





Figure 12. Map of the members of the Dorchester Credit Union, 1953. This map is a part of the “Reconnaissance
Survey of Dorchester Community Center” study published in 1953. Although this map is from a later period, it shows
the proximity of members to the Dorchester Credit Union. The Dorchester Cooperative Center was located in the
center of the black community. Camp Stewart is in the western part of the county. The Amistad Research Center.

Conclusion

The Veterans Parade was perhaps the highlight of black social, cultural, and
political life in 1946. As Claudius Turner rightly noted, the event also signaled a shift in

racial interaction between the black and white communities of Liberty County. White
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officials such as the sheriff and local business owners recognized that due to recent
changes to federal legislation, black citizens would soon have the right to participate in
state primary elections.

Black Liberty Countians would utilize the local institutions of the church and the
DCC to prepare for the 1946 Democratic Primaries. The Dorchester Credit Union enabled
community members to pool resources and served as an vehicle in which to readily
mobilize a large number of people. This is evident in the large role it played in planning
and administering the grand event of the Veteran’s Parade in which hundreds of soldiers
and key political figures of the county participated. And finally the Dorchester
Cooperative Center served as the central place in which hundreds of citizens in the county
met to discuss and strategized for issues facing their respective communities. The black
community used the diverse institutions of the local churches and cooperatives housed

at the DCC to participate in the 1946 primary elections.
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CHAPTER VII
GEECHEE GRASSROOTS ORGANIZING AND
THE 1946 DEMOCRATIC PRIMARIES

In April of 1946 the black citizens of the county organized the Liberty County
Citizens Council (LCCC) “to get Negroes to register in Liberty County.”3”* The LCCC was a
political organization created for the sole purpose of preparing the local black community
to vote in the 1946 Democratic Primaries. Over the two-month period of April and May,
the council educated more than two thousand black people on their rights as citizens.
They were also made abreast of the changes in the electoral process that would allow
black Georgians to vote in a state election since the 1910s. According to Claudius Turner,
the LCCC was organized by an ad hoc committee of the Dorchester Federal Credit Union,
which by 1946 had become the premier institution in the county. The administrative
board “contact(ed) the leading members in each neighborhood in the county” to provide
details about the locations and times of mass meetings.3”> The ad hoc committee
members, composed of local African Americans from the county, understood that
soliciting members from the various black neighborhoods served several purposes. First,
it would be a way to easily disseminate information to the large community, which by

1940 totaled more than 5,500 people.3’® Second, the selected leaders were respectable,

374 The Savannah Tribune. April 25, 1946.

375 Claudius Turner, “Overcoming Obstacles to Voting in Liberty County, Spring of 1946.” ARC. This
document is a sociological study composed by Claudius Turner during his time in Liberty County. The four-
page study provides a detailed analysis of the political organizing of African Americans in Liberty County
during the 1946 Democratic Primaries.

376 Table 21. — Composition of the Population, By Counties: 1940, Sixteenth Census of the United States:
1940 Population: Volume Il Characteristics of the Population, 221.
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landowning citizens who could participate in political matters without their livelihood
being threatened by white employers. The LCCC would serve as the central organization
to educate and register black Liberty County voters for the Democratic Primaries that
would be held in May and July of that year.

It has entered the national memory that the Voting Rights Act of 1965 was the
principal decree that allowed twentieth-century Southern African Americans the
opportunity to participate in state and national elections. It is true that the congressional
act, in conjunction with the 1964 Civil Rights Act, “circumvent(ed) the problem of policing
state practices by simply suspending those requirements which have been used
discriminatorily.”3’” However, at least two decades prior, millions of black Southerners
organized, registered, and voted in the 1946 Democratic Primaries.

The 1946 primary election was the first time in at least thirty years in which a
large number of African Americans participated in state primaries. In Georgia, as in other
southern states like Texas and South Carolina, the primaries essentially signified for whom
the state would vote. Legislatively, Georgia had maintained white primaries since the first
decade of the twentieth century. The exclusion of African-American voters was
maintained by the enactment of poll taxes, grandfather clauses, literacy tests, and
terrorist acts such as the lynching of black people by white mobs. Thus, by the early
1940s, the majority of black Georgians were effectively disenfranchised.

