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World changing movements are not inevitable, but consist of the collective decisions and actions of 

individuals.  Unless the forces are very nearly balanced the impact of individual actions are hard to see, 

hard to measure.  Occasionally the actions of a few people move the center of balance past a tipping 

point, and everything changes.  Such was the martyrdom of Rev. James Reeb, Jimmy Lee Jackson and 

Viola Liuzzo. 

Position in the Pantheon of Voting Right Martyrs 
Several people were martyred in the movement for Civil Rights which culminated in the 1964 Civil Rights 

Act, four teenage girls attending Sunday school in Birmingham, and three Freedom Summer marchers  in 

Philadelphia Mississippi.   The Civil Rights Act made Jim Crow laws, segregation, discrimination in public 

accommodation and transportation, illegal.  The next step was voting rights.    

Jimmy Lee Jackson, Deacon 
The first martyr was Jimmy Lee Jackson, a 26 year old black farmer and a deacon in his church, who was 

killed on February 18th 1965, on a Voting Rights March which had left from Marion Alabama Zion’s 

Chapel Methodist church at night.   He was killed by State Police who, before they confronted the 

marchers shot out the street lights, disabled news cameras, and beat newspaper reporters (hospitalizing 

several).  He was trying to protect his mother and grandfather, who were being beaten, when shot twice 

in the stomach.  He had in the past attempted to register to vote had been refused five times. At the 

time of his death he lived with his mother, sister and grandfather, in house on two acres with no running 

water, where he grew corn, timber and peanuts.   It was at his memorial service, in a eulogy given by 

Rev. Martin Luther King, that the call for a Voting Rights march from Selma to the Alabama state capital 

in Montgomery was born.  It was an alternative to the angry proposal to take Jimmy’s body to the 

capital and present it to Gov. George Wallace.  His death was not mentioned in the national media. 

Other than MLK and movement leaders, no luminaries attended his funeral.   [Stanton p.175], [Branch, 

p.9]  

Rev. James Reeb, UU. Associate Pastor 

Birth & Childhood 

James Reeb was born in Wichita Kansas on January 1, 1927.  The family was poor and moved often while 

his father searched for work, eventually settling in Wyoming. He attended St. Olaf College in Northfield, 

Minnesota, on the G.I. Bill and met Marie Deason, who he married on August 20, 1950. 

Reeb entered Princeton Theological Seminary, where he served as chaplain at Philadelphia General 

Hospital. After graduating in 1953, he continued working at the hospital and also volunteered with 

inner-city youth through the Philadelphia YMCA.  



 

Became UU 

Converted from being a Presbyterian minister to Unitarian in 1958 writing in the application for re-

ordination “I want to be a Unitarian minister because the church does not prescribe for people what the 

ultimate outcome of their religious quest must be; rather it attempts to create fellowship that will 

strengthen and encourage each member in [their] desire and determination to live the truth as [they] 

see it. [Stanton p. 136] 

He was granted fellowship as a Unitarian Universalist minister in 1959 and moved to Washington, D.C. 

to become assistant minister at All Souls Church, located in a poor black neighborhood. There, Reeb 

organized the University Neighborhood Council to address the growing social needs of the 

neighborhood surrounding the church, and soon dedicated the majority of his time to social issues. 

Leaving the pulpit to pursue social ministry, Reeb moved to Boston to work for the Quaker-run American 

Friends Service Committee, settling with his wife and four children in a poor black neighborhood in 

Dorchester against the advice of his contemporaries. There he took up the cause of low-income housing, 

launching a public campaign for new safety and building codes in early 1965.  

When called to Selma 

In the mid-1960s, James Reeb, an ordained Unitarian minister, moved his family to the Roxbury section 

of Boston, a black neighborhood where discrimination in housing, in hiring, in health care, were not 

academic notions but evident in all aspects of daily life. Reeb took a job with the University 

Neighborhoods Council as part of a community improvement project sponsored by the Quakers. In 

1965, Karen was 6; Anne, 5. They had two siblings, older brother John, who was 12 then, and Steven, an 

infant.  

