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A Voice of White Dissent in Shreveport, Louisiana: Thomas P. Fitzgerald

Introduction:

In March of 1956, Thomas P. Fitzgerald, a member of the Caddo Parish Police Jury, voted “no” to two proposed resolutions in Shreveport, Louisiana.  Approximately one month later, Thomas P. Fitzgerald would be out of office.  The two resolutions Fitzgerald voted against were proposed so that the Caddo Parish Police Jury could express its view on segregation.  Save Fitzgerald and his cast vote, he essentially dissented from an otherwise unanimous vote to continue in support of segregation.

Consequently, as the re-election time for the Police Jury neared in April, Fitzgerald found himself in a controversial campaign.  Not only did he face opposition from other candidates for the Policy Jury, but from the Shreveport Journal as well.  The Journal at this time was one of the more conservative newspapers in the Shreveport area.  Fitzgerald suddenly found himself to be “unqualified” to hold office as editorials in the Shreveport Journal focused on his stand against segregation.  They depicted him not as a solitary voice standing up for what is right, but as a man who has turned his back on the South and its traditions.  By the end of the day on April 17, 1956 Fitzgerald would be soundly defeated at the polls after a greater voter turnout than was normal.
In the years leading up to 1956, the United States witnessed the civil rights movement take true form across the country.  In the South racism ran rampant.  There, a clear line designated either by law or custom divided whites from blacks.  In Shreveport, Louisiana in 1956 this was no different from other Southern cities.  In the days surrounding the Caddo Parish Police Jury election, the South was experiencing an increased tension that would reach a boiling point in the coming months and years.  Thus, the question as to why Fitzgerald was defeated seems to have a rather obvious answer as his views on segregation did not blend well with the social climate and atmosphere of the time.  However, Fitzgerald’s stand against segregation in 1956 in an area where taking such a stand amounted to political suicide, represents a noble and interesting story.  Where does Fitzgerald’s stand fit in with the racial tension that permeated the South and other parts of the country in this time?  Where does the election and Fitzgerald’s view fit in with the burgeoning Civil rights movement in 1956?

In attempting to answer these questions, resources have been used including what can be gleaned from newspaper accounts of the time, as well as accounts of the Civil rights movement and its participants.  

Context and Background:
 As Richard Kluger states in his book Simple Justice, “the Supreme Court under Earl Warren…in Brown v. Board of Education, for all its economy, represented nothing short of a reconsecration of American ideals.”
  In 1954 the Supreme Court under newly appointed Chief Justice Earl Warren ruled in the case of Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas.  The court broke from long standing tradition and unanimously overruled the “separate but equal” doctrine of Plessy v. Ferguson.  The court wrote that “To separate them [blacks] from others of similar age and qualifications solely because of their race generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may affect their hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone.”
  The court ruled that segregation in public schools violated the principle of equal protection under the law guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.  However, in 1955, in the implemented decree often known as Brown II, the court ruled that desegregation must proceed “with all deliberate speed.”  This proved to be an ambiguous order which the Southern states would take full advantage of as it ever so slowly began moving towards desegregating not only their schools, but public facilities as well.  The ruling would meet strong resistance, such as the incident of the 1957 Little Rock, Arkansas school crisis.  In other areas integration spread slowly across the South, under court orders and the threat of loss of federal funds for noncompliance. The Brown decision gave tremendous momentum to the Civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s, and hastened integration in public facilities and accommodations.

Speak Now Against the Day: The Generation Before the Civil Rights Movement in the South, John Egerton tells of the struggles of the Civil rights movement in its formative years prior to the Brown decision.  Egerton recants stories of those people who, although they themselves were flawed, risked much, if not all, to take a stand for the betterment of their community and all its people.  This is not an account of Martin Luther King or Rosa Parks, but of regular people doing extraordinary things.  It seems ironic to call a man or woman standing up for what is right extraordinary but in the years leading up to the mid 1950s there were not many willing to take such a stand.  Egerton’s work contains accounts of rich and poor, black and white, and men and women who attempted to improve race relations and end Jim Crow’s reign of terror.

In The Other South, historian Carl Degler points to earlier periods when white men and women of the 19th century dissented and challenged the notion and continuance of slavery and the inequality of the races.  Like Egerton’s work, Degler’s makes mention of many who are either unknown or not well known who took such stands.