In order to provide an in-depth analysis of the 1946 Democratic Primaries in

Liberty County, Georgia, this chapter uses the Long Civil Rights Movement paradigm to

377 “yoting Rights Act of 1965.” Duke Law Journal, Vol. 1966, No. 2 (Spring 1966), 468-469.
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situate the actions of the local black community into the broader narrative of Civil Rights
Movement. Jacqueline Dowd Hall, as well as scholars such as Jeanne Theoharis and
Komozi Woodward, have argued that viewing the civil rights movement in this framework
reperiodizes the movement to as early as the 1930s, during the Great Depression Era, well
into the 1970s of the Black Power Era.?’® This paradigm demonstrates that the work of
black Liberty Countians in the previous decades of the early twentieth century, and
arguably that of the late nineteenth century, set the groundwork of the organizing
traditions used during the 1946 Democratic Primaries.

This chapter introduces the concept of Geechee grassroots organizing. This type
of organizing is specific to the indigenous traditions of the Geechee community in Liberty
County. It accounts for several of the topics discussed in previous chapters, specifically
the prevalence of extended kin networks and the ways in which black Liberty Countians
used these networks to readily disseminate information during the registration drive. It
also accounts for the manners in which land ownership afforded the community the right
to vote in their best interest; as many black citizens generated revenue from their home
farms, they were less likely to face the loss of job security or other forms of coercion by

white employers, neighbors or local officials.

Preparing for Enfranchisement

378 Jacqueline Dowd Hall, “The Long Civil Rights Movement and the Political Uses of the Past,” Journal of
American History 91 (March 2005). Komozi Woodward and Jeanne Theoharis, Freedom North: Black
Freedom Struggles Outside the South 1940-1980 (Palgrave Macmillan, 2003).
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The post-World War Il era was a period in which African-Americans actively sought
for the right to vote. As Stephen Tuck notes in Outside Atlanta, African Americans in
communities throughout the state had agitated for change and maintained political and
self-help organizations in their respective community throughout the twentieth century.
Black Georgians fought for equity in education, employment, and housing. In addition to
the daily agitation for change occurring in black communities throughout the state, the
1940s was a pivotal time in which changes were occurring in the nation.3”°

Organizations such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People had grown in number and maintained branches throughout the nation. The
NAACP brought another technique of filing legal cases through their legislative branch,
the Legal Defense Fund. Finally, there were a number of pivotal court cases, namely the
1944 Smith v. Allwright and 1945 King v. Chapman, that specifically challenged the
impediments of black enfranchisement in the nation in general, and in Georgia in specific.
Black Georgians took advantage of the political and social climate and utilized traditional
systems of organizing to register and vote in the 1946 Democratic Primaries.

The 1944 Supreme Court ruling Smith v. Allwright was pivotal legislation that
contested the widespread practice of the Democratic Party functioning as a private
organization. In Black Victory: The Rise and Fall of the White Primary in Texas Darlene

Clark Hine states that this one legislation offered millions of African Americans in the

379 sweet Land of Liberty is another text that rethinks that civil rights movement outside of the South. In
the monograph Thomas Sugrue also broadens the definition of the term civil rights to encompass voting
and registration initiatives, and movements to improve education, unemployment, and discriminatory
housing. Thomas Sugrue, Sweet Land of Liberty: The Forgotten Struggle for Civil Rights in the North
(Random House Trade, 2008).
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South the opportunity to participate in democracy; for many it was the first time in more
than forty years.3® If Smith v. Allwright signified a national shift in anti-racist legislation
and an impetus for large-scale black registration, then the 1945 court case King v.
Chapman assured blacks in Georgia that it was the opportune time to register and vote.

On July 4, 1945 Primus King, a black minister, attempted to vote in the Democratic
Primaries in Columbus, Georgia but was escorted out of the court house by a white law
officer.38! King, who was a member of a group of Columbus African-American civil rights
activists, immediately met with his white lawyer and filed a law suit. In September 1945,
King’s attorneys argued in King v. Chapman at el. that their client’s right to vote under the
Fourteenth, Fifteenth, and Seventeenth Amendments had been violated. On October 12,
1945, a judge ruled in King’s favor and awarded him $5,000.38 In 1946 the Democratic
Committee of the State of Georgia appealed the case to the Federal Circuit Court at New
Orleans. Paying close attention to these proceedings, African Americans in Liberty County
and throughout the state altered their strategies of first-class citizenship and commenced
planning to register and vote in the 1946 Democratic Primaries.

The prevalence of print culture is especially significant in reference to the prompt
dissemination of information about the King case to millions of people. As Patrick

Washburn asserts, “black newspapers provided the foundation for the civil rights era.”3%3

380 Darlene Cralk Hine, Black Victory: The Rise and Fall of the White Primary in Texas (University of Missouri
Press, 2003).

