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Fred Gray: I was born less than five miles from where you’re sitting, on the west side of
Montgomery in what was then, and still is, considered the ghetto of the city. Born in an
area called Washington Park on a street that’s only two blocks long called Prickly St. in a
house that was then, 135, what we call a gunshot house. All the rooms were behind each
other and if you open the front door and the back door and shoot through it, the bullet
would go straight through without hitting anybody. And then when I was six, ‘cause my
father died when I was two, my mother had very little formal education but she was a
good Christian woman who taught all five of us that we could become anything we
wanted to become provided we did a few things that she taught us to do. One was that we
should stay in school and continue our education. Two, we should stay out of trouble.
And three, we should place Christ first in our lives. And, basically, that’s what I live by.

I grew up on the west side of Montgomery, and even ‘til now they don’t think that
anything good can come out of some of these areas. But I did not always and I didn’t
really know anything about what lawyers did, I knew no lawyers when I was kind of
young. And my greatest interest then, and I still have a great interest, in the ministry. As a
matter of fact, our preacher in Tuskegee died a couple weeks ago and I'm gonna have to
speak tomorrow morning. Haven’t finished my message yet, but (laughter) they didn’t
tell me, he’d been ill for a quite a white and two or three of us had been rotating it, and
I’ve been out of town for the last two weeks. So they said, “Well, it’s your time.” So I'll
have to leave between 9 and 11 o’clock to get a message together. But during a very early
age, | grew up on the West side and my parents and | became a member of the Hope
Street Church of Christ, which was located—it’s still located—one block from the Hope
Street Baptist Church where the mass meeting took place, which is also about two or
three blocks from where Mrs. Rosa Parks lived, which is also about five or six blocks
from where Mr. Nixon lived. His wife was a member of our church and used to on
occasion teach in Sunday school class. So my whole interest initially was, I was gonna be
a preacher and my mother sent us to a church school up in Nashville, National Christian
Institute, which no longer exists but did produce very outstanding students. And even
though the school does not exist now, the persons who attended school there, some of us
still exist. We had a meeting last weekend in Miami. We meet every other year over
Labor Day weekend, those of us who are still here, we’re losing a lot of them now. And 1
had the opportunity of reminiscing with some of the persons that I'd been in school with
over 50 years ago. So as time passes you get to see how people grow and develop, it’s
very interesting.

And [ finished high school in Nashville, I decided to come back home to go to
college, and I was gonna be a preacher and a teacher. I lived up on the West side as I've
indicated to you, I was going to Alabama State on the East side. I worked for the local
newspaper. At that time, the advertising company owned and operated an afternoon
paper, the Alabama Jones. And I was there, starting off delivering newspapers, initially
on campus, and the man who was the circulation manager there specifically for the East
side needed a carrier for the route where the University was located, Route 602, and he
said, “Well, Fred, if you’ll take this route for me, I think—" and he was graduating that
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year, he said, “I’ll recommend you and I think you can get the job as district manager,”
and it worked out.

Unlike students today, all of whom just about have automobiles to go to college,
that’s wasn’t true in our days. So the only means of transportation I had was the public
school system. And I would use it as much as twice a day, as little as twice a day and as
much sometimes as six to eight times a day. Getting up in the morning to go across town
to State, come downtown to check in at the office, go back on the East side where my
district was, come back in the evening to check out, sometimes go back on campus where
the library was and finally home in the evening. So I've seen a great deal of things that
happened on the buses, and I've seen a great deal of people who have had some very
unpleasant experiences. And so, while I have not had them myself, I was very concerned
about them. And this was during the time that everything in Montgomery and this state
was part of the country and all over the nation had been desegregated. And here
segregation was done by state statutes that had gone (indistinct), they had no problems
putting on the books that the races were to be segregated: transportation, amusements,
wherever. And there were very few people in Montgomery at that time, and there were
little to no lawyers who was handling any civil rights cases. At the time that I was here,
there was no black lawyers here at all. There had been Mrs. (indistinct) some time, but
she had left and went to Indianapolis and on to Alaska. And there were a few white
lawyers here. Some would handle some civil rights cases, but if a person of color had a
conflict, I don’t care how (indistinct) it was, with a white person, the chances of getting
adequate legal representation was not very good and I thought that that should not be the
case. I observed in new Mr. Nixon and in this town for the most part, if you had any
racial problems, the average person would go to Mr. Nixon for that. We also had another
gentleman here named Mr. Lewis, who had been a former clerk at Alabama State and
who owned a nightclub called “The Citizen’s Club.” Mr. Lewis was mainly interested in
voter registration and getting people registered and helping to get them elected. And as a
condition of membership in his club, if you wanted to get in The Citizen’s Club, you had
to be a registered voter. So during my junior year at Alabama State, and this is at a time, [
was about 19, I concluded that in addition to being able to do, was really what
Montgomery needed was a good lawyer, a lawyer who would be willing to handle civil
rights cases. So I decided to, | made a secret commitment for myself and made enough
sense not to tell anybody about these ideas, and that secret commitment was: I was gonna
leave Alabama, ‘cause I couldn’t go to the University of Alabama law school without,
because of my race. And at that time Alabama, like all of the southern states had a
procedure where an African-American wanted to pursue a graduate course or a
professional course that was offered at the white University and not offered at the colored
College, then they would give you some financial assistance, it was that type of financial
assistance.