In the civil rights era views were not strictly polarized based on race.  David Chappell’s Inside Agitators describes the little known white “agitators.”  Many whites had doubts about things such as segregation, racism, and inequality.  Chappell also brings into account the notion of varying motives for being a “moderate white,” such as paternalism and guilt as well as altruism and pragmatism.  Working together with black leaders, these moderate whites, once convinced of their purpose, helped bring about much change during the civil rights movement.

In all of these accounts we hear of people risking personal and lifelong relationships and friendships, business interests, jobs, political offices and even their lives to let their voices be heard regarding the end of inequality in the South.  With this background of white dissent, we begin to see the possibility of a man like Thomas P. Fitzgerald and how he fits into the mold of a man taking a stand against segregation and for the people of his community; more so than merely the white people of his community.

If one wishes to properly place Shreveport and Louisiana into the context of the Civil rights movement and American History one must not only mention Brown v. Board of Education and Plessy v. Ferguson, but also people like Dr. C.O. Simpkins and Reverend Harry Blake, as well as Father Joseph P. Gremillion who was a staunch activist in favor of helping gain greater equality for blacks in Shreveport and the state of Louisiana.  Gremillion declared that “To my mind, this is a fearful step backward, completely counter to my concept of Christianity and the American way of life”’ regarding segregation at sporting events.

In Plessy v. Ferguson the Supreme Court ruled that among other rights the State of Louisiana had was to preserve the customs and traditions of its citizens, regardless of whether or not those traditions and customs were those of white people.  More than a century and a half before Fitzgerald took his place among white dissenters, Marie Aliquot in 1845 began a Catholic religious order for black women and was jailed for violating Louisiana’s segregation laws; the same laws that Homer Plessy would break fifty years later.
  Indeed, Catholics in Louisiana have often taken leading roles in the Civil rights movement as forward thinkers and promoters of racial equality and justice.
After the Brown decision in 1954, Louisiana slowly and warily moved towards integration however it would not be until 1958 when New Orleans followed suit from Montgomery, Alabama to end segregation on city buses and not until 1960 when the first public schools were integrated in New Orleans, resulting in two days of rioting; this, only after pressure from a federal judge forcing integration.  Indeed, it was not until 1972 that the last of Louisiana’s Jim Crow laws were officially abolished.  Such was life in Shreveport at this time, “and it was not until the 1960s that blacks were to make real progress in achieving equal educational opportunities, access to public accommodations, and protection of their right to vote.”
  If one looks at the Brown decision they will see that it took almost twenty years from the time of the ruling for the full effect of this decision to take place.  As historian Samuel Shepherd and political scientist Rodney Grunes state, “Louisiana’s response to Brown was one of “massive resistance.”’
  Indeed, on the issue of segregation Louisiana “in a 1954 proposed amendment to the Louisiana Constitution…declared that “segregation is essential to the health and morals of the people and therefore [is] subject to the state’s inherent police powers.”’  In addition, between 1955 and 1965, the legislature of Louisiana “passed more than one hundred laws designed to preserve segregation.”  Louisiana even went so far as to declare the NAACP to be a “subversive organization.”

In 1956, “A city judge [of Shreveport]…instructed policemen to arrest blacks who violated segregation laws and charge them with “disturbing the peace” in order to avoid court tests of state and local segregation laws.”
  One must not forget that during the months of March and April when Fitzgerald’s tenure on the Caddo Parish Police Jury came to and end, the Montgomery Bus Boycott was still under way and would not end until December 21, 1956 when the buses were finally desegregated.  Montgomery, Alabama is merely a short day’s drive across Louisiana, Alabama and then on to Montgomery.  One must also not forget that when the school crisis in Little Rock, Arkansas erupted in 1957, President Dwight D. Eisenhower had to send in paratroopers to ensure the safety of all involved as the nine black students integrated with the all white Central High School.  Shreveport, Louisiana was not isolated in its race relations nor did it stick out at this time.  By voting to oppose the two resolutions Fitzgerald joined those in Montgomery as one willing to speak out against segregation.  Of the 22 members of the Police Jury, Fitzgerald was the only member willing to take such a stand.
Background on Thomas P. Fitzgerald:


Provide information about Fitzgerald and why among 22 Police Jurors he was the only one who was willing to take this stand as well as whatever background information might possibly be found on Fitzgerald.


Thomas P. Fitzgerald, a member of the Caddo Parish Police Jury crossed the line of race relations in the eyes of the people around him and lost his seat on the Jury because he did not hold the belief deemed fit regarding the interaction between and action towards non-whites.  In Shreveport, Louisiana this meant blacks or African-Americans.

