discharged for union activities, in

fact, ended up employed by a  affiliate as an organizer. Veteran Scott Dollar,

for example, who had worked at Cedartown Textile Mills since 1936 and had or-

ganized that and several other mills for the , was arrested for violating an

injunction during a Cedartown strike. In 1952, when he could have dropped his

union membership, he applied to be an international representative for the

.78

Veterans also chose union membership because it offered concrete benefits.

Shiflett, for example, often defended Local 787 by extolling the wage increases

and other benefits it had brought to workers at Anchor Rome. “I honestly be-

lieved in it,” Shiflett testified in an affidavit, and other veterans agreed. As Cela-

nese worker and veteran Walter Brooks explained, union membership afforded

an opportunity to express one’s right to self-determination, respect, and dignity.

“People were ready” when  organizers arrived in Rome toward the end of

the war, Brooks recalled,“because of the way they were treated, and the way they

were working.” “The best thing I ever got out of a union,” he declared, “wasn’t

money,” but rather “my right to stand up and tell the boss that I was not going

to [be pushed around].”79

The sense of self-efficacy that drew veterans like Walter Brooks into industrial

unionism derived, at least in part, from military service in the war. Indeed, few

things served to enhance a sense of personal manhood and civic entitlement

more than carrying arms in a victorious war against a widely condemned enemy.80

 staff organizing at Cannon Mills in Kannapolis, North Carolina, for exam-

ple, counted on returning veterans to be “less influenced by the Cannon myth”
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of paternalism and more willing to assert their rights against management. Or-

ganizers surmised that recently returned veterans “have had sufficient experi-

ence, and have only recently arrived back under the influence of the popular opin-

ion, so that these generalizations [about workers’ bonds with or fears of Cannon

management] are not entirely valid when applied to them.” After months and

years away from home and mill, Cannon Mills’ veterans were “not yet ‘reinte-

grated into the Kannapolic pattern.’”81

Indeed, union veterans rarely missed an opportunity to connect what they

had done for the country to their postwar actions against recalcitrant employ-

ers. “We Fought and Won the War,” read a placard in a line of uniformed white

and black veterans picketing a Swift meatpacker in Georgia immediately after

the war, and “Swift Won the Profits.” “We Whipped Tojo, Mussolini and Hitler

and We’ll Whip Swift,” read a sign held by another veteran, who also held up a

large American flag.82 These claims and symbols were more than a public rela-

tions ploy. Service in the war strengthened union veterans’ identities as work-

ers and citizens who were independent of the paternalistic structures of eco-

nomic and political power characteristic of southern mill towns. Joining unions

and leading organizing drives and strike activities provided a vehicle to express

a new claim to participation in the economic and political life of the mill and

the community.

Picketing in particular, with its need for slogans, signs, and positive publicity,

generated statements steeped in wartime rhetoric.When over nine hundred work-

ers in  Local 246 struck the Erwin Mills near Durham, North Carolina,

white strikers picketed at the Erwin civic auditorium during a meeting of the

Southern Textile Association. One child carried a sign that declared,“My daddy

fought for freedom from want. Raise wages.”83 Workers at the Edward J. Dugan

Grocers in Cedartown, Georgia, walked out on strike when the company fired two

veterans who were actively engaged in a  organizing drive. Stanley Womack

and C. D. Stephens, stated the union local, “are veterans of World War II who

feel that they fought for the right to join or not join an organization of their

own choosing.”84

The statements veterans made during a strike at the Safie textile mill in Rock-

ingham, South Carolina, in 1947 exemplified all of the elements that drew re-

turning veterans into the postwar labor movement. In a leaflet directed to the

“People of Rockingham” entitled “All We Ask Is Fair Play,”  Local 930 sought

to explain the conflict in its own terms. The strike erupted, it declared, because

of “the treatment given us when we exercised our rights as free American citi-

zens” in voting for the . After all, this was “the same kind of union we Amer-

icans established for the people of other countries, after we defeated Hitler and
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Mussolini and abolished dictatorship!” Next, the leaflet outlined the harassment

that union members encountered due to their membership and activities as well

as the company’s refusal to negotiate a contract. In a “deliberate attempt” to “de-

stroy our union,” the local management not only refused to settle the dispute

but also fired sixteen more workers. That proved to be the final straw. “Many of

us are veterans and all of us are Americans,” the local trumpeted, “who fought

for freedom and human dignity and the right of people everywhere to be secure

in their jobs and in their homes.” While “we veterans need our jobs,” they did

not want them “on terms dictated to us by the would-be little Hitlers.” More-

over, the local protested the company’s use of scabs, deploring that “the Com-

pany’s ‘G.I. Bill of Rights’ for its returned veterans is to bring in strangers to take

our jobs.” Yet, “these same people didn’t volunteer to take our jobs on Okinawa

or Saipan, and on all the battle fronts of the world.” Thus, the local concluded,

“Our cause is just,” and “We intend to fight this battle for Democracy through

just as we fought the battle against dictatorship and oppression over there.”85

Whether in the Safie  local in Rockingham, South Carolina, in Dugan

Grocers in Cedartown, or in the Celanese and Anchor Rome locals in Rome, south-

ern white union veterans understood their struggles with management as part

of a broader fight for industrial democracy that both gave meaning to and drew

meaning from their service in the war. Military service had heightened veterans’

sense of patriotic sacrifice—of their realization that they had been the ones to

answer the nation’s call to civic duty. Service in the war separated veterans, as a

whole, from the civilians who had stayed at home, particularly the corporate

managers and mill bosses who, veterans believed, had reaped the profits of war

mobilization while soldiers and sailors had labored in service and combat units

overseas. So long as mill bosses respected veterans’ newfound prerogative to

participate in the administration of their own jobs or to join and organize unions

if they chose, this sense of difference and entitlement need not be invoked. How-

ever, the traditionally paternalistic nature of southern labor relations, in which

employers often took their workers’ unquestioning obedience for granted, nat-

urally challenged veterans’ expectations for their role in the community as well

as the sense of self-efficacy many drew from the war. In joining unions, orga-

nizing workers, and leading strikes, veterans such as Walter Brooks and William

Shiflett articulated a new understanding of themselves as veterans, workers, and

citizens that initially boosted the southern organizational campaign, further tes-

tifying to the war’s disruptive impact.

Returning veterans infused Operation Dixie with an enthusiasm and com-

mitment that seemed to justify the optimism that Bittner and  officials worked

to maintain throughout the campaign’s first year. Weekly reports logged the daily
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progress that organizers made in southern mills: making contact with likely re-

cruits, establishing in-plant organizing committees, signing up new members,

and preparing the ground for  certification elections to establish new lo-

cals.86 Thus, in June 1947 Bittner and the  tried to make the case for the south-

ern organizational drive’s accomplishments, citing the recruitment of 280,000

workers and victories in over two hundred  elections. In fact, V. O. Key con-

cluded in 1949 that though the southern labor movement remained weak, Op-

eration Dixie had successfully increased “the political consciousness of its mem-

bers and won victories here and there.”87

Public claims of victory notwithstanding,  officials privately conceded

what sounded very much like defeat.88 As Paul Christopher, the Tennessee direc-

tor for the , noted in 1951,“I am rapidly coming to the conclusion . . . that we

are going to have to resign ourselves to a lot of legwork, that is not going to pay

off in the first campaigns.”89 The number of workers who joined the ranks of the

 in the South during Operation Dixie’s brief tenure fell far short of the pro-

jected one million members the  and  had initially imagined. And most

of the gains made occurred in industries other than textiles, in branches of

northern plants, or in mills where organizing and  involvement had pre-

ceded the postwar organizing drive.90 The initiative in textiles proved especially

disappointing.91 The victories covered only a few thousand workers, and most

other efforts, particularly in the larger, pivotal plants such as the Pepperell Mill

in Lindale, Georgia, or Cannon Mills in Kannapolis, North Carolina, met with

bitter defeat.92 In 1949 the southern membership of the  had not increased

much since the day the southern organizing campaign began.93

In Georgia the case of Local 689 at the Celanese Corporation in Rome, and

those of a few other locals in strongly industrial or urban centers such as Dalton

and Atlanta, seemed to fulfill Operation Dixie’s aims to establish strong locals with

significant community legitimacy. The defeat of Local 787 at Anchor Rome, how-

ever, proved far more typical. As the leading wave of a progressive reconstruc-

tion of the region, the ’s southern organizing drive proved to be a dismal

failure. It never created a durable foundation of industrial unionism on which a

progressive reform of the political South could build. This failure demonstrated

how contradictory World War II’s impact in Georgia really was. The experience

of war not only drew veterans into the postwar labor movement in the South,

feeding the impetus for a progressive politics of change, it also generated a con-

servative backlash that did much to make the campaign for industrial democ-

racy an early victim.

Organizers at the time and many scholars since have not agreed on what ac-

counted for this disappointing outcome.94 Most, however, apportion blame to
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both the flawed strategies the  adopted and to the southern and national

postwar contexts that kept this campaign largely on the defensive. The local or-

ganizers and unionists, such as William Shiflett, who did much to keep the Op-

eration Dixie campaign alive on the ground, ended up trapped between con-

flicting imperatives within the  and a hostile national and regional environment

that undermined their best efforts.

High expectations accompanied the opening of the southern organizing cam-

paign, but the harsh realities of the postwar climate for progressive causes of any

sort quickly deflated that optimism. A conservative backlash against the New

Deal, which had begun nationally at the end of the 1930s and emerged briefly

during the war, reemerged with renewed vigor as soon as the war was over. And

the wildcat strikes that erupted during the war, despite the  and  no-strike

pledge, eroded organized labor’s popular credibility. In 1943 Congress passed the

Smith-Connally Act, which, among other things, allowed the president to seize

striking war plants and made union contributions to political campaigns illegal.

In 1946 Republicans won a majority in both houses of Congress for the first time

since 1930. The culmination of that session was the Taft-Hartley Act of 1947,

which eviscerated the pro-labor Wagner Act. Taft-Hartley effectively ended the

role of the federal government as an ardent defender of the rights of organized

labor.95 Taken together, these trends indicated the “drastically changed social

and political climate prevailing in postwar America,” a climate that made labor

organizing everywhere all the more difficult.96 The , and organized labor gen-

erally, ended up on the defensive, as conservative Republicans and southern Dem-

ocrats in Congress mobilized against the legislative gains labor had made in the

past decade.

Moreover, as the global war on communism heated up under the Democratic

Truman administration, so too did domestic anticommunist fervor, which cast

suspicion on progressive social and economic reform as associated with the prin-

ciples of international communism.97 An emerging conservative faction within

the councils of the  grew increasingly concerned with organized labor’s pub-

lic fortunes in this climate and accommodated the conservative and anticom-

munist impulse by purging left-oriented affiliates and organizers known for or

suspected of harboring Communists and “fellow travelers.”98

This internal battle within the national  refracted down to the , with

“right-wing stalwarts” such as Van Bittner and George Baldanzi appointed to

administer the southern organizing campaign.99 Bittner in particular, sensitive

to the potential of red-baiting to undermine what Operation Dixie hoped to ac-

complish, quickly picked up this anticommunist thread. He formally distanced

the  from other progressive campaigns in the South and sidelined the leftist
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affiliates with proven track records in organizing in the region, such as the Mine,

Mill and Smelter Workers Union and the Food, Tobacco, and Allied Workers

Union.100

At the very least, this decision deprived the southern campaign of its most ex-

perienced organizers.101 In his zealousness to limit any association with leftists

in the labor and progressive movement, Bittner even turned down an offer by the

Highlander Folk School—highly regarded for its successful labor training and

educational programs—to train the organizers hired for the Operation Dixie

campaign.102 This may have deprived new organizers of the means to be more

effective at the task they were given and certainly multiplied the many constraints

under which they already labored. Returning veterans may have been enthusi-

astic and committed organizers, but that did not mean they were skilled in the

methods needed to surmount the sort of obstacles that labor organizing in the

postwar South presented. In fact, one scholar of the southern organizing drive

has concluded that “the inexperience of southern organizers was a constantly

recurring problem” that plagued Operation Dixie right from the beginning.

William Smith, the  director for North Carolina, for example, noted that he

had to constantly remind his own organizing staff of “the most basic rules of

organizing.”103

One reason that Bittner and the  marginalized the participation of the

labor movement’s left-wing was because of the left’s vision of industrial union-

ism as a foundation for a progressive biracial society.104 The national  en-

dorsed the principles of workplace equality and civil rights as a foundation of

industrial unionism, which lent all of the labor movement, rightly or not, an air

of racial progressivism that conservative  leaders did not anticipate selling

well in Dixie. Bittner, in fact, regarded any association with progressive princi-

ples on issues such as a permanent  as a death knell for Operation Dixie’s

fortunes in a region hypersensitive on the question of racial reform. The increas-

ing focus on southern race relations among Cold War liberals nationally, who

were anxious to sustain the image of American justice, freedom, and democracy

abroad, intensified the South’s racial sensitivity.105

All of these factors put southern progressives, especially in the labor move-

ment, in a difficult position.106 They were dependent on outside resources and

support to advance the southern organizing campaign, but this reliance made

them even more vulnerable to red-baiting, race-baiting, and charges of “outside

agitation.” To offset these problems, the  focused most of its resources and

attention on largely white industries, especially textiles. The  also never em-

braced biracial unionism, never really enlisted the broad participation of black

unionists and workers, and never elevated black southerners who did join the
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southern organizational campaign to anything other than a distinctly subordi-

nate position.107 Instead of marginalizing black workers, critics have argued, the

 might have employed them as an enthusiastic and steadfast core of support.108

In this view, Operation Dixie would have been better served by devoting more re-

sources and attention to areas other than the textile industry, which was highly

dispersed, predominantly white, and historically very difficult to organize.109

Ultimately, Operation Dixie operatives received conflicting imperatives: or-

ganize “everything in sight” in a given community, but do not embrace the black

workers who often were the ones most likely and eager to respond. This contra-

dictory decree created a delicate balancing act for organizers and unionists, who

felt compelled both to organize any worker who expressed an interest and to im-

pose constraints when black workers responded. The composition and struc-

ture of a biracial picket line at the Swift meatpacking plant in Moultrie, Georgia,

reflected the ambiguity of this situation. Only white veterans held the American

flag and displayed the most provocative placards, with messages that clearly as-

serted their power as veterans and as workers—“We Fought and Won the War,”

and “We’ll Whip Swift.” Black veterans, however, held a sign with a message ob-

viously meant not to justify their participation in the strike, but to warn other

blacks, not whites, from inflaming racial tensions: “Be A Man—Don’t Scab.”110

Despite the effort of Bittner and the  to avoid making race a central fea-

ture of the southern organizing campaign, the politics of race defined the po-

litical context anyway.111 The racial progressivism of the national  was a well-

publicized fact. And even if the  had succeeded in distancing itself from

those principles, World War II had destabilized racial and political relations

sufficiently to alarm many southern whites already. This apprehension helped to

make organized labor a ready scapegoat for calculating political incumbents and

reactionaries intent on preserving their own claims to power. The politics of race

became a useful tool with which to rally the state’s white citizens against orga-

nized labor’s challenge to the economic and political status quo.

Regardless of Bittner’s and the ’s stated hostility to a racially progressive

agenda, plenty of others in every Georgia community targeted by Operation Dixie

said otherwise.112 And plenty of evidence existed at the time that race relations

in Georgia and the South were, indeed, in flux, which lent credence to charges

that organizing the state’s workers would upset the hierarchy of white over black.

Returning black veterans asserted their claims to political rights and economic

opportunity, black and liberal organizations actively registered black voters, and

the question of racial reform in the South increasingly preoccupied national post-

war political debate. The inflating membership of the postwar Georgia Klan, the

violence meted out to black veterans and politically active citizens, and the con-
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troversy that attended Eugene Talmadge’s race-baiting gubernatorial campaign

in 1946 indicated that a number of southern whites had found their racial iden-

tity strengthened by this disruptive impact of the war. They would not be in-

clined to overlook the charges of racial amalgamation levied at Operation Dixie

by the southern old guard.

Indeed, local politicos and state legislators quickly marshaled a bevy of red-

and race-baiting tactics to undermine the legitimacy of the southern organizing

drive.113 From free subscriptions for workers to the rabidly racist and bitterly

anti-union rag, Militant Truth, to publicly conflating unionism with integra-

tion, mill owners and their allies in Georgia routinely played the race card to un-

dermine a union’s credibility.114 In the midst of the  organizing campaign

in 1945 at the Anchor Rome Mill, for example, white worker Ottie Argo recalled

that mill officials “played the race issue to the limit,” even telling him that a union

would “put negro help on any job in the plant” and “have negroes living side by

side with us in company owned village housing.”Anchor Rome used race, recalled

another worker, to “keep the people confused about the real issues in the [union]

campaign.”115

Certainly, hate groups worked hard after the war to recruit members from the

ranks of the white working class, particularly in textile mill villages. Chapters of

the Ku Klux Klan and the Columbians, including veterans, attacked organized

labor and targeted their appeals to mill workers.116 One informant reported that

the Columbians played a pivotal role in breaking a  strike at the Exposition

Cotton Mills in Atlanta in the spring of 1946. The Columbians held two meet-

ings in the Exposition mill village and apparently provided “special security” to

the mill management during the strike.117 A young veteran at a meeting of At-

lanta Klavern #1 in September 1946 “arose and declared that he was working in

the Chevrolet plant in Atlanta and that he was proud that 76 fellow workers

were members of the Klan.” In fact,“he stated that he and his fellows planned to

keep on organizing until they had a majority of workmen in Chevrolet in the

Klan.”118 A flyer announcing a joint meeting of the Klan and Columbians in Co-

lumbus, Georgia, declared that “The White Working People Must Fight to Help

Themselves . . . . They Must Learn to Vote and Take the Country Back Out of the

Hands of Grafting Politicians.” Stetson Kennedy, who had infiltrated the Geor-

gia Klan after the war, concluded that the  played a significant role in defeat-

ing union drives at the Bibb Mills in Macon and Porterdale, Georgia.119

It would be a mistake, however, to assume that white workers in Georgia al-

ways responded the way anti-union reactionaries intended. As Michelle Brattain

points out in her studies of the labor movement in postwar Georgia, white work-

ers did not always buy into these arguments. During the  organizing cam-
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paign at Anchor Rome in 1945, for example, workers generally dismissed man-

agement’s warnings that the  represented racial amalgamation as “empty

threats.” Similarly, while conducting research for V. O. Key’s seminal study of

southern politics in the postwar 1940s, Georgia veteran Calvin Kytle found that

white workers in the Mary Leila Cotton Mills in Greensboro adamantly refused

to allow management to remove from a union contract a nondiscrimination wage

clause that applied to the eleven black workers in the mill.120

A variety of factors, particularly local conditions and history, influenced whether

these tactics worked in a given campaign or mill. Nevertheless, mill magnates

and local conservatives gambled that the racial identities of white workers would

outweigh the actual reality of the immediate situation. Any movement that aimed

to empower ordinary Georgians, as black and progressive white veterans had also

learned, proved vulnerable to being charged with advocating racial integration.

And in some instances, these tactics did prove to be effective. In Macon, Geor-

gia, Kytle recalled,“we were told that the Bibb Mills would have been organized

a year ago if management hadn’t exploited the negro issue so skillfully.”121 David

Burgess, who worked as an Operation Dixie organizer in South Carolina, cited

“lawyers and the employers [who] successfully appealed to the racial prejudices

of both blacks and whites—prejudices which divided the workers along racial

lines,” as one reason for the southern organizing drive’s ultimate failure. Don

McKee, who organized textile mills in the Carolinas and in Alabama, agreed,

noting that the “race issue, played up by Mgn [management],” undermined or-

ganizing campaigns.122

Just as important, workers were not the only ones, or even the most likely ones,

to respond to such tactics. Invoking the specter of racial integration may have

resonated with a number of white workers, but it also spoke to middle-class cit-

izens who sustained a community’s structures of political, economic, and social

power. Workers might be the ones in the mills to defeat an organizing drive by

voting against certification in a  election, but shopkeepers, sheriffs, judges,

lawyers, teachers, pastors, newspaper editors, bankers, and aldermen were the

ones who kept the community’s resources arrayed against organizing drives.

Moreover, they shared the same racial identity and economic self-interest that

made southern textile communities such hard nuts to crack for union organiz-

ing campaigns.

Thus, all of these elements, and not one single factor alone, explained why the

southern organizing drive that so many labor leaders and other progressives hailed

with great optimism at first should fail so dismally soon after it was launched in

May 1946. The  and the  had counted on returning white veterans to be

a core of support on which organizing drives and progressive political campaigns

98 :                                 



could build. Veterans did play a pivotal role in Operation Dixie. The union lo-

cals they helped to organize and lead worked hard to develop organized labor’s

political and economic influence in local communities and across the state. How-

ever, these veteran activists were not enough. Not all veterans who returned to

mills in Georgia joined union locals, and many veterans probably used their 

Bill benefits, which included job training, to take higher skill, higher wage jobs

somewhere else. No less damaging to unionization efforts were the wage in-

creases employed by textile mills to offset organizers’ appeal and the consum-

erist revolution unleashed by the war. The opportunity to purchase homes from

mill owners, to buy a car, and to upgrade plumbing and electrical capabilities

captured many textile workers’ imaginations after the war far more readily than

the call to organize. Having paid for these items on installment, one scholar ar-

gues, workers proved reluctant to risk losing their jobs due to union or strike ac-

tivities.123 Finally, a lack of federal support, the withdrawal of  resources

from the southern organizing drive, the flawed strategy and conflicting imper-

atives issued by the , and especially the vigor of local and regional hostility

confounded the struggle of union veterans such as William Shiflett to carry on

Operation Dixie’s mandate after its initial moment had passed. The unity of po-

litical and economic interests among the state and region’s blacks and whites,

working class and middle class, workers and unionists, proved impossible to

build.

Beset by a confusing array of external obstacles and internal problems, Oper-

ation Dixie ended up being, in many ways, more of a lesson in “the techniques

of union-busting than union-building.”124 Employers, civic leaders, pastors, news-

paper editors, local politicos, law firms, and manufacturers’ associations enlisted

all the tools at their disposal to undermine the  drive, including wiretaps, race-

baiting, red-baiting, injunctions, arrests, discriminatory sentencing, lock-outs,

firings, evictions, beatings, shootings, and threats to close mills permanently.

But the impunity with which southern employers, lawyers, and civic leaders

attacked the southern organizing drive reflected yet another reason for Opera-

tion Dixie’s ultimate demise. The postwar drive of the  to create a more fa-

vorable regional political climate in which unionism could take root and flour-

ish also failed. And that failure further demonstrated the impact that the politics

of race and the politics of modernization had on the hopes of Georgia’s progres-

sives that industrial democracy would be the legacy of World War II for the

South.

Community hostility proved to be one of the biggest problems organizers

routinely encountered. The discriminatory treatment that unionists and orga-

nizers consistently received in the local and state judicial systems in Georgia high-
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lighted organized labor’s political vulnerability. Judges’ and prosecutors’ ties to

mill magnates, who financially supported local political campaigns, provided an

incentive to rule against workers during local labor disputes. Organizers and

local unions thus usually ended up on the losing end of struggles with local ju-

dicial and law enforcement institutions, which hostile local town councils, as-

semblies and state legislators sustained.125

Weakening this wall of opposition became imperative to accomplishing the

’s postwar organizing goals for the region. “Winning the peace” for orga-

nized labor, one scholar has concluded, would have to mean directing “success-

ful political action against . . . the political elite of Georgia’s textile towns.”126 The

key to this kind of challenge would be to empower the bulk of ordinary black

and white citizens, who had been generally excluded from meaningful political

participation through mechanisms such as poll taxes, all-white primaries, and

the county unit system. Thus, the second arm of the postwar labor movement

in Georgia became a political drive to enfranchise the state’s black and white cit-

izens, especially workers and unionists. Through its regional, state, and local 

political action committees (s), the  worked to forge a reliable voting

constituency out of a coalition of diverse interests—one that could strengthen

organized labor’s political voice and influence in the state and region.127 Opera-

tion Dixie relied on this political drive to weaken the local and state politicos

and institutions arrayed against organized labor’s interests. The failure of the

- to accomplish this goal seriously hampered the success of the southern

organizational drive in Georgia.

In at least two important elections in 1946—Helen Douglas Mankin’s elec-

tion in the Fifth Congressional District surrounding Atlanta and Henderson

Lanham’s election in the Seventh Congressional District around Rome—the

southern ’s strategy appeared to work. Voter registration campaigns and an

alliance with other progressives and moderates succeeded in electing these two

progressive candidates and defeating two reactionaries. The gubernatorial race

that same year, however, proved to be a better indication of what organized

labor’s political fortunes in Georgia would be. - privately endorsed James

V. Carmichael as the lesser of evils compared to the reactionary Eugene Tal-

madge and the unelectable Eurith D. Rivers. The pro-modernization Carmi-

chael, however, turned out to be barely lukewarm for organized labor and inca-

pable of surmounting the continued strength of the state’s discriminatory

political institutions and practices. Carmichael’s defeat, together with the elec-

tion of a rash of pro-modernization, “good government” veterans to the state

legislature in 1946, thwarted the Georgia ’s political ambitions, further un-

dermining Operation Dixie’s chances for success.
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   created the Political Action Committee (-) in 1943

to mobilize the votes of unionists, workers, and others for the 1944 presidential

and congressional elections.128 Specifically, the - maintained an officially

nonpartisan stance, not formally endorsing candidates but building a network

of local s. These groups worked to register voters, to inform the electorate on

candidates and issues, and to promote civic responsibility and voter turnout, all

of which aimed to carry forth a “progressive agenda into the postwar period.”129

Local s often took an active role in primary elections—from distributing lit-

erature to orchestrating voter registration drives—in order to “generally alert

the membership to the importance of the forthcoming election” and to “lay [the]

groundwork for a revitalized postwar New Deal.”130 The -, according to

one scholar, heralded voter participation in 1944 as a “crusade for social justice

and common decency,” rejected “racial and ethnic prejudice,” and made outright

appeals to blacks and women as well.131 Not surprisingly, southern political and

civic leaders responded in kind, by condemning the -’s meddling in south-

ern electoral affairs and predicting that dire racial consequences would flow from

any attempt to mobilize the black and white working class.132

In 1946 the - especially wanted to defeat conservatives in Congress and

state legislatures who clearly wanted to overturn the gains organized labor had

made before and during the war. That same year, for example, southern con-

gressmen led a Senate filibuster that defeated an effort by organized labor and

other New Deal progressives to enact a permanent .133 This renewal of con-

servative strength made defeating the regional reactionaries who dominated key

congressional committees, as well as politics in their home states, a top priority

for southern and national progressives.

