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Atlanta in Myth: Paternal Benevolence and the New South

Atlanta, a city that initially developed humbly around the terminus of the Western and Atlantic Railroad in the late 1830s, soon grew into a transportation hub so vital that in 1864 it was the target of a major Union Army campaign under General William T. Sherman.  The Federal troops moved south from Chattanooga, laid siege to Atlanta, and when the city was surrendered by Mayor James Calhoun, Union soldiers burnt to the ground anything that could have been considered of military or industrial value to the Confederacy.  Sherman’s forces then abandoned their supply lines, moving through the Deep South toward Savannah, living off the land, destroying infrastructure, and pillaging plantations and the farms of Confederate sympathizers along the entire route.  For over a century – and in some cases, until the present day – Sherman’s March was seared into the consciousness of many Georgians as treachery and barbarism without parallel.  But Atlanta, like the Phoenix of Greek mythology, was reborn from its ashes to become a city of the “New South,” experiencing rapid growth throughout the 20th century despite Sherman and the ravenous, bloodthirsty Yankee soldiers of Georgia myth.
	As if guarding the city’s northern approaches, the largest bas-relief on Earth stands as a monument to perhaps the greatest Southern myth of all; arriving too late to protect the cities railroad junctions or its citizen’s livelihoods, Lee, Davis and Jackson still defend the honor of the city’s inhabitants, and that of supposedly all Southerners, who fought for a lost but eminently noble cause, one that had everything to do with liberty and nothing or very little to do with slavery.  That the three men depicted were slave owners themselves, that the site is a historically paramount location for Klan activity, that the Klan was heavily involved in the monument’s construction all likely count for very little in terms of counterpoint in the minds of proponents of the Lost Cause version of Southern history.  While the thesis is now hardly taken seriously in academic history, the currency it held among Southerners and Northerners alike – and for far too many, still holds today – is no matter of trivial significance.  Believers and expounders of the Lost Cause helped enable Americans to cordon off, belittle or bury a part of their past and present, thereby making it possible to create and sustain a system of inequality that could never have been justified in any sincere discourse of American liberty.      
	As Atlanta’s suburbs and business parks began sprawling out, encompassing Stone Mountain and many other nearby towns, another legend gained national currency.  The city’s governing and business community had, through the 50s and 60s, fostered an image of Atlanta as a city of the New South, a good place for investment, not the backward locale of Southern stereotype, but one that encouraged economic progress and moderation in regard to its black population.  The image stuck, and to this day, Atlanta’s history in the mid twentieth century is viewed in popular imagination as distinct from the rest of the Jim Crow South and as something for which its citizens can pat themselves on the back.  While the city’s centrality to the history of the Civil Rights Movement cannot be denied, the image of “the city too busy to hate,” like that of Lost Cause myths, beclouds real events that for the dignity of those who experienced them and for the way in which these events condition our present, deserve and must receive a true reading.  
	In the decade following World War II, national press began to accord to Atlanta a reputation as a New South city of economic growth and praised it for its standout moderation in matters of race.  A 1953 article in Christian Century even claimed that, due to the city’s recent political development in this regard, Atlantans had “a right to feel proud of themselves.”[footnoteRef:1]  It was within this environment of glowing national publicity that Mayor William B. Hartsfield, before an audience at the National Toastmasters’ Club, coined the moniker of the “city too busy to hate.”[footnoteRef:2]  Indeed, Hartsfield was capitalizing upon a public sentiment that was not entirely ungrounded.  Through the efforts of local black leaders and groups such as the NAACP to register voters in the 1930s, followed by the eventual judicial defeat of Georgia’s white primary in 1946, Atlanta’s black community began to exercise increasing power within the city beginning in the late 40s.  In his reelection bid of 1949, Hartsfield promised this sizable, new electorate public improvements and an increase in the hiring of black police and firemen.  Winning reelection with the substantial support of African Americans at the polls, the mayor and his business allies realized that they would have to form a coalition with black civic and church leaders in order to “maintain control of the city.”[footnoteRef:3] [1: Kevin M. Kruse, White Flight: Atlanta and the Making of Modern Conservatism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), 40.  Quote from Christian Century 3 June 1953.]  [2: Kruse, White Flight, 40.]  [3: Kruse, White Flight, 32-5. Quote on 35.] 