The Election:

On April 9, 1956 the Shreveport Journal ran an editorial regarding the upcoming Caddo Parish Policy Jury election.  The contents of the editorial painted Fitzgerald as a man who opposed official Louisiana law and as a man who had turned his back on his state and its laws, the people who elected him, his political party of Democrats, and the South as a whole.  The Journal did careful not to criticize any other areas of Fitzgerald’s person or life other than his being opposed to segregation.  Still, the editorial does not maintain that because Fitzgerald has taken this view, he is immediately unqualified to hold office.

The obvious purpose of this editorial was to encourage those who voted for Fitzgerald in previous elections and the recent primary to cast their votes for one Charles T. Beaird, a Republican, who as the Journal stated was unaware at the time of the writing of the editorial that the Journal was about to endorse him.  Interesting to note is that although every member of the Police Jury was a Democrat, this political polarization was null as long as a man who was for segregation might be put into office to replace Fitzgerald.  In this case because the primary had already taken place, Fitzgerald was the only Democrat on the ballot for this particular precinct’s Jury seat.  Consequently, if a replacement was to be found it would have to be found from the Republican Party, regardless of that man’s political affiliation.  What is more important is Fitzgerald’s opponent’s view on segregation.  At this moment it is important to note that in 1956 the political and social views of Democrats and Republicans were rather the opposite of those that we might believe the two parties to hold presently regarding conservative and liberal vantage points.  
The editorial also makes it clear that it is not the author of the editorial, but the Shreveport Journal in its entirety that supports Beaird as Fitzgerald’s replacement.
The language of this first editorial is rather interesting as found in such statements as “The Journal acts in the firm conviction that NO MAN can serve the people satisfactorily when he is opposed to the laws and principles by which the people choose to live” (Shreveport Journal, April 9, 1956).  The capitalized words “NO MAN” are not my insertion of emphasis but the original emphasis provided by the author of the editorial.  In this statement we see capitalized and emphasized words and a very strong belief regarding Fitzgerald’s place on the Jury.  Most interesting about this particular passage is the end of the statement where Fitzgerald “is opposed to the laws and principles by which the [people] choose to live.”  Which people might these be?  Is this the large readership the conservative Journal receives or the majority of whites in the Shreveport area, or are the many minorities, mainly blacks excluded from the “people” in this case?

In another statement in this same editorial the author, who is never named, suggests that “Unless there is a heavy vote on April 17, a minority bloc of voters who favor integration of the races may succeed in keeping Mr. Fitzgerald in office.”  
Regarding one of Fitzgerald’s opponents, the author states in yet another biased filled remark that, “Despite his Republican banner, Mr. Beaird more nearly fits the concept of the traditional Southern Democrat than does Mr. Fitzgerald.  His views in support of segregation alone justify such a conclusion.”  This illustrates the view that seems to permeate this article that any opinion but the sole “right” view on segregation is inherently invalid.  This editorial ends with the italicized remark, “The Journal urges all citizens – Democrats and Republicans – to UNITE in electing Charles T. Beaird as Mr. Fitzgerald’s replacement!”  This call to arms of sorts to the voting population is extremely indicative of the attitudes towards Fitzgerald’s opinion at this time.

The very next day, April 10th, this same newspaper makes mention of the nominees for the 22 places on the Caddo Parish Police Jury, 26 have come out in favor of segregation.  Indeed four Democrats are named who have given “outspoken support of segregation.”  The article emphasizes the two March resolutions which passed with only one dissenting voice, that of Thomas P. Fitzgerald and that five Republican nominees have come out in favor of segregation as well.  This is not to say that there were definitely others who were against segregation, but that five Republican nominees went out of their way to point out to the public that they supported segregation.  This seems to point to Fitzgerald’s having a rare view and that of those vying for seats on the Jury, virtually all nominees are for segregation.