382 Laughlin McDonald, A Voting Rights Odyssey: Black Enfranchisement in Georgia (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2003) and Stephen G. N. Tuck, Beyond Atlanta: The Struggle for Racial Equality in Georgia,
1940-1980 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2001).

383 patrick S. Washburn, The African American Newspaper: Voices of Freedom (Northwestern University
Press, 2006), xvii.
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This especially true for African Americans in Southern Georgia who regularly read The
Savannah Tribune. The black-owned newspaper regularly provided its readers with
information about national court cases that involved and affected African-American
people. On April 4, 1946, thousands of readers learned that the Supreme Court would not
review the appeal case to King v. Chapman.38* Realizing that this could be the turning
point in voting rights for African Americans, the black citizens of Liberty County raised
$50.00 for the Primus King case.3® They also began strategizing in the spaces of the
Dorchester Cooperative Center (DCC) and the numerous churches in the county.38¢

Although the Geechee people in Liberty County had not participated in formal
politics since the early twentieth century, they routinely organized in churches,
benevolent societies, locales homes, and at the DCC. This experience of organizing meant
that black residents of Liberty County were well prepared to push for voting rights and
enter formal party politics in the 1940s, when it seemed like there was an actual opening
to do so0.3¥’

Throughout the 1940s, African-American communities throughout the nation
agitated for legislation that provided equitable schools, housing, and access to electoral
politics. In the quest for civil rights each community created techniques and used
strategies based on the location, demographics, and history of race relations for the

respective community. In particular, to the environment of Liberty County in the 1940s,

384 “5_Court Refuses to Hear ‘White Primary’ Appeal Case.” April 4, 1946. The Savannah Tribune.

385 Notice of Primus King Supreme Court Case, February 9, 1946. ARC.

38 | aughlin McDonald, A Voting Rights Odyssey: Black Enfranchisement in Georgia and Stephen G. N.
Tuck, Beyond Atlanta: The Struggle for Racial Equality in Georgia, 1940-1980.

387 Steven Hahn, A Nation Under our Feet: Black Political Struggles in the Rural South, from Slavery to the
Great Migration (Harvard College, 2003).

170



the ubiquity of land ownership afforded the black population some economic autonomy.
Two features make Liberty County, Georgia an important case study in understanding the
complexity of the black freedom struggle. Black Liberty Countians were the majority in
the county, accounting for 64% of the population (total pop 8,595, black 5,518) making
their vote particularly important.3®® A large percentage of the black population owned
land, accounting for 71% of farms in the county with the average acreage being 39 acres.
This degree of land ownership among black Liberty Countians was well above the state
average, in which blacks only owned 27% of farms.3® These factors assisted the Geechee
people of Liberty County in effectively registering and voting in the 1946 elections.

The Liberty County Citizens Council

The executive board of the Liberty County Citizens Council (LCCC) was comprised
of several influential members in the community. Therefore, to understand the
significance of the organization and its role during the registration drive and election, it is
important to know the leaders of the organization. Three of the four executive board
members were ministers of churches in the county. Reverend W.C. Shipman, the
president of the organization, pastored several of the local Baptist churches. Bishop Eddie
Jones, the vice president, was pastor of the Riceboro Baptist church. Reverend William
Woods, pastored the four Presbyterian churches in the county. And Mrs. Effie Dell Frazier,

the youngest member of the executive board, was the assistant secretary.

38 “Table 21. — Composition of the Population, By Counties: 1940” Sixteenth Census of the United
States:1940. Population: Volume I, Characteristics of the Population, 221.

38 “County Table |. — Farms, Farm Acreage, and Value By Color of Operator, 1940, 1935, and 1930” pg 508-
509, “State Table 12: Number of Farms, Farm Acreage, and Farm Value, By Race of Operator: 1910 to 1940”,
496. Sixteenth Census of the United States: 1940. Agriculture, Volume I, First and Second Series, State
Reports.
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Reverend W.C. Shipman was the president of the organization. As a minister in
the community, Shipman had connections to other churches and congregations in the
community and state. As Clarence Taylor notes, “A variety of leadership styles and
models as well as ideologies have been evident in the black religious communities. These
ideas have blurred secular and sacred, combining church and state, religious beliefs and
secular doctrines.”3%° Additionally, black preachers were economically sufficient and
owned land. Although not originally from the county, his role as a pastor of several
churches in the county and his access to hundreds of local black people suggested that
Reverend Shipman could readily disseminate information about the upcoming elections.

