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We’ve got a job,
We’ve got a job to do.
We can’t get freedom
’til we get through.

“We’ve Got a Job”
Words and music by Carlton Reese
and the Birmingham Movement Choir

Prologue
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“I WANT TO GO TO JAIL”

On Thursday morning, May 2, 1963, nine-year-old
Audrey Faye Hendricks woke up with freedom on
her mind. But, before she could be free, there was
something important she had to do.
“I want to go to jail,” Audrey had told her mother.
Since Mr. and Mrs. Hendricks thought that was a good
idea, they helped her get ready. Her father had even bought
her a new game she’d been eyeing. Audrey imagined that
it would entertain her if she got bored during her week on a
cell block.
That morning, her mother took her to Center Street
Elementary so she could tell her third-grade teacher why
she’d be absent. Mrs. Wills cried. Audrey knew she was proud
of her.
She also hugged all four grandparents goodbye.
One of her grandmothers assured her, “You’ll be fine.”
Then Audrey’s parents drove her to the church to get
arrested.
Wait a minute! What kind of nine-year-old volunteers to
go to jail? And what kind of parent would make sure she gets
there? And why would she get arrested at church?
Is this real?
Yes. Audrey Hendricks, her mother, Lola, and her father,
Joe, are real. So is this story.
Audrey was the youngest of three to four thousand black
children who marched, protested, sang, and prayed their way
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to jail during the first week of May 1963, in
Birmingham, Alabama. Their goal was to
end segregation in the most racially divided
and violent city in America. Many young
people suffered attacks by snarling German
shepherds and days of being crammed into
sweltering jail cells. Some wondered if they
would survive. And if they did survive, could
they accept these punishments with dignity,
as they had been trained to do? Or, would
they retaliate against the white policemen
who were abusing them?
Audrey and three other young people—
Washington Booker III, James Stewart, and
Arnetta Streeter—will be your guides
through these harrowing events. Along the
way, you’ll hear from others who lived
through these times as well.

A NOTe ON
NAme-cALLING
White people in the South sometimes
referred to black children as “pickaninnies.”
This insulting term allowed whites to lump all
black children together and ignore them
rather than to see each child as an individual.
Whites used even more offensive terms
for black adults: “boy,” “uncle,” “nigra,” and
“nigger.” In return, blacks were expected to
call all white people, including children,
“Miss” or “Mr.” followed by their first name,
or else “ma’am” or “sir.”
Preferences in how people identify themselves change. In the early twentieth century,
black people referred to themselves as “colored” and founded a civil rights organization
that they named the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP). Today, that term is considered
demeaning (although “people of color” is
still considered a term of respect). Later,
“Negro” was preferred, then “African American.” This book uses “black” because that’s
the term Audrey, Washington, James, and
Arnetta use.
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Martin Luther King Jr.
(inset) Audrey Faye Hendricks, age 11
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aUDreY FaYe

henDrICKS
“THERE WASN’T A BOMBING THAT I WASN’T AT.”

“NO WAY FOR ME NOT TO BE INVOLVED”
Audrey lived with her pArents and her younger
sister, Jan, in a tidy brick house that sat on a small plot
of trimmed grass in the titusville (pronounced tittisville) section of southwest Birmingham. each afternoon,
when Audrey came home from Center street elementary
school, she did her chores, played with other kids in the
neighborhood—all of them black, of course—and sat
down to dinner with her family.
Audrey’s mother, who had graduated from business
college, did clerical work for an insurance company
owned by a black man. Audrey’s father went to elementary school, but starting when he was five, he planted
and picked crops with his parents in fields owned by
white people around his hometown of Boligee, Alabama.
later, in Birmingham, he worked as a laborer and security guard at a dog food company and at a slaughterhouse.
But the hendrickses’ lives were not as orderly and
quiet as this description makes them seem. Audrey
was three years old on Christmas night 1956, when
the home of a local minister was bombed by a group of
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segregationists led by robert “dynamite
Bob” Chambliss. reverend Fred shuttlesworth was a good friend of the hendricks
family. six months earlier, he had founded
the Alabama Christian Movement for
human rights (ACMhr), an organization
that urged blacks to demand their rights. in
particular, ACMhr had been pressing the
city of Birmingham to hire black policemen
and to allow blacks to sit beside whites in the
front of the bus, in train-station waiting
rooms, and even in schools. the explosion literally blew shuttlesworth into the air and
demolished his bedroom and kitchen.
Astoundingly, he walked from the rubble
uninjured. his wife and their three children
were also unharmed.
Audrey knew that this attack against
civil rights activists was far from unique.
Many black people called their hometown
“Bombingham.” And, said Audrey, “there
wasn’t a bombing that i wasn’t at.”
no one would have blamed Mr. and Mrs.
hendricks if they had decided to keep quiet
about civil rights following the bombing of
their friend’s home. But Audrey’s parents
weren’t intimidated. the very next day, her
father and about fifteen other blacks sat
down in the front section of a bus, where
only whites were permitted. when the
driver demanded they move to the back,
Audrey’s father politely refused, saying “we
[are] comfortable where we are sitting.” As