Much as in 1944, the  planned to use local s to organize and assist voter

registration drives, to distribute literature on candidates, issues, and voting, and

to mobilize turnout at the state, ward, and precinct levels.134 The opportunity to

expand the southern working-class electorate seemed especially promising be-

cause the Smith v. Allwright decision in 1944 had abolished, at least temporar-

ily, the all-white Democratic primary. Thus, the - moved quickly to take

advantage of this “critical opportunity.”135

The southern  complemented the efforts of other black and white veter-

ans and citizens to use the southern primaries of 1946 to register a strong pro-

gressive voice in the South.136 The -’s emphasis on black political partic-

ipation as one of the foundations of this drive, along with its stated allegiance to

progressive racial reform, however, contradicted the strategy adopted by the

’s other arm of the postwar labor movement, the . Under Van Bittner, the

 downplayed any association with the ’s progressive racial principles in
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order to court southern white workers and to avoid community backlash.137 Bitt-

ner had once described the - movement as “the greatest crusade,” essen-

tial to a “rededication of our lives to the fundamental objectives of the New Deal.”

Now, as director of the southern organizational drive, he initially prohibited

 organizers from cooperating with the southern  campaign, declaring

that “no crowd, whether Communist, Socialist, or anyone else will be permit-

ted to mix up in this campaign,” including “the Southern Conference for Human

Welfare or any other organization living off the .”138 Any focus at all on the

question of race, Bittner explained, “is hurting our drive and I am not going to

allow anything to interfere with the organization of workers into  unions.”139

Expedience soon dictated otherwise. Forbidding any alliance between Oper-

ation Dixie organizers and the southern  movement proved to be impracti-

cal. It simply did not make sense to take an already small coterie of progressives,

labor organizers, and activists and divide it into artificial categories that really

only had meaning at the higher levels of  and  leadership. According to

one account, Bittner soon put the differences in intent and strategy between

these dual threads of the ’s postwar labor movement in the South on the

backburner, at least temporarily, in the interest of taking mutual advantage of

the political opportunity to defeat the region’s worst anti-union reactionaries.

Thus, in 1946, organizers, staff, and members of both Operation Dixie and the

southern  movement worked much more closely on accomplishing the ’s

southern political agenda than they later would, as a “fragile truce prevailed” in

order to focus all progressives’“energies and attention on the southern primary

races.”140

Georgia emerged as one of the “most promising arenas” to launch this post-

war political agenda. In the wake of the abolition of the poll tax during the war

and the Primus King decision overturning the all-white primary in Georgia in

1946, the southern s joined the , black citizen groups, and progressive

veterans in targeting the state’s first postwar primary elections.141 - aided

the  and the  campaigns to increase the black vote but focused

much of its energy on enfranchising union members, black and white.142 “We

are touching the taproots of democracy in this state,” proclaimed Lucy Ran-

dolph Mason, an official of both the  and the , and “[we] are going to

release new forces for good and right.”143 In 1947 Daniel Powell, the regional di-

rector of the -, described the citizens of Georgia as “politicized as not since

the days of [Tom] Watson and the Populist movement” at the turn of the twen-

tieth century.144

The Fifth and Seventh Congressional Districts, in the central and northwest

part of the state, represented two of the strongest pockets of  strength in Geor-
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gia. The successful effort by Georgia’s coalition of liberals to “politicize” citi-

zens in these districts testified to the potential of the southern  strategy to

forge an alliance of interests among a diversity of ordinary black and white

Georgians.

In the Fifth Congressional District, centered around Atlanta, a special elec-

tion to fill a vacant congressional seat in February 1946—an election that would

not occur under the county unit system—offered the first opportunity for -

 and other progressives to apply their postwar southern strategy. Like black

citizens and veterans in Atlanta’s Ashby Street district and white veterans in the

American Veterans Committee, the Georgia  liked candidate Helen Douglas

Mankin for her liberal record of support in the state for labor and child welfare

legislation. She was certainly preferable to her opponent, Thomas Camp, a lob-

byist for the powerful Georgia Railway Company, who had earned the support

of the Talmadge camp.145 Though endorsing Mankin’s candidacy, the -

made no direct financial contribution to her campaign, according to one -

 director, but did spend around $1,000 to register voters who were expected

to support her in the election. Like the later  drive, the - also distrib-

uted literature and canvassed the district, with twenty-five  workers blanket-

ing the five wards two days before the election with around 25,000 pamphlets.

They also went door-to-door and made individual phone calls to encourage

voters to turn out on election day.146

After a close and controversial race, Mankin won the election, particularly on

the strength of black votes in the Ashby Street district, marking the first postwar

success of Georgia’s progressive coalition of union members, blacks, and veter-

ans. However, Mankin subsequently lost her bid for reelection in the regular

primary later that year because that election occurred under the county unit

system.147

In the Seventh Congressional District, centered around the textile mill com-

munities of Rome and Dalton, organized labor represented a larger segment of

the electorate. Here, the - met more lasting success, helping to defeat the

incumbent anti-union conservative Malcolm Tarver and to elect Henderson

Lanham, who promised to be much more sympathetic to labor and to a postwar

New Deal agenda.148 At the center of this coalition of progressives, unionists,

blacks, and middle-class citizens stood a core of black and white World War II

veterans who were anxious to direct their communities toward a different fu-

ture than what Tarver had represented.

As a network of textile communities from the north Georgia hills down into

the Chattahoochee Valley to the west, the Seventh Congressional District had

drawn much attention from Operation Dixie organizers. It also included 
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Local 787 at Anchor Rome and Local 689 at the Celanese Mill, with their active

veteran membership. Winning the Seventh District congressional seat, the Geor-

gia  calculated, would demonstrate labor’s burgeoning political potential, be

a significant step in accomplishing -’s postwar program in Georgia, and

by extension, improve Operation Dixie’s chances of organizing the state.149

As early as 1944, - had leafleted area mills and plants to encourage voter

registration and to spread the message of activism and education on behalf of

organized labor. That activity increased with the poll tax’s demise. “As you

know, the poll tax was just eliminated in Georgia,” wrote Charles Gillman, -

 chairman, to Paul Christopher, a  national representative, in late 1945.

“We hope to have our complete committee established before very long,” he ex-

plained,“in order to put on a concerted drive towards the registering of our peo-

ple.”150 The Georgia  soon held a convention to establish the Seventh Con-

gressional District Political Action Committee. Delegates from locals throughout

the district listened to  and  representatives explain labor’s political agenda,

elected officers for the Seventh District , and outlined their own plan of ac-

tion. Celanese Local 689 contributed organizer Hugh Gammon as director of

the district , and Georgia’s  officials sent out a call to action to the dele-

gates and locals in attendance. “We are part of the community,” declared Ken-

neth Douty, Georgia’s  director, “and must see that the people’s represen-

tatives in the legislature vote for the interests of the people and not for special

interests.” Thus, announced Charles Gillman, “We want to see  go further in

Georgia than in any other state in the South. We’ve got a job to do and we must

get busy.”151  locals in northwest Georgia—especially those with the most

active veteran members—often took the lead in carrying out these political efforts.

The primary goal in 1946 was to defeat the district’s reactionary incumbent,

Malcolm Tarver, who had sat in Congress for twenty years and been undefeated

in politics for twenty more.152 Tarver had a well-deserved reputation for impugn-

ing any New Deal program that smacked of progressive social reform. He played

a pivotal role in launching the conservative attack on the Farm Security Admin-

istration in Congress in 1940 and in limiting its subsequent operations. His rep-

utation as a “classic southern anti–New Dealer” stretched far and wide, and he

represented exactly the sort of antilabor reactionary that postwar progressives

and organized labor especially wanted to see removed.153

Henderson Lanham, the solicitor general of Floyd County, represented the

type of candidate the - hoped to elect. Lanham adopted a moderately

progressive stance and solicited support from “every forward looking person,”

rather than relying on the usual coterie of courthouse loungers and politicos.

Although he opposed the sort of strikes that “could paralyze the industries of the
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entire country,” still he endorsed organized labor’s right to strike and bargain

collectively.154

To avoid provoking outright antilabor attacks by Tarver supporters that might

tarnish Lanham, the Seventh District  maintained official neutrality in the

congressional primary, focusing publicly only on voter registration. However,

the district  scarcely concealed its opposition to Tarver and its support of his

opponent. In late March, for example,  field organizer Robert Hodges re-

ported accompanying - director Charles Gillman to a meeting with Hen-

derson Lanham. After the men discussed Lanham’s probable candidacy, Hodges

concluded that “Mr. Lanham in my opinion is the best man in the district to

make the race.”155 To facilitate Lanham’s success, the Seventh District  worked

to register as many union members and families as possible and sent Robert

Hodges to meet regularly with  locals in the district to explain the ’s pur-

pose and program. Of twelve meetings with different locals or organizing com-

mittees in one week, for example, Hodges noted receiving a good to enthusias-

tic reception in at least eight. In particular, Hodges had a “very good meeting”

with Celanese (Tubize) Local 689, which had established its own  already,

and enjoyed a “very fine reception” from about one hundred members of Anchor

Rome Local 787. Both were locals with a significant veteran membership.156 To

coordinate much of this work, the - also maintained a list of union mem-

bers, union officers, and local legislative committees for each congressional dis-

trict in the state; the Seventh Congressional District had 13,170  members in

twenty locals in 1946.157

Each  local in the district, including those with veteran members at the

Celanese, Anchor Rome, and Cedartown Textile Mills, contributed funds to help

along Lanham’s election. - assigned sixteen men to work in Floyd (Rome),

Polk (Cedartown), Paulding (Dallas), Whitfield (Dalton), and Walker (LaFa-

yette) Counties on Lanham’s behalf, focusing particularly on increasing voter

registration and turnout. District  workers assigned to the counties worked

full-time for the ten days preceding the election, and - contributed four

sets of sound equipment for two weeks and the gasoline for fifty cars to haul

workers to the polls on election day.158

Nonetheless, - remained publicly mum concerning specific candidates,

except in Tarver’s home county of Polk, where organizers directly attacked his

anti-union record, in response to Tarver’s own labor-baiting. As Michelle Brat-

tain found in her excellent analysis of the Seventh District  and Lanham’s

election, however, at least one group of white veterans in Rome showed no such

reluctance. They mounted a public campaign against Tarver from the pages of

the Floyd County Herald, the newspaper they owned and operated. They regu-
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larly scored Tarver’s congressional voting record, particularly on veterans’ issues,

and offered their opinions on any other campaign question that arose. Moreover,

black veterans proved to be key participants in a voter registration drive initi-

ated by black citizens and the local branch of the  in anticipation of the

elections.159 “When [these] fellows began to come back from the war,” remem-

bered one participant, they joined this progressive campaign out of a conviction

that “I served my country. I deserve more freedom, I deserve more rights.” This

activism ultimately tripled local black registration, which prompted county Tal-

madgites, concerned about the implications for the gubernatorial race, to or-

chestrate a purge of black names from the voter rolls. This effort failed, but it

provoked even some white citizens in the community to come to black voters’

defense. “I shudder to think of the circumstances we might now be living un-

der,” noted white veteran Glen McCullough, had the notion behind this purge

“been applied to Negroes when the Draft law was effected.”160

A coalition of moderate and progressive citizens in the Seventh Congressional

District gave Lanham a two-to-one popular majority, handing the incumbent

Tarver his first electoral defeat in forty years.161 This outcome had been accom-

plished by the coalescing of opposition to Tarver among a diverse group of

working-class and middle-class citizens, unionists and not, blacks and whites,

veterans and civilians, who wanted an alternative candidate more sympathetic

to working people and organized labor and more willing to court the support of

a cross-section of the community’s ordinary citizens. Michelle Brattain has con-

cluded that this election offered “a glimmer of what the  had envisioned for

the postwar South—an organized, informed, active electorate of black and white

Georgians supporting change, even if they supported candidates independently

and for different reasons.”162

However, whether in the Fifth District race or in the Seventh, as Michelle

Brattain points out, these victories did not always come about because of the

southern , which often felt compelled to take a public backseat in these races,

even as it supplied funds and manpower to expand the electorate. Nor did it

mean that all those who joined this coalition at the time had internalized the

progressive principles of the -, particularly regarding the question of

black equality. In the Seventh District, according to Brattain, white unionists

who had joined black citizens in opposing Tarver in 1946 later endorsed Vaughan

Terrell, the Talmadge functionary who had led the earlier efforts to purge black

voters in Floyd County.163

The mixed results that came from the - drive against Eugene Talmadge’s

gubernatorial campaign the same year in the Seventh District further demon-

strated the extent to which the -’s white constituency in Georgia “re-
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mained a part of the white South.”164 Ultimately, the strength of racial loyalties,

which only intensified for many white Georgians as the postwar decade progressed,

undermined what the - had hoped to achieve. An empowered and broad-

based political constituency that could unite behind the southern organizational

drive across the state failed to develop.

The congressional election in the Seventh District had revolved more around

the nature of Tarver’s anti–New Deal record and the postwar political role of

organized labor. Race, however, emerged as the central feature of the guberna-

torial election throughout the state, creating a difficult climate for any campaign

that advocated a politics of change. Eugene Talmadge had seized the opportu-

nity presented by the Smith and Primus King decisions to mount a reelection

bid based almost entirely on the restoration of the white primary and a reasser-

tion of white supremacy in Georgia. His primary opponent, James V. Carmichael,

a Marietta businessman, confronted a continual race-baiting assault from the

Talmadge camp throughout the campaign, despite Carmichael’s attempt to pro-

claim his own southern white credentials. Organized labor, particularly the ,

found itself besieged by the Talmadge camp as well, as the progressive racial agenda

of the national body combined with the interracial electoral strategy of the south-

ern  to make it an easy target. Moreover, both Talmadge and Carmichael at-

tacked the  for working hand-in-hand with international communism, as al-

legedly evidenced by the -’s racially progressive and socially radical agenda

for change.

Nonetheless, the rapid expansion of voter registration rolls proved to be the

signal feature of the 1946 gubernatorial election, including large numbers of cit-

izens who were not previously registered to vote. Both camps were sensitive to

the need to somehow court this new constituency, whose political proclivities

were up for anyone’s speculation. Thus, both Talmadge and Carmichael tried to

play it safe, in a sense, by forgoing direct attacks on the southern organizational

drive, verbally endorsing the right to organize and to work, and leveling their

real anti-union attacks at the national -. This attack often came in the

form of race-baiting, by condemning organized labor’s political arm as an “out-

side agitator” bent on controlling politics in the state and undermining Geor-

gia’s most hallowed political and racial traditions. Thus, Eugene Talmadge, accord-

ing to one account, did not “personally attack ,” but he berated Carmichael

as the “- candidate” and the “Niggers candidate.” For his part, Carmichael

launched a direct assault on the - as an “outside influence” seeking to un-

dermine democracy in Georgia.165

The nature of the gubernatorial campaign created a ticklish situation for the

-. On the one hand, Eugene Talmadge represented precisely the type of
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racial, anti-union, and anti–New Deal reactionary that labor and liberal re-

formers most wanted to see defeated in 1946. After all, one of Talmadge’s most

infamous acts as Georgia’s governor during the great textile strikes of 1934 had

been to round up striking workers, including women and children, and incar-

cerate them in a barbed wire–enclosed encampment—essentially treating Geor-

gia’s own working-class citizenry like national enemies. Because of this record,

most political pundits in Georgia and elsewhere expected the votes of unionists

and workers to go to James V. Carmichael.166

On the other hand, Carmichael presented a problem, too.167 An organizing

campaign underway shortly before the election at a Marietta furniture plant

owned by Carmichael resulted in the filing of unfair labor practice charges against

him with the  in 1946.168 Already besieged in a difficult race, this action did

not sit well with Carmichael, who promptly launched his first blistering attack

on - in response. Yet, the Georgia  recognized that Carmichael was the

candidate endorsed by most moderates and progressives in the state, including

Governor Ellis Arnall, and was the man in the race most likely to attract a broad

base of support sufficient to defeat Talmadge. In any event, Carmichael certainly

offered a more modern, respectable, and potentially moderate approach to gov-

erning Georgia than his opponents, and he had promised to uphold the deci-

sion overturning the white primary. Thus, while - publicly endorsed no

candidate, it pledged to defeat Talmadge “at any cost,” conducted voter registra-

tion drives, and privately assisted the Carmichael campaign. This activism had

a definite impact, convincing Carmichael to abandon his initial attacks on the

-.

Carmichael declared in May 1946, for example, that “I resent [the -’s]

entrance into Georgia’s political and economic life,” and he called on supporters

to help “win this fight by an overwhelming majority.”169 However, shortly before

election day, Carmichael suddenly switched tactics, delivering speeches in Amer-

icus, Dalton, and other communities that now embraced labor’s right to bargain

collectively, promised to leave the question of the closed shop to workers and

employers, and pledged to not enlist force against legal and peaceful union op-

erations.170 Not long before this apparent about-face, Daniel Powell, the regional

 director, received a letter from Tilford Dudley, assistant to the - chair-

man, which included the layout for a pamphlet prepared specifically for the

Carmichael campaign. Dudley directed Powell to deliver the pamphlet to May-

nard Smith, Carmichael’s campaign manager, for distribution among  plants

because it offered a good explanation of the “choices” for workers in the upcom-

ing gubernatorial election.171
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The threat posed by the state’s mobilized black and white working-class vot-

ers prompted the Talmadge campaign to resort to tried-and-true tactics. As early

as June 2, rumors swirled that the Talmadge campaign had blanketed Troup

County mill districts with pictures of black foremen “lording it” over white fe-

male workers, a blatant scare tactic meant to connect the  and the - to

black social equality, thereby provoking white citizens’ sense of racial identity.172

In late June, Herman Talmadge telegrammed C. L. Foster, a Talmadge func-

tionary, regarding a speech to be delivered in Columbus by Georgia politico Roy

V. Harris on Eugene Talmadge’s behalf. Herman requested sound machines,

noting that he “would like for him to speak right there in the middle of textile

mill section primarily on white primary and  bill,” another obvious racial

ploy. The following day, Herman mailed a batch of circulars to Foster and asked

him to ensure their distribution “from door to door in the mill section.” In fact,

Herman advised,“try and get someone favorable to our cause in the mill section

to handle this distribution.” This was important, he explained, because “I feel

sure that a wide distribution of this circular will make the difference in carrying

or losing a number of counties in which mills are located.”173

Despite Herman’s prediction, the outcome of this election in Floyd County at

first seemed a replication of what had happened in the Seventh District congres-

sional race. Although Carmichael ultimately lost the gubernatorial race through

the county unit system in the state as a whole, he did win a popular majority of

votes, and in Floyd County, where the - had directed most of its efforts, he

won a clear victory. This included a strong showing in the Tubize district, the

core of union strength for Celanese Local 689.

However, Eugene Talmadge still won the gubernatorial election, particularly

by attracting whites in enough smaller rural counties to capture the unit votes, by

purging a significant number of black citizens from the registration rolls, and by

enlisting intimidation, fraud, and even violence to scare others away from the

polls on election day.174 His election, in particular, pointed to the strength of the

political opposition that progressive campaigns still confronted in the early post-

war South. In generating political activism among black and white progressive

veterans in Georgia, including unionists, the war made the question of racial re-

form and organized labor’s place in the state prominent issues in the first post-

war elections. That, in turn, provoked a reactionary backlash in defense of the

status quo that Georgia’s progressives, including organized labor, could not over-

come.175 The politics of race and anti-unionism sharply circumscribed the po-

tential of the ’s postwar political agenda for Georgia.176 This failure to build

the broad coalition of interests among the state’s ordinary black and white citi-
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zens, in turn, undermined the southern organizational drive and the ability of

organizers and union veterans such as William Shiflett to carry on in the face of

growing state, regional, and national hostility.

Though many counties with a strong labor presence, such as those in the Sev-

enth District, went to Carmichael, many outlying counties throughout the state

did not. Even in the Celanese mill village district, where the Floyd County 

had increased the rate of voter turnout in the gubernatorial race by 51 percent

over the 1942 election, labor votes still split between Talmadge and Carmichael.177

Indeed, though white unionists and workers in Georgia sometimes staunchly

resisted such tactics, race increasingly poisoned the surrounding climate. As the

question of black civil rights grew ever more prominent on the national Demo-

cratic agenda, the white union rank and file in Georgia, according to Brattain,

eventually grew as “preoccupied with race” as Georgia politicians. Even as the

- continued to register more unionists and workers to vote in Georgia, its

influence over how those votes were cast slipped over time. In the Celanese dis-

trict, for example, where voter registration had grown enormously since 1942,

voters ignored the -’s recommendations and supported Herman Tal-

madge’s race-baiting gubernatorial campaign in 1950.178 The political direction

that Georgia unionists would take in a given race at any particular time re-

mained hard to predict, which also did not bode well for the southern labor

movement’s need for a stable constituency that could be relied upon to vote in

a particular way.

Finally, the “fragile truce” between the  and the - that prevailed in

1946 soon disintegrated. Division among union officials and organizers in Geor-

gia grew quickly apparent. State  leaders and organizers, for example, split

over which candidate to support in the 1948 gubernatorial campaign in Georgia.

While the leadership apparently tended to favor moderate governor Melvin

Thompson over racial reactionary Herman Talmadge, rank-and-file organizers

tended to support the progressive candidate and World War II veteran Joseph

Rabun. J. P. Mooney, a - representative in Georgia, for example, wrote

to his director, Al Barkan, that “in contacting the key people of some of 

and other  locals, also staff members, I find a very strong feeling against both

Talmadge and Thompson.” Noting that Kenneth Douty, Georgia  director,

had endorsed Thompson, Mooney also pointed out the support of the -

executive board and the Second District  for Rabun. “I consider that any at-

tempt to change this course of action now,” he explained, “would only weaken

or possibly destroy any hope for a unified  movement for a very long time.”179

And this prediction did not even take into consideration the shift among ordi-

nary white unionists toward the Talmadge camp. The unity of interest among
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blacks, whites, unionists, workers, and middle-class citizens that the southern

 had hoped to build never really coalesced in any lasting fashion in the early

postwar era.180 This shortcoming weakened organized labor’s voice in the state’s

postwar political councils, as citizens of every political stripe competed to define

what Georgia’s future would be. It also further undermined Operation Dixie’s

chances of success in a state and region notoriously hostile to the notion of in-

dustrial democracy.

Along with the activism of Georgia’s other progressives, union veterans reflected

the disruptive impact of the war on the political, racial, and economic stability

that sustained the one-party South. Their failure to make a lasting difference for

organized labor, however, also exposed what the limits to the political redirec-

tion of the postwar South would be. A progressive reconstruction of the state’s

politics on a foundation of enfranchised white and black unionists would not

happen anytime soon. In part, race remained too central a feature on the south-

ern political landscape for the broad coalition organized labor wanted to build

to succeed.

But race was not the only obstacle that organized labor faced in postwar Geor-

gia. Union veterans not only confronted the hostility of the southern old guard

in their fight to reform their state and region. They also faced a largely success-

ful campaign to define economic growth and “good government”—the other

watchwords of the postwar era—as the politics of change to emerge from the

war. That vision of Georgia’s future also had no place for organized labor or any

notion of progress premised on the empowerment of Georgia’s black and white

workers. White veterans, again, would be the key players in the good govern-

ment campaigns, which proved to be the most successful of the postwar insur-

gencies generated by the war. Yet the vision of industrial or racial democracy

that their progressive comrades-in-arms regarded as the war’s democratic man-

date would pay the price for this fateful accommodation of change and tradi-

tion that became the Second World War’s most lasting political legacy for Geor-

gia and the South.
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  John J. Flynt wasted little time when he returned to his

home in Griffin, Georgia, in 1945 after many months overseas. Having earned a

Bronze Star in the European theater, he resumed his former position as assistant

U.S. district attorney for north Georgia. Within a few short months, Flynt won

the Spalding County seat in the Georgia statehouse. Shortly after this electoral

victory, he appeared as a guest columnist in the Atlanta Constitution, an oppor-

tunity Flynt used to explain what Georgia’s veterans wanted and why people

should listen to them.

Over 60 percent of Georgia’s World War I veterans, Flynt began, never re-

turned to their home state or left it soon after the war’s end because they found

“better places to live, or places that were more in keeping with the progressive

age in which they lived.” Now, he warned,“unless Georgia keeps abreast of other

states, the same thing will happen again.” Those men and women who survived

the war “have returned to Georgia because of all the places we have seen we like

Georgia best.” Veterans like himself—and Flynt meant white veterans—“have

all come back with a determination to make Georgia a better place and to do our

part of that job.” Thus, he announced, “the veterans of this, our Georgia, expect

and demand the enactment of . . . legislation that will make possible the advance-

ment and progress to which we feel that all Georgians are entitled.” This pro-
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gram included improving public health services, since “during our war service

we have seen the results of both healthful and unhealthful living conditions in

all parts of the world.” Moreover, veterans wanted access to twelve years of pub-

lic school education for their children, to improve and expand the Georgia uni-

versity system, and to place vocational and trade schools in all parts of the state.

Georgia’s veterans “gave up our civilian jobs and professions . . . to fight on all

continents and on all oceans,” Flynt explained; now they saw the need for

“sound and progressive legislation” for the betterment of Georgia. Above all, he

emphasized, “we are not radicals, neither are we reactionaries.”1

The vision of progress painted by Flynt derived from a keen determination

that many returning white veterans shared to modernize Georgia’s economy

and government. The experience of the war had served as a mirror, in a sense,

reflecting back all of Georgia’s social, economic, and political ills to white vet-

erans who rarely, if ever, had traveled outside their state, region, or country be-

fore. Traveling throughout the United States and overseas exposed them to lev-

els of development unheard of at home, from modern road systems and public

health services to sophisticated educational facilities. All of this underscored

Georgia’s apparent backwardness. Moreover, the war against Germany and Japan,

and the rhetoric that surrounded it, intimately acquainted veterans with the

cost of an extreme politics of corruption, exclusion, and reactionism. Together,

these influences prompted often uncomfortable revelations about the causes of

Georgia’s obvious economic and political deficiencies.

