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Chapter 18 – Section 2
Challenging Segregation

Ed Herlihy: James H. Meredith is formally enrolled at the University of Mississippi, ending one chapter in the federal government’s efforts to desegregate the university.  The town of Oxford is an armed camp following riots that accompanied the registration of the first Negro in the Universities 118 year history. Much of this film record was destroyed when our cameraman Gordon Yoder was attacked, but he did salvage pictures of Governor Ross Barnett at the scene. The governor fought the court order long and bitterly before modifying his stand saying Mississippi was overpowered by the federal government. President Kennedy appealed to the students and to the people of the state to comply peacefully with the law and bring the crises to an end. Even as he talked riots were breaking out in Oxford.

President Kennedy: Americans are free in short to disagree with the law, but not to disobey it. For any government of laws and not of man, no man however prominent or powerful and no mob however unruly or boisterous is entitled to deify a court of law. If this country should ever reach the point where any man or group of men by force or threat of force could long deny the commands of our court and our Constitution then no law would stand free from doubt. No judge would be sure of his writ and no citizen would be safe from his neighbors.

Ed Herlihy: Nearly 6000 troops patrol Oxford to maintain order and arrests amount to more than 200, as smaller disturbance erupt the next day Former Major General Edwin Walker who came here from his home in Texas is put under arrest and held in high bail on charges of inciting insurrection. He was flown to a federal prison hospital as relative calm settled on the town in the greatest crisis the south has faced since the civil war. The University of Alabama campus at Tuscaloosa is under a tight security guard of state police as Governor George Wallace appeals for calm and prepares to confront a deputy U.S. Attorney. The federal officers are armed with the proclamation from President Kennedy urging the governor to end his efforts to prevent two Negro students from registering at the university. The governor is adamant, he made a campaign promise to stand in the doorway himself, to prevent the integration of the last all white state university. After the federal officers leave there is a lull of several hours while the President Kennedy federalizes the Alabama National Guard and they move to the campus. Brigadier General Henry Graham arrives to tell the governor it’s my sad duty to ask you to step aside on orders of the President of the United States, the governor yields to federal authority but promises to continue what he terms a Constitutional fight. There was no untold incident at any time during this confrontation of state and federal authority. Five minutes after the governor, leaves James Hood is the first of his race to become a University of Alabama student. He was followed into the registrar’s office by Vivian Malone. Both students are 20 years old and will take summer courses.
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