On April 16th another editorial appeared in the Shreveport Journal.  This time around the author(s) of the editorial made it all the more clear that Fitzgerald should not be re-elected.  The editorial is complete with a sample ballot.  This editorial is filled with outrage and dissatisfaction with Fitzgerald and integration.  The editorial begins with the words, “Whether the Caddo Parish Police Jury shall stand 100 per cent for segregation of the white and Negro races or continue as it is – with ONE of its members actually declaring himself opposed to Louisiana’s laws and customs.”
  The editorial’s scathing attitude towards Fitzgerald suggests that he is an outcast and someone who had the impudence to have an opinion that was outside the mainstream “white” view.
In an article in the same issue of the Shreveport Journal begins with the information that, “Voters will go to the polls Tuesday to cast their ballots in a general election in which Republican candidates are listed for the first time.”
  This same article predicted “Indications…were that the vote would be at least four times as heavy this year as it was in April, 1952.”  This article points to a key fact.  Fitzgerald had already won his Democratic primary and the majority of the Democratic candidates received their opposition from other Democratic candidates, this election was different in that Fitzgerald’s main opponents hailed from the Republican Party.  The article adds further insight by stating that “Fewer voting machines have been set up in the 71 voting precincts than in the primaries because of the expected light voting.”  This is notable because on April 17th, in another article we see the large headline: Vote Heavy For General Election – Segregation Issue Brings Out Large Vote in City.
  Indeed, in an April 18th article in the Shreveport Journal we learn that the “complete unofficial” results of the election were 5,552 to 3,294 with Charles Beaird defeating Thomas P. Fitzgerald.
  Beaird received very near 63% of the vote, although he was a Republican in an area where there had not been a Republican taking office in decades and he was facing a seemingly qualified incumbent opponent.  In the April 18th article we learn that Fitzgerald was the only Democrat to lose.  Also, trailing behind Fitzgerald in number of votes received was another Republican by the name of Charles E. Ray who received 3,114 votes, which is less than 200 votes behind the Democratic incumbent Fitzgerald.  Other important information is also imparted when “Beaird was the first Republican to be elected to a local office here [in Shreveport] in more than three quarters of a century.”  This makes Fitzgerald’s sound defeat all the more surprising.  We also learn that during the campaign and after Fitzgerald voted against the two March resolutions, ‘“many Democrats started a “13 and 1” drive to elect thirteen Democrats and one Republican.”’  Very important to Fitzgerald’s stand against segregation, we see that “Fitzgerald carried…the predominantly Negro boxes” in terms of where the votes he received originated from.  This fits with Fitzgerald stand against segregation.  It would appear that Fitzgerald’s stand against segregation in the March meeting most definitely brought on his defeat.
Here it is interesting to note that at this time and “As early as 1948, a Shreveport Voters League had announced the goal of registering 8,000 black voters” and that “In 1958 and 1959, black churches and civic organizations backed a voter drive led by the United Christian Movement, an affiliate of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference.”  By 1960, “more than 4,582 Shreveport blacks were registered voters – a significant increase but still less than ten percent of those blacks who met age requirements for voting.”


If we return back to the April 17th article we see that it is noted that ‘“Fitzgerald was branded as an “anti-segregationist” in a newspaper editorial.”’  The language here is important because Fitzgerald was not given the prestigious title of “anti-segregationist,” but he was ominously “branded” with the seemingly harsh title of “anti-segregationist.”  Again the social attitudes of mainstream whites are represented by the way in which Fitzgerald and his anti-segregationist opinions are viewed.

Conclusion:
It would be interesting to know whether or not Thomas P. Fitzgerald knew that he would lose his office on the Caddo Parish Police Jury when he decided to vote against the two raised resolutions in support of segregation.  Regardless of this however, Fitzgerald did take a stand as a forward thinking man and fittingly deserves a place in the civil rights movement as a voice of white dissent against segregation.  It is obvious through his loss of his seat on the jury, the articles and editorials in the Shreveport Journal, and the fact that most of the votes he received came from the predominantly black voting areas that Fitzgerald supported segregation and those who supported him were those he sought to help and to create greater equality for.  Furthermore, this event greatly illustrates the ferocity of mainstream white opinion in Shreveport, Louisiana as a representation of urban opinion in a Deep South city where there is little to no tolerance for an un-traditional Southern opinion.
Bibligraphy
Bridges, Ruby.  The Louisiana Almanac: The Civil Rights Movement in Louisiana.  Last 
Updated: April 9, 2003.  http://louisianahistory.ourfamily.com/civilrights.html
Brown v. Board of Education, 347 U.S. 483 (1954) quoted in Kluger, Richard.  Simple 
Justice: The History of Brown v. Board of Education and Black America’s 
Struggle for Equality.  New York: Random House, 1975.  p. 705.

Chappell, David.  Inside Agitators: White Southerners in the Civil Rights Movement.  
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994.

Degler, Carl.  The Other South.  Northeastern University Press, 1982.

Egerton, John.  Speak Now Against the Day: The Generation Before the Civil Rights Movement.  New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994.

