Birmingham Confrontation
1963

A strategic effort by SCLC to promote civil rights for African Americans in Birmingham, Alabama.  Birmingham was considered by King to be the south’s most segregated city. The campaign was referred to as “Project C” by SCLC and lasted for two and a half months during the spring and summer of 1963.

Key Players:

Dr. Martin Luther King: Leader of SCLC

Eugene “Bull” Connor: Commissioner of Public Safety (Sheriff) for Birmingham, segregationist

George Wallace:  Governor of Alabama, segregationist

Rev Fred Shuttlesworth: Baptist pastor in Birmingham
In Birmingham, their campaign tactics focused on defined goals for the downtown shopping and government district. These goals included the desegregation of Birmingham's downtown stores, non-racial hiring practices in shops and city employment, reopening of public parks, and the creation of a bi-racial committee to oversee the desegregation of Birmingham's public schools.  The plan called for direct nonviolent action to attract media attention to "the biggest and baddest city of the South.

A highlight of the movement occurred when King was arrested and refused bail to remain in jail.  His incarceration brought media attention as well as national focus to the situation in Birmingham. 

While King was in jail, local white clergymen issued a public statement in local newspapers depicting King as a troublemaker and agitator. King responded with the famous “Letter from a Birmingham Jail”.  The letter was an essay which was a culmination of many of the ideas that King was attempting to spread.
The Children’s Crusade: D Day

The confrontation entered an extremely controversial phase when the decision was mad to encourage the elementary and high school students of Birmingham to participate in a series of protest demonstrations.  This would assist in the effort to fill the Birmingham jails without placing economic hardships on families.  The crusade was successful and the jails were filled to capacity.

Bull Connor
Connor was an ardent segregationist.  Now that the jails were full he opted for other tactics. Rather than arrest the demonstrators he would attempt to intimidate the protestors into abandoning the effort.  He would do this through the use of fire hoses and police dogs.

Media Attention

With the nation looking to Birmingham, the media brought disturbing images of the confrontation to living rooms all across America.  The media attention was extremely beneficial to the movement in that it generated sympathy and support for the movement and hostility toward the oppressors.

In early May of 1963, white business leaders attempted to negotiate a settlement with SCLC.  Political leaders however refused to give in. Eventually a deal was struck in which officials agreed to desegregate lunch counters, restrooms, drinking fountains and fitting rooms within 90 days, and to hire blacks in stores as salesmen and clerks.
Following the settlement an attempt on King’s life occurred when King’s room at the Gaston Motel exploded.  Rioting followed.
President Kennedy

In June of 1963, largely as a result of the confrontation in Birmingham, President Kennedy announced that he would ask Congress to pass the proposed Civil Rights Bill of 1963.

March on Washington (August 28, 1963)

The purpose of the march was to demonstrate support for the civil rights bill proposed by Kennedy in June of 1963.  The march was attended by between 200,000 and 300,000 demonstrators There was some disagreement between SCLC and SNCC as to the purpose of the gathering.  The march was peaceful and was highlighted by King’s “I Have a Dream” speech.
16th Street Baptist Church Bombing

The 16th Street Baptist Church bombing was a racially motivated terrorist attack on September 15, 1963, by members of a Ku Klux Klan group in Birmingham, Alabama in the United States. The bombing of the African-American church resulted in the deaths of four girls. Although city leaders had reached a settlement in May with demonstrators and started to integrate public places, not everyone agreed with ending segregation. Other acts of violence followed the settlement. The bombing increased support for people working for civil rights. It marked a turning point in the U.S. civil-rights movement of the mid-twentieth century and contributed to support for passage of civil rights legislation in 1964.
Robert Chambliss, Thomas Blanton and Bobby Frank Cherry were Klansmen who were arrested for this crime.  The last of the group was not arrested until 45 years after the crime had been committed. All three were sentenced to life in prison.           
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