I decided to go to Western Reserve University in Cleveland. I didn’t even tell my
mother that I was thinking about law school until I had been accepted. And one day at the
dinner table I just eased to her a copy of the letter that I had received that, that had
admitted me to their first-year law school class. And she read it and she said, “Well, Mr.
Smarty, you have gotten admitted. So you gonna get the money from?” (Indistinct) me
going out and trying to hustle up. So that commitment that I made was [ was gonna leave,
become a lawyer, come back to Alabama and destroy everything segregated I could find.
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And it’s easy for me to sit here now and tell you that was my commitment, but the
question is: how in the world do you know that was true? Well, you don’t know. But if
you look at the record, and I've described a great deal of this in Bus Ride to Justice,
which, well it’s an autobiography of mine, it really tells about the civil rights movement
from Prime to Rosa Parks through and up to 1965. And I am going to completely revise it
once I complete this year at the Alabama state bar. Yeah, this is the paperback edition
now, and it’s been printed in about four or five paperback editions, this is the newest
paperback edition that just came off about three or four weeks ago. But it’s the same text
itself, though I lost my wife in forty years, who really helped to make all of this possible.
So she passed and, you know, so (indistinct). But what I decided to do while I was in law
school, I made every plans to come back to Alabama. For example, every paper, research
paper | had to do, I did it on something in Alabama law. I found out that the section of
Alabama law that was probably more different than most states was really dealing with
the beating section and probably probation and rules of the states. So I ended up getting
the librarian to order me Title 7 of Alabama Code. In my spare time, [ would just go
through the Code and outline it. I also realized that when I came back, I had to pass the
Alabama bar, even though then, white students—and that was all who was at the
University of Alabama—after they finished law school, they didn’t have to take the bar
exam. They were admitted on motion. There was a (indistinct) Jones Law School, that’s
still here now, it’s owned by Faulker. Of course, then it didn’t admit African-Americans
either (indistinct). But they had a review, a first-year review course for the bar, but I
knew I wouldn’t be able to take that either. So, every day as we studied a point of law in
all of my various courses, I would determine whether Alabama followed that point of law
or whether it did something else. So really, when I finished law school, in each one of the
courses that [ had taken, I had a good, reasonable knowledge of what the Alabama rule
was on all of this. So when I finished in my three years, stopped by Columbus, out of an
over-abundance of caution, I thought, “I’m gonna take the Ohio bar.” Then six weeks
later, I took the Alabama bar and T was fortunate enough to pass both of them in the same
time.

