
 

Racial Justice 
Personal lessons from a faith-based trip to Montgomery, Alabama 

By Ellen Quackenbush 
 
When I was in high school, I asked my dear father about “coloreds only” 
bathrooms and segregated schools in his hometown of Mobile, Alabama. 
He responded “Ellen, that was just the way it was.” I was confused. My 
father had always taught me to honor all people and be my best self.  

You see, my father grew up in Mobile at the height of the Jim Crow era.  

Later, when he ran a primarily black factory in Newark, NJ, he was strong 
advocate for his workers’ rights—helping some blacks to get a GED, and 
others to advance in their careers. He often provided “letters of introduction” for his workers to shop in 
the lower-cost “white-only” stores in downtown Newark versus the higher-cost stores in the “black” 
neighborhoods.  

It has been 10 years since my 101-year old father passed on. And I have wondered, how did my father, 
who grew up in the segregated South, become an advocate for his black workers in the North. I think this 
was rooted in his view of family. He viewed his factory workers as his family; hence, felt an obligation to 
protect their rights.  I think this is also rooted in the Southern view of family-first. What my dear father 
never considered was social or political action on behalf of the wider black community.  

Last month, I joined 35 members of Boston faith communities for June Cooper’s, Boston City Mission 
Pilgrimage for Truth and Justice. Our trip was organized around first-person stories from African 
American Alabamians, born in Selma and Montgomery, who had been part of the Civil Rights movement. 
These women love their home and are working tirelessly to revive the African American arts, culture and 
community in Montgomery. They were also eye witnesses to lynchings. These are some amazing 
Montgomery women we were introduced to: 

Georgette Norman, former director of the Rosa Parks museum, was our tour 
guide as we drove from Montgomery to the Edmund Pettus bridge in Selma. 
She described her efforts to protect 20 Alabama sites that were central to the 
civil rights movement by entering them in the Worlds Monuments project. 
Among these monuments is the Brown Chapel AME Church in Selma, which 
was the center of the Southern Christian Leadership Council (SCLC) in their 
effort to register blacks to vote. Churches were central to civil rights, as state 
laws prohibited “mass assembly” in public places. Most civil rights strategy and 
action plans were discussed in church sanctuaries. Georgette continues to use 
arts, theater and dialogue to build bridges between white and black citizens of 
Alabama.                                                                    

Josephine Bolling McCall, whose father, Elmore Bolling, was lynched on the 
road between Selma and Montgomery in 1947 by whites who thought his 
lumber and firewood business was too successful. Sadly, according to 
Josephine, the last thing the whites said was “He’s too good to be a nigger.” She 

wrote a beautiful tribute to her father, The Penalty for Success (www.penaltyforsuccess.com). She recounts 
many inequities and insults her father had to overcome, including having to bring a white friend along 
when he wanted to buy a truck. The white person negotiated the price, then when the sale was finalized, 
told the dealer to put the truck in Elmore’s name. When Elmore’s sons drove the truck, they were 
instructed to say that the truck was owned by a wealthy plantation owner (who was one of Elmore’s 
major customers), so the police would not confiscate the vehicle. 

Shatkita B. Jones, community outreach coordinator for Kress on Dexter, a former 5&10 department 
store that is now the center of the revitalization of the former black business district in Montgomery. 
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Shatkita uses theater and community dialogue to build the consensus for how to rebuild Montgomery. A 
Sudbury couple, Sarah and Mark Buller, purchased the building, invested $25 million and founded 
Montgomery Builds to revitalize the downtown. Community voice is the guide for Montgomery Builds’ 
restoration and mission. 

Then there are the physical sites, museums and monuments that bring the horror of America’s slave 
past and racial inequities into stark relief.  

For me, the, was both the most silent and the most powerful.  One silent steel box for every county that 
lynched an African American—over 4000 lynchings across the South, with Mississippi, Louisiana, and 
Texas in the lead—with the name and date of each victim etched 
in steel. No words were needed to communicate the scale of the 
horror.   

As I entered the monument, I encountered a statue of a mother 
cradling a child and, likely, reaching out to her husband. A 
separation play enacted so many times in the slave trading center 
of Montgomery. This statue stopped every visitor in his or her 
tracks. 

Bryan Stevenson’s Equal Justice Initiative museum brings it all 
home, connecting slavery, the KKK, Jim Crow, and mass 
incarceration into a seamless, systematic web of racial injustice. 
This museum hits you in the face with the reality that racial 
injustice is alive and well. But also provides tangible paths for 
action. I saw many whites visiting the museum, but also quite a 
few black family reunions (they all had matching T-shirts). So 
maybe this is a path for dialogue. For those who want to learn 
more, Bryan’s book, Just Mercy, is a must read. 

 

As for me, my response is to work with the Social Action Committee (SAC) and Bob Brown on next steps. 
Please email me (equackenbush206@gmail.com) , members of the SAC, or Bob Brown with questions, 
suggestions or ideas for next steps. 

Blessing to our wonderful TriCon family, 

Ellen Quackenbush 
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