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President•s Offic e Files , Subjects , Civil ~ights , Alabama 
Box 96 

T HE W H ITE HOUSE 

WASHINGTO N 

Following is a memorandum of conve r sation between Preside nt 
Kennedy and Governor George Wallace of Alabam a a boa rd the 
h elicopter b e tween Muscle Shoals. and Huntsville, Alab ama, May 
18, 1963: 

The s ubject of Birmingha m firs t came up afte r the helicopter 
had b een up fo r 15 minute s. The President th a nked Governor 
Walla ce for having seen the Attorney G eneral and Gover nor 
Wallace said he h a d b een h appy to see the Attorne y General-- that 
the y had talke d for an hour and 22 minutes. He said h e felt it 

' was always helpful to h a v e these discussions -- that he was happy 
the President h a d c om e to Alabama toda y. 

The Preside nt asked Gove rnor Wallace w h a t the current situation 
was in Birmingham . Governor Wallace r eplie d that his main 
i nt e r e st was in maintaining law and order a nd tha t the situation 
was quie t. The President asked the Governor how many men he 
had in B irmingham . The Gove rnor r eplie d that counting game 
wardens, alcohol t ax units, inve stigators a nd othe rs he had some 
600. He said with the city p olice and sheriffs office, etc., there 
was a total law e nforceme nt force of some 1, 000. He said he was 
confiden t that this was enough of a force to maintain law and order. 
He added that he had moved State troops into Birmingham at tle 
r e quest of city officials -- that he would remove them at any time 
the city officials asked him to. The President replied that the 
situation would remain tense in Birmingham as long as no progress 
was made. He said the same thing was true in a number of other 
cities throughout the country and that this situation was not 
peculiar to Birmingham. He said that progress had to be made in 
Birmingham to avoid future trouble. The Governor replied that 
he thought he could keep things under control in Birmingham and the 
President reiterated the fact tha.t things would never be under 
control in Birmingham until some progress was made. 

The President pointed to the City of Washington, D. C. as a city 
with problems, but at the same time not a city where the Negro 
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h a d b een d e nie d his rig hts . He said t h e r e we r e a num b e r of things 
th a t could be done in Birmingh a m to a chieve some progres s. For 
exampl e , the P r eside n t said h e c ould no t unde rstand why Negroe s 
c ould no t b e hire d to work in variou s downtown store s. He 
sai d tha t the v e r y p eop l e who prot est e d this action h a d Ne g r oe s 
se rving the:l r t ab l e s a t h ome . 

T he G overno r said the b i g problem in Birmingha m w a s the 
i nflue nce of o uts ide l eade rship. He p a rti c ula rly s i ngl e d out 
M a rtin L u t h e r King who he de s c rib e d as a fake r. He said the 
vast m a jority of Ne g r o e s i n B irmingh am did not support King's 
l e a d e r ship a n d " had b e ha v e d th emsel ves v e ry w ell during the 
r ecent trouble. 11 ( ~!<The Gove r nor said that the R evere nd M a rtin 
Luthe r King a nd t h e R eve r end Shu t tleswo r th vie d w ith e a ch other 
to s e e " who c ould go to b e d with the mos t nigger women , a nd 
w hite a nd r e d wom e n too. The y ride a r ou nd tow n in b ig cadilla c s 
smoki ng exp ensive cigars. 11

} 

The Presid ent said that outside l e a d ership would not b e needed in 
a city w hic h was making p rogr e ss and h e a gain st a t e d tha t p rogr e ss 
was absolutely nec essary and tha t B irmingham was getting an 
ab s olute ly impos s ible r e p ut a tion throu gh out the c ountry and the 
world. Birming h am could not a fford for. t his to continue -- its 
industrie s would l eave and the only way the proble m would be solved 
would be through s ome progr e ss o n rig hts. The Governor again 
castigated Martin Luthe r King and said h e thought he c ould m a intain 
the situation in Birmingham. 

The conve rsation ended with the Governor's assertion of his 
admiration for the President and his recollectio n of the fact that he 
had campaig ned for the Pre sident in 1960. 

##II### 

NOTE: This memorandum was sho.vn to Senator Lester Hillcnd 
Congre ssman Robert Jones (with the exception of the sente nce *}, 
both of Alabama and both of whom heard the conversation, on the 
flight from Huntsville, Alabama to Andrews AFB on May 18, 1963 
and who both agreed that the memorandum is an accurate representation 
of the conversation. 

Pierre Salinger 

PS/smv 