	The progress made toward desegregation by Atlanta’s moderate coalition of white government and business elites and black civic leaders, however slow or grudgingly conceded on the part of the former, did stand, at least on the surface, in contrast to the political situation in much of the more rural areas of the South and to the pre-war era in the city itself, but it was not the only factor which contributed to an image of Atlanta as a city making progress against Jim Crow.  The Georgia capital had long housed some of the nation’s first and most prestigious black colleges and universities, and the Sweet Auburn neighborhood was a black middle class enclave rarely found within the South.  W.E.B. Dubois, Andrew Young, Martin Luther King Jr. and many other prominent leaders in the struggle for black equality had all considered Atlanta home at some point in their lives, and in the 1960s, major civil rights organizations such as the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference were headquartered in the city.[footnoteRef:4]  Robert and John F. Kennedy, along with other national leaders, held the image of Atlanta before the country as an example to follow in matters of desegregation policy, and the Atlanta Constitution’s editor, Ralph McGill presented through his nationally syndicated columns “a positive picture of his chosen city.”[footnoteRef:5]  Americans who had witnessed scenes of brutal defiance in Birmingham and Little Rock on television and in print contrasted the stereotype of massive resistance with what appeared to be happening in Atlanta; here seemed to be an exception to the Southern rule, a polis that abided law and order and sought compromise for the greater good of the city’s inhabitants. [4: Kruse, White Flight, 13-4.]  [5: Virginia H. Hein, “The Image of ‘A City Too Busy to Hate’: Atlanta in the 1960’s,” Phylon 33, no.3 (3rd Qtr. 1972): 207.] 

	 That the battle to end Jim Crow and guarantee civil rights to African Americans made real progress in Atlanta, and that this progress helped to fuel further developments nationwide can and should not be denied.  The decision of the city’s white elite to work with black leaders and to largely reject massive resistance – at least in public and not without qualifications – almost certainly contributed to an environment that allowed greater room for maneuver among those in the struggle for racial equality.  But to credit the city’s white establishment altruistic motives in fostering a spirit of “racial moderation” is to begin to leap down a well trodden path of paternalistic apology.  It was the ability of those African Americans who achieved relative economic independence, civic minded community leaders, and efforts to increase political participation that forced the hand of the downtown establishment.  The moderate coalition between white and black Atlantans was predicated on mutual self interest, almost entirely economic for the former and simultaneously economic, social, and moral for the later.[footnoteRef:6]  The national image of “the city too busy to hate” helped to spur economic growth, and Hartsfield and his allies carefully cultivated it to do so, but behind this myth and on the ground was an Atlanta much more akin to the rest of the Jim Crow South.[footnoteRef:7]   [6: Kruse, White Flight, 41.]  [7: Hein, “A City Too Busy to Hate,” 208-9.] 

	With the end of the Second World War came the return of thousands of GIs to Atlanta and a subsequent housing shortage.  The already overcrowded condition of many black neighborhoods within the city exacerbated the situation and some families began seeking housing in areas that had to that point been reserved for whites.  What would follow throughout the 1950s and 60s, as whites sought to keep their neighborhoods segregated, is a striking example of what could lie hidden beneath the myth of moderate race relations.  During this period, those whites who sought to “defend” their neighborhoods from “residential transition,” initially with violence and massive resistance, would come increasingly to develop and rely upon the use of white homeowners’ organizations to negotiate with city officials.[footnoteRef:8]  What occurred in the fight over residential desegregation would later become representative of segregationist resistance as a whole.  In the face of court orders, the waning acceptability of the type of openly racist rhetoric traditionally employed in the Jim Crow era, and increasing public rejection – both locally and nationally – of violence and unlawful behavior in order to uphold the status quo, segregationist groups began to seek means of defending the privileges they had acquired through the racial caste system that were less overtly like those of their predecessors.[footnoteRef:9] [8: Kruse, White Flight, 43-4.]  [9: Kruse, White Flight, chapters 2 and 3 describe the fights over racial residential transition and the changing nature of those fights as well as subsequent white flight out of those neighborhoods.] 