The Baptist minister was originally from Bryan County, a county approximately
fifteen miles away. Reverend Shipman maintained his residence in Bryan County while
pastoring several Baptists churches in Liberty County.3°* By 1946, Reverend Shipman had
been a preacher in the county since the early 1940s.3%2 In addition to administering
church services, the Shipman family was very active in the social life of the community.
In May of 1945, Rev. W.C. Shipman was the president of the Boy Scout Troops for the
county.3%® Mrs. Florrie Shipman was a member of the Midway Sewing Circle, a social club
composed of local black women.3®* The organization regularly held meetings at the

Shipman house throughout 1945 year.

3% Clarence Taylor, Black Religious Intellectuals: The Fight for Equality from Jim Crow to the Twenty-First
Century. (Routledge, 2002), 6.

391 According to the U.S. Census for 1910, 1920, and 1940, William Shipman lived in Bryan County, Georgia.
392 The Savannah Tribune. October 14, 1943.

393 The Savannah Tribune. May 24, 1945.

394 The Savannah Tribune. September 30, 1945. October 25, 1945. March 21, 194,
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Bishop Eddie Jones was the Vice President of the Liberty County Citizens Council.
Prior to being hired as the pastor of the Riceboro Baptist Church in, Jones was a reverend
in Savannah. In October of 1945, Jones served as the guest preacher at the Riceboro
Baptist Church.3®> It seems as if this trial period was a success because in less than six
months Bishop Jones was selected as the pastor of the church.?®® It is probable that Jones
was selected on the executive board because like Shipman, he was a reverend with access
to a large group of people.

Like Shipman and Jones, Reverend Woods was also from outside the county. Prior
to becoming the minister of the Presbyterian churches in Liberty County, Woods was
employed at the Coulter Academy in Cheraw, South Carolina, a school affiliated with the
Presbyterian church to educate African-American children.3®” Like Bishop Eddie Jones,
Reverend Woods had to prove himself to the community before being hired as pastor of
the local Presbyterian churches. In July of 1945, Reverend Woods visited all the African-
American Presbyterian churches in the county. On this trip, he assisted the current
reverend of Ebenezer Presbyterian Church with administering communion to the
congregation.3® In August, he gave remarks and delivered the sermon at the Midway
Presbyterian Church. To obtain the position, Reverend Woods sought to connect with

black Liberty Countians outside the space of the church. In August 1945, he was the

395 The Savannah Tribune. October 11, 1945.

3% The Savannah Tribune. April 25, 1946.

397 The Savannah Tribune. lJuly 26, 1945 and August 2, 1945. Patrick O’Brien. “Lois Irwin, Barber College
and Christian Altruism in Alabama, 1926-1927.” Journal of Presbyterian History (1962-1985), Vol. 62, No. 4
(Winter 1984), 333.

3% The Savannah Tribune. July 26, 1945.
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special guest at the social gathering of the ladies-only Midway Sewing Circle.3%°

By
October of 1945, the community had invited him to pastor the Presbyterian churches of
the county. The local community “wishe(d) him much success in his new field of labor for
the master.”400

Mrs. Effie Dell Frazier was the assistant secretary of the Liberty County Citizens
Council. Unlike the other executive board members, Mrs. Frazier was not a reverend, was
originally from the county, and was a young woman. But to understand how a twenty-
six-year-old woman could be elected to a board whose sole purpose was to educate and
motivate people to register and vote in the 1946 Democratic Primaries, one must look at
the genealogy of Effie Dell Frazier’s family, the Hines family.%?

Pompey Hines, Effie D. Frazier’s grandfather, was born in Liberty County in 1844.
He was most likely worked as a bondsperson on one of the many plantations in the
county. However, during the Reconstruction period Pompey and his wife Ellen purchased
property and ran a farm. By 1880, Pompey and Ellen had accumulated 116 acres of land
and had cultivated 16 of those acres.*°? By 1900, fifty-five-year-old Pompey and forty-
one-year-old Ellen maintained a large farm with the help of their fifteen children, twelve
of whom resided in their home.*%* As was the tradition of black Liberty Countians, when

he died in July 1919, the widowed Pompey Hines left “both real and personal property in

said State probably worth the sum of ten thousand dollars” to “his next of kin fifteen

3% The Savannah Tribune. August 2, 1945,

400 The Savannah Tribune. October 25, 1945.

401 |n 1930, 9-year-old Effie D Hines lived with her father, James T. Hines, her mother, Ester, and her two
older brother. 1930 U. S. Census. Liberty County, Georgia. 1543 GM District. Ancetsry.com