Indeed, the pattern of Georgia’s postwar political life, characterized by inad-

equate tax revenues, limited public services, civic apathy, political cronyism, and

a reactionary resistance to federal economic intervention, met significant chal-

lenges as mobilizing for war and then reconverting to peace became top prior-

ities throughout the nation. The usual excuses for spending as little as possible

to maintain streets, schools, and sewage systems, to regulate the proliferation of

vice and crime, to build public housing, or to develop plans to recruit industry

fell flat in the wake of the development and spending that came with the war, un-

dermining popular faith in the fitness of incumbents to rule. The structures of

southern political life, particularly a truncated electorate, perpetuated economic

and political conservatism even though the challenges and opportunities of the

postwar era seemed to demand change. Georgia’s returning white veterans quickly

discovered that achieving the prosperity and progress they wanted depended

first on winning a homefront battle against the political incumbency, civic com-

placency, and electoral fraud that had long sustained Bourbon rule.

In response, Georgia’s white veterans, riding a wave of civic insurgency that

fed on the instability in political, economic, and race relations generated by the
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war and its aftermath, organized political reform leagues to challenge the con-

servative political establishment in communities throughout the state. Good gov-

ernment veterans, as they often labeled themselves, organized voter registration

drives, rallied popular support behind moderate candidates, and blasted local

incumbents as impediments to progress. Their agitation generated political shock

waves that reverberated throughout Georgia’s cities, towns, and rural communi-

ties and helped draw a historic number of citizens into local and statewide pol-

itics after the war.2 In 1946 alone, white veterans’ pro-modernization campaigns

nearly defeated Eugene Talmadge’s reactionary bid to recapture the governor-

ship and succeeded in toppling Georgia’s longest-lived urban political machines

in Augusta and Savannah.

As Flynt noted, however, good government veterans were neither radicals nor

reactionaries. This characterization reflected the political middle of the road

that the majority of Georgia’s white veterans believed would lead their state into

a modernized new day. Conservative local regimes were objectionable not be-

cause they routinely denied civic and economic rights to black southerners and

workers. Rather, their habits of electoral fraud, civic intimidation, and political

corruption impeded creating programs of industrial recruitment and economic

development that these veterans believed to be the foundation of real progress.

Thus, good government veterans thought of themselves as “modernizers,” as

offering a new and positive program of progress and growth beneficial to all

Georgians. The reality, however, was quite different. In fact, they remained wed-

ded to the racial traditions and anti-unionism that continued to constrain Geor-

gia’s political options. A diversity of veterans fought for substantive political

change in postwar Georgia. Their shared antipathy to provincial reactionary

conservatives sometimes encouraged cooperation across racial and class lines.

In Savannah, for example, black veterans supported white veterans in the re-

formist Citizens Progressive League in 1946 as a better political option for Afri-

can Americans than the incumbents bolstered by the local machine. When it

came to what the defeat of Georgia’s conservative political establishment would

mean for the postwar future, however, veterans’ agendas for change completely

diverged. Desegregation still seemed largely unimaginable and undesirable to

good government veterans, the politics of race increasingly constrained every-

one’s political options, and ambitions for development and growth seemed to

dictate the defeat of organized labor.

Far from charting a path to racial and economic justice—which would have

meant a comprehensive break with the past for Georgia—good government

veterans melded their call for economic development, honest elections, and effi-

cient administrations with the maintenance of white supremacy and opposition
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to unionization. This program of “conservative modernization” proved remark-

ably successful in postwar Georgia. It resonated with white citizens anxious to

leave the days of the Great Depression behind them, yet who were unwilling to

enter into a new era of truly reformed social, economic, or racial relations. Thus,

good government campaigns succeeded in defeating local incumbents, toppling

some key political machines, and electing veterans to at least one-fifth of the

seats in the Georgia General Assembly in 1946. The contradictory politics of

change they pursued, however, ensured that economic development, racial sta-

bility, and anti-unionism—not racial or industrial democracy—would define

the war’s political legacy for Georgia.

   ’ white soldiers and sailors, service in World War II

was a disconcerting experience, but not simply because of its inherent inhu-

manity and destructiveness. Traveling to new and often exotic places, far and

wide, broadened the horizons of southerners who very often had never before

been outside the region. This exposure to different cultures and worlds prom-

ised to have significant ramifications for the homefront. “You were exposed to

the world . . . and you had different ideas than the parochial world you had lived

before you went into the military,” recalled Griffin Bell, a Georgia war veteran

and later U.S. attorney general. J. H. Bottoms, a U.S. Navy boatswain’s mate,

echoed this sentiment:“I was born and reared in Georgia and never realized what

a place it really was until I got out of it.”3

Discovering what kind of place Georgia “really was” often served to generate

a newly critical perspective. Entering the military while Georgia still struggled

to overcome the burden of the Great Depression, veterans at times were amazed

at the level of development and prosperity that existed in other states and na-

tions. Flynt explained during his 1946 campaign for a seat in the Georgia state

legislature, for example, that in “comparison with some of the places he had seen

. . . there was much to be done back home . . . in health, education, housing, and

roads.”4 George T. Bennett agreed, remarking that after seeing conditions in

“Florida and California, in Maine and Texas,” veterans returning to Gainesville,

Georgia, “will notice as I did just how far Gainesville is behind in this modern

world.” After attending a concert by the Nippon Philharmonic Orchestra, Pri-

vate James Moffett marveled at the cultural sophistication he saw in Tokyo and

wondered why Atlanta paled in comparison: “It’s generally believed in various

sections of the country . . . that the South is backward in every respect,” he noted.

Yet,“less than a year after - day,” the Japanese “have mustered an orchestra ca-

pable of giving a concert comparable to many heard in the United States.” Sadly,
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Atlanta “can’t compare insofar as culture . . . is concerned, with a city that has

been the objective of bombing and foreign occupation.”5

What seemed to impress Georgia’s white servicemen as much as what they

saw during the war, however, was what they heard. Homesick for the cotton

fields and scruffy towns of home, they encountered less sympathy than recrim-

ination and ridicule. Other Americans (and in some cases, foreigners) rarely let

pass an opportunity to belittle Georgia as the epitome of the South’s “benighted”

image. Discovering that one’s home state defined “bad government” and “back-

wardness” in the minds of other Americans was a humbling experience that few

white veterans forgot.

The antics of former governor Eugene Talmadge, who had served several terms

as governor in the 1930s and early 1940s, had long been synonymous with the

reputation for corruption, provincialism, and high-handedness that Georgia

politics had long enjoyed. Few would dispute that Talmadge had provided plenty

of fodder to fuel national ridicule during his terms as agricultural commis-

sioner and as governor. Not every politician, for example, could make political

capital out of provoking an investigation into misuse of funds, but Talmadge

did. As commissioner of agriculture in the 1920s, one of Talmadge’s most infa-

mous feats involved purchasing eighty-two truckloads of Georgia hogs from

local farmers to ship to Chicago, all without any legal appropriation of funds for

that purpose. In the ensuing imbroglio, Talmadge publicly asserted that “if I

stole, it was for the farmer,” an explanation that may have delighted his wool-hat

followers but that left uptown Georgians writhing with embarrassment.6

As governor during the Great Depression, Talmadge reached new heights of

absurdity and reaction. The “wild man from Sugar Creek” pastured a cow on

the statehouse lawn, kept the capital in a state of martial law for months as he

consolidated his control of state agencies, and declared the young men serving

in the Civilian Conservation Corps to be “bums and loafers.” Talmadge also

called out the state national guard in a brutal suppression of Georgia workers in

the great textile strike of 1934. These troops incarcerated thousands of strikers in

barbed wire camps and even beat one worker to death in front of his family. The

following year, Talmadge provoked an impasse with the Georgia General As-

sembly by vetoing old-age pensions, seven constitutional amendments, and hun-

dreds of local measures. State legislators subsequently adjourned in late 1935

without having appropriated money to operate the state government in 1936.

Talmadge then defied state law and political convention (at least to those out-

side Georgia) by having the adjutant general physically remove the state trea-

surer from his office in order to force open the state vault.7

Such capers, and there were plenty of others, drew national attention to Geor-
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gia’s “banana republic” political style. With Talmadge publicly bragging about

having read Mein Kampf seven times just as war broke out in Europe, more and

more observers drew a connection between his style of governing and that dis-

played by totalitarian and militaristic regimes overseas. Newspapers remarked,

for example, that Talmadge “is getting to be worse than Hitler or Mussolini” and

that he was a “paper-mache dictator” who administered “lynch law” in Georgia.

Talmadge’s response was not to deny these charges but to embrace them: “I’m

what you might call a minor dictator. But did you ever see anybody that was

much good who didn’t have a little dictator in him?”8

Georgia’s servicemen and women entered the armed forces with Talmadge’s

reputation already well established. His reckless attack on the University Board

of Regents in 1940 and 1941, however, provided a new source of embarrassment.

Petty political jealousies brought to Talmadge’s attention two professors and ad-

ministrators who were working to improve the education of white and black

students in Georgia. Walter D. Cocking and Marvin D. Pittman, both hired from

outside the state, had reputations as progressive educators, which meant, among

other things, that they advocated improving facilities and training for students

and teachers irrespective of race. Cocking had been hired to rebuild the Univer-

sity of Georgia’s College of Education, and as part of his effort he had accepted

money from the liberal Rosenwald Fund. He then recommended building a new

school to train both rural white and black teachers, without specifying any pro-

visions for segregated attendance. In response to this, and to Pittman’s reputa-

tion for similar “infractions,” Talmadge demanded that the University Board of

Regents refuse to reappoint either professor. When the Board of Regents duti-

fully fired both men, the Southern Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools

revoked its accreditation of ten Georgia colleges and universities for “unprece-

dented and unjustifiable political interference” in the administration of higher

education. “Here in the heart of Dixie,” cried the Saint Louis Times-Dispatch,

“has developed a prize specimen of full-blown American fascism.”9

Many Georgia s in service in 1941 and 1942 cringed at this latest display of

classic Talmadgism. “At least forty of my company are Northerners from New

York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, and New Jersey,” all of whom watched Talmadge’s

feud with the Board of Regents unfold “with great interest,” wrote one soldier at

the Augusta Air Force Base to his friend James Setze in Atlanta. “What could I

say about my home state after such a farce was enacted,” he lamented, adding

“small wonder that Northerners have such views about the South.”10 Filipinos in

Manila put Sergeant Norman Tant of Georgia on the spot by questioning him

about the racial implications of Talmadge’s behavior. “I was ashamed and I
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could give no adequate explanation,” he recalled; to Tant, as well as to many

other soldiers, Talmadge’s “actions stank 10,800 miles from Georgia.”11

Nonsoutherners not only took shots at Georgia’s political practices, they also

pointed out the state’s persistent economic and social shortcomings. Recalling

that no one had “greater regard for Georgia” when he entered the service, Lewis

Adams of Carrollton found himself “shocked and awakened” by “the many un-

favorable but true things” his friends and shipmates knew about his home state.

Adams grew too embarrassed to even claim his place of birth because he “grew

tired of hearing how low Georgia stood in comparison to other states in educa-

tion, how high it stood in illiteracy, physical unfitness, syphilis, murder, etc.”12 A

Georgia soldier stationed in Orlando, Florida, remarked that a soldier away

from home liked nothing better “than being able to brag to his buddies about

conditions at home.” However, “he likes to do it honestly and nothing is so irri-

tating as having to ‘take it’ when somebody launches an attack on his state

which he knows is justified.”13 Confronting this barrage of criticism and wise-

cracks, more than one Georgia soldier came to regard his home state less with

nostalgia than with embarrassment. Military service taught them, often for the

first time, just how different from the rest of the nation Georgia and the South

really were.14

Not surprisingly, many veterans found Talmadge’s reactionary campaign for

governor in 1946 to be an unpleasant reminder of the unflattering attention Geor-

gia had attracted during the war. As a serviceman, Thomas Y. Lovett of Athens

complained, “I had an opportunity to see Georgia from the outside. I had the

humiliation of being constantly reminded that my state was one of the most

backward in the nation, and we Georgians were often called the electors of dic-

tators and demagogues for governors.” A soldier at Quantico, Virginia, similarly

admitted that Georgia’s servicemen and women had taken a lot of “wisecracks”

from “people of other states concerning Georgia and her political leaders of the

past.”15 J. C. Huddleston from LaGrange similarly remarked,“you would be sur-

prised at the things that have been said by people from other states about the

kind of rule the state of Georgia [has had].” In fact,“what they know and say about

Talmadge would fill several volumes of books. Most of them classified him

alongside of Hitler.”“Hitler, Mussolini, and Tojo are gone,” noted E. G. Wilkes of

Atlanta, and soon, he predicted,“Eugene Talmadge is joining them.” No one had

done more “to retard the progress and growth of a state.”“Men from all sections

of the nation during my six-year cruise in the Navy . . . couldn’t understand why

the people of Georgia would elect a man like Talmadge,”Wilkes observed. As far

away as Japan, embarrassed s were “sick and tired,” explained Captain Frank
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Morrison, “of being ragged and ribbed about ‘[the] loud-mouthed, demagogic

and dishonest government we have in Georgia.’”16

For many white veterans, the saving grace appeared to be Talmadge’s defeat

and Ellis Arnall’s victory in the gubernatorial election of 1942. The image of pov-

erty, backwardness, and reactionary, corrupt politics that dogged Georgia’s ser-

vicemen and women in the early years of the war began to recede as the new gov-

ernor demonstrated a more businesslike and democratic administration of state

government. Arnall’s accomplishments included the installation of a new state

constitution, the passage of the first soldier voting law, the lowering of the age

of voter eligibility to eighteen, the abolition of the poll tax, the allocation of in-

creased expenditures for education, the establishment of a teacher retirement

plan, the liquidation of the long-standing state debt without raising taxes, and 

a successful legal battle against the freight-rate differential. Suddenly, the Em-

pire State now seemed the embodiment of modern and urbane government

rather than its antithesis, and Georgia’s servicemen and women appreciated the

difference.17

Bill Boring, a war veteran and Atlanta Constitution reporter, first heard of Ar-

nall in Egypt, where the accolades for the new governor surprised him. Used to

hearing his peers say, “from Georgia, huh? It’s a great state but how does a man

like that Talmadge get elected Governor?,” Boring “got a big lift in Cairo” when

someone spoke well of Arnall, “particularly since all my life I had been accus-

tomed to listening to indignities heaped upon my Governor.”18 Lewis Adams

found that with Governor Arnall “to lead Georgia out of its backwardness,” he

finally could “lift [my] head and proudly say, ‘I’m from Georgia.’” To James M.

Stewart, “the progressive years” under Ellis Arnall made up for Georgia’s previ-

ous “bad crops,” while a “Cracker in Service” decided that Arnall “has really made

a name for Georgia, and brought her forward from the lowest depths of corrupt

government to a democracy admired by 47 states.” Lieutenant P. D. Cunning-

ham, stationed in Walla Walla, Washington, breathed a sigh of relief that Geor-

gia had “finally rid herself of Talmadge” because now “us boys away from home

can stop apologizing for Ol’ Gene’s antics.”19

Talmadge’s capriciousness, the constant criticism and ridicule about Georgia,

and their own observations of the world outside their home state underscored

for many white veterans what Georgia’s political, social, and economic short-

comings really were. What created an actual sense of entitlement to a better fu-

ture, however, was the act of serving in the war. Like other black and white ex-

servicemen, good government veterans found their sense of political and male

identity—their understanding of themselves as male citizens uniquely entitled
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and obligated to participate in political and civic affairs—magnified by serving

in the war.20

Moreover, while survival may have been the driving force for most soldiers

during the war, defending democracy and “good government” against dictator-

ship and “bad government” became the meaning many southern white veterans

drew from their participation once they returned. This “recovered” sense of mis-

sion defined the war as a fight against governments removed from popular in-

fluence and unrestrained by concerns for political honesty and community bet-

terment. The lessons of the recent war, Georgia’s good government veterans came

to believe, demanded vigilance against “bad government” at home.

Not surprisingly, the reemergence of former governors Eugene Talmadge and

Eurith D. Rivers in the gubernatorial race of 1946 especially alarmed veterans

who were by then well acquainted with the poor image both governors’ previ-

ous administrations had foisted upon Georgia.21 “Veterans are interested in

building up and protecting the good name of Georgia,” declared Sergeant Harry

Baxter of Ashburn; “They fully realize how the shameful practices of the Tal-

madge and Rivers administrations blacken the name of Georgia.” James Stewart

warned Georgians “to look out again for these forces that want to destroy our

land” and urged citizens to “join forces as good neighbors to keep Georgia that

‘green pasture’ so we will be proud to live in this famous state.”22

In addition to opposing Talmadge and Rivers, veterans clashed with en-

trenched local county rings and urban machines, which they believed limited a

community’s postwar potential for development and growth. Military service

enhanced veterans’ sense of civic obligation and possibility and weakened the

habits of deference that had helped to sustain these local dynasties, sometimes

for generations. Men once regarded as the political “betters” of local communi-

ties, or at least tolerated as necessary evils, now stood as virtual national ene-

mies. “Evil men made evil government in Germany and Japan,” declared veter-

ans in Gainesville.“It was for this reason alone that ninety-nine Hall county youth

now lie buried in foreign lands . . . with hundreds more grievously wounded and

maimed.” And, they warned, “evil men can make evil government in Georgia. It

has happened before . . . . It must not happen again.”23 Sergeant Harry Baxter

agreed that veterans who “have made sacrifices in the name of democracy to

overthrow dictators and tyrants in Europe and Asia” will not “return to power

in their home state men who have shown beyond a doubt that they have all the

characteristics and instincts of would be dictators.” Henry McLemore, a news-

paper editorialist and Georgia veteran, vowed to vote against Talmadge “for

every boy who died in this war” because his “ ‘enlightened’” program for Geor-
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gia was little more than a recapitulation of Mein Kampf. In fact, McLemore con-

cluded,“there are men under the sands of Okinawa, who . . . were killed fighting

against the things Mr. Talmadge says he stands for.”24 Veterans in Savannah

lauded the local youth who had “answered the call to the colors . . . to ‘stop dic-

tatorship’” abroad, and then they denounced the local political machine for per-

petrating the same thing “in our own backyard.”25 Why bother to defend democ-

racy, freedom, and opportunity abroad, veterans wondered, if citizens tolerated

undemocratic and corrupt regimes at home?

Although many white veterans came to interpret the war as a “democratic

mission,” they also articulated a more pragmatic and self-interested understand-

ing. Fighting to defeat dictatorships abroad translated for many of Georgia’s

veterans, black or white, into a battle to ensure a better way of life, not just for

those victimized by the Germans and Japanese, but for themselves as well. Par-

ticipation in the war should and would, one way or another, bring about a bet-

ter standard of living after the war.“Just what opportunities will [veterans] have

when they return?” brooded Private Lake Upchurch of Carrollton, Georgia.

“Will they get what they are fighting for?” Veterans have returned to home and

families “to try to fulfill the way of life which they dreamed of and planned for

during the war years,” stated James W. Green of Atlanta, and they “want to be as-

sured of a way of life which will warrant their having fought the most costly war

in history.” Thus, reminded Green, “let us not forget the purpose behind these

four years of sacrifice and death.”26 C. W. Carver of College Park, an Atlanta sub-

urb, spent 3½ years in the Pacific theater “fighting for a better place to live,”

while H. P. Dasher and his “buddies” passed the war “in their foxholes, dodging

bullets, [and] dreaming of home and what they could come back to.”27

Unfortunately, dreams of postwar abundance, immediate employment, and

comfortable, affordable housing quickly fizzled amid the reconversion problems

of the first postwar years. The war had boosted Georgia’s economic growth signif-

icantly but not enough to guarantee a better standard of living to everyone right

away. Whereas black veterans also confronted racial discrimination and injus-

tice when they returned, white veterans were most discouraged by the myriad eco-

nomic dilemmas and difficulties that still plagued many Georgia communities.28

New and higher paying industries followed the southward flow of govern-

ment capital and military contracts during the war, but the Georgia economy

remained fundamentally low wage and labor intensive in 1946. Even as late as

1960, a large majority of working men and women labored for incomes that fell

at or below the national poverty level of $3,000 per year, despite the growth of

the white- and skilled blue-collar sectors.29 In addition, the opportunities the

war did produce helped to accelerate what the boll weevil and the Great Depres-
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sion had already begun, namely, the demise of sharecropping-tenancy agricul-

ture. The lure of war jobs rapidly depopulated Georgia’s rural counties and

hamlets and overpopulated the state’s larger towns and cities, a trend that con-

tinued after the war.30 Thus, between 1940 and 1950, ninety-six Georgia counties

registered significant population losses, some as large as a 20 to 35 percent de-

cline.31 As the rural South lost population, cities and towns grew seriously over-

crowded, straining limited urban services and underdeveloped infrastructures

and testing the ability of parochial leaders to respond. From a lack of suitable work

to inflated prices for substandard housing, postwar life in Georgia seemed a dis-

appointment, at least initially, after years spent anticipating the return home.32

The complaints white veterans posted in Georgia’s newspapers revealed a smol-

dering frustration with these conditions, particularly regarding employment

and housing.“We expected to find things a little tough,” remarked “Ex-Sarge” in

Atlanta, “but little did we dream how things could have gotten in such a rotten

state of affairs.”33 Highlighting the fact that her husband had served in the army

for five years, including almost two years overseas, Mrs. W. R. Lewis expressed

her “thorough disgust” at the treatment meted out to returning veterans. Laid

off only two months after his military discharge, Lewis’s husband searched fruit-

lessly for comparable work.“At 36 he’s told he’s too old to work,” Mrs. Lewis com-

plained, though, she pointedly noted,“he wasn’t too old for the Army.”Even firms

participating in the  Bill’s on-the-job training program preferred veterans with

relevant experience. “Human memory is short-lived,” Mrs. Lewis bitterly con-

cluded. World War II veterans were “being given the ‘run-around’ just as veter-

ans were after the last war.”34 Other veterans blamed the labor disputes that brought

important sectors of the economy to a standstill shortly after - Day. “s re-

turning to ‘civilization’ are having difficulty in finding ‘on-the-job’ training in

this strike-ridden land,” proclaimed a “$20 ” to the Atlanta Journal. Veterans

in Valdosta went so far as to petition the federal government to open plants shut

down by strikes to veteran employment,“if the strikers refuse to resume work.”35

While not all of Georgia’s white veterans experienced the same problems with

employment, virtually all struggled to find affordable, decent housing. Over-

crowding, the repeal of federal price controls, inflation, and profiteering land-

lords prompted some of the bitterest complaints from white veterans who were

finding it difficult to locate homes and apartments to buy or rent. War veteran

W. F. Powers of Newnan, Georgia, for example, told the story of an ex- in At-

lanta who was evicted when his wife became pregnant. “My friend has worried

himself sick looking for an apartment,” Powers lamented.36 “JBC” of Atlanta was

lucky enough to obtain a  Bill housing loan, but he ended up with a substandard

dwelling that afforded more problems than comfort. Despite its cracked ceil-
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ings, lumpy floors, leaks, and missing gutters, he paid $4,290 for the house an

Atlanta engineer claimed “could not have cost $2,000 to build.” Thus,“JBC” bit-

terly concluded, “look what they have sold . . . to a  who stopped 23 pieces of

shrapnel and three bullets.”37 A local landlady’s refusal to sell a house under the

 Bill loan program because, she claimed,“we cannot sell our houses that cheap

because we want to make money,” outraged Jewell Richardson. Having spent

over three years “dodging brass, kitchen police and fatigue details,” and two

years overseas “dodging everything from small-arms fire to the terrible German

V-1 and V-2,” Richardson now felt “absolutely sure there is no hope for . . . the

lonely, weather-beaten, houseless veteran.”38

The job and housing situation seemed so dire, in part, because of the infla-

tion that followed the repeal of wartime price controls. Theodore S. Courtney,

an ex-Marine from Sunnyside, for example, wondered why the state and federal

government allowed “large manufacturers of the essentials of life . . . to quibble

[and] hoard back material things” in order to get a higher price, while “the ma-

rine, sailor or soldier that was lucky enough to get back is unable to get the bare

necessities.” After all, he concluded, “if the government can force a man to give

up his life for fifty dollars a month, why can’t they do something about prices

and hoarding?” J. H. Bottoms lamented, “Unless you’re in politics [in Georgia]

you haven’t got a chance. Why doesn’t this state get on the ball?”39 For many of

Georgia’s white veterans, housing shortages, inflated prices, and menial jobs called

into question the whole purpose behind the war.Why had the oft-heralded growth

touched off by the war, they wondered, fallen so short of their dreams of post-

war abundance and prosperity?

Postwar conditions brought home in very personal terms the cost of main-

taining a long tradition of civic apathy and political exclusion. Complacency,

these veterans believed, had left Georgia’s communities to languish as opportu-

nities to capitalize on the growth touched off by the war passed by. Meanwhile,

local administrations, machines, and factions throughout the state routinely

stuffed ballot boxes and defrauded even white voters at the expense of democ-

racy and clean government. Disgusted veterans concluded that the reactionary

parochialism of most county seat and statehouse cliques rendered these incum-

bents ill-suited to govern in the modern and prosperous future veterans envi-

sioned. White veterans throughout the state subsequently invaded the postwar

political arena, fighting for a vision of “good government,” honest elections, and

economic opportunity nurtured in the war. Out-of-touch incumbents, moss-

back factions, self-appointed courthouse rings, and corrupt urban machines ul-

timately paid the price.40

Veterans formed local political associations throughout the state to articulate
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their agenda and to offer slates of veteran candidates in Georgia’s first postwar

Democratic primaries. In virtually every county, veteran-led “good government

leagues” rallied popular support. The gubernatorial race of 1946 attracted scores

of white veterans to the candidacy of James V. Carmichael, who ran a moderate

business progressive campaign against both Eugene Talmadge and Eurith D.