	But at the same time Atlanta was beginning to build an international reputation for tolerance and little over a year after German capitulation and the end of World War II, the nation’s first neo-Nazi group, the Columbians, Inc., was chartered – a legal nonprofit organization – within the city.  The movement’s founders, Emory C. Burke and Homer Loomis, modeled themselves and the organization distinctly upon fascist principles, preaching an exterminationist ideology and even adopting the emblematic brown shirts of the paramilitary SA, the group primarily responsible for organizing and carrying out pogroms and political violence in the Nazi rise to power.  The Columbians “enrolled nearly five hundred dues-paying, brown-shirted Atlanta members” in the late forties and sought through organized mob violence to keep blacks out of white working-class neighborhoods.[footnoteRef:10]  Group members conducted vigilante patrols of neighborhood blocks, viciously attacking African Americans like Clifford Hines who, walking through his own neighborhood on a night in late October 1946, was chased into an alley by six Columbians, beaten with truncheons and thrown into the back of a waiting automobile.  Hines was only saved by the arrival of police who, in a characteristic scene of injustice, arrested him along with only one member of the gang, allowing the rest to go free.  The Columbians also sought to intimidate or directly attack blacks moving into white working-class neighborhoods through home bombings and the staging of protests – which quickly became angry mobs – outside of homes recently purchased by African American families.[footnoteRef:11] [10: Steven Weisenburger, “The Columbians, Inc.: A Chapter of Racial Hatred from the Post-World War II South,” The Journal of Southern History 69, no.4 (Nov. 2003): 821-2.  Quote on 822.]  [11: Kruse, White Flight, 48.] 

	City authorities quickly realized that they needed to clamp down on the Columbians; the group’s charter was revoked and some of its members were implicated in a plot to bomb police headquarters, city hall, newspaper offices, and the municipal auditorium.  Still others were brought in for their involvement in street violence, but the group, though no longer marauding through the city blocks themselves, had inspired many other middle and working-class Atlantans to take up the fight against desegregated neighborhoods.  As would be expected, one such group was the Klan, but a more important development was embodied in the creation of the West End Cooperative Corporation.  This group “self-consciously presented themselves as honest homeowners confronted with a ‘social problem’… In so doing, the organization successfully shifted the terms of debate from one that stressed the defense of white supremacy to one that stressed the defense of home, neighborhood, and community.”[footnoteRef:12]  Though abandoning some of the rhetoric of the Klan and the Columbians, the WECC eventually resorted to intimidation and violence all the same, bombing homes and agitating mobs as their predecessors had done.  But WECC largely succeeded in masking “the rabidity of racial violence with the respectability of community politics” and were able to present “themselves as hard-working, honest homeowners” whose “motivation was not racism, they insisted, but their rights.”[footnoteRef:13]  In the ensuing battles to keep many residential districts in Atlanta white only, a series of community groups building upon this model and increasingly presenting their grievances in ostensibly color-blind arguments concerning individual rights and freedom of association would continue to change the terms of debate over racial equality, and serve as a model for backlash in all areas of integration policy. [12: Kruse, White Flight, 54.]  [13: Kruse, White Flight, 54-7. Quote on 57.] 

