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February 19, 1960 was a very pleasant day in Chattanooga, with no threat of rain or snow.  

Despite these pleasant conditions, two loud claps of thunder were heard because of two incidents 

that occurred on that day.  It was as though lightning had struck twice in Chattanooga.  The first 

clap of thunder was heard and seen at Glenwood Elementary School about one thirty in the 

afternoon.  Three Negro parents and five students promenaded up the walkway to the door of an 

all-white school in an attempt to desegregate the school and gain a full day’s education.  Nearby 

Orchard Knob Elementary, which was all-Negro, was so badly overcrowded that students were 

being bused out to three Negro Schools – many for half-day sessions. 

On this same nice day, a group of Howard High students were in the school library for a study 

hour discussing the actions taken by black college students who had staged a sit-in to 

desegregate a lunch counter in Greensboro, North Carolina.  This discussion let to a dare among 

the students to go to downtown Chattanooga and stage a sit-in at the S.H. Kress & Company (a 

five-and-dime store) lunch counter.  It must be remembered that at this time it was against the 

law for Negro people to be seated at the same lunch counter with whites.  By sitting down 

Negroes were subjected to arrest and conviction.   

As young people will often do, each challenged the others, saying, “I dare you to go downtown.” 

They finally took the dare and a second clap of thunder was heard that same day.  The group of 

young people summoned the courage to take up the dare. This type of action would prove to be 

unheard of in any high school in the country.  Were the two unrelated events of that day chance 

or circumstance? Segregation of the races was the order of the day in all areas of life.  Two claps 

of thunder and bolts of lightning, as it were, hit Chattanooga on that historic day from different 

directions – unplanned and unknown by either group until the deeds had almost simultaneously 

been done.  What a day! 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  

After the court case was filed, may calls came to the district office of my employer demanding 

that I be fired.  They said things such as “Fire that nigger” and more.  Calls were made to my 

home night and day, some threatening.  Since the other two litigants no longer lived in town, I 

was the single target.  Some wanted to know where Carroll Street was (where we lived).  I 

directed them to Carroll Lane in North Chattanooga, even though we lived on the east side of 

town.  Carroll Street was only one block long.  Everyone in the neighborhood knew me, since I 

had lived within one block of Carroll some twenty-five years, and this was comforting. 

My wife, Viola, was a real trooper in that she took everything in stride.  I had previously warned 

her to mot come see about me if she got a call that something had happened. I emphasized that 

she was not to come, but send someone, because she might be used as bait to get me if she was 

taken into custody or kidnapped. At night we would let the telephone stay on until we got tired of 

the constant ringing.  We would then take the phone off the hook until the next morning.  During 



the entire ordeal we never had our telephone number changed, although there were constant 

threats on our lives. 

Vi had our children under control and would not let them answer the phone.  Much of what was 

told to her over the phone was kept from me for years.  Because of her fearlessness, the children 

stayed calm.  Our youngest daughter was born in 1960, at the height of the treats, with a nervous 

twitch of her head, which she soon outgrew.  I wondered if this was related to the stress we were 

under. 

Initially I armed myself as I rode around in the car after the school suit was filed and the sit-ins 

started.  After a few days I decided I would not be armed.  I thought that not having my pistol 

handy would cause me to think rather than act, if provoked.  Today I am glad I made that 

decision.  Early on I became very cautious and was careful about the routes that I took, being 

ever mindful that there were a number of die-hards who would delight in my demise.  Even 

today I cannot help but have flashes of those times, and it keeps me on my toes. 

“We had a deep and abiding faith in God and feared doing nothing more than doing something.” 