The rambling 11-room Victorian house where they lived was only the latest stop on an urban tour for 

the Reebs. They had also lived in Washington, D.C.’s inner core (where he had been Assistant Minister at 

All Souls Church) and, for a time, in Philadelphia, where James Reeb was a hospital chaplain.  

“My father was adamant that you could not make a difference for African-Americans (while living 

comfortably in a white community),” Anne Reeb said.  

Whatever the privations his family faced, James Reeb was focused on helping the more unfortunate of 

his countrymen. It’s not surprising, then, that he was appalled by what he and Marie saw on the family 

television on the night of March 7, 1965. 

Rev. James Reeb a member of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference went to Selma.  [Lambert;  

Forty Three Years Coming] 

Survivors 

The Reebs were showered with love in the aftermath of the murder. Admirers set up scholarships for 

the children.   



Today Anne and Karen Reeb live in Half Moon Bay where they help operate a family business — 

Palladino Painting. Anne’s sons, Max and Marek, attend Coastside schools. The family’s status as martyr 

to the cause of equality is well hidden in a predominately white community thousands of miles from the 

Southern towns where Martin Luther King Jr. and James Reeb both marched — and died. 

Forty-three years after the death of their father, as they awaited the inauguration of the nation’s 44th 

president, Anne and Karen were crying together again. “There were tears,” Karen Reeb said, referring to 

Obama’s acceptance speech on Nov. 4. “We ended up sitting on the floor in another room, holding 

hands. In that moment, when he became president, it was such an affirmation of (my father’s) life,” she 

said. “People were dying to make a way for this little boy to one day become president.” 

The family received a gesture last week from the Unitarian Universalist Association. It was a bouquet of 

yellow roses with a card that read, “In loving memory of your father’s service to our country.”  *Lambert;  

Forty Three Years Coming] 

Viola Gregg Liuzzo, volunteer 
Viola Gregg was born on April 11, 1925, in California, Pennsylvania. She was raised in rural Georgia and 

Tennessee and attended segregated schools.  By 1965 She was a housewife in Detroit, working on a 

college degree, a mother of 5, friend of Sarah Evans ( a black woman) and a member of the NAACP. Her 

husband was a Teamster Union official.  She was a Catholic, but often attended the First UU Church in 

Detroit and encouraged her 18 year old daughter Penny  to visit. She attended a memorial service there 

for Rev. Reeb. [Stanton p. 136]  Vi had grown up in the south she know what segregation was and that if 

she went she would be in danger. [Stanton p. 8 4] On March 16th Vi (and Penny) participated in a Selma 

sympathy march from Wayne State to the Federal Building. It was 10,000 strong and led by the Detroit 

Mayor and Governor George Romney.  Stories of Bloody Sunday were told.  At a discussion group that 

night Vi decided to go to Selma for the March to Montgomery.  She was one of several that said they 

would go. Vi is the only one who went. She arranged for Sarah Evans and Penny to care for her other 

children, wrote out schedules for them. She arranged for her finals to be postponed or took 

incompletes, called her Husband at work to tell him, then she left for Selma, alone. [Stanton p. 139]  

She arrived in Selma March 19th.  She worked at the reception desk for new arrivals.   There she met 

Leroy Moton, a voting rights organizer, who was asked to coordinate volunteer transportation.  Viola 

loaned her car to him to ferry people from Montgomery to Selma.     

On March 25 after the March was complete, Viola Liuzzo is shot and killed by Ku Klux Klansmen as she 

drives toward Montgomery to pick up a carload of marchers. 

--- 

After the Voting Rights law was passed, several more people were martyred, working to get it 

implemented.  



Chronology of Events 

Called to Selma 
The Selma to Montgomery March in honor of Jimmy Lee Jackson began on March 7th and was stopped in 

a few blocks when they reached the Edmund Pettis Bridge and were beaten by police, in the clear view 

and full glare of nation-wide live Television.  On ABC stations the TV show that was interrupted for the 

live broadcast was “Judgment at Nuremberg” a documentary on Nazi holocaust atrocities.  For 15 

minutes, the nation watched as Alabama State troopers beat “Negros” on a day that would be 

remembered as Bloody Sunday.    

 That night and the next day MLK sent telegrams asking for a Ministers March to Montgomery.   On 

March 8th, all the airplanes to Montgomery were filled with Clergy.   

