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Foreword

DAVID J. GARROW

Sara Mitchell Parsons’s wonderful autobiographical memoir tells at
least two notably important stories. First, it describes how she, fol-
lowing her 1961 election to the Atlanta Board of Education, became
one of the South's first white elected officials who Dpenl}f advocated
racial equality at a time when almost every other white public office-
holder either demagogically championed racial segregation or quictly
tolerated it. Second, and just as significant, it relates how both before
and after her election to public office, she broke free from the deeply
rooted societal expectation that a white upper-class suburban house-
wife was supposed to live her life simply as a meek appendage of
her husband and instead became an nutspﬂkenl}r independent puliti-
cal voice who defied and then divorced hersell from the traditional
gender-role strictures within which she had been raised. One can read
this memoir as a poignant account of how one southern white church-
goer rather quickly enlisted on behalf of black civil rights and educa-
tional equa]it}r once southern rnalit}' forced her to confront those
questions. But one should also read this autobiography as an early and
important feminist account of self-realization and self-development
at a time when the “women’s movement” had not yet joined the “civil
rights movement” in America’s political lexicon of the 1960s.'

The historical literature on white southerners who dissented [rom
their region’s racial orthodoxy prior to the mid-i1960s is relatively
copious and sometimes overdrawn,’ but Sara Mitchell Parsons’s here-
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tofore little-known story underscores how she came to be a voice of
dissent largc!l}' on her own within the local precincts of Atlanta and
without benefit of the wider political or academic experiences that
helped radicalize other southerners who spoke out in defiance of local
conventions, such as Virginia Foster Durr,” |. Waties Waring,* Myles
Horton,® James A. Dombrowski,® and Lillian Smith.” Atlanta in the
19 0s may have had a dEL‘idt‘tﬂ}’ more moderate Ptllitiua} climate on
issues of race than most southern cities, in part because of both long-
time mayor William B. Hartsfield® and influential police chief Herbert T.
Jenkins,” but only a small number of aging politicians and local histo-
rians can rf:a{]:il)r recall how the notorious segr{-:gatiunist Lester Mad-
dox'"" was the number one opponent both in Hartsfield’s final 1957
reelection race and in the September 1961 run-oft that vaulted Ivan
Allen, Jr., into office as Hartsheld's anointed successor."

That same September 1961 run-off also marked Sara Mitchell’s
election to the Atlanta school board, but—as this memoir shows—
her own evolution as a political freethinker and incipient feminist who
no longer acquiesced to her husband’s old-fashioned presumption of
wifely subservience had begun several years earlier with active in-
volvement in the League of Women Voters, A series uf]:—:ague experi-
ences brought her face-to-face with racial and educational realities
that otherwise would not have penetrated the upper-class social world
of a suburban Buckhead housewife, and from there the “new” Sara’s
path toward a surprising emergence as a successful political candidate
and an uut:ipuken Publil: ﬁgun_' pmcuuded rapid]}' apace. Our histori-
ography of black southern civil rights activism has (finally) come to
acknowledge and sometimes highlight the disproportionately impor-
tant roles that black women played in many of the movement's most
crucial episodes,'” but the more mainstream histories of the South
during those years have yet to illuminate fully the similar impact that

white female political activism on the part of women such as Sara
Mitchell, Eliza Paschall, Frances Pauley, and Helen Bullard had on cit-
ies like Atlanta." Both autobiographies and a long list of broader po-
litical histories provide wide-ranging accounts of Atlanta public life in
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the 1960s," but none of these volumes either comprehensively or
even partially surveys the extent to which women emerged as new
players on the city's public stage. Existing scholarship already attests
to how the involvement of younger women in “movement” organiza-
tions like the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC)
helped pave the way for the women’s movement of the late 1960s,'
but the ways in which the movement’s presence also encouraged other
women like Sara Mitchell to step forward with a new commitment to
activismn and self-determination have not yet been fully plumbed. From
Southern Wrongs to Civil Rights nught to assist signiﬁcant]}r in Spﬂ.l‘]cing
such an appreciation.