a result, Mr. hendricks was arrested and
spent six nights in jail. when he was
released, he volunteered to guard the shuttlesworths’ home.
As he drove there one night, more than
a dozen police cars, headlights turned off,
surrounded him. told to hand over his driver’s license, Mr. hendricks accidentally
pulled his ACMhr membership card from
his wallet instead. he heard a policeman
ask the others, “what we going to do with
this nigger?” After debating whether or not
to kill him, the officers decided to let him go.
Audrey’s father thanked God for saving him
that night.
despite such dangers, ACMhr held
mass meetings every Monday night in
churches around town. And every Monday
night from June 1956 to April 1963, Audrey
attended with her family and as many as
six hundred other people. Audrey’s father
sang tenor, alongside three of her uncles
and an aunt, in ACMhr’s Movement Choir.
the choir’s director was Carlton reese, a
teenager who wrote the freedom song
“we’ve Got a Job,” which he practiced on the
upright piano in the hendricks’s living
room. it became one of Audrey’s favorites.
“it was no way for me not to really
be involved,” Audrey said. “My parents
were involved from the point that i could
remember… My church was involved…
you were there and just a part of it.”
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listening to the grownups talk, she learned
the painful details of her hometown’s deepseated racism.

SEGREGATION ORDINANCES
Revised periodically, the Ordinances’ seven chapters
eventuallly covered every aspect of daily life. Here is a
small sample.

“NEGROES AND WHITE PERSONS
NOT TO PLAY TOGETHER”
segregation in Birmingham wasn’t just a
way of life. it was the law. the city’s racial
segregation Ordinances, adopted in 1951,
demanded almost total separation of blacks
and whites.
Many southern cities mandated separate drinking fountains, bathrooms, schools,
and seats on buses for blacks and whites.
But Birmingham’s ordinances went even
further: city law and local custom also
required separate spelling bees, arts festivals, parties, ywCAs, meeting places,
church services, courtroom Bibles for swearing in witnesses, seating in restaurants,
and entrances to movie theaters, where, if
blacks were allowed to enter at all, they had
to sit in the upper balcony.
Blacks worked in white-owned restaurants, but they had to eat their own meals
in areas that were separated from both
white customers and white employees. the
university of Alabama’s hospital was segregated by floor, and most white doctors didn’t
bother to learn the names of black patients,
using made-up names, such as “Bo” for all
the men and “Bessie” for the women.

CHAPTER 14
DRUGS AND FOOD
Sec. 369. Separation of races.
It shall be unlawful to conduct a restaurant or other
place for the serving of food in the city, at which white
and colored people are served in the same room, unless
such white and colored persons are effectively separated by
a solid partition extending from the floor upward to a
distance of seven feet or higher, and unless a separate
entrance from the street is provided for each compartment.
CHAPTER 23
GAMBLING
Sec. 597. Negroes and white persons not to play
together.
It shall be unlawful for a negro and a white person to
play together or in company with each other in any game
of cards or dice, dominoes or checkers. [In 1950, the
City added to the list: baseball, softball, basketball, or
similar games.]
Any person, who, being the owner, proprietor or
keeper or superintendent of any tavern, inn, restaurant or
other public house or public place, or the clerk, servant
or employee of such owner, proprietor, keeper or superintendent, knowingly permits a negro and a white person
to play together or in company with each other at any
game with cards, dice, dominoes or checkers, or any substitute or device for cards, dice, dominoes or checkers,
in his house or on his premises shall, on conviction, be
punished as provided in section 4.
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during the annual state fair, thursday
night was reserved for “niggers and dogs.”
Officials even banned a children’s book that
showed pictures of a white rabbit marrying
a black rabbit.
in case blacks somehow forgot who was
in charge, chimes in the tower of the protective life Building played “dixie” every
noon. this unofficial anthem of the Confederacy reminded listeners that, almost a century after slavery’s end, blacks were still not
truly free.

SEPARATE BUT EQUAL
Birmingham adopted the racial segregation
Ordinances during a time when a system
called “separate but equal” was legal
in America. developed by the louisiana
legislature in 1890, this policy was upheld
by the u.s. supreme Court in 1896, in a case
called Plessy v. Ferguson. the Court wrote
that “separate accommodations for the white
and colored races” were allowable, as long as
the accommodations for each group were
equal.