Rivers. Veterans organized Carmichael-for-Governor Clubs in numerous coun-

ties and towns (as well as in Tokyo, Japan), appeared with Carmichael regularly

on the stump, and made numerous speeches on his behalf at rallies and over the

radio.41

In almost every Georgia community, moreover, white veterans targeted local

incumbents and state legislative delegations for defeat. In Augusta a group of

veterans organized the Veterans Political Reform League, which led the Inde-

pendent League for Good Government against the long-standing Cracker Party

headed by Roy V. Harris. In Savannah veterans formed the Citizens Progressive

League. This group concentrated on the state legislative delegation fronted by

the local political machine headed by John Bouhan, the Chatham County attor-

ney and Democratic Party boss.42 Similar organizations and campaigns emerged

in communities throughout the state, including Gainesville, Americus, Ross-

ville, Valdosta, and Waycross.

Like their progressive white and black counterparts in the Georgia Veterans

League, the American Veterans Committee, or the -, good government

veterans recognized that breaking the hold of the past on the present first meant

overcoming electoral tradition. The poll tax, black disfranchisement, and cor-

rupt politics had for years combined to create a seriously diminished electorate

in Georgia and enabled the old guard to maintain its hold on politics and power.43

Years of low voter turnout, however, had also encouraged local machines and

rings to maintain small political organizations, accustomed to dealing with only

a handful of voters. Defeating Georgia’s incumbents, good government veterans

concluded, could be accomplished by increasing the number of registered vot-

ers to a level beyond what these organizations could control. That required cap-

italizing on the electoral changes induced by the war, including the demise of

the white primary, the end of the state poll tax, and the lowering of voter age el-

igibility to eighteen years. With more black and white citizens than ever before

eligible to vote in 1946, the time to strike seemed to be at hand.

Few good government veterans publicly endorsed the notion of black politi-

cal equality or industrial democracy, but most recognized that expanded black

and worker voter rolls could be useful. Political expediency dictated developing

a loose cooperation with progressive campaigns to register and mobilize black

citizens and workers. Thus, voter registration drives were the first shot fired by
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a multitude of veterans in a homefront battle to enact very different notions of

what progress for postwar Georgia ultimately should mean.

Successful registration campaigns fed on the grievances of a relatively diverse

group of disgruntled citizens. For example, businessmen and professionals in

the Junior Chambers of Commerce, many of them returned veterans, often re-

sented the political preferment and corruption that benefited some white citi-

zens at the expense of others, something they believed damaged a community’s

reputation and hindered the growth of their own businesses. The League of

Women Voters opposed electoral fraud and manipulation in principle, and black

organizations as well as unions hoped to develop new political influence by help-

ing oust regimes that had done very little for the majority of citizens, black or

white, over the years.44 Such broad-based support helped turn what could have

been isolated and futile efforts into remarkably successful campaigns that regis-

tered an unprecedented number of new voters in 1946 across the state.

In the gubernatorial race, for example, the League of Women Voters, Junior

Chambers of Commerce, African American organizations, and the Georgia 

joined white pro-Carmichael veterans to encourage registration and voting. Three

war veterans headed the Atlanta Jaycee’s registration drive, and student veterans

in the Student Voters League, the Student League for Good Government, and

other groups worked to register high school and college students. The resulting

surge of new voters made for an unpredictable election, and political campaign-

ers across Georgia scrambled to lay claim to the flood of new registrants.45

Probably the most well organized and diverse voter drives occurred in Au-

gusta and Savannah, where a tremendous boost in registration helped to over-

turn the Cracker Party and the Bouhan machine, respectively, in the spring and

summer of 1946. In Augusta, where a “hard core of the dead and departed” reg-

ularly made it to the polls to vote for the Crackers, citizens affiliated with or sym-

pathetic to the veterans’ reformist Independent League for Good Government

mounted energetic registration campaigns. John Bell Towill, an Independent

candidate and war veteran, led a Rotary Club committee in cooperating with a

Jaycee effort to register 20,000 voters. Local businessmen joined in, allowing

employees to take off entire days in order to register; moreover, the League of

Women Voters, the Augusta Women’s Club, Typographical Union Local #41, and

the rabbi of the Adas Yeshuron Synagogue all promised their support and coop-

eration. “If it’s worth fighting for,” declared the associated Veterans Political Re-

form League, “it’s worth voting for.”46

Having ruled virtually unchallenged for years, the Cracker Party provoked

opposition in the war years and after with its high-handed treatment of local cit-

izens, arbitrary tax hikes, and inflated city budget and by flaunting electoral laws
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and regulations, all the while exhibiting an untrammeled enthusiasm for nepo-

tism and expropriating city funds. The road to revolt in 1946, however, actually

began with an incident four years earlier, when city officials arrested a local

printer for yelling “to hell with the Cracker party!” at a local football game. Pop-

ular outrage at such “Nazi tactics” generated the formation of the anti-Cracker

Augusta Citizens Union (). Although it failed in its attempt to oust the party

in a local election the following year, the  nonetheless continued its cam-

paign against Augusta’s political machine by funding investigations into the elec-

toral process and the operation of city and county government and by provid-

ing a base of information and support for veterans’ antimachine efforts after the

war.47

The precipitating events that spurred veterans and citizens to form the anti-

Cracker Independent League for Good Government (Independents) in 1946, and

to enter veteran candidates in the upcoming state and local election, grew from

recent decisions passed by the Cracker-dominated city council. The council raised

the city tax rate in March 1946 to “a record high,” passed a budget that exceeded

all earlier proposals, and accepted a state legislative directive allowing a 60 per-

cent increase in the salary of John Kennedy, the safety commissioner and local

Cracker political boss. All of this, according to A. M. Lehmann, an opposition

leader and councilman from the Seventh Ward, seemed particularly suspicious,

given that the city budget had dramatically increased each year since 1940 with-

out any obvious or significant outlays for paving or other public services. Mean-

while, property owners faced a tax hike in order to pay for street improvements.48

At the same time, even white veterans in Augusta struggled with unemploy-

ment, housing shortages, and an endless run-around when seeking information

on or assistance with obtaining veteran benefits. This bureaucratic inefficiency

persisted even though the city administration had received and used state funds

to build a one-stop center for veteran services. None of this inspired confidence

among Augusta’s white veterans or citizens in the Cracker Party’s fitness to rule.

Nor did the circumstances indicate the kind of modern, business-oriented, and

fiscally responsible administration of city and county affairs most believed cru-

cial in order for a postwar community to attract industry. As a result, returning

white veterans such as John Bell Towill, Henry P. Eve, David Franklin, and James

P. Walker formed the anti-Cracker Independent League for Good Government

to challenge Augusta’s incumbent machine in 1946.49

In Savannah the political machine headed by John Bouhan, Chatham County

attorney, matched the unsavory political habits of the Crackers both in spirit and

enthusiasm, spurring the formation of the Citizens Progressive League in 1946.

The  charged the incumbent city administration with failing to capitalize on
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Savannah’s advantageous coastal location and local resources to bring in new

jobs to Chatham County. Furthermore, veterans charged, the Bouhan machine

corrupted the political process and the administration of local government by

manipulating elections and by colluding with the vice underworld through a

local gaming racket. Meanwhile, the county school and recreational systems had

fallen into abject disrepair. Savannah’s government was “politically sick,” charged

 veteran John J. Sullivan, and citizens needed to “use your vote as a surgeon

would use his scalpel to correct this illness.”50

In 1946 several organizations kicked off registration campaigns aimed at end-

ing the Bouhan organization’s domination of local civic affairs. The Veterans

Council Administration, a white veteran organization formed in 1944, met a

Jaycee voter drive with their own intensive registration effort. Utilizing the slo-

gan “Buddy, are you registered?” the Veterans Council Administration elicited

veteran support by asking, “after having served your country in time of war, are

you going to sit idly by and let everyone else run it but you?” The Savannah

Trades and Labor Assembly joined in with its own “get-ready-to-vote-drive,”

alongside the enthusiastic registration campaign launched by the black World

War II–Veterans Association.51

Through these strategic alliances, and despite the opposing efforts of both the

Cracker Party and the Bouhan machine, veterans managed to push registration

and voting in Augusta and Savannah and throughout the state to record levels

during the Democratic primaries of 1946.52 Augusta’s citizens broke all previous

records for registration in a single day when over seven hundred prospective

voters turned up on April 3 at the county courthouse to register. Two weeks

later,“old-timers” observing the large crowds turning out for political rallies re-

marked that Augusta had not experienced such “political hustings” in twenty

years.53 Long lines of citizens crowded the streets around the courthouse in Sa-

vannah in early May, with an average of three hundred blacks and three hun-

dred whites registering on a typical day. Registration turnout consistently ex-

ceeded records set during the war, with around nine times as many African

Americans and two times as many whites added to the rolls. In fact, on July 8 

the Savannah Evening Press reported that voter registration had “smashed to

smithereens all existing records,” peaking at almost 60,000 registrants.54 State-

wide, voter registration in the gubernatorial primary of 1946 topped over one

million citizens by the eve of the July 17 election, including over 150,000 African

Americans.55

Registration alone, however, did not guarantee that these new voters would

cast the “right” kind of vote. As opponents hustled to develop a response to what

must have seemed to be a baffling wave of civic interest, pro-modernization vet-
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erans turned the moral force of their wartime participation and the emotional

appeal of wartime rhetoric to their political advantage. In advertisements, broad-

sides, radio broadcasts, and public rallies across the state, white veterans linked

their struggle against “bad government” at home with the recent fight against

fascism overseas.

Much like their black counterparts, but for very different reasons, white vet-

erans made a strong appeal to democratic patriotism. They aimed to overcome

an historical reluctance to challenge the Democratic establishment or to jeop-

ardize the solidarity of the white vote. By connecting their campaigns at home

with the “Good War” in which most Americans took great pride, they tapped

into the patriotic fervor of victory. Such rhetoric served to legitimate what actu-

ally constituted an unusual revolt against the established leadership of the Dem-

ocratic Party in Georgia. If experience in administering state and local govern-

ment and in controlling elections gave incumbents a political edge, veterans

gambled that familiarity with “bad government” overseas gave them a moral ad-

vantage. By condemning their opponents as fascist-like dictators, white veterans

assumed the lead in the rhetorical battle for “democracy” at home.

Good government veterans took pains to portray their opponents as home-

grown variants of Axis despotism.“When Gene was governor, you wouldn’t have

known Georgia from Germany,” declared veterans in the Student League for

Good Government. Citing Talmadge’s notorious incarceration of striking work-

ers in “concentration camps” during the textile strike of 1934, as well as his

propensity to resort to “bayonet rule” during his gubernatorial administrations,

these veterans concluded that “no wonder this devotee of dictatorship bragged

that he had read ‘Mein Kampf ’ seven times,” particularly as “Hitler and Nazism

fascinated him.” “Are these the workings of democracy?” asked Hoke Smith, a

former navy lieutenant commander; “They are the worthy of Hitler, Mussolini,

or Tojo; but they are not worthy of Georgia’s governor.”56 Veterans employed the

same rhetorical tactics in local insurgencies throughout the state. After observ-

ing “first hand” in Germany, Italy, and Japan “just what a one-man rule such as

has threatened our city and county for years can lead to,” the Veterans Political

Reform League in Augusta trumpeted its determination to rip “out by the roots”

the “cancerous virus” that the Cracker Party represented. After all, the veterans

proclaimed, “we fought and many of us died to end dictatorship in the world

and those of us who came back alive will be traitors to those who died if we per-

mit the same thing to happen here that happened under Hitler, Mussolini, and

Tojo.”57

Despite these bouts of hyperbole, few white veterans actually expected to see

the type of despotism that developed overseas establish itself in Georgia. What
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these white veterans really feared were undemocratic administrations removed

from popular influence, but not because such regimes denied the rights of citi-

zenship to black Georgians. Political chicanery and civic complacency hurt the

state’s national image and impaired the ability of local communities to attract

new investment and industry. That was what good government veterans thought

was most important. The reluctance of incumbent conservatives to develop ag-

gressive programs of community betterment, along with their willingness to

blatantly defraud even white citizens of their political rights, offended white vet-

erans’ finely honed sense of civic propriety and entitlement. Fighting to defend

the American way of life abroad, good government veterans surmised, gave

them a right to challenge these political practices at home.

These veterans fervently believed that the venality of mossbacked politicians

accounted for a community’s failure to thrive. Deteriorating streets, schools, and

recreational facilities, financial scandals, and rule by personal favor and decree

created an image of backwardness and provincialism that allegedly spooked in-

dustrial investors who preferred more “forward-looking” and business-oriented

communities. The Carmichael campaign, for example, harped on the financial

scandals, corruption, and political wheeling and dealing that characterized both

of the administrations of former governors Talmadge and Rivers. After all, as

Carmichael explained to voters throughout the state, unless the people elected a

governor who could “assure business and industry that shake-down politicians

and for-sale officeholders will not choke commerce in this state,” the chance to

create jobs and prosperity for all would be lost. Indeed, declared veteran Hoke

Smith, “the people of Georgia are at a crossroads in the state’s history,” and re-

electing Talmadge as governor would set Georgia back twenty years. Thus, pleaded

war veteran George Doss Jr., president of the pro-Carmichael Student League

for Good Government, “turn down the professional politicians who seek to

drag us backward. Let’s go forward with Carmichael.”58

Veterans in the Independent League for Good Government in Augusta be-

lieved that their community had “failed to progress as it should” due to a po-

litical machine “more interested in perpetuating itself in office [than] in ad-

vancing the general welfare of the community.” Potholed streets, a mismanaged

University Hospital, substandard schools, neglected airfield facilities, and in-

equitable tax assessments—all the product of one-man rule, veterans believed

—discouraged industry from locating in Augusta. At one rally, Scott Nixon, an

Independent candidate and naval veteran, cited two instances in which large

businesses allegedly had bypassed the city “on account of the Cracker party.”

Thus, trumpeted the Independents shortly before the election,“Are You the Cit-

izen Who Wonders Why Augusta does not progress and why new industry has
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dodged politically dominated Augusta for the last twenty years and chosen to

locate in our sister cities?”59

White veterans in Savannah also blamed the local political machine for the

city’s apparent lack of economic progress. “The Administration which has been

in power for the last twenty-five years is not abreast of the needs of today,” de-

clared the ; “it has long since outlived its usefulness.” While other southern

cities comparable to Savannah in size twenty-five years ago, “and with far less

natural resources and advantages, have forged ahead . . . in population, indus-

trial expansion, public improvements and modern facilities,”Savannah had lagged

behind. Thus, veterans concluded,“misrule” had “severely retarded the progress

of our city and county,” contributing to inadequate recreational facilities, juve-

nile delinquency, deplorable school conditions, dirty, pockmarked streets, and

limited opportunities for returned servicemen.  members chided the Bouhan-

supported administration for “exchanging bouquets on industrial progress,”

while at the same time “for every plant Savannah had secured, cities less favor-

ably located had secured three plants.”60

Georgia’s black and progressive white veterans pursued a politics of change in

which racial and industrial democracy held the key to a prosperous and just fu-

ture for all. In contrast, pro-modernization veterans expressed an unwavering

faith that governmental efficiency and economic development would cure all of

Georgia’s political and economic ills. The Keynesian philosophy of the late New

Deal, combined with the economic stimulus of war mobilization, had done much

to move national policy toward an “accommodation” with capitalism that, ac-

cording to one scholar, “established a new political religion devoted to the god

of economic growth.”61 The priorities that good government veterans in Geor-

gia outlined reflected this shift.“Progress” to these veterans meant modernizing

the economy, making the administration of government more efficient and fis-

cally responsible, cleaning up ramshackle towns and overcrowded cities, and re-

pairing and expanding old infrastructure. All of this seemingly promised to at-

tract new industries, boost agriculture, and elevate per capita incomes, thereby

resolving the state’s social, economic, and political troubles. Racial and indus-

trial democracy simply were not part of the equation.

The B-29ers-For-Carmichael-Club, for example, which included former em-

ployees of the Bell bomber plant in Marietta as well as returned veterans, spelled

out a platform that James Carmichael and his veteran supporters articulated

throughout the state. Their candidate pledged to keep Georgia out of debt, to

never increase taxes unless with voter approval and for education, to improve

veteran services as well as general health and pension programs, and to accom-

plish all this “within the Georgia income.” Home rule promised communities

                   : 131



control over local matters, while improved rural roads and agricultural markets

extended a helping hand to the state’s farmers. Governed by the maxim that “the

very foundation of good government is economy,” Carmichael promised to run

the state “like you run your business” because good government was crucial to

“create an atmosphere that will attract industry.”62

The Independents in Augusta and the  in Savannah followed suit, pledg-

ing to improve education, roads, recreational facilities, and teacher pay through

free, independent, and democratic government “of the people” sustained by

honest elections and modern voting machines. They also planned to clean up

Police Recorder Courts, usually bastions of corruption, indignity, and political

patronage, and to institute civil service and merit systems for city and county

employment. The Independents promised that “better government” would

make “Richmond county . . . more attractive to new industries,” while the 

held that a well-developed harbor, slum clearance, and the recruitment of large

and small industries would remake Savannah’s image. “We believe that the ad-

ministration of public affairs creates an atmosphere in which a community may

flourish or stagnate,” explained John C. Wylly, chairman of the , because “it

sets the stage for progress or reaction.”In fact,“we believe that the misrule to which

our people have been subjected has severely retarded the progress of our city

and county.”63

The call for new administrations committed to economic modernization and

clean government apparently resonated with many citizens throughout the state.

For middle-class whites, these campaigns provided an explanation for why their

communities lagged behind and a solution for moving forward that avoided

upsetting social and racial convention. For black southerners, good government

campaigns that were willing to court black voters, to endorse black registration,

and to eschew an extreme politics of racial division, if not actual reform, were

preferable to the often reactionary candidates who were usually the only alter-

natives. To unionists, whose primary aim was to defeat incumbents with proven

antilabor records, good government campaigns promised to elect new candi-

dates, whose stances on organized labor might still be molded to the unions’

advantage.

Thus, good government insurgencies attracted a diversity of support, which

turned out record-breaking numbers of voters in the state’s first postwar pri-

maries. On July 17, around 700,000 voters went to the polls in Georgia, roughly

a third of the potential black and white electorate. The Independents in Augusta

and the  in Savannah swept state and county offices, broke the back of both

the Cracker and Bouhan political machines, and immediately began implement-

ing their programs for change. In the gubernatorial race, however, James V. Car-
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michael won a popular majority of 307,126 votes but lost to Talmadge because

of the county unit system. Eurith D. Rivers siphoned off 18 county unit votes,

and Carmichael’s 128 units could not overcome the 236 units Talmadge won in

Georgia’s rural-agricultural counties. The curious results of this election, ac-

cording to one scholar, proved that “the forces of reaction could not attract a

majority of voters even within Georgia’s truncated electorate, while the forces of

‘progress’ could not achieve a county unit majority.”64 Local elections, however,

did not occur under the county unit system, and in communities throughout the

state even white citizens directly experienced machine rule and the economic

stagnation it allegedly perpetuated. Here, pro-modernization crusades after the

war did often defeat conservative incumbent regimes.

The success veterans’ good government insurgencies enjoyed demonstrated,

once again, the war’s disruptive impact on the stability of political relations

throughout the state. In Savannah, Augusta, and dozens of other communities,

Georgia’s political establishment faced an unusual mobilization of disaffection

led by veterans convinced of the need for new leadership in a new age. This co-

alescing of disgruntled Georgians into a nascent constituency for moderniza-

tion reflected the shifting foundations of the postwar political South, as the 

demands of a newly engaged citizenry with a perspective broadened by the ex-

perience of going to war challenged the certainties of the past. As such, good

government veterans represented an opening shot in a much longer campaign

to modernize Georgia’s political economy in the wake of the war.65 Their ac-

tivism reflected a growing realization among many white southerners that pros-

perity lay within the country’s economic mainstream, not counter to it. These

veterans were the immediate precursors to the neo-Whig southern politicians of

the 1950s and later, as one scholar has described them, who found that political

success increasingly demanded advocating active programs of industrial re-

cruitment and soliciting federal military spending and research contracts.66

In 1946, however, the issue of race could not remain separate from the quest

for modernization. Veterans who challenged the right of conservative rings, ma-

chines, and factions to maintain an exclusive political hegemony in Georgia con-

fronted a race-baiting response designed to invoke the loyalty of white citizens

by arousing their racial fears. From Talmadge in the gubernatorial race to Roy V.

Harris and the Crackers in Augusta to opponents of the  in Savannah, race

became the rhetorical ploy old guard defenders enlisted to offset the moral ad-

vantage that good government veterans enjoyed in challenging the incumbents’

right to rule. Veterans’ response to these tactics revealed a basically conservative

foundation to their vision of progress, a fact that further underscores the con-

tradictory nature of the war’s political impact.
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Georgia’s crusading white veterans found themselves in a difficult position

when their opponents injected the issue of race into state and local campaigns.

As proponents of law and order, industrial progress, and democracy, they felt

compelled to pledge to obey federal law on the question of black voting. This

promise often earned good government campaigns important black support,

but it also rendered them vulnerable. Candidates such as Eugene Talmadge and

Roy V. Harris seized the opportunity to attack pro-modernization veterans as

the first step on the road to racial Armageddon.67 This pressure encouraged good

government veterans to adopt a Janus-faced approach to reform. They rejected

the practices and customs that allegedly impeded economic and governmental

modernization but also affirmed an allegiance to those southern traditions that

promised racial stability.

Veterans chose this approach for a number of reasons. First, they somehow

had to deflect their opponents’ racial attacks without losing the support of white

voters. Second, they could not imagine any peaceful transition to racial change

in the midst of the racial tensions that permeated the postwar period. Real racial

reform promised to create a level of chaos and instability that modernizers 

believed would scare away new industry and investment. Finally, few, if any,

good government veterans construed black equality as a desirable or worthy

goal as they continued to labor under the weight of their own traditional racial

prejudices.

James V. Carmichael’s struggle to respond to Talmadge’s race-baiting attack

suggests how difficult this balancing act could be. Carmichael pledged to obey a

federal court decision allowing blacks to vote in Georgia’s Democratic primary

in 1946, prompting Talmadge to smear his opponent as an integrationist and to

market himself as the last and best defense of white supremacy.68 The Carmichael

campaign tried to combat this strategy by combining an assault on the resur-

gent Ku Klux Klan and the kind of racial extremism that Talmadge represented

with a strong defense of Georgia’s county unit system, meant to affirm Carmi-

chael’s white credentials in the public eye.69

Thus, pro-Carmichael veterans took to the stump to proclaim both their can-

didate’s southern loyalties and the durability of Jim Crow, despite their profes-

sions of faith in majority rule and democracy. Lon Sullivan, a veteran of both

World War I and II, dismissed the importance of the race issue by reminding

Georgians that “no negroes go to white schools in Georgia, and they never will.”

“We have no Negro sheriffs, policemen, or congressmen,” he added, “and we

never will.” Veteran George Doss Jr. and the Student League for Good Govern-

ment agreed. Talmadge had been predicting for twenty years that blacks would

“take over” Georgia, Doss argued, yet that had not happened. Still, rather than
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offer a positive program, Talmadge “screams ‘Nigger, Nigger, Nigger’” to cloak

the real issue: good government versus his own past record as governor. In fact,

Doss explained,“we all know that letting the Negro vote in our primary will not

bring the results that [Talmadge] claims.”“You know Georgians well enough to

know that whites and Negroes are never going to mix in schools, restaurants,

picture shows or other public places and institutions,” Doss assured white vot-

ers, and “in every county in Georgia there are far more whites than Negroes reg-

istered.” Thus, “there is no county where the Negro can possibly gain control.”70

The Independents in Augusta also found themselves on the defensive when

confronted with Cracker leader Roy V. Harris’s racial tirade shortly before the

local spring election. The Crackers assured Augustans that a vote for the Inde-

pendents meant a vote for integration, intermarriage, and interracial warfare,

consequently defining veterans’ agenda for change in the political arena as a

challenge to the racial sanctity of the domestic sphere. “The principal issue in

this race,” Cracker incumbent Roy V. Harris insisted, was whether “you [will]

turn your county and state over to . . . Ellis Arnall and the Negroes’” While Ar-

nall (whom the Crackers regularly linked to the Independents and any cam-

paign for change in Georgia) wanted to end the white primary, Harris claimed,

the Crackers promised to “continue” the fight to preserve it.71

The Independents responded by noting that “some of the Crackers are put-

ting out the bunk that if you elect the independent candidates, the Negroes will

go to school with the white children, will go to the same shows, will sit in the

same seats on the buses.” However, wrote “WW Veteran” to the Augusta Herald,

this claim was “absolute bunk.” Affording black citizens the right to vote, this

veteran explained,“does not mean that we will give them the right to attend our

schools, our churches, etc.”72 Although they pledged to treat Augusta’s black cit-

izens with fairness, the Independents expressed a peculiar definition of what

this meant, taking great pains to point out that “we Independent candidates

bow to no one in their love for and loyalty to the traditions of the South.” In fact,

“we are opposed to the , as is every man and woman in Richmond county,”

and “we are southerners through and through.” The Independents stood for

“honesty, decency, and clean government,” they assured white citizens, not “min-

gling and mixing of the races.”73

The contention that the only real issue in 1946 was the perpetuation of bad

government versus establishing good government and progress, however,

proved to be wishful thinking. Carmichael lost the gubernatorial race in part

because of the fraud the Talmadge faction practiced, but also because not enough

rural white Georgians were willing to abandon Talmadge’s race-baiting cam-

paign. Soon after the election, Carmichael admitted that “selling out” on the
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county unit system had been a mistake.74 More than one citizen who partici-

pated in or supported his campaign apparently agreed. A white veteran who

headed an Atlanta political consulting firm that handled Carmichael’s cam-

paign, for example, blamed the candidate for allowing Talmadge’s race-baiting

to “rattle him.” Rather than stick to the “propaganda line laid down” by his con-

sultants, Carmichael talked “about his grandfather’s having fought in the Civil

War.” This response put the campaign on the defensive. Thus, as a political ob-

server confided in another interview, “Mr. Carmichael was guilty of grave bad

judgement in conducting the kind of campaign which he did.”75

John J. Flynt accurately described most of Georgia’s white veterans as neither

“radicals” nor “reactionaries.” Like many white southerners, they regarded eco-

nomic and electoral reform, not integration and black civil rights, as the only

answer to Georgia’s most pressing problems—underdevelopment, poverty, and

corrupt governance. Yet some good government veterans also saw the wisdom

in opening Georgia’s primary elections to African American voters, at least in

1946. In order to break the grip of local machines and courthouse rings, good

government veterans also needed as many votes as they could get. It proved ex-

pedient to pledge to obey federal policies mandating black participation in the

Democratic primaries of 1946. A few other veterans even endorsed the notion of

black voting in principle. As participants in the war, and as American citizens,

more than one white veteran surmised that black Georgians had a valid claim to

political rights, if not social equality. “The colored people of this state have just

as much right to vote as do the white people,” stated Arthur W. Melton, while

stationed with the navy at Augusta: “I did not decide this . . . . [T]he highest

court in the land decided the issue.”76

In fact, white veterans in the  in Savannah demonstrated a relatively mod-

erate attitude toward the city’s black political community. As W. W. Law, a war

veteran and black political activist recalled, the  not only refused to race-bait

during the campaign, it also met with black leadership, publicly promised to

rule in the interests of all citizens, and opposed the reinstatement of the white

primary. In addition, once elected, the ’s candidates promised and delivered

concrete benefits for Savannah’s African American communities and neighbor-

hoods in exchange for their support.77

With its long tradition of black political organization and activism, however,

Savannah proved to be more of an exception than the rule.78 Few good govern-

ment veterans were of the same ilk as the reactionaries in the  and the Co-

lumbians. The premium they put on growth and development as the sum of prog-

ress, however, had a significant blind spot on race that could not be ignored. By

and large, these veterans still thought of black equality as inconceivable, and
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some even applauded black powerlessness. As white veterans reiterated again

and again, segregation stood as an immutable southern tradition that both blacks

and whites, allegedly, preferred to maintain.“We don’t want to go to school with

Negroes, and they don’t want to go to school with us,” proclaimed white veteran

George Doss Jr.: “it will never happen regardless of who is governor.”79 The In-

dependents, so determined to end the “tyranny”of the Crackers in Augusta, proved

less than farsighted when it came to black citizens’ demands for racial reform in

the 1950s and 1960s. Independent leader Scott Nixon, for example, urged the

Richmond County School Board in 1963 to seek a way around desegregation.