	While working with black leaders and relying upon the black community’s votes, the Hartsfield government was complicit in negotiations with these white community groups and in persuading blacks who had already purchased or intended to purchase homes in formerly whites only sections to reconsider, thus providing added legitimacy to white resistance’s attempts at respectability.  The mayor backed numerous plans to create physical barriers designed to prevent the movement of African Americans into white neighborhoods, including the construction of highways and the zoning of light industry between black and white areas.  In the late 50s, construction of new segments of interstate highway was organized along these lines, and black-owned land was condemned by state and county agencies, with pittance offered as compensation, in order to acquire the location for building.  Furthermore, Hartsfield and contemporaneous city officials adhered to long standing policies of neglect and unequal funding for infrastructure and improvements in black neighborhoods.[footnoteRef:14]  Largely in an effort to prevent a black majority from emerging in the municipality, these city leaders pushed for and achieved the 1952 Plan of Improvement which annexed the almost exclusively white northern suburbs and brought the population of African Americans within city limits down from 41 to 33 percent.[footnoteRef:15]  While seeking black support where he considered it necessary for the easing of tensions or the winning of elections, Mayor Hartsfield’s outlook was practical; he like most white business and civic elites in the moderate coalition were at-heart, like most white Atlantans of the time, segregationists.[footnoteRef:16] [14: Kruse, White Flight, 70-7.]  [15: Matthew D. Lassiter, The Silent Majority: Suburban Politics in the Sunbelt South (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 52-3.]  [16: Kruse, White Flight, 35-6.] 

	What concerned many whites when it came to the prospect of neighborhood integration was largely a perception that it would lead to the integration of public spaces in general and the subsequent unraveling of Jim Crow in all aspects of life.  With the arrival of the Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education, integrated neighborhoods would make the defense of segregated public neighborhood schools impossible under the law.  Many in Georgia supported a plan to close public schools if faced with a court order to integrate, as Arkansas Governor Orval Faubus had done when his state was impelled to do so in 1958.  Though city leaders opposed the plan to privatize education with the support of public funding, they “acted as if nothing had changed or ever would” in the wake of the Brown decision, and it would after all, take a court order to desegregate Atlanta public schools, one that came upon the heels of a decade of litigation between the NAACP and the city.[footnoteRef:17]  The plan subsequently adopted to comply with federal law ensured that the number of black students attending formerly all white schools – white students would not be attending majority black schools – would remain extremely small under a pupil placement scheme that required strict admissions criteria to be met in applications by students intending to take advantage of the opportunity to attend better funded and unstigmatized schools.[footnoteRef:18]  Despite such an obviously limited approach, the city spared nothing in its attempts to guarantee a positive picture of its compliance, calling out the Atlanta Police Department in full force to insure that there were no instances of resistance and catering to the national press, who waxed glowingly of a day without incident.[footnoteRef:19] [17: Kruse, White Flight, 133-6. Quote on 135.]  [18: Lassiter, Silent Majority, 96.]  [19: Kruse, White Flight, 152-6.] 

	While Atlanta largely avoided reactionary violence surrounding the integration of its public high schools, students at the University of Georgia rioted in response to the admission in early 1961 of Charlayne Hunter and Hamilton Holmes.  The mob numbered anywhere from 500 to 2000, surrounded Hunter’s dorm and threw bricks and rocks through the windows.  The next week, perhaps in an effort to alleviate tensions still visible among those in his class, a math professor, Thomas Brahana, had his students write essays on the question “What do you think of integration?”  That the students “did not write for public consumption, or to be published” allows what is likely “a rare and unadulterated” view into the thoughts of ordinary young people experiencing the coming of integration which many of them thought would never occur.[footnoteRef:20]  What the essays revealed is that most students from this particular class believed that whites and blacks occupied their appropriate places, that blacks were happy the way things had existed under Jim Crow, and that “blacks were inferior and [the students] categorically claimed that they ‘knew Negroes.’”[footnoteRef:21]  Only a minority of the students addressed any issue of morality surrounding racial equality; most took a posture of resignation in the face of an unwinnable battle and acquiesced to the integration of their particular campus out of the greater self-interest of gaining a degree from a public institution.[footnoteRef:22] [20: Jason Sokol, “A Documented Account of How White Students Reacted to the Racial Integration of the University of Georgia,” The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education no.52 (Summer, 2006): 62.]  [21: Sokol, “A Documented Account,” 63.]  [22: Sokol, “A Documented Account,” 60-8.] 

