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“We will walk until we are free, until we can walk to any school and take our children to any school in
the United States. And we will sit-on, and we will kneel-in, and we will lie-in if necessary, until every
Negro in America can vote. This we pledge to the women of America”. -Daisy Bates, 1963.
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Lasting for two-hours, The Role of Women in the Civil Rights Movement – the Chesterfield and Petersburg
Experience manifested and gave life to the quote of Daisy Bates utilizing the softer pitch of Mrs. Theresa Ann
Walker – the 91 years old woman and wife behind Rev. Dr. Wyatt Tee Walker (August 16, 1928 – January
23, 2018).
Many know the names of Civil Rights movement
leaders such as Dr. Martin Luther and John Lewis.
Yet, we know very little about the women behind the
movement. As we commemorate the 50-year
anniversary of the tumultuous 1960s and witness the
resurgence of blackface images, church burnings, and
hate crimes in America, it’s important to reflect on
these individuals’ behind-the-scenes experiences,
what motivated them, what hindered them and how
their involvement impacted the struggle for equality.
Yet, with tears on her eyes at times, Mrs. Walker
walked the audience through the experience, the pain
and the desperation of a period of our life where the
social and economic ravages of Jim Crow era racism
were all-encompassing and deep-rooted. Conversely,
like a phoenix rising from the ashes of lynch mobs,
debt peonage, residential and labor discrimination,
and rape, the black freedom movement raised a
collective call of “No More” in known places like
Mississippi, Birmingham, Atlanta but also in
smaller communities such as Chesterfield and
Petersburg.

Mrs. Theresa Ann Walker

As a Freedom Rider, Mrs. Walker was one of many. Among
them there were college students. Many, such as clergymen
and contingents of college and university divinity students,
had religious affiliations. Some were active in civil rights
groups. Nearly 75 percent of them were between 18 and 30
years old. About half were black and a quarter were women.
The goal of the rides was to create a crisis so that the federal
government would be compelled to enforce the law.

“I couldn’t speak about that time. It was too
painful”.
– Theresa Walker
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The mug-shot expressions of Theresa and Wyatt T. Walker hint at their resolve, defiance, pride, vulnerability
and fear.

A 1961 mug shot of Wyatt Tee Walker and his wife, Theresa, who were both arrested in Jackson, Miss. for protesting segregation. (Timothy C. Wright/For the Washington Post)

Just like Mrs. Walker, many other women played important roles in the Civil Rights Movement, from leading
local civil rights organizations to serving as lawyers on school segregation lawsuits. Within the local
communities of Chesterfield, Petersburg and everywhere else, black women like Helen Howard served as chief
sources for the mobilization of people and movement capital; without such roles, the movement would have been
greatly impaired.
Mrs. Walker’s detailed oral history was choreographed by an excellent group of panelists to account of how a
complex historical event unfolded - we wanted the audience to understand the event in time.
Our moderator for the event – Dr. Carmen Foster - was a child of the early 1960s. She joined the first wave of
African American students to desegregate Richmond Public Schools. Foster is an educator, facilitator and
leadership coach, yet she has a keen interest to highlight unsung voices of those who scaffolded the platform
to advance civil rights in local communities.
Panelist – Elvatrice Belsches – Belsches is a public historian, archival researcher and presenter. She is the
author of “Black America Series: Richmond, Virginia” and other published works.
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Panelist – Joel Howard - Howard is a Petersburg native whose mother, an elementary school teacher was a
major proponent in the civil rights movement through the direction and leadership she gave as the local and
state youth advisor for the NAACP.
Panelist - Dr. Corey Walker – Dr. Walker is an accomplished scholar and academic leader. He is a visiting
professor at the University of Richmond where he teaches religion, philosophy, politics and leadership studies
in the School of Arts and Sciences and the Jepson School of Leadership Studies. He collaborates with campus
and community partners on research, teaching and public programming on the University’s recently acquired
Dr. and Mrs. Wyatt Walker Collection.

We shall overcome, we shall overcome! Lifting every voice and sing,
Till earth and heaven ring…!
Through the fragile voice of Mrs. Walker, the panelists reflected, debated, discussed and evaluated the past,
her remembrances of a purposeful life worth living – then formulated and refined questions and lines of
inquiry.
Acapella vocalists Sisters in Song (S.I.S.) provided a moving backdrop with songs from the movement
including “Lift Every Voice & Sing”, “We Shall Not Be Moved”, Ella’s Song (We Who Believe In Freedom
Cannot Rest) and “We Shall Overcome”.
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“There were hundreds of unnamed women who participated in the movement.” “It was not just a few leaders
— it was women ... who really put their mark on history.”- Barbara Reynolds.1
Yet, “The American narrative is structured around a very consistent set of erasures and forgetting, said Greg
E. Carr, Chairman of the Department of Afro-American studies at Howard University. You can’t disturb that
paradigm without disturbing the fundamental mythmaking of American history.” – Melinda Anderson, 2019. 2
Indeed, we celebrated history at the Chesterfield County Public Library and our panelists led the “echo” of
knowledge and understanding of people, events, and contexts from a range of historical periods and of
historical concepts and processes.
Sing a song!
Full of the faith that the dark past has taught us. We shall overcome!

Acapella group Sisters in Song (S.I.S.) perform

1

The Civil Rights Movement: Why Now? (March, 2014). Teaching the Movement 2014 - The State of Civil Rights Education in the United
States. Southern Poverty Law Center. As retrieved from tolerance.org/sites/default/files/2017-10/Teaching-the-Movement-2014-v2CoverRedesign-Oct2017.pdf on November 1, 2019.