Berry Fleming,  leader and anti-Cracker reformer, even suggested segregat-

ing classes by gender rather than comply fully with court-ordered integration.80

Service in the war fostered among many white veterans a desire for economic

development and clean, honest government, as well as a deep aversion to the

civic apathy, political corruption, and economic stagnation that plagued com-

munities throughout Georgia and the South. These were goals important enough

to moderate the racial attitudes of some veterans, as in the case of Savannah’s

, and to compel others to neglect the needs and demands of black southern-

ers in favor of maintaining white support, as in the case of veterans who cam-

paigned for James V. Carmichael and Augusta’s Independents. The vision of

progress that motivated most white veterans set industrial development, not

racial democracy, as the region’s foremost postwar political goal. Nor would

workers and unionists fare any better under the politics of “conservative mod-

ernization” that these veterans pursued. Despite their conviction in good gov-

ernment, despite their occasional alliances with progressive campaigns, and in

direct contrast to their paean to the principles of majority rule, Georgia’s good

government veterans moved quickly after 1946 to exclude both blacks and

unionists from the program for change they envisioned as the foundation for

their state and region’s future.
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   veterans elected throughout the state in 1946 prepared

to embark on new postwar political careers, Eugene Talmadge passed into the

twilight of his own. Haggard and wan even before the primary election that

summer, the intensity of the campaign ruined Talmadge’s already fragile health.

Proud of his victory, Talmadge nonetheless confided to a friend that the 1946

race “cost me ten years of my life.”1 Indeed, Talmadge died in December 1946 be-

fore his formal inauguration, leaving open the question of who could legiti-

mately claim to be governor. A storm of protest erupted when Eugene’s son, Her-

man, already in control of the Talmadge faction, took the initiative in answering

this question by seizing the gubernatorial office by force. Herman justified this

action on the basis of a suspicious tally of write-in votes for him from Telfair

County in the general election and a dubious decision by the state legislature to

endorse his claim. Outraged citizens organized mass meetings across the state to

denounce what many regarded as a usurpation of the people’s right to choose

a new governor. Veterans, in particular, condemned the younger Talmadge’s tac-

tics and the legislature’s apparent rubber-stamp decision as all too reminiscent

of both his father and Nazism.

The Georgia General Assembly “made the government of the state of Georgia

a dictatorial government and . . . violated all the rights of the citizens of our
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state,” cried William H. Gunn and A. C. Lindstedt, along with fourteen other

veterans. Moreover, they pointed out, “we veterans have fought to prevent the

very thing that you have done.”2 S. L. Cox of Atlanta agreed.“I have just returned

from overseas in a fight to rid the world of dictatorial government,” he com-

mented, but “I return to my native state to find that we have it here.” “In Ger-

many Hitler ruled,” he bitterly concluded, but “here in Georgia the General As-

sembly and a few hand-picked cutthroats rule.”3

However outraged these veterans were, their protest was remarkable more for

what it failed to address than for what it did in fact condemn. Many white citi-

zens and veterans opposed the decision made by the General Assembly and by

Herman’s subsequent strong-arm methods. However, very few attacked the

platform he promised to implement. Herman Talmadge had played a pivotal

role in crafting his father’s race-baiting campaign tactics in 1946, and he prom-

ised to reinstate a white primary as his first act as governor. Yet, white veterans

who were repulsed by this blatantly undemocratic seizure of power in 1947 were

silent on what that turn of events meant to black Georgians.

That silence, however, was not surprising. Throughout the earlier campaign

season, good government veterans were much more likely to trumpet their

southern white heritage to offset an opponent’s race-baiting attack than to decry

such smear tactics as an affront to the principles of democracy. Amid the polit-

ical controversies and challenges of the following years, Georgia’s newly elected

good government proponents perpetuated this pattern. By backing Herman

Talmadge’s bid for governor, disfranchising measures aimed at black voting, and

two anti-union, so-called right-to-work measures, white veterans in the Geor-

gia General Assembly of 1947 played out the politics of race and modernization

that they had earlier crafted as the war’s most important political legacy. The

cost of that legacy became immediately apparent through the racial terror and

anti-unionism that characterized the Georgia political landscape in 1948. Even

as it pointed toward the state’s economic and governmental modernization in

the following decades, the vision of majority rule and economic progress that

good government veterans put forth offered little of either to the state’s black

citizens and unionists, underscoring the contradictory nature of the politics of

change wrought by the war.

 “- ” that erupted after the elder Tal-

madge’s untimely demise stemmed from conflicting interpretations of the con-

stitutional provisions for gubernatorial succession. Supporters of Ellis Arnall ar-

gued that the newly elected lieutenant governor, Melvin E. Thompson, should
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assume the governorship. Supporters of Herman E. Talmadge—who had as-

sumed the de facto leadership of the Talmadge faction even before his father’s

passing—insisted that the state legislature should choose the governor from

among the candidates who had received write-in votes in the general election.

This approach would provide the only opportunity for Herman to become gov-

ernor in 1947 without calling a special election. Both arguments had a certain

constitutional justification.4 However, the events were unique enough and the

constitutional language was vague enough to make any solution highly contro-

versial. The ensuing public spectacle was a fitting end, perhaps, to the elder Tal-

madge’s cantankerous political reign.

After intensive wrangling, the General Assembly chose Herman Talmadge as

governor on January 15, 1947, on the basis of the write-in votes he had received

in the general election.5 Given the allegation that many of these ballots appeared

to be penned in the same handwriting and included the names of Telfair County’s

best dead citizens, Ellis Arnall and Lieutenant Governor–elect Melvin Thomp-

son naturally refused to accept the assembly’s decision. Armed with the legisla-

ture’s endorsement, however, Herman had already begun consolidating his power.

On January 16, backed by his control of the national guard and state troopers,

an armed Talmadge seized the gubernatorial offices by force, ousting Governor

Arnall, who then set up a makeshift office in the rotunda of the state capitol.6

On March 19, 1947, the state supreme court overturned the General Assembly’s

decision and named Thompson governor. Talmadge dutifully relinquished the

office and began planning his successful gubernatorial campaign of 1948. Thus

ended a peculiar episode in Georgia political history that was, nonetheless, all

too characteristic.7

As the gubernatorial controversy developed, media attention had focused

particularly on what position the veterans elected to the state legislature in 1946

would take. The arbitrary nature of the legislature’s decision and Talmadge’s sub-

sequent actions offended many white veterans’ sense of civic propriety. None-

theless, some veterans supported Talmadge’s claim. Both sides tended to artic-

ulate their positions in reference to the war. No one, however, questioned what

Talmadge’s assumption of office on the same white primary platform espoused

by his father would mean for the political and civic rights of Georgia’s black 

citizens.

Prior to the vote in the General Assembly, several freshman legislators who

were veterans called for a special election to determine the people’s choice for gov-

ernor.8 Pierre Howard, a naval veteran from DeKalb County, John J. Flynt, a

lieutenant colonel from Spalding County who had served in the European the-

ater, Rhodes Jordan of Gwinnett County, also a naval veteran, Country Johnston
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of Lowndes County, who had served as a private in the war, Benjamin Garland

of Butts County, who served in the Eighty-fifth Infantry, and Buford Ingle of

Gordon County, a lieutenant colonel who served for six years on an antiaircraft

battery in the South Pacific, all hoped a special election would avoid the “fac-

tional strife and discord” that would result if the legislature named the gover-

nor.9 A few political pundits regarded a special election as an underhanded ploy

aimed simply at bettering Talmadge’s chances, but these veterans denied any

such ulterior motive. “It matters not to . . . us who is the next governor of our

beloved state,” Howard explained, “except that he be [the] duly elected and un-

mistakable choice of the people of Georgia.” A special election, first and fore-

most, was about the people’s right to choose, an “inalienable right” for which

veterans had “fought under enemy gunfire during the immediate past war.”After

all, Howard continued,“we have seen our comrades-in-arms die on the beaches

of Norman[d]y and on the sands of Okinawa and by the eternal God we are de-

termined that they shall not have died in vain.” Thus, “we are in this fight for a

free election of a Governor of Georgia and we intend to do our part to see such

a democratic move through to the bitter end.”10

As it turned out, those veterans who had been elected through some of the

least contested campaigns of 1946 were more likely to voice support for Talmadge.

Culver Kidd and Sibley Jennings of Baldwin County, Garland Byrd of Taylor

County, and J. E. Briscoe of Walton County, for example, won office through rel-

atively quiet campaigns of little controversy. They announced their support for

Talmadge’s claim in early January.11 Veterans who won office against entrenched

machines or county seat rings through hotly contested campaigns tended to

support Thompson’s claim. This group generally viewed Talmadge’s appoint-

ment by the legislature as an end run around the democratic and legal electoral

process, a type of tactic that many had campaigned against in their home coun-

ties. Malberry Smith and R. E. Evans, elected through the  campaign in Sa-

vannah, and Henry P. Eve and John Bell Towill, elected through the Indepen-

dents’ insurgency in Augusta, for example, sided with Thompson.12

What really disturbed many white veterans, however, was the manner in which

Talmadge had assumed power. Smashing through the outer door to the gover-

nor’s office, changing the locks on the office doors, ousting Arnall from the gov-

ernor’s mansion, and imposing immediate control over the national guard and

state troopers reeked of Nazi storm trooper tactics. A cacophonous torrent of

outrage erupted, particularly since not everyone agreed that Talmadge even had

a legitimate legal claim to the office. White veterans participated in organizing

mass meetings in communities across the state to confront state representatives
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who had voted for Talmadge. These so-called indignation meetings, organized

by the “Aroused Citizens of Georgia,” as they designated themselves, adopted

resolutions and issued angry statements condemning the legislature’s action

and Talmadge’s tactics.

In Cleveland, Georgia, citizens elected war veteran C. C. Blalock as chairman

of a mass meeting that denounced this “flagrant use of storm troop methods.”13

Indeed, wrote Russell J. Brooke to the Atlanta Constitution, “the same thing was

done in Italy by the Fascist Party, in Germany by the Nazi Party and in Japan by

the Military Party.” In fact, “we have just fought a terrible war because the law-

abiding citizens of those countries and the rest of the world did not take it se-

riously until it was too late.”14 Almost two hundred Georgia Tech students who

were veterans condemned Talmadge for “applying himself in true ‘Heil Hitler’

fashion”and for violating the principles for which they believed they had fought.15

Hugh Henderson even advised the governors of the surrounding states to for-

tify their borders against “the horde of storm troopers now on the march in

Georgia.” He lamented further,“I never dreamed when I was advancing through

the N. Apennines and Po Valley with the 701st Tank Destroyer Battalion . . . that

if I were lucky enough ever to get back to Georgia that I would ever see the dis-

graceful situation that exists today.”“I wonder,” Henderson concluded,“did some

of my best friends and buddies die in vain in their fight for democracy?”16 Ap-

proximately one thousand college students from eight different institutions held

a protest rally on the statehouse steps on January 22. Many of the students were

veterans, and many of the protestors carried derogatory signs that read “Heil

Herman,”“Down With Dictatorship!” and “We’d Rather Have Kilroy!” The stu-

dents even hung an effigy of Talmadge, complete with red suspenders, from a

statue of Tom Watson, while two Emory students sported a genuine swastika

flag.17 H. C. Dever of Atlanta summed up the sense of frustration and irony that

many veterans felt when confronted with the gubernatorial debacle. “To many

veterans, besides myself,” he explained,“it seems ridiculous that we should have

been sent 1000s of miles to fight a long and bloody war against the same form of

government now attempting to take control of Georgia.” He asked, “Could it be

that Hitler is not dead but has found refuge in Georgia? Or can it be that Hitler

is dead and Georgia is honoring him by adopting his principles?”18

Not all veterans, however, interpreted Talmadge’s election by the General As-

sembly, or even his subsequent actions, as a usurpation of the people’s rights.

Those veteran legislators who voted for Talmadge defended their actions when

confronted by the “Aroused Citizens of Georgia.” Pierre Howard of DeKalb, for

example, explained that he had grown disenchanted when Thompson refused
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to agree to a special election. As a result, Howard voted for Talmadge because his

election came closest to fulfilling what he believed the state constitution al-

lowed.19 Almost seventy overseas veterans from Thomas County voiced their

support for the legislature’s choice of “our buddy” as governor and condemned

Arnall’s and Thompson’s intransigence as “un-American.”20 Over three hundred

Floyd County veterans signed a petition calling for “fairness and justice” in the

gubernatorial dispute, expressing their support for Talmadge and their hostility

to the “biased press in Atlanta.”21 Ultimately, of the legislators identifiable as

World War II veterans who cast votes on the question of gubernatorial succes-

sion in 1947, around 55 percent voted to make Herman Talmadge governor.22

Clearly, many of Georgia’s white veterans did not believe that the younger

Talmadge’s “banana republic” political style squared with their sense of what

the war had been about. Yet, these veterans did not raise a similar hue and cry as

the elder Talmadge race-baited his way across Georgia in 1946, or in response to

the wholesale purges of black registrants in county primaries that followed, or

even in reaction to the terrible lynching in Walton County that same summer.

Few condemned Herman Talmadge’s election in 1947—including the blatant

electoral chicanery in Telfair County that allowed it to take place—in terms of

what it meant to black Georgians. Talmadge, in fact, had taken the lead in craft-

ing his father’s 1946 campaign platform that promised to uphold the white pri-

mary and to defend the county unit system. Good government veterans attacked

the younger Talmadge’s tactics as undemocratic, but they stopped well short of

condemning the white supremacy program he endorsed from the start. The con-

troversy that arose around the white primary bill, introduced by Talmadge as the

legislature’s first order of business in 1947, further illustrated this contradiction.

After the Primus King decision ended the white primary in Georgia early in

1946, Eugene Talmadge had campaigned enthusiastically on behalf of its resto-

ration. When the elder Talmadge died, both Herman Talmadge and Thompson

pledged to follow through on this promise. In his inaugural address immedi-

ately after the legislature’s vote on the governorship, in fact, the younger Tal-

madge promised to send a white primary bill to the state legislature as his first

official act as governor. Similar moves occurred in several southern states in the

wake of the earlier Smith v. Allwright decision, as southern conservatives scram-

bled to maintain restrictions limiting the black vote. First in South Carolina,

then in Alabama, and finally in Georgia, conservatives passed measures that re-

moved the Democratic primaries from all state laws and regulations, thus con-

verting the state Democratic Party to the status of a private club that could de-

termine its own membership and process of election.23 In early 1947 Talmadge
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introduced a bill “to revise the election laws and to repeal all laws or parts of

laws providing the method and manner of holding primary elections by any po-

litical party,” in order to “divorce the state of Georgia from having anything to

do in any manner . . . with the holding of primary elections.”24

Controversy over the white primary bill (designated as House Bill 13, or 

13), however, did not develop because it threatened to eradicate black participa-

tion in the Democratic primaries. Rather, many white Georgians, including a

number of veterans in the state legislature, interpreted the measure as an effort

by the conservative Talmadge faction to wrest control of state government and

politics permanently from the pro-modernization Thompson-Arnall faction.

Roy V. Harris, the Democratic boss of the Cracker Party in Augusta, supported

Eugene Talmadge in 1946 and endorsed his son thereafter. He also drafted much

of the white primary bill. This fact disturbed the many veterans who associated

Harris with the Cracker Party’s domination of political and civic life in Augusta

and Richmond County. Coming on the heels of an election year in which ma-

chine politics, corrupt incumbency, and provincialism had played as prominent

issues in numerous local campaigns,  13 naturally proved controversial right

from the start. Removing primary elections from the regulation and protection

of all state laws, many believed, left wide open the door to fraud, corruption,

and minority rule by whichever faction managed to control the Democratic

Party machinery.

Like their reaction to the gubernatorial squabble, white veterans’ responses to

 13 reflected little concern about the political rights of black Georgians. In

fact, many white veterans supported the white primary bill. In January the State

of the Republic Committee voted unanimously to recommend  13 favorably

to the House. Committee members included veterans J. Julian Bennett of Bar-

row County, Sibley Jennings of Baldwin County, Country Johnston of Lowndes

County, and Howard Overby of Hall County.25 Bennett conceded that “the Ne-

gro has a moral right to vote,” yet apparently he did not believe such a right in-

cluded participation “in a Democratic white primary.”26 Harold Willingham, a

veteran elected to the legislature in 1946 from Cobb County, agreed: “thousands

of my people have asked me to vote for this bill,” and “I told them many months

ago that I would vote for the white primary bill.” Moreover, he complained,“I’m

sick, tired and disgusted of certain northern elements trying to tell us, through

devious methods of pressure and coercion, how to run our great and sovereign

state of Georgia.”27 Representative John J. Flynt actually looked forward to vot-

ing for  13 because then “when we go home, we can say we have put on the stat-

ute books the greatest piece of legislation ever introduced.”28 Sibley Jennings
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and Culver Kidd, also veterans elected to the statehouse in 1946, proudly dis-

played for Atlanta reporters a list of some two thousand citizens who had writ-

ten to congratulate them for supporting  13.29

Many other white veterans, however, particularly those from the larger, urban,

six unit counties, where many citizens had long felt disfranchised by the county

unit system, condemned the white primary measure as a machine bill designed

to foist minority rule on all Georgians.  13, remarked Representative Muggsy

Smith, a veteran elected in 1946 from Fulton County, would “put the state into

the hands of a political group.” Representative Leroy Jenkins of Bartow County

similarly opposed the bill, stating “I fought Hitlerism in Germany, and I don’t

want to have to fight it in Georgia.” Not only legislators objected. A group of vet-

erans from twenty-five Georgia counties threatened to organize a new political

party to combat the Talmadge faction if  13 passed. The white primary bill,

they argued, threatened to “rob white people” of the franchise. Rather than be

subjugated by a Talmadge-Harris political machine, these veterans pledged to

seek recognition as a new Democratic Party of Georgia. After all, explained John

Sammons Bell, whose pledge made on the shores of a Pacific island during the

war led him to campaign enthusiastically for James V. Carmichael,“We have got

to out-rat the rats here in Georgia like we did the Japs in the Pacific.”30

Most opposition to the white primary bill among veterans in the state legis-

lature derived from their conviction that repealing state regulation of Georgia’s

primaries would subject the state to perpetual machine rule. Many had won

office in the first place as a result of insurgent campaigns against a similar state

of affairs in their home counties. Not surprisingly, the representatives from Chat-

ham and Richmond Counties assailed  13 as an attempt by the “Harris ma-

chine” to take over the state.31

Even those legislators who did note the deleterious impact the bill would have

on black voting, however, proved less than averse to some other measure that

would still limit black participation without removing all state regulation of

primary elections. Several favored a bill drafted and submitted by John Bell

Towill, a veteran elected from Richmond County in 1946 as part of the Indepen-

dents’ defeat of the Cracker Party. The Towill bill promised to enforce the elec-

toral restrictions already in the state constitution, thereby circumscribing the

black vote without simultaneously eliminating all protections against fraud and

corruption in primary elections.32 In order to register, a citizen would have to

read or write a paragraph of the constitution “correctly” or demonstrate a good

moral character and an understanding of the duties of citizenship. White school-

teachers would sit on the Board of Registrars and administer tests to prospective

registrants. Veterans who opposed the Harris bill generally favored the Towill
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measure. Marvin Kemper of Bibb County, a veteran of the Army Air Force elected

in 1946, for example, admitted that blacks paid taxes to a government in which

they were not allowed to participate, but he still considered the Towill bill to be

a favorable alternative to  13.33

Veterans essentially condemned  13 for going too far in trying to fulfill the

apparent “mandate” for electoral restrictions that the people ostensibly had en-

dorsed by electing Eugene Talmadge as governor. Richard Kenyon of Hall County,

for example, another veteran elected in 1946, described the white primary bill as

“a step backwards in solving the problem of the minority.”“The people of Geor-

gia have not given us a mandate to wipe out the state laws it took them twenty-

five years to pass,” he explained; rather “they have given us a mandate to protect

the county-unit system.”34 Bernard Nightingale, a representative and veteran from

Glynn County, agreed: “This is not the white primary bill that the people gave

us a mandate to pass. This will not accomplish what the people want.”35 Of the

thirty-eight veterans in the state legislature who voted on  13, more than half

voted to pass it.

Fewer veterans supported the measure compared to nonveteran legislators,

but the nature of their objections had little to do with its threat to black politi-

cal participation. Indeed, by referring to the white primary as a mandate from

the people, they appeared to forget—or ignore—the fact that Eugene Talmadge

won in 1946 because of the county unit system, not because his white supremacy

platform had received a popular majority of votes. These veterans had won elec-

tion by decrying dictatorship at home, by courting newly registered black vot-

ers, and by condemning the reactionary conservatism represented by Eugene

Talmadge. Yet they did not really relate the political and civic rights of Georgia’s

black citizens to the democratic imperative of the war as they understood it.

These veterans’ racial conservatism was not of the same ilk, perhaps, as that of
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( 13), 1947

Veterans Nonveterans Total

Yes 22 (56%) 111 (68%) 133 (65%)

No 16 (41%) 46 (28%) 62 (30%)

Absent 1 (3%) 7 (4%) 8 (4%)

Source : Georgia Department of Archives and History, Journal of the House of

Representatives of the State of Georgia, January 13, 1947.



veterans who joined the  or who fervently supported Eugene Talmadge’s

campaign in 1946. Yet, protection of the civic rights of white southerners, they

believed, should be the real priority. Only then could a new generation of Dem-

ocratic leaders begin to modernize the state and fulfill the civic and economic

ambitions many white veterans brought home from the war.

African Americans, however, were not the only ones excluded from the pro-

gram for change pursued by Georgia’s good government veterans. Organized

labor and, by extension, any notion that unions had legitimate political or eco-

nomic demands had little place in the good government vision of a modern and

prosperous future. Herman Talmadge’s extralegal assumption of the governor-

ship and the subsequent white primary bill had disturbed at least some white

veterans in the state legislature. The antilabor import of two “right-to-work”

measures introduced during the same session, however, troubled these veterans

far less.

Operation Dixie officials had anticipated a hostile response to the postwar

drive to organize the South. The backlash against organized labor in postwar Geor-

gia came not just from rural reactionaries, however, but also from those pro-

modernization advocates who regarded successful industrial recruitment, not

economic democracy, as the sort of change the state most needed. Veterans in

the state legislature lent their broad support to right-to-work laws that effec-

tively sealed Operation Dixie’s fate in Georgia.36

Nationally, the postwar backlash against organized labor that began shortly

before the war ended culminated in the Taft-Hartley Act of June 1947. This leg-

islation overturned many of the protections afforded organized labor through

the earlier pro-labor Wagner Act, an important provision of the New Deal.37

The Wagner Act had included key union security measures such as the closed

shop, which required all workers hired in a mill or plant to join the union. Taft-

Hartley cleared the way for a wave of state “right-to-work” laws, however, that

allowed workers to eschew union membership in a mill even when the majority

had voted for certification. These laws consequently crippled all southern or-

ganizing drives by “dividing workers, destabilizing union membership,” and pro-

viding “companies an opportunity to discriminate against union members.”38

For once, the Georgia General Assembly anticipated, rather than countered, a

national trend when it passed two antilabor bills months before Congress en-

acted the Taft-Hartley measure. White veterans elected to the state legislature in

1946 strongly supported House Bills 72 and 73, which outlawed the closed shop

and other union security measures and severely restricted the right of workers

to picket and demonstrate.