402 Agricultural Census for 1880. 17" District. Liberty County, Georgia. Ancestry.com.

4031900 U. S. Census. 1543 G.M. District. Liberty County, Georgia. Ancestry.com
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children.” The property was to be divided among his nine sons and six daughters. Mrs.
Effie Dell Frazier’s father, James T. Hines, was one of the children who inherited a portion
of the Hines land.*04

By 1920, thirty-four-year-old James T. Hines and his wife, twenty-year-old Esther,
owned a farm in the 1543™ district of the county, the same district in which James was
raised.?® By 1930, land ownership had afforded the Hines the opportunity to send all
three of their children to school.*°® Thus by 1946, it was not uncommon for Mrs. Effie
Dell Frazier to have been selected as the assistant secretary of the Liberty County Citizens
Council: the twenty-six-year-old belonged to one of the oldest land-owning families in the
county. Additionally, she had married into another of the local families, the Frazier family.

These brief biographies of the executive board of the LCCC demonstrates that the
black citizens of Liberty County deliberately chose reverends with ready access to a large
number of congregants or local citizens who had connections to the broader network of
native black families. It also appears that each member of the executive board was
located in different parts of the community. Reverend Shipman lived near Dorchester
Academy, which was located in the center of the county.*®” Bishop Jones lived in

Riceboro, a city located in the southeastern part of the county, about ten miles south of

404 “p B, Hines”, Court of Ordinary, October 7, 1919. Ancestry.com

4051920 U.S. Census. 1543 District. Liberty County, Georgia. Ancestry.com.

4061930 U.S. Census. 1543 District. Liberty County, Georgia. Ancestry.com.

407 |n the weekly updates that community members submitted to The Savannah Tribune, the updates that
focus on the activities of Shipman family are located under the community section entitled “Dorchester
Academy.” In the May 22, 1945 issue, the news relating to Mrs. Shipman’s brother being wounded while
on duty in Italy is listed under the “Dorchester Academy” community. Similar examples can be found in the
following issues: June 14, 1945, July 16, 1945, October 25, 1945, March 21 1946; and May 9, 1946.

175



Dorchester Academy.*08

Reverend Woods lived in the Freedman Grove community,
which is located in the northeast portion of the city.*%® Mrs. Effie Dell Frazier lived in
Hinesville, a city located in the western part of the county.*!® The geographic location of
each executive member made it easy to readily disseminated material throughout the
county, to educate their respective communities on their voting rights, and to hold
meetings in which to strategize on the proper way to vote in the Democratic Primaries.
In addition to methodically selecting board members from the various
communities, the organization also strategized to create a nonthreatening and racially
ambiguous name. After its founding, the political organization selected the name of
Liberty County Citizens Council in an effort to avoid “names, statements, and action which
have the connotation of race.”#!* The LCCC planned to organize any community political
activity through the Dorchester Cooperative Center. Over the next three months, the

organization would meet in different churches throughout the county to educate

members on their rights as citizens and on proper voting procedures.

408 Bishop Jones was hired to be the pastor of Riceboro Baptist Church. News that were submitted to the
Savannah Tribune was listed under the “Riceboro” section. The Savannah Tribune. June 27, 1946.

409 When Rev. Woods moved to the community in October 1945, he lived in Freedman Grove with Dr. F. S.
Frazier until the parsonage of the church was remodeled. In subsequent postings in The Savannah Tribune,
Rev. Woods’ social activities are listed in the “Freedman Grove” section. The Savannah Tribune. October
25, 1945. November 22, 1945. January 17, 1946.

410 |n The Savannah Tribune, every mention of Mrs. Effie Dell Frazier is located under the “Hinesville” section
of community events. The Savannah Tribune. May 22, 1945, February 7, 1946, March 8, 1946, and July 8,
1946.

411 | etter from Claudius Turner to Ruth Morton, April 19, 1946. ARC
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THE $64QQUESTION

BE A GOOD CITIZEN

REGISTER TQ VOTE

Why Register?
Every good citizen puts his or her name on the registration
list in order to be able to vote for elected officials who
make and enforce the laws by which we are governed, The
more citizens who register and vote, the better our government
ig. By voting we get better roads, schools, hospitals, -play-
grounds, parks, libraries, and safety of life and property.
Where Register?
You register at the tax receiver's office in Hinesville.
You don't have to psy vpoll tax or other taxes to register.
How Register?
Begin by courteously telling the tax receiver that you wish
to register to vote. Keep calm and an even temper. Give no
one an excuse for not registering you. You will have to give
your name, address, vhere you- vere born, your age, how long
you have 1liveéd in Georgin and Liberty County. You must be
able to read ond write. You must sign your name on the

registration book.