2

Anderson, Melinda D (2/26/2019). Beyond slavery and the civil rights movement: Teachers should be integrating black history into their
lessons. As retrieved from https://www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/beyond-slavery-civil-rights-movement-teachers-should-be-integrating-blackn976161 as retrieved on November 01, 2019.
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“Music became the conduit of communication,” Mrs. Walker stated, “In the most difficult time while
incarcerated we sung! We sung to hide the fear, we sung to alleviate the pain, we sung to let others know that
regardless of the situation, …We shall overcome!”
Through music we could express our feeling to each other and the world. Music provided spiritual support
and was used as a tool for peace.
We’ll walk hand in hand, we shall live in peace, we are not afraid!
The whole wide world around – We shall overcome, some day.

The audience at the public event became participants in their own right…they sang, they cried! They
connected the past and the present! The Civil Rights movement is one of the defining events in American
history, during which Americans fought to make real the ideals of justice and equality embedded in our
founding documents.
When our program participants witnessed the history behind Mrs. Walker, they learned what it means to be
active American citizens. They learned how to recognize injustice. They learned about the transformative role
played by thousands of ordinary individuals, as well as the importance of organization for collective change.
Now, they see that people can come together to stand against oppression.
In many ways, the Civil Rights movement has been separated from a “movement” for quite some time.
Popular narratives create the impression that a small group of charismatic leaders, particularly Rosa Parks and
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., were primarily responsible for civil rights gains. Parks is justly venerated for her
activism in triggering the Montgomery Bus Boycott.
On the other hand, teachers and textbooks routinely avoid conflict and controversial issues while creating
what Terrie Epstein has called “sanitized versions” of important national events—slavery without enslavers,
struggles for civil rights without racism and resistance — all culminating in a national triumph of good over
A program of the Friends of Chesterfield County Public Library
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evil. “As a consequence of teaching a disingenuous national history,” writes Epstein, “millions of young
people leave the public schools knowing a nationalistic perspective but not believing it, while those who
accept it have no framework for understanding racism and other forms of inequality today.” 3
An informed public constitutes the very foundation of a democracy; after all, democracies are about
discourse—discourse among the people. If a free society is to survive, it must ensure the preservation of its
records and provide free and open access to this information to all its citizens.

The Friends of Chesterfield County Public Library proudly presented this public event. We must ensure that
citizens have the resources to develop the information literacy skills necessary to participate in the democratic
process. It must allow unfettered dialogue and guarantee freedom of expression.
“It was one very enjoyable evening. I learned a lot. I saw friends. I felt so at home with the
company and the history.”

We believe that our libraries deepen the foundation of democracy in our communities. Libraries are for
everyone, everywhere. They provide safe spaces for public dialogue. They disseminate information so the
public can participate in the processes of governance. They provide access to government information so that
the public can monitor the work of its elected officials and benefit from the data collected and distributed by
public policy makers. They serve as gathering places for the community to share interests and concerns.
3

The Civil Rights Movement: Why Now? (March, 2014). Teaching the Movement 2014 - The State of Civil Rights Education in the United
States. Southern Poverty Law Center. As retrieved from tolerance.org/sites/default/files/2017-10/Teaching-the-Movement-2014-v2CoverRedesign-Oct2017.pdf on November 1, 2019.
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They provide opportunities for citizens to develop the skills needed to gain access to information of all kinds
and to put information to effective use.
Sing a song full of the faith that the dark past has taught us…sing a song, full of
hope that the present has brought us; Facing the rising sun of our new day begun,
let us mark on till victory is won.
One hundred and ninety-two individuals participated in the public event and 73 joined us at the Networking
Reception preceding event.

“That was the most moving program I have ever attended. I am
amazed at the things I learned. I was a very ignorant young
person, so sheltered. So much was going on around me and I
never noticed or knew about it.”
– Program participant

CCPL Development Services created and distributed news releases and additional press material to online and
traditional media sources to reach target audiences and encourage on-going dialogue. We researched,
developed and promoted broad interest in our program to generate awareness, excitement, and participation
for the public event.
These are links to selected outreach and news media coverage:
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At the Networking Reception, we had the opportunity to meet Mrs. Walker’s family and acknowledge the
sponsors – The Friends of Chesterfield County Public Library, Friends of Chesterfield County Public Library
Ettrick-Matoaca Friends Group, the Virginia Credit Union and the Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, Inc.
Among dignitaries present were Dale District, Board of Supervisor James Holland and his wife Judith
Holland. Director of Library Services Mike Mabe welcomed all participants at both events and Angela
Roisten and Kahil Dotay hosted the event as members of the Friends of Chesterfield County Public Library.
We are grateful to the Chesterfield County Public Library Development Services staff – Nataly M. Anifrani,
Special Projects Manager, LaTika Lee, Public Event Coordinator and Leah Tweel, Public Event On-Line
Marketing Coordinator for their strengths in putting together an event of this magnitude.
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This event could not have been a success without the
help of the Friends of Chesterfield County Library
and the help of many others who volunteered their
time. Our most sincere appreciation to Mike Bawol,
Bill Brown, Chan & Debby Mohney, Jan Rusbasan,
and Jennifer Spraggins.
Lastly, to our Central Library staff Ruth Grabiec,
Jennifer Hayek and Ben Strohm; and our
Community Services Department Ricky Gibson,
Videographer, and Cheryle Rodriguez, Public
Relations Coordinator from our Community
Services Department for their commitment to
excellence in library programming and
implementation.

The Honorable Dale District Supervisor, Jim Holland

Thank You All!
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Thank You to our Sponsors
Friends of Chesterfield County
Public Library
Ettrick-Matoaca Friends Group

ALPHA PHI ALPHA
FRATERNITY, INC.
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