Legislators introduced these bills at the beginning of the General Assembly’s
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regular session in January 1947. House Bill 72 ( 72) prohibited the use of

force, intimidation, violence, or threats to “restrict or otherwise interfere with

the right of any person to work or refrain from working, or to peacefully con-

duct business, or for other purposes.” Both its opponents and advocates re-

garded the bill as a measure outlawing mass picketing. House Bill 73 prohibited

making any mandatory requirements, such as union membership or paying

dues, a condition of employment or contract, and it provided penalties for vi-

olations of these provisions, including affording “individuals whose employ-

ment is affected by violations of this act” to enlist injunctions “in certain cases.”39

This statute became known as the “open-shop” bill.

White veterans in the legislature strongly supported both the spirit and sub-

stance of these measures. J. L. Webster, a farmer who served as a lieutenant in

World War II and was first elected in 1945, sponsored a measure to obtain a con-

stitutional amendment that permanently outlawed the closed shop.40 Represen-

tative Charles “Buddy” Battle of Schley County, also a farmer and World War II

veteran elected in 1946, introduced  72 for its third reading and passage in

February 1947. Moreover, veterans consistently voiced their support of both

measures as each traveled through House procedures and debate. For example,

the Committee on Industrial Relations reported unfavorably on both bills in

early February, which led to a discussion of the committee report on the floor.

Representative and World War II veteran George B. Ramsey Jr. called members’

attention to the allegedly improper presence of a Hall County labor organizer

on the House floor during the debate. According to one report, Ramsey later ex-

plained his support of the two bills by citing the alleged disgust of servicemen

who “read of strikes at home while they fought in enemy territory.”41

The clear division between veterans who supported or opposed Herman Tal-

madge’s election or the white primary bill—and between veterans and nonvet-

erans in both cases—was far less evident in the vote on  72. On the question

of placing the bills on the House calendar and on the actual passage of  72,

veteran representatives voted in support of both measures, largely conforming

to the pattern of votes by nonveteran legislators. Seventy-two percent of the rep-

resentatives identified as veterans voted to reject the committee’s unfavorable

report and to place the bills on the House calendar. Seventy-eight nonveterans

voted the same way. Similarly, 74 percent of identified veteran representatives

voted for the passage of  72, as amended to incorporate both anti–mass pick-

eting and open shop provisions; 78 percent of nonveterans also voted for  72.

Fourteen percent of the representatives, veteran and nonveteran, voted against

 72.

A few veterans voted against both antilabor measures, including Representa-
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tive George Talmadge Bagby, a criminal investigator and navy veteran from Pauld-

ing County, who requested that his vote of opposition be specified in the House

record. In general, those who opposed the measures came from counties with a

strong organized labor presence. Paulding County, for example, was in the Sev-

enth Congressional District, the heart of organized labor’s postwar strength in

the state. Veteran Jack R. Wells, described by one reporter in 1946 as “a practi-

cally unknown recently discharged war veteran” who had spent two years in the

navy during the war, hailed from Athens, home of the longest running textile

strike in Georgia history at the Athens Manufacturing Company. Miles Walker

Lewis, an attorney from Greene County who served as a captain in the Army Air

Forces during the war, came from Greensboro, where a  local had long

wrangled with the management of the Mary Leila Cotton Mills. R. E. Evans of

Chatham County, a veteran and member of the , which had overturned Sa-

vannah’s Bouhan machine in 1946, came from a county with established 

and  locals, particularly among waterfront workers.42

The presence of organized labor in some constituencies, however, seemed more

often to have the opposite effect on their veteran representatives. Of the six vet-

erans elected to the statehouse from counties in the Seventh Congressional Dis-

trict in 1946, for example, four voted in support of the antilabor measures while

one abstained. Even Representative Dean Covington of Floyd County, which

had one of the strongest and most politically active  unions,  Local 689

of Rome, voted to pass  72. Likewise, Richard Kenyon and Howard Overby,

representatives from Hall County, both elected as part of a local veteran-led

“good government” crusade in Gainesville, voted for both measures. Gainesville
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Veterans Nonveterans Total

Reject report; place

on calendar 31 (72%) 126 (78%) 157 (77%)

Accept report; leave
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Register, 362–63, 466–68.



was the site of several postwar labor disputes. And in Savannah, Malberry Smith,

the other veteran elected to the legislature as part of the  insurgency, voted

for the bill. Moreover, veterans elected from counties in the Third Congressional

District, where several bitter labor disputes and postwar organizing campaigns

had developed in and around Columbus, also supported  72.43

The importance of white veteran support of these antilabor measures lies in

what that endorsement actually meant. Good government veterans won elec-

tion in 1946 on platforms that emphasized the need for economic moderniza-

tion and growth. This program for change had little place for crusades to union-

ize workers or to augment their political influence. Little evidence existed at the

time to prove that right-to-work laws, specifically, influenced why industry moved

South after the war.44 Nevertheless, postwar industrial promoters, including good

government veterans, believed that organized labor threatened the only virtue

many communities had to offer to new industry: an absence of or hostility to

unions.45 As one pamphlet published in 1947 by the Associated Industries of

Georgia explained, “tolerating unionism amounted to ‘throwing banana peels

on the pavement of the road to industrial progress.’”46

The war drew some white veterans into the postwar labor movement, galva-

nizing Operation Dixie and making organized labor a real issue on the immedi-

ate political landscape. Yet, the war also made bolstering industrial recruitment

a priority among many more white veterans, who used their newfound influ-

ence in local and state government to help quash what organized labor in Geor-

gia had hoped to accomplish. The actions taken by the Georgia General Assem-

bly and its veteran members in 1947—the passage of  72 was the only significant

legislation to emerge from that troubled session—devastated the attempt of Geor-

gia’s labor organizers and unions to continue in the face of declining national

 support for the southern organizing drive.
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 3. Comparison of Veteran and Nonveteran Voting on the Open Shop Bill 

( 72), 1947

Veterans Nonveterans Total

Yes 32 (74%) 125 (78%) 157 (77%)

No 6 (14%) 22 (14%) 28 (14%)

Absent 5 (12%) 14 (9%) 19 (9%)

Source: Georgia Department of Archives and History, Georgia Official and Statistical

Register, 362–63, 466–68.



What happened in the Georgia General Assembly in 1947 further demon-

strated the contradictory impact of World War II on Georgia and the South. On

the one hand, the war disrupted the state’s postwar political stability by focus-

ing the political disaffection held by a variety of Georgians toward the state’s in-

cumbent old guard. This broad disenchantment with politics-as-usual pointed

to a political culture in transition. Fewer southerners, black or white, wanted to

continue to accept a leadership more inclined to work only for its own perpet-

uation in power by any means necessary than to develop active and dynamic

programs for community betterment. On the other hand, as the diversity of vet-

eran activism in Georgia indicated, the war also generated conflicting under-

standings of what “community betterment” should mean. And the racial, social,

and economic changes accelerated by the war strengthened rather than weak-

ened many white southerners’ attachment to racial and anti-union tradition.

Amid the politics of race and modernization that followed the war’s end, the

liberal vision of a progressive reconstruction of the postwar South lost out to

this conservative notion of progress and political change. Good government vet-

erans rode to power on the wave of political disaffection induced by the war, but

then dispensed with the needs and interests of both black citizens and unionists

as they looked to the future. A politics of change would come out of the war for

Georgia and the South. But veterans such as those in the 1947 Georgia General

Assembly made sure that the war’s legacy would stay within the important bound-

aries of white supremacy and anti-unionism. Their vision of progress would

sustain, rather than eradicate, a distinctive southern political pattern: it would

dispense the benefits of modernization to some Georgians more than others.

The high cost exacted by this contradictory politics of change became all too

clear to Georgia’s black citizens, unionists, and progressives by the end of 1948.

Terror and violence directed against black citizens and an insurmountable wall

of opposition to organized labor continued to characterize the postwar political

landscape. This resistance to progressive change proceeded in tandem with efforts

by the state’s new political and civic leadership to modernize the economy and

government.

   to Georgia’s postwar tragicomedy began in 1947, when the

state supreme court set September 8, 1948, as the date of a special primary elec-

tion to officially fill the gubernatorial seat.47 Herman Talmadge immediately be-

gan planning his “restoration” to the Georgia throne.48 His strategy focused, in

part, on seizing control of the state Democratic Party machinery, which deter-

mined the rules for primary elections. Whichever faction controlled that struc-
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ture had a significant advantage going into the September primary. The substance

of Talmadge’s reelection bid, however, lay in campaigning on a platform that

promised both to modernize Georgia’s economy and government and to keep

black Georgians fast under the heel of Jim Crow.

Early in 1948 the state supreme court dealt a heavy blow to Governor Melvin

E. Thompson’s electoral ambitions by ruling that Talmadge operative James S.

Peters held the legal and legitimate title as chief of the Georgia Democratic Ex-

ecutive Committee.49 Whatever immediate advantage this afforded the Talmadge

campaign was somewhat offset at first by the uncertainty of whether blacks

would legally participate in the September primary. With an appeal of Judge J.

Waties Waring’s decision to prohibit a reconstituted white primary in South

Carolina pending before the U.S. Supreme Court, the Talmadge camp finally

announced in late March that the Georgia Democratic Party would comply

with current state law and change its party rules to allow black voting in the 1948

primaries. Eager to make political hay on the issue, party chairman Peters pub-

licly blamed this outcome on Governor Thompson’s earlier veto of the white

primary bill in 1947. The Talmadge camp duly pledged to reassert black disfran-

chisement in Georgia as soon as possible.50 This set the race-baiting tone that

afflicted the campaign season of 1948.

In fact, the political events of that year reflected many of the same elements

as 1946. Black Georgians again braved an ugly racial climate in order to register

and vote in communities across the state. From larger urban communities such

as Savannah to small town crossroads such as Mount Vernon and Fort Valley,

black citizens lined up at county courthouses to take advantage, once again, of

their access to the state Democratic primaries.51 Overall registration climbed

quickly, exceeding even the unprecedented levels of the 1946 elections. By early

September the state had a record-breaking registration, with almost 1.2 million

Georgians registered to vote—almost 117,000 more voters than in 1946. This

number included approximately 140,000 black registrants.52

White veterans also reappeared in both local races and in the statewide gu-

bernatorial campaign. Veterans stood with both Melvin E. Thompson and Her-

man Talmadge on the stump in 1948, and several veteran insurgencies against

local incumbents disrupted smaller communities, including the mill towns of

Porterdale and Greensboro, and the county of Telfair, home of the Talmadges.

Progressive reformers, again, took an active, if ineffectual role in 1948, campaign-

ing fruitlessly for gubernatorial candidate and liberal veteran Joseph Rabun and

presidential candidate and progressive favorite Henry A. Wallace. Organized

labor in Georgia failed to coalesce entirely behind one candidate, with some

local s backing Rabun, others favoring Thompson, and some even support-
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ing Talmadge. Thus, much like the political season of two years earlier, the 1948

primaries witnessed the participation of an unusual number and diversity of

Georgians, including veterans.

Moreover, the racial legacy of the war resurfaced as a central political issue.53

The wave of violence, terror, and electoral fraud directed against black citizens

in the South after the war, as well as the pressure generated by leading national

liberal and black civil rights organizations, finally prompted President Harry S.

Truman to appoint and charge a presidential commission in December 1946

with assessing “current federal, state, and local laws and determine in what ways

they might be strengthened to adequately protect the civil rights of U.S. citi-

zens.”54 The Civil Rights Commission, which included key black and white pro-

gressives, issued a strong report in 1947, entitled To Secure These Rights, that

called for increased federal activism on behalf of black civil rights. Among its

controversial proposals, the commission report called for the desegregation of

the armed forces, federal antilynching legislation, and the prohibition of poll

taxes. This report drew increased national attention to the state of southern race

relations as the nation’s “new” number one regional problem.55

President Truman followed up this report by sending to Congress in Febru-

ary 1948 a new civil rights program that included proposals to eliminate the poll

tax, to legislate the creation of a permanent “fair employment practices com-

mission,” and to “end segregation in interstate transportation.”56 These legisla-

tive proposals provoked heated debate in Congress, within the national Demo-

cratic Party, and throughout the nation. The decision of the national Democratic

convention to endorse Truman’s civil rights program that summer, not surpris-

ingly, upset many southern whites, disturbed racial conservatives, and quickly

spurred an angry regional backlash. Southern Democratic conservatives began

a reconsideration of their loyalty to the national Democratic Party. Their im-

pending revolt in a presidential election year became the subject of much media

speculation. Within the South, state politics further destabilized as southern Dem-

ocrats split over whether to support the developing Dixiecrat revolt from the

national Democratic Party or to remain loyal to the national Democratic ticket

and President Truman in 1948.57 Given this context, the politics of race perme-

ated Georgia’s political campaign season of 1948, even more than it had two years

earlier.

Defending white supremacy clearly ranked at the top of the Talmadge cam-

paign strategy. Condemning Thompson’s veto of the white primary bill in 1947,

Talmadge declared early and often that his bid for governor was essentially “a

white man’s fight to keep Georgia a white man’s state.”58 He also recognized the

political expedience of using the Truman civil rights program as a platform on
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which to register his racial stance for the voters. As the Dixiecrat revolt from the

national Democratic Party took shape, however, Talmadge had to be careful in

his campaign not to appear to be bolting from party ranks, given his fight with

Thompson over control of the state party. Thus, Talmadge publicly declared his

strident opposition to the Truman program without endorsing the Dixiecrat so-

lution of challenging the national party ticket.59

Describing the national Democratic civil rights planks as the “most danger-

ous threat to Georgia’s way of life since Reconstruction,” Talmadge told audi-

ences at campaign rallies that he was “unalterably opposed to every principle

enunciated by the President’s civil rights program.” He also ran political adver-

tisements that announced, “      

 ,” which apparently meant defending segregation and white su-

premacy at all costs.60 Voters could even sing the “Talmadge Victory Song,” com-

posed by Dr. Rayford W. Thorpe of Austell, Georgia, which noted that with Geor-

gia’s supposed favorite son as governor, “races and religion will all be treated

right,” but nonetheless “there will be segregation, for colored and for white.”61 At

a rally in Fort Valley, Georgia, where a quarter of the registered voters were black,

Talmadge explained to black citizens at a campaign rally what they could expect

if he were elected governor. While promising that black Georgians would have

nothing to fear from his administration, he also pledged to uphold segregation.

“I want to help the Negroes,” Talmadge explained,“but I don’t believe it will help

them to throw open the white schools, restaurants, theaters, streetcars, and swim-

ming pools to mixed groups.” After all, he continued, “the good Negroes don’t

want it and the good white people don’t want it.” And if any “good Negroes” in

the audience felt inclined to take Talmadge’s promise of “moderation”at face value,

another speaker at the rally, Will Wallace of Roberta, Georgia, clarified Talmadge’s

meaning. “We hope to have white supremacy by peaceful means,” he shouted

from the platform, “but we’ll have it by force if necessary.”62

Governor Thompson attempted to deflect Talmadge’s charges that he was “soft”

on white supremacy by declaring his own opposition to the Truman civil rights

program, his support for reinstituting the white primary, and his conviction

that no real threat to white supremacy in Georgia existed.63 “There is no issue

about the supremacy of the white people,” explained one Thompson aide; “no-

body doubts that white supremacy is safe in Georgia and always will be safe.”64

Much like James V. Carmichael’s ill-fated attempt to neutralize Eugene Talmadge’s

race-baiting in 1946, Thompson’s response proved feeble and even naive in the

racially charged climate of 1948. The racial direction of the campaign was crys-

tal clear at the outset.

In a definite departure from the 1946 political season, however, most white
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veterans who voiced a public opinion now lined up behind the Talmadge cam-

paign. Their willingness to support “Hummon,” after so adamantly opposing

his father, in part indicated the younger Talmadge’s appeal as a veteran himself,

as well as his developing reputation as a pro-development modernizer. Thus, in

some respects, Herman Talmadge was not exactly the same candidate his father

had been. Though he did run a blatantly racist campaign, he also appealed to

the urban uptown interests who had vehemently opposed his father, promising,

among other things, to revamp the highway department, to build many more rural

hospitals, and to offer quicker responses on veteran services. As Roy V. Harris,

who played an instrumental role in crafting both Eugene’s 1946 campaign and

Herman’s 1948 gubernatorial bid, commented later, Herman, in consideration

of the political controversies of 1946, adopted a pro-modernization platform in

1948, including policies “that were strange and different from what his father

had advocated in the past,” such as endorsing substantially improved funding

for the state’s public educational system.65

This was indeed a very different approach than Herman had crafted for his

father’s 1946 campaign, which had banked on ignoring the “uptown better ele-

ment and unfriendly whites” with impunity, while enlisting racial appeals and

purging black voters to capture enough rural county unit votes alone to win the

governor’s seat.66 Herman’s new two-pronged strategy tapped into the ambitions

and frustrations that had fueled the good government insurgencies two years

earlier, making him a more palatable candidate than his father had been to de-

velopment-minded white veterans.

Nonetheless, if white supremacy did not constitute the only issue on which

Herman Talmadge campaigned in 1948, it did end up as the most prevalent and

damaging one. Moreover, white veterans clearly reflected the increasing im-

portance of defending southern racial tradition to their understanding of the

postwar politics of change. James V. Carmichael had offered good government

veterans a chance in 1946 to oppose Eugene Talmadge’s “anti-modernization”

campaign, which had offered a politics of racial extremism rather than a con-

crete plan for economic and governmental development. Herman Talmadge

now provided the opportunity to elect someone as governor who advocated at

least a modest program of economic and governmental progress along with a

defense of white supremacy. It was this combination that resonated with many

white veterans and citizens in 1948, appealing to a broader constituency of vot-

ers than Herman’s father had been able to recruit two years earlier.

Thus, in 1948 veterans lined up behind a candidate whose conservative notion

of progress largely matched their own. As Talmadge race-baited his way across

the dusty cotton fields, sweltering mill towns, and rural crossroads in the spring
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and summer of 1948, members of the American Legion and the Veterans of For-

eign Wars served up barbecue at one Talmadge rally, while the Montgomery

County Veterans Organization in Mount Vernon fried fish at another.67 Mem-

bers of the Veterans Committee of the Muscogee County Talmadge Club issued

a letter to local veterans endorsing Talmadge for his experience in governmen-

tal affairs, his background as a farmer, businessman, and lawyer, his service rec-

ord in the navy overseas during the war, and his active and sincere interest in

veterans’ affairs. They also applauded “his heritage of . . . staunch principles passed

on to him by his father, the late Eugene Talmadge.”68 Other veterans appeared

with Talmadge on rally platforms and often introduced him to local audiences,

like Monroe Phillips from Baxley, Georgia, who praised “Hummon” for not only

fighting three dictators overseas during the war (Hitler, Mussolini, and Tojo),

but particularly for fighting three more “dictators” at home (Thompson, Arnall,

and Rivers) in a “Battle for Individual Liberties for Georgians.”69

By combining this unapologetic defense of white supremacy with a program

for economic growth and development, Herman Talmadge weakened the oppo-

sition faction and diversified his base of support, attracting not only the rural

and small town voters on which his father always counted, but also white vet-

erans and business-minded Georgians from larger and more urban counties.70

This strategy reflected the lessons of 1946: a campaign for modernization alone

would be vulnerable on race in the highly charged postwar climate, but race-

baiting alone might not mobilize the good government–minded white voters

who had gone to the polls in droves to vote against Eugene Talmadge. Most whites

in Georgia, including veterans, wanted a candidate who could promote dynamic

growth and development and defend white supremacy without embarrassing

the state’s national image. Herman Talmadge rode that demand—one shaped

and defined by the impact of World War II and the veteran insurgencies of 1946

—straight into the governor’s mansion in 1948. Whereas his father won the gov-

ernorship in 1946 without a popular majority, in 1948 Herman squeaked by with

45,000 popular votes over Thompson, carrying 130 counties overall, garnering

the support of rural conservatives, uptown business interests, white veterans,

and the many courthouse gangs who could still turn out the local white vote.71

Talmadge may have finally captured the governor’s office formally, but he did

not win that seat by most standards of “fair and square.” The events of the 1948

primary indicated that Georgia’s black citizens might in fact have plenty to fear

from a Herman Talmadge administration and certainly little to hope for from

a program of conservative modernization that defined economic growth and

development alone, not racial justice, as the solution to Georgia’s many ills.

Even as James S. Peters, chairman of the Georgia Democratic Executive Com-
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mittee, promised in late March to keep the primaries open to black voting in

1948, he also busily schemed to subvert their participation. “Even if we cannot

have a White Primary as such by name,” he wrote to another Talmadge operative

in April, “we can achieve almost the same results through educational qualifi-

cations for voters”—or, at least “in those counties where we can get the coop-

eration of the local election authorities.”72

The local “cooperation” Peters hoped to enlist readily appeared by way of Ku

Klux Klan chapters, which took an even more active role in the elections of 1948

than they had on behalf of Eugene Talmadge two years earlier. A campaign of

intimidation and terror against black citizenry began in earnest in the early

spring, when the Klan burned crosses in Swainsboro, Georgia, and left minia-

ture coffins on the doorsteps of local black political leaders.73 In March, over 300

hooded and robed Klansmen paraded through downtown Wrightsville, led by

Grand Dragon Samuel Green in a jeep carrying one lighted cross, stopping at

the courthouse to burn another. Of the 400 blacks registered in that county in

1948 (out of 4,500 black residents), none voted in the local election.74 One hour

before the polls opened in the local election in Jeffersonville, Georgia, the Klan

burned two crosses at the local courthouse. Despite this threat, 150 brave black

citizens voted anyway.75 In Montgomery County, the Klan used more individ-

ualized tactics, mailing threatening leaflets to each registered black voter in Mount

Vernon.76 Finally, at a Klan rally at Stone Mountain in July 1948, Green openly

endorsed Talmadge at a ceremony to initiate some 700 new members. Stetson

Kennedy, who attended the rally, estimated an attendance of 10,000 people, drawn

from several southern states, who arrived in charter buses and even a limousine

or two. Amid the hot dog and lemonade stands, a large cross and several smaller

ones burned at altars as the initiates marched or, according to Kennedy’s ac-

count, staggered in a drunken stupor, to a central platform. Grand Dragon Green

mounted the stage to deliver his “customary spiel,” followed by an endorsement

of Herman Talmadge for governor as “the only man in the race who believes 100

per cent in white supremacy.” Green then warned that “blood will flow in the

streets” if blacks’ civil rights were to be “enforced with Yankee bayonets.”77

“Yankee bayonets” never made an appearance on behalf of black voters or

anyone else in Georgia in 1948, but blood flowed in the streets anyway. African

Americans brave enough to actually cast a vote faced real danger, especially in

rural and small town communities. Two families in Montgomery County, about

two hundred miles south of Atlanta, discovered firsthand what the politics of

race and modernization wrought by the war could bring. Local whites assaulted

Dover Carter on the day of the 1948 September primary as he carried black vot-

ers to and from the polls in his car. They also murdered Isaac Nixon for voting
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in the election and drove both families from the communities in which they had

lived for nearly all their lives.

The story of Dover Carter and Isaac Nixon reflected many of the political

currents of the postwar era, from the leading role both men played in local black

voter registration drives after the war to Nixon’s status as a World War II vet-

eran. Carter was a middle-aged black farmer who, with his wife, Bessie, and

their ten children, ranging in age from a four-month-old baby to a seventeen-

year-old teenager, lived on his father-in-law’s farm in Montgomery County. On

the heels of the Primus King decision prohibiting the white primary, Carter and

several other black residents established the county’s first  chapter in

1946. Prior to that time, few blacks in the county voted or were even registered

to vote, and the “primary function of the branch was to stimulate such registra-

tion.” Under Carter’s presidency, the chapter built its membership quickly to

about a hundred black citizens, most of whom were farmers and sharecroppers.

By 1948, around six hundred blacks had registered to vote.78 Not long before the

day of the primary, three local white politicos asked Carter to help transport

black citizens into Alston to the polls to vote on election day, and he agreed.79

Along with this activism, not surprisingly, came harassment from the local

Klan. In 1946 the  reportedly had paraded in full regalia in front of Carter’s

home on at least two occasions, and he continued to receive threats over the

next two years: “the threats were of proposed beatings and in one instance there

was a threat of death.” Carter apparently reported these threats to the “good

whites” and sheriff, indicating his political connections to a local white faction,

but he also continued his registration activities.80 Isaac Nixon and his wife, Sal-

lie, lived less than three miles from the Carters, and the two families had been

neighbors for eighteen years. Carter had persuaded Nixon and his wife to vote

in 1948, and Nixon joined his friend as an active leader in the registration cam-

paign.81 Four days before election day in 1948, according to Carter, another Klan

demonstration set out for his home; failing to catch him there, they happened

to pass him along the streets of Alston on the way back. “As they passed me in

Alston,” Carter reported, “one man threw his hand out the car door and said

there he is now,” though they had apparently decided to leave him alone.82

Right from the beginning, Carter and other black citizens in the county con-

fronted a barrage of intimidation orchestrated by local whites to prevent them

from voting in the 1948 primary election. When Carter pulled up to the polls in

Alston on election day, for example, he noticed a white man named Claude Sharpe,

sitting in a light blue Ford, watching a group of blacks gathered near the door of

the polling place. Sharpe apparently called one of the men, John D. Harris, over

to the car, where they spoke for a few minutes. When Harris returned to the
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group, he reported that Sharpe had advised him not to vote but to go home, “if

he knew what was best for him.” Harris reportedly told Sharpe that “he didn’t

know what was best for him but he came out to vote and he reckon that[‘]s what

he would do.” According to Carter, the group went into the building, voted, and

departed. Carter then left to begin transporting other black voters to the polls.

Events from this point onward quickly took a turn for the worse.83

As Carter set out to take a woman home after voting, a car pulled abruptly in

front of him, forcing him to halt. A white man named Johnnie Johnson then re-

portedly jumped out, came to Carter’s car door, and demanded that he get out.