LIBERTY COUNTY CITIZENS COMMITTEE

Figure 13. Mimeograph of a Liberty County Citizens Council flyer, 1946. This announcement was created by the LCCC
and distributed throughout the community. Leaders of the LCCC also held community meetings at churches in their

neighborhoods and would hold mass meetings at the DCC to educate people on their voting rights. The Amistad
Research Center.

177



After their initial meeting on April 19, the LCCC met again on April 26*'2 and on
May 24. Announcements for both meetings asked that “all communities in the county
had representatives present.”*'3 However, political meetings were not only held at
Dorchester Cooperative Center. There were additional informational meetings held
throughout the county. These meetings were most likely organized by the officers of the
LCCC in their respective neighborhoods. For example, on Tuesday, June 4, “the third in a
series of mass meetings in the county was held at Zion Baptist Church” in the Crossroads
community of the county.*!*

It is likely that the community held numerous meetings throughout the county in
order to educate people on the particularities of voting. On 27 June the “Hinesville”
community announcement encouraged “all persons 18 years and older” who were not
registered to vote to “be on the lookout for announcements of mass meetings in your
community” in order to receive information on using the ballot.*!> The LCCC and the larger
black community understood the importance of their vote as they outnumbered the
white community. By 1940, the black citizens of voting age numbered more than 2,000
whereas white voters only numbered 1,700.4*¢ Understanding this significance, the LCCC
attempted to prepare the black community to vote as a bloc.

In addition to educating people on the proper voting procedures, members of the

LCCC and the larger community actively assisted community members in registering to

412 The Savannah Tribune. April 25, 1946.

413 The Savannah Tribune. June 6, 1946.

414 |bid.

415 The Savannah Tribune. June 27, 1946

416 1n 1940, the state of Georgia had lowered the voting age from 21 to 18.
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vote. One manner was through carpooling and transporting people to the court house.
The court house was located in Hinesville, the county seat of Liberty County. As less than
16% of the black community lived in Hinesville, the community organized a carpooling
system in which to transport hundreds of black citizens to the court house to register.4!’
Within the three-month registration drive, more than 1,600 members of the African-
American community had registered to vote.**® However, the registration process had
not been one without issues.

The question of rather or not black registrants were presented with literacy test
or were systematically stricken from the voting list was contested by both the black and
the white officials. In his observations on the voting drive Claudius Turner provides ample
examples of white officials discriminating against black citizens. According to Turner, the
tax collector of the county did not engage in the discriminatory practices. However, the
Board of Registrars of Liberty County made African-American applicants take written
examinations to determine their qualifications and to intimidate them into not
registering.*'® Turner and the local black citizens realized that this was an illegal measure
and hired a lawyer from Savannah to file suit on their behalf.

And although the board of registration of Liberty County vehemently denied

discriminating against the black community, it is highly probable that they did not provide

proper access to voting. This can be viewed with the state-wide investigation conducted

417 1940 census. In 1940, 910 African Americans lived in military district 17, a district that included
Hinesville, Taylor’s Creek, and Sunny Glenn.

418 In his study “Overcoming Obstacles to Voting in Liberty County” Turner notes that more than 1,600
registered to vote. But the Federal Bureau Investigation of 1946 that interviewed officials in the county
puts the number of black registrants at 2,053.

419 Turner, “Overcoming Obstacles to Voting in Liberty County.” ARC.
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by the Federal Bureau of Investigation in May of that year. During the primaries, many
African Americans brought suit to the local government so much so that the Federal
Bureau of Investigation launched an official investigation in July of 1946. F.B.l.
Investigators traveled to more than forty counties in Georgia and interviewed both white
and black citizens to determine if there had been any misconduct in the election. The
investigation unequivocally determined that the supporters of Eugene Talmadge sought
to bring “about a wholesale purge of Negro voters from the voting list irrespective of their
qualifications under Georgia law.”4?°

The FBI investigation sheds some light on the methods used by the board of
registration and white officials in Liberty County during the 1946 Democratic Primaries.
According to the statements given to special agent Maurice F. Donegan, on May 4, 1946
1,500 sets of challenges and summons forms were mailed to J. Wardlaw Griner, tax
collector of Liberty County. These forms were sent from Atlanta “to be used in challenging
Negro registrants” and in hopes that “after a few were challenged, the rest would quit.”4%!
Griner stated that he refused to accept the forms from the Hinesville post office, but he
admitted to having a phone conversation with Eugene Talmadge in regards to challenging
black registrants. He had also received two letters from Talmadge on May 4, 1946
including mimeographed instruction sheets on how to use the 1,500 sheets to challenge

black voters.*22

420 “Report of Special Agent Maurice F. Donegan, Jr., for Liberty County”, 8/29/46. Collection No. 5920.
Joseph L. Berd Collection of FBI. Georgia Historical Society. Savannah, Georgia.