	Back in Atlanta, though no similar riot occurred, students at Georgia State University grappled with the prospect and reality of integration in the decade between Brown in 1954 and the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.[footnoteRef:23]  The student newspaper presents a similar opportunity to the essays discussed above to examine the attitudes of those whites, who in their formative adult years experienced, and in most cases resisted, racial integration.  While the same problem of establishing representativeness exists with both sources, the articles and editorial pages of the Georgia State Signal do offer a revealing glimpse into the terms defining public discussion of issues of racial equality among young adults in Atlanta.  An April 1956 issue conducted an interview on the question of “how would students react to having integration at Georgia State College?”  While only one of the seven respondents believed “mob action” would result, none of the interviewees expressed welcoming sentiment.  Bill Leinmiller stated that he believed “students would accept the decision” but thought it necessary to add that they would “feel that the Negroes must get by on their own merits without any partiality shown merely because they were colored,” and Lee Thomason tersely proposed – with no explanation felt necessary – that “the higher educational level a Negro attains, the more capable he is of mingling with those outside his race.”  Claudia Bruce, a candidate for student vice-president, declared, “as long as Negroes stay in their place, don’t show off, and realize that they are primarily students, it would be alright,” adding that “the student body here wouldn’t associate with Negroes socially, but if they were sincere and really desired an education they wouldn’t be physically harmed.”[footnoteRef:24]   [23: From 1947 to 1955, GSU was the “Atlanta Division of the University of Georgia,” and then became known as the “Georgia State College of Business Administration;” in 1961 shortened to simply GSC and was attributed university status in 1969.]  [24: “How Would Students React to Having Integration at Georgia State College?” Georgia State Signal, 6 April 1956, 5;  “Hot Race In Full Swing,” Georgia State Signal, 4 May 1956, 1. ] 

	In another issue in the fall of the same year, faced with a looming court case brought over the attempt of four African Americans to gain admittance to the college, the school’s paper stated in no unclear terms what its position on racial integration was and began to outline legal tactics by which it could get around a court order.  “We have carefully considered the stand we are about to take,” declared The Signal.  “We have listened to statements and sentiments expressed by the student body and administration alike.  With this in mind, The Signal gives unqualified support to segregation in the long battle ahead.”[footnoteRef:25]  The declaration continues, explicitly stating what would become the policy and tactical response of middle and working-class segregationists across all fronts, in the South and beyond, in the coming decades.  Perhaps summarizing the position better than any historian of late twentieth century conservatism could, the Signal states: [25: “Segregation Policy…” Georgia State Signal, 5 October 1956, 4.] 

	
We are fighting a fourteenth amendment to the United States Constitution, the
passage of which was forced on Georgia by military edict during Reconstruction.  In our
efforts therefore, we must leave the word “race” to the demagogues.  We can no longer
exclude negroes because of race.  Such provisions in our State Constitution are dead
letters now and only hindrances.  We must henceforth resort to other aims in order to
exclude negroes.[footnoteRef:26] [26: “Segregation Policy…” Georgia State Signal, 5 October 1956, 4.  Note the selective failure to apply conventions of capitalization observed elsewhere in the pages of The Signal.] 


The article then recommends some of those methods, such as enacting the “private school amendment” as well as resorting to “pupil assignments [and] written and oral entrance exams… to continue segregation.”[footnoteRef:27]  While the signal did not bar dissent on civil rights issues completely, the presence of such dissent in its editorial pages was rare and usually very moderate.[footnoteRef:28]   [27: “Segregation Policy…” Georgia State Signal, 5 October 1956, 4.]  [28: Interestingly enough, a 1963 article suggests that the Republican Party should “openly advocate integration in the South and take active steps to aid the Negro,” in order to become viable in the region, continuing in a rare instance of moral imperative on the part of a published white Southerner, “the Republicans the party of Lincoln, the man who freed the slaves should take the next step and free them finally and irrevocably.  It behooves them to do so.”  Robert Coram, “Standard Democrats Smother New South,” Georgia State Signal, 13 February 1963, 5.] 