Carter replied that he needed to take his passenger home, to which Johnson re-

torted that Carter “could wait”—the men “were going to beat the hell out of

[him].” Johnson then snatched open Carter’s door and began beating him with

a piece of iron that Johnson had strapped to his wrist. Exactly what happened

next is not entirely clear, but Carter apparently tried to defend himself, possi-

bly reaching toward the floor of his car for a shotgun. Then he heard another

white man, Thomas Jefferson Wilkes, say, “don’t do it or I will blow your damn

head off.” Carter looked over and saw that an armed Wilkes had drawn a bead

on him as he walked toward the car. “I realized at this time that they were de-

termine[d] to hurt me,” Carter reported,“and there wasn’t anything I could do.”

As Johnson continued to hit Carter, Wilkes poked the gun barrel through the

passenger side window and told Carter to get out of the car,“stating that they were

going to kill me.” At one point, Johnson stopped hitting Carter long enough to

take a breath and laughed as he saw Claude Sharpe drive by.“They continued to

beat me,” Carter explained, “until my head was bloody, my hands felt as though

they were paral[y]zed.” When Wilkes apparently decided that Carter had had

enough, he ordered Carter to “turn the car around, go home, and not haul any

more people to the polls nor be caught at the polls any more.” As Carter re-

ported, this tirade ended with a warning: “they had better not hear anything

that I said about him.”84

Carter, however, immediately returned to the polling place, reported these

events to the poll manager, and “asked him to get me some protection.” When

the manager, Marvin McBride, asked Carter who was responsible, he exhibited

an unusual courage and identified both men. McBride apparently told another

white man, Guy Morris,“to go down town and get someone to call someone else,”

but apparently he took no other action in Carter’s defense.85 Carter then left the

polls and returned home, later visiting a white doctor in Ailey, Georgia. He also

reported these events to the national , which made arrangements for his

family to stay in nearby Dublin. Carter, however, felt unsafe even there. “The

reason I cam[e] to Atlanta,” Carter explained,“was that I feared that another at-
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tempt might have been made on my life.”“I don’t know what to do now,” a des-

perate Carter added in a handwritten note on his sworn affidavit,“I have no home

anymore and no place to bring my wife and children. I don’t understand—I

didn’t do nothing wrong.”86

The beating he received was only one of the reasons that Carter feared for his

life. That same day, Johnnie Johnson and his brother, M. A. Johnson, murdered

Isaac Nixon, Carter’s old friend and political compatriot. A World War II vet-

eran, Nixon had actively encouraged other local blacks to register and vote in

the September primary. When he went to the polls on September 9, he insisted

on casting his ballot even though he was reportedly warned by whites at the poll-

ing place not to do so. That night, the Johnson brothers, who apparently worked

as local loggers, lynched Nixon on his own doorstep, shooting him point-blank

in the chest three times. He died some hours later that night at a hospital in

Dublin. Nixon’s wife and six children witnessed the brutal assassination.87

Sheriff R. M. McCrimmon clearly linked Nixon’s murder to the primary elec-

tion, possibly as a means of warning other blacks against voting in the future.

The sheriff “was told that Nixon went to a polling place in Alston . . . and asked

if he could vote . . . . Nixon was told . . . that he had the right to vote, but was ad-

vised not to do so . . . . Nixon had insisted, however, and was permitted to cast

his ballot.” The Johnsons shot Nixon later that evening, according to the sheriff,

“because he had insisted on voting in Georgia’s Democratic primary election.”88

Dover Carter, Nixon’s neighbor and friend, apparently reached the hospital just

in time to hear his friend’s dying words, the only black person to do so. Report-

edly, Nixon told Carter “that when the Johnsons drove up before his home, he

came down off the porch to meet them because it was the ‘only thing for me to

do to save my family,’ that is, ‘to take it myself.’”89 Like many southern black vet-

erans, Nixon drew on the only mantle of protection he really had, his own man-

hood, and he sacrificed himself to protect hearth and home.

Sheriff McCrimmon arrested the Johnsons, who claimed to have fired in self-

defense. The  employed a local attorney to assist the prosecution in the

case, in part because Nixon’s widow lacked the means to employ legal counsel.

Initially, there appeared to be “considerable white sentiment against the killers

in that particular community,” as the Georgia Conference of the  reported.

McCrimmon especially hoped that the prosecution would be able to proceed

against the Johnsons, who had a reputation for terrorizing local blacks. He ap-

parently linked Claude Sharpe, who had won the nomination for sheriff and

who had harassed Carter on the day of the election, to the Johnsons and their

reprisal against Nixon.90 The Georgia and the Federal Bureaus of Investigation

got involved in the case, and the Montgomery County grand jury did indict 
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M. A. Johnson for murder and his brother as an accessory. Both the Carter and

Nixon families lived in considerable fear as the case moved forward. Ralph Gil-

bert, president of the Georgia Conference of the , privately wrote,“I must

confess I don’t like the looks of the community myself; it is typically one where

trouble of a racial nature might easily be stirred.” “I have little confidence in a

jury around there returning a verdict of guilty,” he mused, “especially when the

man was killed over exercising his right of franchise.”91 A superior court jury in

Mount Vernon, the same community where the Klan had mailed its threats to

individual black voters in 1948, returned a “not guilty” verdict for M. A. Johnson,

and both brothers were acquitted of all charges relating to the Nixon incident.92

Carter and Nixon embodied the real determination among many of Georgia’s

black citizens to claim what political rights they could within the racial con-

straints of the postwar era. That this activism incurred Carter’s beating, Nixon’s

murder, and the fleeing of both families demonstrated the limited political

choices black citizens in Georgia still faced. The program of modernization that

white veterans heralded in the postwar 1940s, and that became a channel for

Herman Talmadge’s political success, would not be a foundation on which to

build a future for racial justice—not until enough reason existed to break away

from this absolute defense of white supremacy. From the Independents in Au-

gusta who publicly announced their proud white southern loyalties in 1946 to

the legislators who voted to reinstate a white primary in 1947, the vast majority

of Georgia’s white citizens, veterans included, either acquiesced to, accommo-

dated, or even perpetrated the injustices that Georgia’s black citizens continued

to suffer. Dover Carter cooperated with local whites in 1948 out of political ex-

pedience; and even though he carried blacks to the polls at their request, he still

faced harassment and beatings from other whites and little protection or sup-

port from the men who had solicited his participation. The consequences, of

course, were even grimmer for Isaac Nixon, as well as for veteran George Dorsey

in Walton County in 1946 and Robert Mallard, another black World War II vet-

eran murdered by whites in Toombs County for voting in Georgia’s Democratic

primary in 1948.93 The white veterans elected in the insurgencies of 1946 re-

mained largely mute in the face of these gross violations of the democratic po-

litical rights they had purported to support. They did not see racial injustice as

irreconcilable with the growth and prosperity they envisioned as Georgia’s fu-

ture. And the developing pressures within and outside the region that would even-

tually counter that assumption, such as a mass militant black protest movement

or the regional dependence on outside investment and federal spending, were

not yet powerful enough in the postwar 1940s to make them think otherwise.94

Nor would organized labor fare much better along the road to the future that
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good government veterans in Georgia had mapped out.95 Indeed, the new right-

to-work laws passed by the Georgia General Assembly in 1947 only compounded

the difficulties that the ’s postwar organizing drive had already encountered.

Employers immediately took full advantage of the union-busting tactics these

measures allowed, foreshadowing the impact the national Taft-Hartley Act would

have on unions nationally. In the wake of the passage of  72, reported a 

official in Atlanta, employer “opposition to unionism has become more and more

arrogant.” Violence against organizers had increased, mill communities passed

blatantly unconstitutional ordinances limiting free speech and assembly, and

management refused to agree to collective bargaining elections. Moreover, while

employers insisted that “the union be responsible for the actions of all workers

in a plant,” this same  official noted that “these companies refuse to agree to

any form of union security which will permit that responsibility.” Thus, only a

few months after passage of the laws, already “we can see how these bills will in-

terfere with the process of peaceful collective bargaining and with the extension

of union organization to the unorganized.”96

The worsening climate for unions and organizing efforts in Georgia became

especially evident during strikes that erupted after the General Assembly passed

the measures and Governor Thompson signed them both into law. During the

early days of the  strike at the Athens Manufacturing Company in 1945, for

example, Horace White, a white  field representative, had successfully de-

fended strikers from a court injunction that limited picketing. When the county

Sheriff delivered the court order and ordered the pickets to disperse, White had

objected. “Speaking so that all our pickets could hear,” White announced that

this order “meant absolutely nothing as far as our peaceful picketing the plant

was concerned.”“The Sheriff has no authority to order you to leave your lines,”

White assured the strikers; “we have our constitutional rights, one of them be-

ing our right to peacefully picket, and we will not permit any man, nor any group

of men to deny us these rights.” He then ordered the picketers to “return to your

posts and ignore what this man has said.”97 The sheriff declined to arrest White

for this bit of braggadocio, and the judge who issued the initial order ultimately

struck out the provision limiting picketing at White’s urging.98

Within two years such bravado was a rare thing. Indeed, the difference be-

tween 1945 and 1947 in Georgia was telling. A provision of  72 allowed the

parties involved in a labor dispute to enlist injunctions, and employers immedi-

ately turned to sympathetic judges. Whereas White boldly declared the uncon-

stitutionality of such court orders in 1945 and got away with it, veteran William

Shiflett of Anchor Rome Local 787 ended up serving twenty days in the county

jail in 1948 for violating a similar injunction. In fact,  officials believed that
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the unsuccessful Anchor Rome strike itself was, in part, a direct product of the

passage of the Georgia statutes. At the time that employees sympathetic to man-

agement began circulating petitions to solicit union membership withdrawals,

explained Joe Pedigo, manager of the Northwest Georgia Joint Board,“the Geor-

gia statute had just become effective,” undermining all union security measures.

Immediately, “the company seemed to be taking advantage of the change in the

law.” The contract that Local 787 ultimately signed, and which Anchor Rome vi-

olated almost immediately, had no provisions for a closed shop or maintenance

of membership in accordance with the new state law.99 Thus, Pedigo condemned

the “vicious state anti-labor legislation which, even more than Taft-Hartley, en-

couraged Celanese and Anchor Rome to force us into long strikes which sapped

the joint board to the marrow.”100 Such sentiment led delegates at the ’s

Southern Wage Conference in Atlanta in September 1947 to resolve that the

handicaps created by the Taft-Hartley Act “have been aggravated by state anti-

labor legislation, which in some instances is even more restrictive than national

legislation . . . in a number of southern states.”101

Though most scholars agree that Operation Dixie had largely spent its mo-

mentum by the time these antilabor statutes passed, numerous other organiz-

ing campaigns struggled on in Georgia throughout the postwar 1940s and into

the 1950s. David Burgess, head of the Georgia  from 1951 to 1955 and a 

and Operation Dixie organizer before that, later recalled that “the right-to-work

laws in both South Carolina and Georgia and the use of the Taft-Hartley Bill by

both employers and their high paid lawyers greatly weakened existing union(s)

and . . . our efforts to organize workers at textile mills and other manufacturing

plants.”102 Nor did this situation soon improve. “The 1950s session of the state

legislature,” reported H. D. Lisk, state director of the Georgia ,“accomplished

little or nothing in the direction of improving standards of the textile workers

and their families.” After all, “we still have the restrictive anti-labor laws in the

state statute books [and] this year we saw eight of our own officers and mem-

bers thrown into jail because of the unfair labor injunction law.”103

As Operation Dixie organizers quickly learned, unionism continued to be a

hard sell in the racially charged climate of the postwar era, particularly since the

national  had adopted a policy of interracial membership. But industrial union-

ism represented a threat that went beyond its racial implications. The war had

served to awaken many white veterans to the cost of homegrown civic compla-

cency and political corruption. It did not eradicate, however, the conviction that

selling a community to potential investors still depended on offering up a large

pool of available cheap labor. Even as federal dollars poured into the state, and

even as state and local boosters dreamed of attracting higher wage industries,
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the bread and butter of southern industrial recruitment, both before and after

the war, remained marketing a community’s labor as union-free.104 Georgia’s

right-to-work laws had passed so easily in the state legislature in 1947 because

good government veterans did not regard limiting the power of industrial union-

ism as a controversial or unwelcome issue. Georgia, and most of the South, con-

tinued to be strongholds for anti-unionism throughout the postwar 1940s and

the following decades. Boosters eager to attract industry to employment-starved

postwar communities often enacted local measures meant to deliberately im-

pede union organization. In Sandersville and Baxley, Georgia, local laws required

organizing unions to pay a $2,000 “licensing fee,” followed by $500 for each local

resident who signed up.105 The road to progress that good government veterans

followed bypassed industrial democracy, not only racial justice.

Despite these limits, political life in postwar Georgia was not exactly the same

as it had been. Many southerners, black and white, moved from country to city

within the South or left the region entirely, challenging local communities, as

John J. Flynt had explained in 1946, to do better at creating reasons for residents

to stay, such as expanded job opportunities. Thus, the imperative to develop dy-

namic programs of industrial recruitment and economic development increas-

ingly animated local and statewide politics after the war and created, in turn,

new political priorities. That departure from the past, however, still fell within

the limits of change that good government veterans had mapped out. Few south-

ern postwar leaders reflected a better understanding of this contradictory polit-

ical legacy of the war, or were as successful in manipulating it, than Herman 

Talmadge.

Talmadge realized early on that the political times were changing. While his

father had “followed the old Jeffersonian principle that the least governed peo-

ple are the best governed” and “never raised taxes in his life,” years later Herman

Talmadge believed that “most people would say I was more progressive than my

father.” After all, “when I came along it was after World War II, and I think the

people of Georgia had made up their mind that they wanted to see more prog-

ress in state government.” As a consequence, the younger Talmadge “advocated

what my father would have thought was a very progressive platform . . . . I spent

a lot of money on education, and roads, and health, and things of that nature,

not in accordance with what he’d done prior to that.” Such changes were possi-

ble by his time, Talmadge noted: “the times and people had changed somewhat.

World War II had intervened. The state was more prosperous than it would have

been. Industrial development had started in Georgia.”106

Ever the political opportunist, Governor Talmadge crafted a strong statewide

political machine sustained by a program that offered unprecedented expendi-
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tures for education, public services, and industrial recruitment as well as a stal-

wart defense of white supremacy. As governor, Talmadge supported a 3 percent

sales tax, which substantially increased state revenues. This money, in turn,

funded the Minimum Foundation Program, which equalized expenditures be-

tween rural and urban schools in Georgia, effectively creating the state’s first

real public education system. In fact, Georgia spent more on education in Tal-

madge’s six years in office as governor than had been spent by all previous ad-

ministrations in the state’s history.107 In addition, Talmadge introduced a tax re-

form program in the early 1950s that was favorable to new industry and a

constitutional amendment that finally allowed the state to spend more revenue

than it took in. Over the course of Herman Talmadge’s administrations, the state

expanded the Georgia Port Authority to promote trade and industry, constructed

or expanded twenty-eight farmers’ markets, built 10,000 miles of new roads, and

proposed or built sixty new hospitals. According to one scholar, Talmadge’s pro-

grams produced over 15,000 new jobs in Georgia, along with $50 million in new

plant construction.108

Yet Talmadge also continued to campaign on a Jim Crow platform and be-

came one of the South’s leading proponents of massive resistance to integration.

He declared in 1950 that “as long as I am Governor, Negroes will not be admit-

ted to white schools.” Shortly thereafter he penned an epistle on regional resis-

tance to integration entitled You and Segregation.109 His contradictory program

—one that blended all the dictates of white supremacy with the imperatives of

economic and governmental development—proved to be a recipe for success

for many more years. Talmadge served two terms as governor, then four terms

as a United States senator from Georgia.110

Like Talmadge, good government veterans also believed a program of “con-

servative modernization” to be the state’s only sure path to a better future. This

notion reflected their conviction that economic prosperity alone, not racial jus-

tice or industrial democracy, meant progress. Those veterans, black and white,

who believed that the war had meant something different—that the Four Free-

doms did apply to the postwar South—lost out to this developing chamber of

commerce ethos. Moreover, that ethos grew ever more central to the founda-

tions of the modern political South, underscoring its importance as the most

lasting legacy of World War II’s contradictory political impact. “The dominant

psychology of the South is no longer agrarian,” remarked social scientist and re-

gionalist Rupert B. Vance in 1955; “it is Chamber of Commerce.”111

The politics of modernization pursued by good government veterans and the

neo-Whig leaders who followed them did help to spur unprecedented growth

and development in Georgia as the “rule of the rustics” declined. Federal court
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decisions in 1962 overturned the county unit system and malapportionment in

Georgia, finally accomplishing what progressive black and white veterans had

failed to achieve in the postwar 1940s. Popular voting assured the ascendance of

metropolitan business-professional leaders over the rural county seat elites in

statewide politics. From 1962 onward, Georgia governors by and large followed

the ethos of change that good government veterans had articulated after the

war: they exhibited a “growth-oriented ideology” that emphasized policies con-

ducive to industrial recruitment, governmental efficiency, and racial stability.112

Development speeded the growth of the business-professional class centered

in Atlanta, which, in turn, contributed to a smoother transition away from seg-

regation than occurred in many other southern states and cities. Certainly, as

the question of integration loomed in the 1950s, most Georgia whites preferred

to keep the races separate, and most Georgia governors, including Herman Tal-

madge, continued to posture themselves as the last and best defense against

black domination. Given the negative national publicity that Alabama and Mis-

sissippi’s violent response to civil rights activities received in the late 1950s and

early 1960s, however, the well-developed passion for recruiting industry to

Georgia—rooted in Henry W. Grady’s New South hustings after the Civil War

and popularized by good government veterans after World War II—ultimately

trumped no-holds-barred resistance to integration. Thus, in 1961 the state legis-

lature appointed the Sibley Commission on Desegregation. Chaired by John

Sibley, a well-known and respected Atlanta banker, the commission issued a

moderate report that recommended local option, not wholesale rebellion, in re-

sponse to federal mandates on public school desegregation. When school deseg-

regation finally came to Atlanta, according to one scholar, it proved “anticlimac-

tic and uneventful”compared to the “scorched-earth”policies of massive resistance

that disrupted neighboring states and towns.113

Thus, the program of “conservative modernization” that good government

veterans in the postwar 1940s had heralded eventually recognized that a com-

munity’s prospects for the future would have to rely on at least a modicum of

racial justice. But its proponents never drew the same conclusion about the need

for a substantive redistribution of wealth and power. Neo-Whig politicians, fol-

lowing the example set by their good government predecessors, operated on the

notion that the benefits of unregulated economic growth and industrial devel-

opment would eventually “trickle down” of their own volition to all Georgians

and resolve the state’s economic and social problems.114 Both good government

veterans and the later political leaders of the Sunbelt South premised the poli-

tics of modernization on a fiscal and social conservatism that failed to eradicate

the disparities between black and white, country and city, middle-class and poor,
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that had long defined southern life, even as their programs for change altered

much of the region’s physical and economic landscape.115

It was an ironic finale to the state’s postwar political drama, one that reflected

the peculiar contradiction at the heart of the war’s political impact on Georgia

and the South. The politics of change to come out of the war legitimized a con-

servative understanding of progress that still offered the Four Freedoms to some

southerners more than others.
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   even curious political conflicts of the postwar 1940s

wracked Georgia’s postwar stability, leaving a political landscape undeniably

marked by the impact of World War II. Challenges to a smooth reconversion to

peace came from many quarters: from black citizens fed up with their second-

class status and determined to assert their rights of citizenship whenever and

however they could; from workers convinced that union membership repre-

sented the best ticket to higher wages and protection from the whims of man-

agement; from middle-class whites who demanded a more dynamic and rational

response by state and local governments to the economic potential unleashed by

the war; and even from reactionary whites who mobilized against the threats to

white supremacy they saw developing around them.

For a time it appeared as if the plot to this postwar southern drama would

take a surprising twist. In the number of newly registered black and white vot-

ers, in the ’s postwar campaign to organize the South, and even in the willing-

ness of so many white Georgians to line up behind a moderate alternative to Eu-

gene Talmadge in 1946, the state appeared at first glance to be poised on the cusp

of a progressive era. Georgia’s postwar political life might actually have sustained

a much broader and more diverse electorate—including an opening for black

participation in civic affairs—as well as a seat for organized labor at the table of

management and a state administration boasting a more forward-looking and

moderate temper.

But if the political mobilization of blacks and organized labor stood as a sig-
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nal landmark on Georgia’s postwar landscape, so did the reactionary white back-

lash that soon followed. In addition, the advocates of the campaigns for change

that garnered the most support saw little contradiction in advocating a program

of modernization bereft of racial or industrial democracy. Indeed, if any lesson

could be drawn from World War II, it was that Georgia’s political alternatives re-

mained within the southern Democratic Party, positioned along a spectrum of

conservatism, with scorched-earth reactionaries on one end and segregationist,

anti-unionist, “but not a damn fool” modernizationists on the other.1 The in-

surgent white veterans who cooperated with blacks and organized labor to win

election in 1946 easily dispensed with the interests of both parties when they sat

in the state legislature in 1947. Good government veterans opposed Georgia’s in-

cumbents not because those officials oppressed blacks and labor, but because

they manipulated white supremacy as a means to sustain corrupt, provincial,

and reactionary governance to the detriment of Georgia’s national image and

future prosperity.2 In the postwar 1940s many white Georgians, veterans in-

cluded, still regarded toeing the southern line on race and anti-unionism a vi-

able means to achieve modernization.

Herman Talmadge applied the lesson of 1946 quite effectively. He combined an

unabashed defense of white supremacy that would have made his father proud

with a program for urban, industrial, and educational progress that Eugene would

have, no doubt, abhorred. In this way, Herman created a solid base of political

support in the postwar years among ordinary whites, courthouse gangs, urban

modernizers, and business interests. This “Talmadge blend” of change and tra-

dition, according to one scholar, established a new foundation for political unity

among white Georgians after the divisiveness of the immediate postwar years.

That political “peace,” however, came at the expense of blacks, organized labor,

New Deal progressives, and any real redistribution of wealth and power.3

Yet it would be myopic to conclude that no significant change at all emerged

from the complex matrix of events that defined Georgia’s transition from war to

peace. Veteran activism reflected a dynamic political tension building in Geor-

gia and the South on the heels of the war’s end. Black veterans demanding a po-

litical voice, progressive white veterans fighting for democratic majority rule,

and union veterans organizing against management exposed how destabilizing

the economic, demographic, and social changes of the war years really were. In

this sense, Georgia’s veterans exposed the cracks that were developing in the foun-

dations of the one-party South, and their insurgencies against the postwar sta-

tus quo pointed toward the ruptures that would split the Solid South apart in

later decades.
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Doyle Combs, George Dorsey, and Isaac Nixon risked their lives not only to

defend American interests abroad during the war, but to make that sacrifice

have real meaning at home. Lacking a broad base of support or federal interven-

tion on their behalf in the postwar 1940s, black veterans confronted a vicious ra-

cial backlash that prevented a new era for race relations in Georgia from emerg-

ing anytime soon. But their bravery, determination, and outright stubbornness

presaged the black freedom struggle that eventually blossomed across the South,

with black veterans of the Second World War once again at the helm.4

The white veterans in the Ku Klux Klan and the Columbians who rebelled

against these currents of racial change, even to the point of terrorizing black cit-

izens, indicated just how rocky the road to racial change in the South still would

be. The war fostered a hardening racial line in Georgia and the South that hit

the national political scene with the Dixiecrat revolt from the Democratic Party

in 1948. Thus, reactionary veterans forewarned of the massive resistance to inte-

gration that would further destabilize southern politics in the following two

decades.5

At the same time, however, good government veterans underscored the grow-

ing impatience of many southern whites with the conservative factions that still

dominated their communities and the state at large. The broad support these

campaigns enjoyed testified to the ambitions many Georgians held for a differ-

ent sort of leadership, one that could banish the memory of the Great Depres-

sion for good. Veterans such as the members of the  in Savannah, the Inde-

pendents in Augusta, and even Herman Talmadge were the predecessors of the

“new Whig” governors and boosters who emerged in every southern state in the

1950s and 1960s, determined to lead their communities into the national eco-

nomic mainstream. If this could be accomplished within the framework of seg-

regation, as Herman Talmadge and good government veterans believed in the

postwar 1940s, then so be it. Only when the price tag became too high—when

massive resistance and civil rights protests threatened the image of stability these

leaders believed was so crucial to continued growth and development—did

movement toward moderate racial reform begin.6

Thus, World War II challenged the static nature of southern political life

without inaugurating the new day that progressives had hoped to see dawn at

the war’s end. Georgia’s white veterans wove a uniquely southern pattern into the

postwar politics of change, sustaining the continuity of the South’s political dis-

tinctiveness by accommodating rather than countering the weight of racial and

anti-union tradition. Their vision of progress legitimized a politics of conserva-

tive modernization as the foundation of the Sunbelt future—a politics promis-
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ing democracy and justice to some southerners far more than others. Georgia’s

veterans thus wrought a peculiar ending to a war most southerners, then and

now, believed was fought in the best spirit of American freedom. The contradic-

tory consequences of that war would reverberate in Georgia and the South for

decades to come.
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decisions, see Key, Southern Politics, 522, 621, 624–28, 632; and Harmon, “Beneath the

Image,” 37–38. For one of the classic treatments of black disfranchisement in the post-

Reconstruction South, including the origins and impact of the white primary system, see

Kousser, Shaping of Southern Politics.

12. The best treatment of these campaigns and the liberal-labor collaboration that sus-

tained them may be found in Sullivan, Days of Hope, 133–248.

13. On the Augusta campaign see Cobb, “Colonel Effingham Crushes the Crackers,”

507–16. For events in Savannah see Savannah Morning News, April 18, 1946, 2, 12, and

April 25, 1946, 12. On the 1946 gubernatorial race see Bartley, Creation of Modern Georgia,

201; Sullivan, Days of Hope, 210–15; Key, Southern Politics, 106–29; and Brattain, Politics of

Whiteness, 153–60.

14. On the campaigns of terror directed against African Americans in post–World War

II Georgia and the South, see Grant, Way It Was in the South; and Burran, “Racial Vio-

lence in the South.”