421 |bid., 242.

422 |bid.
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The Talmadge administration also sent challenge summons forms to Donald H.
Fraser, a city court judge in Hinesville. Fraser stated that he received 2,000 forms in early
July 1946 “by railway express from the Commercial Letter Service in Atlanta, Georgia.”
Fraser acknowledged that he received the forms after requesting them the Talmadge
office as “it was common knowledge that such forms were obtainable from Talmadge
headquarters and were being used in other counties.”4?3

Despite this large-scale attempt to prohibit African Americans from voting in
Georgia, thousands of people successfully registered for the 1946 Democratic Primaries.
In 1946, over 125,000 black Georgians registered to vote. Scholars such as Steven Tucker
note that only 20% of eligible African Americans in the state registered;*** However, more
than 73% of eligible black Liberty Countians registered.*?> Whereas urban cities such as
Savannah and Atlanta used local NAACP chapters to conduct a voter registration drive,
black Liberty Countians created the Liberty County Citizens Council and used local,
indigenous institutions such as churches and the Dorchester Cooperative Center which to

educate people on their voting rights and to register to vote.

423 | bid.

424 Tucker, Beyond Atlanta, 41.

425 Claudius Turner, “Overcoming Obstacles to Voting in Liberty County, Spring of 1946.” May 17, 1946.
ARC. Turner notes that out of 2,200 eligible black voters approximately 1,600 were registered in the
summer of 1946.
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Figure 14. African Americans voting in Riceboro, Georgia, 1946. The Amistad Research Center.
Geechee Grassroots Organizing

Geechee Grassroots Organizing is based on the organizing traditions used by the
black community of Liberty County, Georgia in the 1946 Democratic Primaries. These
strategies were based on organizing traditions which had been established by the
community in the Reconstruction era of the late nineteenth century. Geechee grassroots
organizing is based on 4 cultural facets of the community: large-scale landownership by
the local black community, the pervasiveness of extended kinship networks, the

availability of local institutions in which to organize, and the shared cultural beliefs of the
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community. Because most the black citizens owned land they were free to organize and
collectively vote in the interest of their community. The majority of the black community
owned land, married other people in the community, and regularly socialized with other
black people in the county. Kinship networks were maintained in the spaces of churches,
in homes, with the interaction of black soldiers at the local USO, and the membership of
organizations housed at the Dorchester Cooperative Center, namely the Dorchester
Credit Union and the two farmer cooperatives.

Lastly, an integral facet of Geechee Grassroots Organizing is the shared beliefs of
the local Geechee community. These cultural traditions, or Geechee grassroots
organizing, can best be viewed through the experiences of Claudius Turner, who was a
non-native black Liberty Countians who participated in the voter registration drive of
1946. Although Turner was the director of the DCC, many times when organizing for the
elections, local black leaders preferred to keep Turner in a subordinate position. Thus,
this chapter utilizes the correspondences and sociological studies prepared by Claudius
Turner to analyze the manners in which the Geechee community maintained an internal
leadership structure while organizing for the 1946 Democratic Primaries.

By 1946, Claudius Turner had lived in and worked with the black community of
Liberty Count for three years. However, it seems as if 1946 proved a time in which Turner
began to understand the complexity of the Geechee people. In a letter written to Ruth
Morton in May of 1946 Tuner began “I have written on many occasions about the
individualism of the people and their willingness to go it alone. But | have found later that

there is something in their traditions which provide a powerful unifying force.” During
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the voter registration drive Turner realized that when the black citizens went to vote, they
had time-honed techniques in place in which to pacify white bureaucrats. For example,
when the tax collector asked the black registrants for whom they would vote, without any
prior coaching they responded “I didn’t come to vote. | come to register.” Another
instance was after receiving illegal written qualifications, African Americans were asked
which party they liked. They responded, “I like both parties.” Turner marveled, “These
people are masters at straddling issues...Out of the 1,100 Negroes who registered there
was not a racial incident.”426

This nonviolent approach to interacting with the local white community had been
formulated and perfected over time. African Americans in Liberty County had lived with
the local white community for generations. Their ancestors had been enslaved by many
of the ancestors of the local white community. Many of the black men worked in the
turpentine industries with white businessmen. Thus, the black community understood
how to productively interact with white officials without inciting violence.