	A look at voting data for Atlanta on the “private school amendment” mentioned above offers another method of discerning how the city’s residents viewed desegregation.  The legislation was passed as “Amendment No.4” to the Georgia State Constitution in November of 1954 and provided for the establishment of private segregated schooling.  In a 1961 study on voting and segregationist referenda, in precincts for which data was collected containing less than a five percent African American population, Atlanta was divided upon class lines; working-class areas voted overwhelmingly in favor of the amendment while upper-class areas turned out in opposition; the middle class precincts were split between the two, and though the referenda failed to achieve a majority in all but one upper and mixed upper and middle-class areas, percentages in favor still ranged between 26 and nearly 52 percent.  Though the percentages of votes in favor of the referenda were somewhat lower in Atlanta than in many other Southern cities voting on similar legislation, in all class categories for which data exists for both cities, Atlantans were more in favor of the amendment than citizens of Augusta.[footnoteRef:29] [29: James W. Vander Zanden, “Voting on Segregationist Referenda,” The Public Opinion Quarterly 25, no.1 (Spring, 1961): 93, 95-102.] 

	Not only did citizens “too busy to hate” find time to denounce, obstruct, resist and retaliate against those who sought steps toward equality in education and housing, but the majority of white Atlantans opposed any attempts to integrate any area of society.  When the student sit-in movement began in the early 60s, small businesses and even a substantial segment of Hartsfield business elite allies voiced strong opposition, insisting that their rights to private property and free association were being violated.  Attempts to integrate public transportation were met with violent resistance on the part of bus drivers and passengers.  As the Civil Rights Movement made steady pace throughout the 50s and 60s, segregationists revamped their rhetoric and modified tactics in an effort to thwart further developments and achieve mainstream acceptance once again.  By the late 60s and early 70s, in Atlanta, the South, and among kindred spirits throughout the nation, they had become largely successful in this goal, achieving a place in mainstream conservative politics anew and influencing national policies that attempted to roll back civil rights advancements through the color-blind rhetoric of state’s rights and an idea of individualist meritocracy that flatly dismissed historical inequality and privilege as the distant past.[footnoteRef:30] [30: Kruse, White Flight.  Lassiter, Silent Majority.] 

	What the myth first propagated by Hartsfield and his allies in Atlanta’s moderate coalition has in common with Lost Cause ideology is not merely a failure to faithfully represent historical fact or a coincidental common setting in Southern lore.  Both legends hail from and represent a paternalistic attitude which sought to mitigate or halt entirely the natural striving of humans for autonomy, self-determination and dignity, delineating racism as something only practiced by lynch-mobs or red-necks and professing that black Americans ought to be shown “moderation” under the auspices of honorable whites.  This reframing of racism as something that is always and necessarily violent, individual, and overt is apparent in the context and peculiar wording itself of the slogan, “the city too busy to hate,” and it hardly bears mentioning that it was far from a disavowal of bigotry or inequality when first uttered.  But the idea itself that Atlanta represented a commendable policy of “racial moderation,” that its citizens had “a right to feel proud of themselves,” even had they acquiesced entirely peacefully to the demands of African Americans for equal rights, represents a problem in thinking about racism that has remained very little changed since the Civil Rights era.[footnoteRef:31]  “Tolerance” is now, by and large, the word of the day for many Americans, but this concept “bases equal rights on benevolent patronization rather than democratic first principles.”[footnoteRef:32]  Ultimately, what is embodied in the myth of Atlanta’s mid-century racial progressivism is the idea that this “benevolent patronization” deserves, as much as those who struggled in the courts and in the streets, commendation and credit for the lifting of legal and social barriers to equality and the almost self conscious predilection of so many Americans to hide from their past.   [31: Kruse, White Flight, 40.]  [32: Karen E. Fields and Barbara J. Fields, Racecraft: The Soul of Inequality in American Life (London, New York: Verso, 2012), 105.] 
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