Fairclough, Adam.  Race and Democracy: The Civil Rights Struggle in Louisiana. 

 Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1995.
Grunes, Rodney A., Shepherd Jr., Samuel C.  “A Tortuous Path”: Shreveport Blacks and 
the Constitution.”  Grassroots Constitutionalism: Shreveport, The South, and the 
Supreme Law of the Land.  Editors: Norman W. Provizer and William D. 
Pederson.  Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1988.  pgs. 135-151.
Kluger, Richard.  Simple Justice: The History of Brown v. Board of Education and Black 
America’s Struggle for Equality.  New York: Random House, 1975.
The Shreveport Story.  Council of Social Agencies.  Shreveport, 1953.

Whiting, Trisha.  “A Short Step to the Ballot Box:” Early Voting Rights Organizations in 
Shreveport, 1944-1958.  North Louisiana History.  Winter, 2000.  pgs. 13-26.

Shreveport Journal.  1956.  Editorial, 9 April.

Shreveport Journal.  1956.  Article, 10 April.

Shreveport Journal.  1956.  Article, 16 April.

Shreveport Journal.  1956.  Editorial, 16 April.

Shreveport Journal.  1956.  Article, 17 April.

Shreveport Journal.  1956.  Article, 18 April.

Shreveport Sun.

Shreveport Times.

� Kluger, Richard.  Simple Justice: The History of Brown v. Board of Education and Black America’s Struggle for Equality.  New York: Random House, 1975.


� Brown v. Board of Education, 347 U.S. 483 (1954) quoted/cited in Kluger, Richard.  Simple Justice: The History of Brown v. Board of Education and Black America’s Struggle for Equality.  New York: Random House, 1975.  p. 705.





� Egerton, John.  Speak Now Against the Day: The Generation Before the Civil Rights Movement.  New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994.


� Degler, Carl.  The Other South.  Northeastern University Press, 1982.


� Chappell, David.  Inside Agitators: White Southerners in the Civil Rights Movement.  Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994.


� Grunes, Rodney A., Shepherd Jr., Samuel C.  “A Tortuous Path”: Shreveport Blacks and the Constitution.”  Grassroots Constitutionalism: Shreveport, The South, and the Supreme Law of the Land.  Editors: Norman W. Provizer and William D. Pederson.  Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1988.  p. 135.


� Bridges, Ruby.  The Louisiana Almanac: The Civil Rights Movement in Louisiana.  Last Updated: April 9, 2003.  http://louisianahistory.ourfamily.com/civilrights.html


� Grunes, Rodney A., Shepherd Jr., Samuel C.  “A Tortuous Path”: Shreveport Blacks and the Constitution.”  Grassroots Constitutionalism: Shreveport, The South, and the Supreme Law of the Land.  Editors: Norman W. Provizer and William D. Pederson.  Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1988.  p. 136.


� Grunes, Rodney A., Shepherd Jr., Samuel C.  “A Tortuous Path”: Shreveport Blacks and the Constitution.”  Grassroots Constitutionalism: Shreveport, The South, and the Supreme Law of the Land.  Editors: Norman W. Provizer and William D. Pederson.  Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1988.  p. 138.


� Grunes, Rodney A., Shepherd Jr., Samuel C.  “A Tortuous Path”: Shreveport Blacks and the Constitution.”  Grassroots Constitutionalism: Shreveport, The South, and the Supreme Law of the Land.  Editors: Norman W. Provizer and William D. Pederson.  Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1988.  p. 139.


� Grunes, Rodney A., Shepherd Jr., Samuel C.  “A Tortuous Path”: Shreveport Blacks and the Constitution.”  Grassroots Constitutionalism: Shreveport, The South, and the Supreme Law of the Land.  Editors: Norman W. Provizer and William D. Pederson.  Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1988.  p. 150.





� Shreveport Journal.  1956.  Editorial, 9 April.


� Shreveport Journal.  1956.  Article, 10 April.


� Shreveport Journal.  1956.  Editorial, 16 April.


� Shreveport Journal.  1956.  Article, 16 April.


� Shreveport Journal.  1956.  Article, 17 April.


� Shreveport Journal.  1956.  Article, 18 April.


� Grunes, Rodney A., Shepherd Jr., Samuel C.  “A Tortuous Path”: Shreveport Blacks and the Constitution.”  Grassroots Constitutionalism: Shreveport, The South, and the Supreme Law of the Land.  Editors: Norman W. Provizer and William D. Pederson.  Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1988.  p. 146-147.





PAGE  
16