So my coming back to Montgomery wasn’t by accident. It wasn’t that | was
coming here for something else and happened to have been brought into the movement.
And it wasn’t something that was thrust upon me. But it was something that [ came to do
because it was what I wanted to do. I saw a need which was not being filled and felt that I
should try to do that. I already knew Mr. Nixon, he had helped me to persons to sign
affidavits so I could qualify to take the Alabama bar and he had encouraged me to be a
lawyer. And so had some other persons, vocally. So I came back I was admitted to the
bar—took both of the bar exams, was fortunate enough to pass both the first time, and on
September, yeah, on September 8, 1954 [ was licensed to practice in the state by the
Supreme Court. I immediately began to work in the areas that I had talked about working
in. Mr Nixon had asked me to form a group of senior high school students and college-
age students to encourage their parents for voter registration, so we formed what was
called the YAD-the Young Alabama Democrats, and we had teenagers of every kind.
Mrs. Parks was working with NAACP and I knew the president of the branch, so I began
to work 1n that area and, really, the very first civil rights case that I handled in this city—
and everybody know about Ms. Parks, and everybody know about Dr. King and some
others, but very few people know about Claudette Colvin.
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Claudette Colvin was a 15 year-old African-American and I never tell the story
about Montgomery without mentioning Claudette. It’s been almost a one-man crusade for
48 years. People are now beginning to write about it, they’re now beginning to talk about
it. But Claudette, on February 2, 1955—this was almost nine months before Mrs. Parks
was arrested—Claudette lived in the section of town called King Hill, which is northeast.
She went to school at Booker Washington which is on the, down the southeast. And she
had to get on the city bus, come downtown, change buses, get on the old park bus, go out
the other side. She was coming home that day, changed buses on the square downtown
and boarded Capitol Heights bus, same place nine months later Mrs. Parks boarded
Greenwood Avenue bus. Ms. Parks went up Montgomery Street, she went down
Commerce Street for one block, to Commerce and Berry. And she was asked to get up
and give her seat to a white man. And she didn’t get up. And she didn’t walk off. They
literally drug Claudette off the bus. I represented Claudette in the Probate Court of
Montgomery County. And Mrs. Jo Ann Robinson, who worked at Alabama State and
who had had a problem herself on the bus in 1948 and it wasn’t a place as another, to get
up from her seat to give a white man her seat. And it was almost an empty bus, and she
sat a little ways back, the driver wanted her to sit further back. But anyways, she was then
president of a women’s political council and decided that they would begin to document
everything that would happen on the bus. So they had a record of various incidents which
would occur. And I talked to Mrs. Robinson, I talked to Mr. Nixon and a few other
persons who were interested and we went to Claudette’s, we went to bat for Claudette
and told the city it’s an issue and told the bus company it’s an issue, and threatened to
have a bus boycott if they didn’t do better.

Of course, I wanted to file a suit because that’s what I was here to do in the end,
but they felt the time was not quite right to do that. And, but I did represent Claudette, but
later on. Well, then, we later found that another lady, Mary Louise Smith, was arrested in
October, and of course Ms. Parks was arrested in December. And I think one of the
things that really disturbed the community about Ms. Parks’ arrest, in addition to her
arrest, was the fact that they didn’t charge her with violating a segregation ordinance,
they really charged her with dislawful conduct. And they didn’t want to charge her with
violating a city and a state statute, because they didn’t want to testify, and that would
have given them the opportunity. I knew Ms. Parks very well, still know her well, and she
worked a block and half from where my office was located and we would have a drink
every day. We would talk about everything from segregation and youth to voter
registration, and just make it a talk. We met the day that she was arrested, we had lunch
that day. I had another engagement out of town, and when I got back, I heard it. And I
had phone calls from her, from Mr. Nixon, from my secretary, from everybody, telling
me that Ms. Parks was arrested. And I talked with Ms. Parks when I got back, she asked
me to come by, and I talked with Mr. Nixon and we were very far from Ms. Parks. And
then I went and spent most of the rest of evening talking with Jo Ann Robinson, at which
point we talked about what we felt had happened in this case, and not let what happened
to Claudette happen to Mrs. Parks. And as a result of those conversations, then there were
a lot of series of meetings. You know about all the meetings. You know about the ones
we had here, you know about the ones outside and basically you’ve been at—after Mrs.
Parks was arrested, and I represented her. And Dr. King was elected the spokesperson
and introduced it to the community and to the world at the Hope Street Baptist Church,
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because most people did not know that she had been (indistinct). Because this church did
not then have the reputation that it has now, it just was a small Baptist church that the
African-American community usually attended. And most of the people who worship
here were people who had state connected jobs, so you couldn’t really depend on them to
place their jobs on the line for these issues, even though they would certainly support it.
But they did it more behind-the-scenes than out front.