Last Supper 
On March 9th, MLK lead a second symbolic march to the bridge with an additional 450 Clergy. That night 

while walking back from dinner at a Black owned cafe, 3 UU ministers, James Reeb, Orloff Miller and 

Clark Olsen made a wrong turn and walked past the Silver Moon Café, a KKK hangout.  Several  clansmen 

(Elmer Cook, William Hoggles,  O’Neal Hoggles, and R.B. Kelly) attacked the ministers with clubs, 

probably baseball bats.  [Stanton, p.47][Ross, p.43]   

Rev. Reeb was transported from the local black clinic to the hospital in Montgomery. “But the 

ambulance a decrepit vehicle, operated only in the black community [in Selma], had broken down and 

had to return to Selma. While it was at the service station being attended to, and while another 

ambulance was being summoned, groups of whites had gathered around the station and begun to ask 

questions. They had become quite hostile even as a man lay dying in the vehicle. Finally the other 

ambulance took Reeb and several of our [UU] clergy to Birmingham. The time that was lost added to 

everyone sense that *his+ survival was not likely.” *Leonard p.18+ 

A president’s condolences 
March 10th the attack on Rev. James Reeb makes national headlines. The SNCC call for a March in Selma 

to the county courthouse for a prayer vigil for Reeb.  Selma marchers are stopped from marching to the 

Courthouse for the vigil.  So they hold it in the street in front of the police. They remain all night long.  

President Johnson sent yellow roses to Rev. Reeb’s hospital room. 

March 11th Jim Reeb died at 6:55pm after being unplugged from a respirator.   

President Johnson when informed of Reeb’s death excused himself from a meeting with his attorney 

general where they had been discussing possible criminal charges against Alabama officials for Bloody 

Sunday. He and Ladybird called Mrs. Reeb to offer condolences. They spoke for 15 minutes. Pres. 

Johnson sent a C130 to transport Mrs. Reeb and Rev. Reeb’s father back to New Hampshire when they 

were ready. [Branch p.89] 



UUA Board of Directors 
The UUA Board of Directors was meeting in Boston and upon hearing of Rev. Reeb’s death, adjoined the 

meeting and reconvened the next day on the Edmund Pettis Bridge in Selma Alabama.  

Memorial March to Selma Courthouse 
March 11th at 8pm. “At the announcement of Jim Reeb’s death, everyone on our side of the line knelt, 

and a worship service was put together remembering him and his family, and those who encouraged 

and participated in the kind of brutality that killed him.” *Leonard p.27+ 

March 12th The Boston Symphony honors Reeb with the same piece it had played at the Kennedy 

assassination, Gluck’s “Dance of the Blessed Spirits”. *Branch p.91+ 

March 14th,  On Sunday, at All Souls UU in Washington DC where James Reeb had been assistant pastor 

until 1964 the morning service emptied into a spontaneous march down 16th Street that gathered 

another crowd of 15,000 in Lafayette Park for speakers.  Noise from the crowd filtered into the White 

house cabinet room where President Johnson remarked on it.  

An estimated 30,000 gathered for a service in his memory in Boston, and memorials and marches also 

were held in Northfield, Minnesota, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and on the campus at Princeton 

University, where Reeb had graduated from theological seminary in 1953. [Anderson, p.3] 

Kings Eulogy 
March 15th In the morning, Rev. King is in Federal court in Montgomery about the restraining order 

preventing the march after Bloody Sunday.  In the afternoon President Johnson addresses congress 

asking for a Voting Rights Act.  In the evening Rev. King gives the Eulogy for Rev. Reeb at the Brown 

Chapel in Selma. [ http://www.uuworld.org/spirit/articles/2358.shtml]  As the memorial service is 

concluding, word arrives that Fed Judge Johnson has ordered Sherriff Clark to allow the march to the 

Selma county courthouse immediately and the March to Montgomery on Sunday . Grown men wept 

openly.  That night there were 3,500 mourners at a 30 minute memorial service for the martyred Voting 

Rights Marchers on the steps of the Dallas county courthouse in Selma Alabama.  [Branch p.108]  

Memorial March to Montgomery 
It began on Sunday March 21st The March began. The first day 3 thousand marchers went only seven 

miles.  They were cursed and spat upon by the locals. The state police, who had attacked them 2 weeks 

before, and were now ordered to protect them, merely watched.  Sherriff Jim Clark, still wore his button 

that said NEVER!  The National Guard merely watched. After 2 days the National Guard was ordered to 

face out, to protect the marches from the locals, not to face the marchers as if they were the threat.The 

next leg was on a 2 lane road and the federal orders limited the march to only 300 on that leg.   