Another important example of Geechee grassroots organizing was the importance
of maintaining local leadership. As mentioned above, the leaders of the Liberty County
Citizens Council solicited assistance from Claudius Turner in meeting with other leaders
in the black community, but they did not ask him to occupy a leadership role in the
organization. In reaction to several black community members receiving literacy tests

and after being stricken from the voting register, the LCCC obtained the services of a

lawyer from Savannah in order to file suit for discriminatory practices.

426 | etter from Claudius Turner to Ruth Morton, May 2, 1946. ARC
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On May 1, 1946, fifteen delegates from the LCCC visited Aaron Kravitch, a lawyer
in Savannah, and “charged that the board of registers there used illegal methods to strike
Negroes’ names from the voting list.” Headed by Reverend W. C. Shipman, the delegation
stated that the board of registrars of Liberty County “used the educational qualifications
as the sole requirement for registering.” Kravitch contacted the Governor of Georgia, Ellis
Arnall, to specify that there were in fact several qualifications for voting that could be
used to register, not just one.*?’

During the visit to Kravitch’s office, members of the LCCCC delegation suggested
that Claudius Turner not be the one to make the report to the black community about the
event. Turner “interpreted the suggestion as a shield over me against attack and also a
means of maintaining local leadership.”#?® This “shield” served to protect Turner from
any negative effects or feelings that the white community of Liberty County may have
about the LCCC soliciting a lawyer and filing suit against the discriminatory practices of
the board of registrars of Liberty County.

In the May 2 editorial, Reverend W.C. Shipman was listed as the leader of the
group. As Shipman had cultural and social ties with both the black and white communities
in the county, it was more likely that he would face little repercussion for the LCCC’s
political actions. Turner, on the other hand could face negative consequences from both
the white community and the American Missionary Association who hired him to work

with the community in an economic role rather than a political role. Whereas Turner

427 u

Kravitch Demands Vote Qualification Ruling By State,” May 2, 1946, Savannah Morning News.
428 | etter from Claudius Turner to Ruth Morton, May 2, 1946. ARC.
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attributed their political participation to the Reconstruction Era, it could be argued that
their cultural traditions also shaped the manner in which they organized and interacted

with the local white community.
Conclusion

Ultimately, the black citizens in the county were successful in registering and
voting in the Democratic Primaries in 1946. For the year, 1,784 white voters were
registered and 2,053 black voters registered.*?® The black vote proved influential in the
election. Voting in bloc, the black community was able to improve their community, such
as in the building of roads and new education initiatives.*3°

However, with the vote came a set of new challenges for the black community.
Soon after the election, white leaders in the community begin to buy black votes. Claudius
Turner notes that there were several instances in which white factions attempted to
coerce black citizens to vote for their candidate, namely for Eugene Talmadge. During the
organizing for the registration drive, white officials such as Sheriff Sykes had attended
numerous church events. At times leaders of the LCCC were visited at their homes.*3!
This increased substantially after the election when leaders noted the power of the black
vote. By 1948, the black vote had been divided in the county. Stephen Tucker notes that

although black Liberty Countians continued to vote throughout the period of the 1940s

and 1950s, it was manipulated by local white officials. Nonetheless, the fact that African

429 “Report of Special Agent Maurice F. Donegan, Jr., for Liberty County”, August, 29, 1946. Georgia
Historical Society., 244.

430 Claudius Turner, “A Program of Community Development in Liberty County, Georgia,” 11. December
30, 1946. ARC.

41 Letter from Claudius Turner to Fred Brownlee. July 1, 1946. ARC.
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Americans in Liberty County continued to vote during the Jim Crow period of the 1940s,

1950s, and 1960s is a large achievement and demonstrates the perseverance of the

people and the strength of their local institutions.**?

432 Tucker, Beyond Atlanta, 82.
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CHAPTER VIII

EPILOGUE: REMEMBERING THE ANCESTORS

This case study of Liberty County, Georgia demonstrates that Southern rural
African-Americans built on generational traditions to participate in electoral politics
during the civil rights movement of the 1940s. Scholars of the Black Freedom Struggle
usually trace the organizing traditions to one or two generations prior, however the case
of Liberty County demonstrates that these traditions may have its origins in earlier
periods, such as in slavery or in Reconstruction. Finally, this case study illustrates that
there is not a homogenous African-American culture and that to understand the
traditions of specific communities it is important to look at different facets of their
cultures. And in the case of Liberty County, as is most likely true for other rural Southern
counties whose demographics had not drastically changed during the late nineteenth and

twentieth centuries, it is essential to look at spirituality as an integral part of culture.
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