So from Rosa Parks to we represent the Hub (?) and when everybody was
arrested, there’s Dr. King, being the spokes for the group, got a chance to really-I knew
him before but on a very personal basis—and represented everybody in connection with
the movement. And then from there to all of the other areas of discrimination. I won’t
take the time to describe it, but in Bus Ride to Justice you’ll get a glimpse of some of the
cases. Even there, it wasn’t enough to tell all the cases. As time has passed, | remember
some other very important cases that we’ll probably include when we revise the text. But
with all the cases, then I filed lawsuits that, even represented Mrs. Carr in the case Carr
v. The Montgomery County Board of Education. Her sons, she wanted to go to Sylvania
high school, it was the premiere white high school then. Now it’s all predominantly all
black, if not 101% black. But I was really disappointed and she was disappointed, her son
was disappointed because in that case; while we were able to desegregate the school, she
was the lead plaintiff in the case and under the freedom of choice that the state had set out
Judge Johnson did not permit him to go to that school that first year. Later on, he was
able to go. Even in these cases, sometimes the people who make the greater contributions
don’t always get all the credit. But most people don’t know it, and I don’t know whether
Ms. Carr realizes, but her case really started something that we all know about now, but
we don’t know that her case was the precedent setting case. It started out as just a regular
school desegregation case, and then we ended up looking at it one day, and there were
principals and teachers and core faculty who were being affected, but who were not
included and not represented. So I was able to get the Black Teacher Association to let us
intervene then so that as we were able to get the issues involving the students resolved,
we could get the issues resolving faculty and staff resolved. And we did. We had a few
students in these schools but then we still didn’t have any black teachers in white schools,
or vice versa. So I came up with an idea and amended the complaint and asked the court
to set, to look at the total population of the school system and to come up with a way and
means of having, in effect, a reasonable number of staff of the same race, in proportion to
the racial composition of the whole system. Sounds familiar, sounds like proposals and
timetables. The truth of the matter is, we submitted to Judge Johnson a procedure and
asked him to approve ratios and timetables for the faculty and staff and he bought it, and
have an order to that effect. It was appealed by the Supreme Court. And that, for the first
time, the Supreme Court approved the matter of ratios and timetables, which later
developed into this whole problem of people being against quotas and numerical—-if you
want to really determine things, you have to look at the numbers. And you look at the
numbers, you can say anything you want about integrations, you can do this, you can do
that, but if you have the same number you had before and after, the effect of what your
doing is not (indistinct). So that was Mrs. Carr’s case, a very important case, and it is a
precedent setting case, went all the way to the Supreme Court. The case started in 1963
and i1t went to the Supreme Court, you can take a look in Bus Ride to Justice and 1t will
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tell you when the Supreme Court ruled on it, and I do specifically talk about that as a, as
one of the things that really was decided by this case.

I had the Justice Department working with me on a lot of these school cases and
then we had bloody, when the people were beaten back over in Selma, red-letter Sunday.
And they called me and I got a court order, making the state of Alabama protect them as
they marched from Selma to Montgomery, and was one of the ones who went in to
Governor Wallace at the end of the march and presented our grievances with reference to
(indistinct). But then I found out in 1972 with all the work that the Federal Government
had been doing with us, that they were involved in one of the most hideous, racial
discriminatory cases of anything that had ever happened. And I'm referring to the
mfamous Tuskegee study discovery. A 40 year-old study that had taken place in Rapin
County, right in the middle of everything that is going on, nobody really knew about it
but it was not secret. But the Federal Government had finally answered. There were some
300 men who passed about 300 others who didn’t. The whole purpose was to observe the
effect of untreated syphilis in the Negro male. Even after penicillin became available,
they still did it. So I ended up getting, representing them, finally was able to get myself
into their case and then some years later in 1977, managed to get the President to
apologize on behalf of the nation to those men. And what those men said they wanted, in
addition to an apology, was a permanent memorial in Tuskegee, a memorial where
people could come and see what they had done. But not just for them! They wanted a
permanent memorial for the various ethnic groups that had made contributions to the
field of civil and human rights. Mr. Herman Shaw was the spokesman for the group and
who introduced the President in the East room of the White House, announced that we
had formed the Tuskegee Human Rights and Multicultural Center, which meant, fully
developed, would not only acknowledge their contribution but the contribution that was
made by Native Americans, Americans of European descent, and Americans of African
Descent. When we came back, the Alabama Change Bank gave the Southern Arm to do a
510(c)3 corporation a building in downtown Tuskegee and we’re in the process of now
making that, the County has also designated that a tourist center and converting that into
a museum center to educate people, not only on what blacks have done but what whites
have done and what native Americans have done in the field of human and civil rights
and once it’s developed, it’s gonna be one of the leading attractions. That’s what I'm
devoting most of my time to and I just happen to have brought some brochures by to
leave with you to tell you about it. And we’d be happy for you to come by, we do have
some exhibits on; we have one exhibit right now on the Tuskegee Center for Study, and I
do have more in case that’s not enough.

And let me kind of conclude by saying one or two things. And you may or may
not agree with this, but there are so many people who’ve done so much in the whole field
of civil rights that nobody really knows anything about them. But, here in Montgomery,
had there not been a Claudette Colvin, who gave moral courage to me, to Ms. Parks, to
Mr. Nixon to Jo Ann Robinson. And if you haven’t her book, she has a book. The title of
it is The Montgomery Bus Boycott and the Women Who Started It. It was published by the
University of Tennessee Press. She died a few years ago, but you need to read it because
it does give you some sort of behind-the-scenes activities. If there had been no Claudette
Colvin, there may never have developed Ms. Rosa Parks as we know of her. And there
may never have developed a Dr. King the way we know him. So you have a lot of these
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