Wednesday March 24th Viola Liuzzo works at the first aid station for the last camp site, the City of St 

Jude Catholic church. As the marchers arrive they are entertained from a makeshift stage by Harry 

Belafonte; Ella Fitzgerald; Joan Baez; Odette; Peter, Paul & Mary; Mahalia Jackson; Pete Seeger; The 

Chad Mitchell Trio and Sammy Davis Jr.  [Stanton p.163-4]  

 

http://www.uuworld.org/spirit/articles/2358.shtml


March 25th , 1965 

25,000 demonstrators join the marchers when they reach Montgomery for a final rally at the state 

capitol.  Viola took off her shoes and walked the last 4 miles barefoot, as did many others.  

 

As the dignitaries gathered on the capitol steps, arms crossed, hands linked, hundreds swayed and sang 

“We shall overcome” It would be the last major gathering were the verse “black and white together” 

would be sung over and over again.  

 

At the end of the March, Viola retrieved her car and went to Selma to pick up her luggage. As her last act 

of helping she and Leroy Moton, a 19-year-old local black activist, headed to Montgomery to pick up the 

last group of demonstrators waiting to return to Selma. While stopped at a traffic light in front of the 

Edmund Pettis Bridge in Selma, at 7:37 p.m., they were spotted by four Klansmen who, according to the 

later testimony of one of them, had spent the day seeking an opportunity to kill King. When they saw 

the white Liuzzo driving a car with Michigan plates after dark with a black man in her passenger seat, 

they decided to attack them instead. The Klansmen hoped that this would send a clear message about 

white supremacy to northern whites, southern blacks, and like-minded liberals. Engaging Liuzzo in a 

high-speed chase on Highway 80, they pulled alongside her car about 20 miles outside of Selma and 

fired. Liuzzo was killed instantly and Moton, covered in her blood, escaped by pretending to be dead.  

[Stanton, Encyclopedia entry on Viola Liuzzo] 

 

Trials and Acquittals 

Reeb 

April 1965 - Three men are indicted in Alabama state court for the murder of James Reeb. 

December 1965 - The three men charged in the murder of James Reeb are acquitted. 

 “All Americans should be aroused by the Selma acquittals, which leave unresolved the murder of James 

Reeb. Those guilty of the bombings, the beatings, the killings, and the snipings in the dark cannot remain 

un-confronted.” (UUA President Greeley, following the verdict) 

Liuzzo 

May 1965 - One of the Klansmen arrested for Liuzzo’s murder was an FBI informer, who testifies against 

the other three. Each is acquitted. 

October 22nd, at a second Alabama state trial, an all white, all male jury finds Wilkins not-guilty of 

murder or conspiracy. The court room burst into applause.  

November 5, 1965 - The three men acquitted in Liuzzo’s murder are indicted on federal charges of 

conspiracy to violate her civil rights. A federal jury convicts them in December.  They are sentenced to 

the maximum 10 years. [Stanton p.129-130] 



 

Memorials 
August 1966 - The UUA installs a memorial to Jackson, Reeb, and Daniels in Brown Chapel. The UUA also 

buys a house for Jackson’s mother and establishes a fund for his family, using extra proceeds of more 

than $100,000 given in Reeb’s memory. [Walton, The March of Time] 

The James Reeb Unitarian Universalist Congregation in Madison, Wisconsin, was named in his honor in 

1993.  [Walton, The March of Time] 

In 1989, Viola Liuzzo became one of 40 civil-rights martyrs whose lives were commemorated on the Civil 

Rights Memorial in Montgomery. In 1991, the Women of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 

erected a stone marker on Highway 80 at the spot where she was murdered. It is inscribed "In memory 

of our sister Viola Liuzzo who gave her life in the struggle for the right to vote March 25, 1965."  