15. Studies that discuss Herman Talmadge’s emergence as leader of the Talmadge fac-

tion in Georgia include Bartley, Creation of Modern Georgia, 204–7; Cobb, Georgia Odys-

sey, 56–57; Egerton, Speak Now Against the Day, 483, 521, 574; Frederickson, Dixiecrat Re-

volt, 107, 114, 162; Brattain, Politics of Whiteness, 161, 212, 217; Henderson, Politics of Change

in Georgia, 210–13; and Pajari, “Herman E. Talmadge and the Politics of Power.”

16. On the connection between the policies that good government veterans pursued

and the later emergence of a “chamber of commerce” ethos of growth and development

articulated by neo-Whig leaders in the modern South, see Bartley, New South, 398, 461,

467, 470; Cobb, Selling of the South, 128, 140, 142, 146–48, 155–59, 160, 162, 177, 270–71; and

Schulman, From Cotton Belt to Sunbelt, 127–34.

17. Cobb, Selling of the South, 100, 122.

18. On the rise of Cold War liberalism and its displacement of New Deal liberalism, see

Brinkley, End of Reform, 4, 7–8, 13, 269. On the increasing national focus on southern

race relations after World War II, see Bartley, New South, 38–73.

19. For a sampling of the works that explore the importance of the World War II to the

South, see Tindall, Emergence of the New South, 687–732; Bartley, New South, esp. chap. 1;

Bartley,“Writing About the Post–World War II South”; Daniel,“Going Among Strangers”;

Egerton, Speak Now Against the Day, 201–534; Cobb, Selling of the South, 35–63; Cobb,
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Most Southern Place on Earth, 184, 198–200, 204, 208–11; Cobb, Industrialization and

Southern Society, 50–67, 150, 153, 156; Schulman, From Cotton Belt to Sunbelt, 72–73,

80–85; and Sosna, “More Important Than the Civil War?” In Lost Revolutions, 1–3, Pete

Daniel observes that in 1945 “at few times in southern history had the path to revolution-

ary change seemed so clear. The road into the 1950s, however, took unexpected turns.

The South that evolved in the twenty years after the war emerged out of displacement,

conflict, and creativity—not tranquility.”

20. On the impact of the war in the South, see Tindall, Emergence of the New South,

687–732; and Daniel, “Going Among Strangers.”

21. In “More Important Than the Civil War?” Morton Sosna argues that World War II

had such a profound impact on southern society, economics, and culture that it might

actually rival the Civil War as a promulgator of change for the region.

22. In Emergence of the New South, 731, Tindall notes the social and economic changes

wrought by the war, but also that southern political leaders “embodied a curious para-

dox.” While offering their wholehearted support for policies aimed at winning the war,

“in domestic affairs they had retreated back within the parapets of the embattled South,

where they stood fast against the incursions of social change.” Also see Bartley who, in

New South, 459, emphasizes the many changes brought on by the war, while also ac-

knowledging that “as it turns out, the sweeping upheavals of World War II had little effect

on southern politics, except in the short term to strengthen the position of Bourbon con-

servatives.” Similarly, Harvard Sitkoff, in “African-American Militancy,” 92, argues that

while the “insurgent struggle for racial justice to come in the South would eventually

draw sustenance from the many fundamental transformations in American life and

world affairs catalyzed by the Second World War,”African American militancy would not

coalesce in the South in any significant fashion for another decade. Both studies, how-

ever, assess the region as a whole rather than focusing on specific events and develop-

ments tied to individual states and local communities. The immediate, pre–civil rights,

postwar era did not, in fact, register as much change overall as the civil rights era itself.

However, as the case of veteran activism and the level of political instability and turmoil

in the postwar 1940s illustrate, the Second World War did have a notable effect. Coming

on the heels of the Great Depression and New Deal, World War II disrupted the politi-

cal stability of local, state, and regional politics, which produced the postwar political

patterns from which the changes that wrought the modern South ultimately emerged.

Moreover, Sitkoff bases his evaluation of the impact of the war on the black civil rights

movement on an analysis of national organizations and institutions during the war years,

ignoring the grassroots activism of black veterans and citizens that characterized the im-

mediate postwar era.

23. See, for example, the finely textured arguments that balance in the middle of the

continuity-versus-change spectrum in Frederickson, Dixiecrat Revolt; Frederickson,“ ‘As

a Man I Am Interested in States’ Rights’”; Simon,“Race Reactions”; O’Brien, Color of the

Law; Brattain, Politics of Whiteness, 86–131; and the essays in McMillen, Remaking Dixie.

24. Southern veterans appear briefly in the following works: Bartley, New South, 21–22,

135; Cobb, Most Southern Place on Earth, 203, 210–14; Haas, DeLesseps S. Morrison, 34–35,

39, 43, 49–50, 88; Lester, Man for Arkansas, 17–35; Dittmer, Local People, 9; Egerton, Speak

Now Against the Day, 328, 340, 375, 377, 382, 385, 457, 468, 558, 604; Norrell, Reaping the
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Whirlwind, 60–63; Key, Southern Politics, 198, 201–4, 436–37; Brattain, Politics of White-

ness, 123–24. More extensive treatments may be found in Cobb,“Colonel Effingham Crushes

the Crackers,” 507–16; Tyson, Radio Free Dixie, which explores the life and career of

southern black militant Robert F. Williams, a veteran of both the World War II and the

Korean War; and O’Brien, Color of the Law, which examines a 1946 race riot in Colum-

bia, Tennessee, in which both black and white veterans participated.

25. I am indebted to Jane Dailey, Glenda E. Gilmore, and Bryant Simon, Jumpin’ Jim

Crow, for proposing this remolding of the traditional change-versus-continuity debate.

These essays emphasize dissent from and resistance to the political and racial structures

as a central theme in the history of the post–Civil War and twentieth-century South.

See the introduction, 3–6, especially, for a well-written and precise articulation of this 

argument.

26. On the coalescing of white racial resistance in the postwar South that blossomed

into massive resistance to integration, see Bartley, Rise of Massive Resistance, 3–46; and

Frederickson, Dixiecrat Revolt.

27. On the role of black veterans in the later civil rights movement, see, for example,

Dittmer, Local People, 1–18, 31; Tyson, “Wars for Democracy,” 271; and Tyson, Radio Free

Dixie, 29, 48–62. Also see O’Brien, Color of the Law, 102–5; and McMillen, “Fighting for

What We Didn’t Have,” 93–110.

28. On the neo-Whig leaders who emerged in the South of the 1960s and 1970s, see

Bartley, New South, 398, 461, 467, 470; Cobb, Selling of the South, 128, 140, 142, 146–48,

155–59, 160, 162, 177, 270–71; and Schulman, From Cotton Belt to Sunbelt, 127–34.

Chapter Two

1. Atlanta Daily World, March 28, 31, 1946.

2.“14 Points of Action of GVL, Inc.,” December 1945, series VII:4, reel 190 (931), SRCA;

Atlanta Daily World, March 31, 1946, 1, 2.

3. Atlanta Daily World, March 28, 31, 1946.

4. R. B. Dunham to Pittsburgh Courier, August 1946, pt. 4, reel 8 (188), NAACPP.

5. Heard interview. Few African Americans remained unaffected by war mobilization,

but “it was the servicemen who were most conscious of the part they had played in the

war, and so the most likely to have high expectations for change.” Wynn, Afro-American

and the Second World War, 21–37, 115. For further discussion on the role of African Amer-

icans in the military and in the war, see Dalfiume, Desegregation of the United States

Armed Forces, 64–131; Blum, V Was for Victory, 182–220; Thomas, “ ‘Double V’ Was for

Victory”; Buchanan, Black Americans in World War II; and Motley, Invisible Soldier. More

recent works that emphasize the impact of military service in World War II on the black

men who served include O’Brien, Color of the Law, 102, 104–8; Tyson, Radio Free Dixie,

29, 48–62, 141; Dittmer, Local People, 1–9; and McMillen, “Fighting for What We Didn’t

Have.”

6. Heard interview. Alexander Heard was one of V. O. Key’s primary researchers cover-

ing several southern states for Southern Politics in State and Nation in the postwar 1940s.

7. Flanagan interview.

8. Heard interview.
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9. According to Neil Wynn, for example, “Army life, even with its racial restrictions,

was better than life as a civilian. The uniform gave a measure of self-respect and a degree

of authority. More important, black soldiers were taught skills and trades, given a certain

amount of education, as well as being fed, clothed, and paid regularly. For a good num-

ber, it was the first semblance of economic security they had ever known.” A black enlis-

tee, he continues, “responded as an American with patriotism and loyalty,” but this was

at least, in part, “in the hope that his participation would be recognized and rewarded.”

At the same time, he “resented his treatment both in and out of the forces and was in-

clined to feel he had nothing to fight for.” See Wynn, Afro-American and the Second World

War, 28–29. In Color of the Law, 102, Gail O’Brien also notes the enhanced self-esteem

black servicemen that derived from their military service during World War II.

10. See, for example, Marwick, Total War and Social Change, xvi.

11. On the notion of manhood held by southern black veterans that emphasized the

obligation to protect hearth and home, see Tyson, Radio Free Dixie, 140.

12. On the development of the dynamic bond between political, racial, and gender

identities and racial-sexual anxieties in the South from the late nineteenth century into

the twentieth century, see Williamson, Crucible of Race; Brundage, Lynching in the New

South, 58; Ayers, Promise of the New South, 158; Gilmore, “Murder, Memory, and the

Flight of the Incubus,” 73–94; and Tyson, “Wars for Democracy.”

13. For a variety of explorations of the connections between southern white racial at-

titudes, gender, and citizenship, see Kantrowitz, “Ben Tillman and Hendrix McLane,

Agrarian Rebels,” 498–503; O’Brien, Color of the Law, 128, 130–31, 133; Tyson, “Wars for

Democracy”; Tyson, Radio Free Dixie; Frederickson,“‘As a Man I Am Interested in States’

Rights’”; and Simon, “Race Reactions.”

14. See, for example, O’Brien, Color of the Law, 102, 104, 105, 108, 246; McMillen,“Fight-

ing for What We Didn’t Have,” 101–3; and Tyson, Radio Free Dixie, esp. chaps. 2 and 3.

15. Stouffer et al., American Soldier: Adjustment During Army Life, 495–97. From 1943

through the end of the war, the Army Research Branch conducted extensive interviews of

soldiers’ morale and their attitudes about the war, the military, Allied war aims, and the

postwar future. Samuel Stouffer and his associates compiled and interpreted the data,

separating the responses of black soldiers from those of white servicemen.

16. Ibid., 237.

17. The statistics are from Wynn, Afro-American and the Second World War, 115. Modell,

Goulden, and Magnusson, in “World War II in the Lives of Black Americans,” 838, rein-

terpreted Army Research Branch data to conclude that for most black men “the impact

of military service influenced the structure of their aspirations in a way that contributed

to their unwillingness to accept the prewar structure of racial dominance.” This influ-

ence, according to the authors, served to foster personal ambitions to succeed in the post-

war economy—an individualistic drive that allegedly undermined a traditional concern

for black advancement as a group or community goal. While this interpretation helps ex-

plain why so many black GIs planned not to return to the South after the war, and why

many left soon thereafter, it does not address the decision of many other African Amer-

ican ex-servicemen and women to remain in the South and to fight to increase black op-

portunity and freedom.

18. Bohannon interview.
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19. Ibid. In Georgia the number of lower-level white-collar workers grew more rapidly

during and after the war than the expanding business-professional middle class. Posi-

tions as clerks, salesmen and women, real estate agents, bank tellers, cashiers, and typists,

Numan Bartley has concluded, were not especially lucrative, but they certainly created

more purchasing power than tenant farming and sharecropping. Bartley, Creation of

Modern Georgia, 183.

20. Stouffer et al., American Soldier: Adjustment During Army Life, 515–16.

21. Ibid., 515.

22. Ibid., 513, 517–18.

23. See O’Brien, Color of the Law, 105.

24. Law interview. Law never did receive overseas duty, although ultimately he felt “it

was a blessing in disguise” because many of the men with whom he had trained never re-

turned.

25. Both Wynn, in Afro-American and the Second World War, 29, and Dalfiume, in De-

segregation of the United States Armed Forces, 81, note that black soldiers’ reactions to the

war and to discrimination in the service often fostered ambivalent attitudes.“On the one

hand, [a black soldier] responded as an American with patriotism and loyalty in the

hope that his participation would be recognized and rewarded,” writes Wynn, but “on the

other, he resented his treatment both in and out of the forces and was inclined to feel he

had nothing left to fight for.” Thus, concludes Dalfiume, a “profound cynicism” toward

the war was often “accompanied by a widespread belief that conditions would be vastly

improved after the war.” Moreover, overseas service sometimes introduced African

American soldiers to the possibilities of a life less encumbered by American and south-

ern racism. For many, it offered the first real opportunity to be treated as Americans first

and as blacks second, and to associate with people and cultures less imbued with racial

prejudices against blacks. An overseas environment, pointed out a commander of a black

supply unit, allowed black American soldiers to do “things they could not do at home,”

from frequenting local eateries and shops with ease to fraternizing with women of vari-

ous races. Such an experience, he argued, was “something you can’t expose a man to and

expect him to forget overnight.” For this quotation see Wynn, Afro-American, 32–34. For

more information about the overseas experiences of African Americans in World War II,

see Smith, When Jim Crow Met John Bull, 141–47. On the heightened racial consciousness

that developed among many black GIs, see O’Brien, Color of the Law, 104; Tyson, Radio

Free Dixie, chap. 2; and Dalfiume, Desegregation of the United States Armed Forces, 81.

26. Not surprisingly, black GIs often interpreted their dissatisfaction with army life in

racial terms, even when describing the type of conditions that generally irritated all en-

listed men. An entire history of discrimination and injustice, however, made comments

such as “They treat us like dogs” or “Why don’t they treat us like men?” mean something

far different when articulated by black soldiers comparing their conditions to those en-

joyed by their white counterparts. See Stouffer et al., American Soldier: Adjustment Dur-

ing Army Life, 503–5. Indeed, black soldiers resented this disparity in treatment and

protested it whenever possible. In military encampments, airfields, bases, and communi-

ties throughout the South, black soldiers (two-thirds of whom were native to the region)

talked back to racist military police officers, civilians, and local police; complained to

white officers and officials as well as to the inspector general; helped each other evade ar-

180 :                 –  



rest; and in several notable examples, engaged in armed rebellion. For examples of Afri-

can American soldiers engaging in mutiny and armed rebellion during the war, see Bur-

ran, “Racial Violence in the South,” 152, 159, 162.

27. Combs interview. Several authors note comments by black veterans similar to

those of Doyle Combs. “When I came out of the army I was determined to register to

vote,” recalled Tuskegee veteran Daniel Beasley. After all, he continued,“I had been in the

army[,] . . . I had never been in jail[,] . . . [and] I just figured I ought to be registered.”

When Charles and Medgar Evers went to the Decatur, Mississippi, post office to register

in 1946, they encountered recalcitrant whites who demanded to know “who you niggers

think you are?” “We’ve grown up here,” they explained; “We have fought for this coun-

try and we should register.” Beasley quoted in Norrell, Reaping the Whirlwind, 60; Evers

brothers quoted in Lawson, Black Ballots, 19, but also see Dittmer, Local People, 1–9.

28. Combs interview. This sense of earned citizenship endured despite the discrimina-

tion that black GIs encountered during the war. In fact, service in a segregated and dis-

criminatory army ostensibly to defend American freedom and democracy exposed the

moral bankruptcy and downright absurdity of Jim Crow, an experience that often served

to heighten black soldiers’ racial consciousness. When Amzie Moore of Cleveland, Mis-

sissippi, joined the service, for example, he ended up in a segregated unit in the Pacific

where restrictions based on racial considerations made little sense when weighed against

the exigencies of combat.“Here I’m being shipped overseas,” Moore recalled,“and I have

been segregated from this man whom I might have to save or he save my life.” Nor did

Moore hesitate to point this out to interviewers, noting “I didn’t fail to tell it.” In fact, the

irony of his position grew even more apparent when Moore received the dubious assign-

ment of persuading black troops that conditions in the United States would be improved

after the war, in order to counteract the impact of Japanese propaganda harping on Amer-

ican racism. Moore quoted in Cobb, Most Southern Place on Earth, 211. Even the enemy

could appear in a favorable light, as one former white POW discovered when he was as-

signed to address an audience of black servicemen. As part of the army’s attempt to con-

vince black soldiers of their importance to the war effort, the soldier, formerly a prisoner

of the Japanese, described his encounters with the enemy and his observation of their

treatment of prisoners of war. When he described Japanese soldiers shooting black GIs

in order to demonstrate the barbarity of the enemy in a personal manner, however, he

elicited an unexpected response. Did the Japanese shoot only black soldiers, his audience

wanted to know, and did they keep black prisoners segregated from white POWs? To sol-

diers accustomed to mistreatment, discrimination, and injustice in their own military, an

enemy who shot and imprisoned all POWs with little racial distinction seemed less than

barbaric, and possibly even preferable. Thomas, “ ‘Double V’ Was for Victory,” 155.

29. In the Mississippi Delta, as James C. Cobb has concluded,“irritated planters in des-

perate need of cotton pickers could hardly endure the sight of blacks driving about the

Delta enjoying their new leisure and flaunting their new sense of independence.” A few

local planters, according to an Agricultural Adjustment Administration official, hoped

for an “organization that would encourage Race Riots in Northern Cities to get a plen-

tiful supply of labor around after the war so [they] can have two croppers begging for each

tract and plenty of extra help around for picking.” Quoted in Cobb, Most Southern Place

on Earth, 198–99. In addition, black civic leaders reactivated voter registration drives, po-
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litical campaigns, and reform movements in the wake of federal decisions that chipped

away at segregation and disfranchisement. All of these developments appeared to many

southern whites as dangerous transgressions of the paternalistic caste system that bol-

stered southern political and racial stability. Thus,“the major short-term impact of war-

time upheaval,” notes John Dittmer, in Local People, 114, “was an increased level of racial

tension.” For further examples of whites in the South and the North reacting against the

wartime changes that tended to foster more black independence and opportunity, see

O’Brien, Color of the Law; Burran,“Racial Violence in the South”; Shapiro, White Violence

and Black Response, 355, 365; Corley,“Quest for Racial Harmony,” 35–56; Daniel, Breaking

the Land, 212–23; and Tindall, Emergence of the New South, 716. A discussion of African

American activism during the war may be found in Blum, V Was for Victory, 182; Bart-

ley, Creation of Modern Georgia, 201; Barnes, “Journey from Jim Crow,” 117–19, 121; Au-

trey,“National Association for the Advancement of Colored People in Alabama,” 179–82,

184; Wynn, Afro-American and the Second World War, 20–21; Dalfiume,“‘Forgotten Years’

of the Negro Revolution”; and Dalfiume, Desegregation of the United States Armed Forces,

61, 74–75.

30. Even more threatening were the so-called Eleanor Clubs of African American do-

mestics who insidiously schemed, in the white mind at least, to “put a white woman in

every kitchen” by taking higher paying jobs as laborers at military facilities. See Grant,

Way It Was in the South, 359–60; and Dittmer, Local People, 14.

31. For the best treatments of the reactions of white farmers and planters, in particu-

lar, to the racial and demographic changes accelerated by the war, see Daniel, “Going

Among Strangers,” 889; and Cobb, Most Southern Place on Earth, 208–15.

32. See Bolster, “Civil Rights Movements in Twentieth-Century Georgia,” 96–97. In

Mississippi and Arkansas, planters and civic leaders not only persuaded local draft

boards to defer good tenants and sharecroppers, they also manipulated local debt laws to

keep workers on the farm. A Mississippi County, Arkansas, sharecropper, for example,

told a Bureau of Agricultural Economics investigator that “a lot of colored people there

couldn’t leave [because] Sheriff keeps them there.” Workers or sharecroppers who re-

ceived a deferment, even if unsolicited, “do not feel free to leave the farm of the opera-

tor who requested their deferment.” Quoted in Daniel, “Going Among Strangers,” 891.

33. Horace Bohannon to George Mitchell, Fort Valley, Georgia, January 11, 1945, reel 188

(257), series VII:3, SRCA. After touring Mississippi extensively throughout 1946, SRC field

agent and war veteran Harry Wright concluded that “Negroes are being weighed in the

balance to determine that they are not trying to bring back to Mississippi some of the

ideals of freedom that they helped to win for some of the other people of the world.”

Wary white southerners were watching “in every quarter to see that he still knows ‘his

place.’” See Harry Wright, “Wanted: A Square Deal for Negro Veterans in Mississippi,”

unpublished draft, reel 189 (794–97), series VII:32, SRCA.

34. In 1944 the United States Congress passed the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act,

which quickly became known as the GI Bill of Rights. This legislation aimed primarily to

ease the transition of returning World War II veterans into homefront civilian life and to

reward them for their years of service. Its passage represented the first time the federal

government offered such formal and extensive compensation to soldiers and sailors for

fulfilling their military duties. Veterans of the Civil War or World War I, for example, re-
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ceived only a relatively small one-time bonus payment after their discharge. The GI Bill

was the largest single piece of social legislation enacted by the Congress up to that time.

Its provisions included unemployment benefits, the construction of veterans’ hospitals,

educational benefits, access to low-interest loans to start small businesses or to purchase

homes, and occupational training. Widely credited with transforming many American

institutions, especially higher education, the GI Bill “propelled millions of veterans into

middle-class status in employment, education, and residence.” Nonetheless, the access a

veteran had to these benefits depended as much on location and race as it did on length

of service. As my discussion here indicates, African American veterans in the southern

states experienced widespread discrimination when attempting to claim the compensa-

tion they had earned. For a basic overview of this legislation and the quotation above, see

Boyer et al., Enduring Vision.

35. “Statements by Teachers, Principals, and Administrators,” Atlanta University Sem-

inar, Summer 1946, reel 189 (1289–94), series VII:35, SRCA.

36. Ibid.

37. Ibid.

38. Ibid.

39. After a thorough examination of the records of the SRC’s Veteran Services Project,

David Onkst has concluded that the GI Bill of Rights did little to alter the economic sit-

uation of black veterans who stayed in the South. For a good discussion of the discrim-

ination black veterans confronted in the delivery of veteran benefits and services, see

Onkst, “ ‘First a Negro . . . incidentally a Veteran.’”

40. Ibid., 9, 12.

41. Horace Bohannon to George Mitchell, Macon, Georgia, January 17, 1946, reel 188

(259), series VII:4, SRCA.

42. Horace Bohannon to George Mitchell, Savannah, Georgia, February 22, 1946, reel

188 (346), series VII:4, SRCA.

43. Horace Bohannon to George Mitchell, Augusta, Georgia, undated, reel 188 (346),

series VII:4, SRCA. As one observer wryly concluded, “If a white man and a black man

both walk up for an opening and it ain’t no shovel in that job, they’d give the job to the

white man, but if there’s a shovel in it, they’d give it to the black man.” Quoted in Cobb,

“World War II and the Mind of the Modern South,” 10; and in Jones, Dispossessed, 226.

44. Onkst, “ ‘First a Negro . . . incidentally a Veteran,’” 18, 29–30; Atlanta Daily World,

November 10, 1946, 4.

45. Twitty referred to Alabama specifically, but the same standard applied to Georgia

and throughout the South. William B. Twitty to George Mitchell, Alabama, undated, reel

188 (1105–15), series VII:5, SRCA.

46. “Statements by Teachers, Principals, and Administrators,” Atlanta University Sem-

inar, Summer 1946, reel 189 (1289–94), series VII:35, SRCA.

47. Burran, “Racial Violence in the South,” 200.

48. My account of the Walton County lynching of 1946 draws heavily on the very able

work of Wallace H. Warren in “ ‘Best People in Town Won’t Talk.’” Also see Egerton,

Speak Now Against the Day, 366–69; and Wexler, Fire in a Canebrake. Although Wexler’s

book is a detailed, eloquently written, and fascinating account of this event, it is a work

of creative nonfiction. The many conflicting facts and confusing twists integral to the
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Walton County lynching are well presented by Wexler but are difficult to verify due to the

stylistic choices made by the publisher regarding the presentation of sources and cita-

tions. Therefore, I have chosen to rely on Warren’s more scholarly article for the facts

used here. However, I highly recommend Fire in a Canebrake to anyone interested in

learning more about this tragic event.

49. Warren, “ ‘Best People in Town Won’t Talk,’” 273–75.

50. Ibid.; Egerton, Speak Now Against the Day, 367–69.

51. Warren, “ ‘Best People in Town Won’t Talk,’” 274.

52. Ibid., 283. On Clinton Adams, his story, and the problems with his account of what

occurred, see Wexler, Fire in a Canebrake, 209–23.

53. Fear of reprisal, resentment of outside interference and media criticism, and a defi-

nite lack of white compassion for the victims or their families nullified the attempts of

both the Georgia and Federal Bureaus of Investigation to crack the case. Warren, “ ‘Best

People in Town Won’t Talk,’” 280–82.

54. Ibid., 280.

55. Egerton, Speak Now Against the Day, 369.

56. Atlanta Constitution, July 26, 1946.

57. In Alabama, though the war brought home 46 percent more industrial and com-

mercial jobs by 1946, the percentage of African Americans among the state’s population

had declined 4 percent by 1950. Almost 3,000 black southerners fled Mississippi during

the 1940s, and Georgia’s black population declined 12 percent between 1920 and 1950. See

Cronenberg, Forth to the Mighty Conflict, 75, 85. Also see Dittmer, Local People, 14; Sosna,

“More Important Than the Civil War?” 150, 160 n. 18. Total black migration from the six

plantation states in the South during the 1940s totaled over 6 million. See Mandle, Roots

of Black Poverty, 84. While the superintendent of the Coahoma County, Mississippi,

schools, Lillian Rogers Johnson, found that even some white veterans had expected to

find “a more liberal state of mind at home, but find it just about the same,” black veter-

ans were especially “disillusioned and disappointed. They come in and say ‘how do you

do’ and ‘goodbye.’”“Both groups are leaving,” she noted,“but mostly Negroes.” Washing-

ton Post, May 7, 1946, clipping, reel 188, series VII:1, SRCA. On a previous visit to Clarks-

dale, Mississippi, Harry Wright found black veterans “hanging around,” but in Septem-
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