Sara Mitchell does not appear as a major character in any of the
existing historical surveys of 1960s Atlanta, but the microfilmed edi-
tions of the city’s two principal daily newspapers of that decade, the
Atlanta Constitution and the Atlanta Journal, are 1‘ep|ete with stories
about her vocal presence on the city’s public stage. Early in her initial
1961 school board campaign against two other serious candidates, one
Constiturion editor spent an entire column telling prospective voters
that Mitchell’s “completely honest manner” already marked her as a
most unusual political competitor, for “this kind of honesty is seldom
seen.” What's more, the columnist’s endorsement hardl}r stopped
there, for he also felt moved to tell readers that “you couldn’t vote for
a prettier politician than Sara Mitchell.”'® A personal profile authored
by a female reporter one day later paid less attention to Mitchell’s
looks and more to her feelings about campaigning: “It’s not fun but
I'm not sorry.”"” After Mitchell led the ficld in the first primary but
then faced a run-off against businessman Dan MacIntyre II1, * the Con-
stitution ran a front page, “above the fold” election day editorial en-
dorsing both mayoral favorite Ivan Allen and Mitchell.' Mitchell de-
feated MacIntyre handily, by a margin of ¢4,¢67 to 36,127,” perhaps
in part because of the Constitution’s ardent support, and even before
olhicially taking office on January 1, 1962, Mitchell began making
headlines with calls for new priorities in city schoals.”

Once in office, Mitchell’s commitment to make personal visits to
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cach and every school in the entire system drew press attention,” as
did her campaign to reduce the extent of resources the system de-
voted to high school athletics.” Local columnists praised her out-
spokenness as “muragmus,”z"' but when Mitchell began publicly de-
nouncing the system’s second-class treatment of schools that were still
all-black, the Atlanta newspapers accorded her comments front-page
headlines.*

Mitchell drew even greater public attention when she extended
her criticisms of white racial practices to Atlanta’s churches. “They
practice so many sins they can’t preach the truth,” and “There is no
leadership when it is most needed,” she told an Atlanta audience. She
also emphasized that any worries about her prospects for reelection
in 1965 did not enter into her thinking: “I would rather say what I want
to say in four years, than stay eight or 12 years and say nothing ™

Mitchell’s targeting of such sacred cows as high school football,
segregated schools, and pusillanimous churches earned her a full-
blown portrait in the joint Sunday editions of the Atlanta newspapers.
“I said what I thought,” Mitchell declared, explaining that she was
“shocked and surprised” at how her comments about white churches
looked when set down in print in the Atlanta papers. “1 made no
blanket indictment of churches,” and no one should think she was
irreligious. “If I'm rash or radical today, it is because 1 learned rashness
and radicalism in the Methodist Church.” Mitchell further acknowl-
edged, however, that her earlier encounter with the question of whether
to abolish segregation within the League of Women voters—a story
she recounts in detail in this memoir-—had proven especially influential:
“The experience convinced me I had to take a position on real and
present decisions.”™’

Mitchell’s outspokenness continued apace both before and after
her 196 reelection to a second four-year term on the school board.™
Local groups honored Mitchell for what one citation described as her
belief “that every child deserves equality of educational opportunity
to fulfill his fullest potential as a person and citizen,” and by the mid
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19608 Mitchell's interests had expanded to encompass the wider eco-
nomic agenda of antipoverty initiatives.™ Even after more than six
years in office Mitchell was still publicly lambasting city school ad-
ministrators as racially “paternalistic,”' and only her late 1968 deci-
sion to marry California-based Tom Parsons removed her from Atlanta
political life and the front pages of Atlanta’s newspapers.*

Sara Mitchell Parsons will tell you all about those rich and eventful
years in this winsome and sometimes impressive story. And even to-
day, at more than eighty-five years of age, Sara Parsons remains an
undaunted and outspoken voice. As she’ll recount, she and Tom re-
turned to Atlanta in 1986 after eighteen years in northern California,
and her regular letters to the editor in the Atlanta newspapers show
that Sara’s lost none of her spark notWithStanding the passage of three
decades’ time.” Her willingness to speak out bluntly about the obsta-
cles thwarting high-quality public education has not changed, as one
1994 letter readily revealed:

The current barrage of criticism of public school teachers and
administrators is counterproductive and unfair. The growing
problems they face in today’s classrooms are overwhelming,
Among them are overcrowded classrooms, understathing, too
many extracurricular activities, too little time for basic educa-
tion, too many students with too much on their minds besides
getting an education, and too many indifferent, uncaring par-
cnts.*

As you'll see, Sara Mitchell Parsons’s presence has been a gift to
Atlanta that should not be forgotten, just as this book is a gift to those
of us who welcome a fuller understanding of how the 19605 helped
liberate a wide range of Americans of all races and genders.

David ]. Garrow, Presidential Distinguished Professor at Emory
Ulli'lr’f.‘l'ﬁit}' School of Law, is the author of Bearing the Cross, a Pulitzer
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Prize—winning biography of Martin Luther King, Jr., and Liberty and
Sexuality: The Right to Privacy and the Making of Roe v. Wade.
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