[Stanton, Encyclopedia Article]  It has been defaced by the KKK. 

Martyrs Impact 

Passage of the Voting Rights Act 
The police brutality on the Edmund Pettis Bridge, and murders of Marchers, and the attitude of state 

and local officials, and the acquittals of confessed murders,  made it obvious to all in Congress that the 

old south would never allow minorities voting rights, unless forced to by the Federal Government.   At 

the end of WWII the south was still all one party, the Democrats. But Federal actions by Democratic 

President Truman to integrate the armed forces had caused the southern Democrats to split. In 1948 the 

southern segregationists formed a Dixicrat party. The actions of President Johnson in signing Civil Rights 

Act and The Voting Rights Act further split the Democratic Party.  Later in 1968 George Wallace ran 

under the segregationists American Independent Party. The Republicans had not yet linked their 

Presidential strategy to gathering in the segregationists. That began soon after 1965 and was under way 

by 1968, and was successful in 1972 and into the present.   LBJ knew and is quoted as saying he was 

giving away the south to the Republicans for a generation.  It has been 2 generations so far.  

Federal Prosecutions of Murder as Civil Rights violations  
Liuzzo's murder moved President Johnson to order a federal investigation of the Klan and to petition 

Congress to expand the Federal Conspiracy Act of 1870 to make murder of civil rights activists a federal 

crime. Her death increased congressional support for the passage of the Voting Rights Act, which 

Johnson signed on August 6, 1965. [Stanton, Encyclopedia Article]   

Women’s movement 
While Liuzzo was being honored as a martyr, FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover was concerned about the 

embarrassing fact that [an FBI informant] Rowe had on March 25 and received [FBI] permission to 

"work" during the march despite his history of violent behavior toward civil-rights activists. Rowe had 

participated in the beatings of Freedom Riders in Birmingham in 1961 and was suspected of involvement 



in the 1963 bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. In order to deflect criticism, Hoover shifted 

the focus of the national news coverage from the FBI to Liuzzo's motivation for joining the march. He 

consistently referred to her as an "outside agitator," despite her southern upbringing, and at a private 

meeting with President Lyndon Johnson he suggested that Liuzzo and Moton had stopped for a romantic 

interlude. When the president ignored his innuendos, Hoover instructed FBI staff to leak his speculations 

to the bureau's Klan informants, who subsequently leaked them to the press. Liuzzo was widely 

portrayed in the media as an unstable woman who had abandoned her family to cause trouble in the 

South.  

On May 3, 1965, the trial of Collie Leroy Wilkins, (alleged trigger man), began in Hayneville, Alabama. 

Defense attorney Matthew Murphy Jr., Grand Klonsel of the United Klans of America, informed the jury 

that since Rowe had broken his Klan loyalty oath by testifying against his fellow Klansmen they should 

not believe anything he said, and that Liuzzo was a white woman alone in a car with a black man at night 

and whatever happened to her was her own fault. Murphy was successful in his attempts to blame 

Liuzzo for her own fate, and the trial ended in a hung jury. In subsequent trials, Alabama juries cleared 

Wilkins, Eaton, and Thomas, but federal juries convicted them of violating Liuzzo's civil rights and 

sentenced them to 10 years in prison. Eaton, died in March 1966 before beginning his sentence, 

whereas Rowe was granted full immunity and placed in the federal witness protection program. 

The 1965 murder of Viola Liuzzo engaged the nation in a heated debate about a woman's obligations to 

her family and to society at large. Liuzzo had violated traditional cultural boundaries to demonstrate on 

behalf of black civil rights, a movement that a majority of white Americans believed was too aggressive. 

It took almost a quarter century to formally recognize Liuzzo's efforts. [Stanton, Encyclopedia Article] 

 

UUA and UU congregations forever associated with Civil Rights and Liberal 

causes 
The 4 year old UUA board in their unflinching support of the civil and voting rights movement marked 

the denomination as a leader in social action and was the highwater mark of social action for a 

generation. Only recently, on GLBT issues and marriage equality are the UUA and UU congregations 

again moving social and cultural norms toward a new tipping point of ready acceptance.   
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