Classroom for African American children in a segregated school

school
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under this doctrine, Art hanes, the
mayor of Birmingham, could justify segregated parks. “we have four swimming pools
for whites and four for negroes,” he pointed
out. “Four and four, now how is this discrimination? have a golf course for ’em. Cost the
taxpayers $22,000 a year to subsidize it, for
the negroes to play golf. now what is so
wrong to ask them to play golf on their own
golf course…?”
there were several things wrong—above
all, the concept of “separate but equal”
itself. separation on the basis of race is simply unjust.
segregation was a poisonous residue left
over from slavery, the Civil war, and reconstruction, the period when southern whites
felt that northerners imposed integration
on them against their will. in retaliation,
whites established segregation codes and
other means to draw strict lines between
themselves and blacks.
not only were the lines unjust, but also
the ways of life on either side of those lines
were unequal. public facilities, such as
schools, parks, and libraries assigned to
blacks, were always inferior to those for
whites. And, through laws, customs, and
intimidation, whites blocked blacks’ access
to the better jobs, nicer houses, and greater
political influence that whites enjoyed.
Black people throughout the south were

quarantined and treated as if they might
contaminate white people with an infectious
disease.
in any case, by 1963, the u.s. supreme
Court, acknowledging these inequities and
injustices, had effectively overturned Plessy.
in a series of decisions beginning in 1954,
the Court declared that segregation of public facilities was “inherently unequal” and,
therefore, unconstitutional.
Birmingham ignored these decisions.
City ordinances continued to mandate segregation of private businesses, which was
legal, and of public places, which was not.

“I HAD TO LEARN
THE LESSON OF GIVING”
Blacks debated about which tactics to use
to end segregation. Audrey’s parents tried
legal measures. in 1959, they sued the city
of Birmingham to integrate its public parks.
they won that case, but in 1962, the city
closed all of its parks, swimming pools,
playgrounds, and golf courses—white as
well as black—to avoid having to integrate.
the city even filled the holes on the putting
greens with concrete.
Other activists used different strategies.
shuttlesworth led protests. One approach
was to organize a group of black people who
would then defy the law by sitting in the
front seats of a bus. students at Miles, a
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ers would give in and agree to integrate.
students picketed the stores, carrying signs
with messages like, “don’t shop where you
Can’t eat” and “wear your Overalls to
Church.” they handed black shoppers
copies of a poem called “dollars and sense,”
written by C. herbert Oliver. One verse
went like this:

Reverend Fred Shuttlesworth speaks to supporters, 1957
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local black college, organized bus boycotts,
lunch counter and train station sit-ins, and
prayer vigils.
in 1962, with help from ACMhr members, the students organized what they
called a “selective Buying Campaign.” Birmingham’s downtown department stores did
not allow blacks to try on clothes before they
bought them, eat at their lunch counters, or
use their bathrooms. (some black parents
carried a jar with a tight lid in case their
children had to go to the bathroom while
shopping.) the stores’ owners also refused to
hire black employees except as janitors.
the selective Buying Campaign urged
black customers not to shop at these stores.
the students at Miles hoped that if the
businesses lost money as a result, the own-

I cannot be happy to trade at a place
Where my mother and father have
suffered disgrace,
Where my children can’t work
because of their race,
Where not one clerk has an ebony face.
the hendricks family abided by the
campaign and didn’t buy new clothes or toys
for months. instead, when Audrey’s mother
traveled up north to ask white people who
supported civil rights to donate money to
ACMhr, she also asked them to send toys
and clothes for poor black families in Birmingham for Christmas. By mid-december
that year, games, puzzles, train sets, dolls,
and stuffed animals filled Audrey’s living
room.
“there was one particular bear,” Audrey
said. “it was white. i was in love with it.”
her mother told her, “you aren’t needy.
the people who sent these trusted me to
give these things to people who are needy.”
Audrey was desolate as she watched her
mother wrap the soft, white bear in Christ-
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mas paper and ribbons for another child. “i
had to give it up. it was tough for me. i had
to learn the lesson of giving.”
As the daughter of activists, Audrey
learned and lived many lessons about
racism and witnessed the battles her parents and their friends fought to overcome it.

AUDREY: APRIL 1963
despite seven years of boycotts, protests,
lawsuits, and sit-ins by ACMhr members,
Birmingham’s blacks remained dismally
segregated from the city’s whites. Finally, in
early 1963, shuttlesworth called on dr.
Martin luther King Jr. and reverend
Andrew young—civil rights leaders with
the southern Christian leadership Conference (sClC) in Atlanta, Georgia—for help.
King and young met with local black leaders, including Mrs. hendricks, to plan new
strategies for ending segregation in Birmingham. sometimes they gathered in
Audrey’s house, where she got to know
these leaders on a nickname basis.
“Mike (that’s what we called Martin),
Andy, Fred—they’d stand in the kitchen
while my mother made dinner,” she said.
“Mike would lift the top off a pot and say,
‘what’s cookin’, lola?’”
what they cooked up was a scheme to
intensify pressure on the city by increasing
A flyer for the Selective Buying Campaign

both the number of demonstrations and the
number of demonstrators. while watching
one of these events, Audrey saw an incident
that shocked her. “i was standing on the
steps of the sixteenth street [Baptist]
Church, watching an elderly black man
walking in the park across the street with
other people, two-by-two,” she remembered.
“A policeman allowed a dog to attack that
man—[just] because he was walking. it was
unbelievable.”
At that moment, nine-year-old Audrey
made a decision. she would no longer just
attend meetings. somehow, she would act
on her own.
she saw her opportunity before the
month was out.
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