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H: [I’m at the] Diocese headquarters of Nashville with Reverend Monsignor 

Campion.  Thank you very much for meeting. 

C: Thank you. 

H: After an accidental run-in at Tennessee State Library and Archives.  Why don’t 
we start with when you born, sir? 

C: I was born in Nashville, April 24, 1940.  My parents were both native 
Nashvillians.  They’re both now deceased.  My father was third generation in 
Tennessee.  Mother’s family were among the first families before statehood.  I 
have a long history here. 

H: What did your folks do as an education? 

C: Dad was a CPA.  He died very suddenly of a heart attack in 1961.  Mother was a 
homemaker, as they said in those days.  She died in 1974. 

H: How would you describe the Nashville of your youth growing up? 

C: From several points of view, one thing, I’ll take the city in general, and then I’ll 
take the Catholic community since you wanted to know something about the 
church.  The city in general, as I come back now, in 2004, it’s almost impossible 
to believe that you’re in the same city.  It has become so big.  When I was 
starting high-school, the population would have been 175,000 to 200,000 at the 
most.  Some of the institutions, of course, that are anchors still were anchors 
then; Vanderbilt University, Fisk University, Meharry Medical College.  Some of 
the media, the Nashville Tennessean, was then the largest newspaper in terms 
of circulation of the morning newspaper in town [and] the second-largest in the 
state, the Memphis Commercial Appeal being larger.  There was an afternoon 
paper called the Nashville Banner, which actually was the oldest paper in town, 
dating from the early 1800s at a smaller circulation.  They had decidedly different 
editorial viewpoints.  There was always something of a difference of opinion.  
You could read one opinion in the morning and one in the afternoon.  In my 
home we took both papers.  As far as the broadcast media, the giant was WSM, 
which was a Clear Channel station and an NBC affiliate.  It was not owned by the 
network, but it was of national distinction because of the Grand Ole Opry and a 
lot of other things.  It had its own orchestra.  It was a big media outlet.  It was a 
very powerful signal, and, as I said a moment ago, a Clear Channel as a result.  
It could be heard for vast areas and a very distinguished radio station in that 
business.   



NVCR 4 Campion, Page 2 
 

The city would have had some industry, almost light industry.  One of the big 
industries at the time was the DuPont Company, which was actually, then, on the 
outskirts of the city.  They made rayon and then they shifted to other things.  At 
that time they made rayon, they would have had a pretty good number of 
employees.  At that time we regarded it as far out.  It would be at Old Hickory, a 
self-contained community out there, and not had that much contact.  Ford Glass 
Plant, which made glass for the cars and trucks that Ford produced, moved in at 
some point.  I don’t remember exactly when, but that was quite a coup.  There 
were two large insurance companies based here, Life and Casualty, and 
National Life and Accident Insurance Company, both of which have been 
absorbed into the same parent company, American General.  They would have 
been major employers and sources of philanthropy in the city.   

I would say that from the ethnic point of view, maybe fifteen to twenty 
percent of the city, and twenty would be a generous number I think, would have 
been African-American.  The rest would have been Caucasian.  The Caucasian 
population would have been overwhelmingly of Anglo background.  They would 
have been English.  They would have been Scotch-Irish, a sprinkling of Italian, a 
sprinkling of Irish, a sprinkling of Germans. [There were] very, very few Orientals. 
 If you ever saw an Oriental, it was an unusual event, although Vanderbilt did 
bring in some Orientals.  Keep in mind that when I went into high school, it was 
only nine years after the Second World War.  Japan was still recovering.  There 
would have been a lot of feeling against the Japanese.  Because of their 
economic situation in Japan, I don’t know how many Japanese were going 
abroad or studying abroad.  It was rather rare.  For example, as I look back at 
the city’s restaurants, most of them would have had an American style of menu, 
although there were some Italian restaurants.  Most of them would have had an 
American fare.   

There was certainly almost an informal class system in the city.  The 
leadership would have been overwhelmingly Protestant, all white.  If you really 
speak of any kind of major influence, it would have been white.  There were 
leaders certainly in the black community, but they were not major leaders in the 
city.  It would have been white, it would have been overwhelmingly Protestant.  
There were some prominent Jews and prominent Catholics, but it would have 
been overwhelmingly Protestant.  Of the Protestant churches, the dominant 
churches among whites would have been Southern Baptist and Church of Christ. 
 Then there would have been, not exactly in this order, but I’m not too far off, 
Methodist, Presbyterians, Episcopalians and the Lutherans.  The Catholics 
would have fit in.   

To get to the religious situation, the first Catholic community here would 
have been established all the way back into 1825 or whatever.  There were 
priests who came here and they found people and contacted them.  The first 
community started and the community was formed as a result of Irish laborers 
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being brought in to build a bridge over the Cumberland River.  That would be the 
first bridge and it was on the site of what is today the Victory Memorial Bridge.  
They bought land, the land that is presently occupied pretty much by the state 
capital, not exactly the capital itself, but you just step out of the capital and you’re 
on that property.  There’s a historical marker there.  The Diocese was formed by 
Pope Gregory XVI in 1837.  The Bishop who was appointed was from Maryland. 
 His name was Richard P. [Pius] Miles.  The Diocese had jurisdiction over the 
entire state.  The boundaries of the Diocese pertained until January, 1971.  The 
Diocese of Nashville was the only Catholic jurisdiction in this state from 1837 
until early 1971.  Bishop Miles arrived here, and he was the only priest in the 
state.  He estimated that there were 100 Catholics that would have been from 
Memphis to the far north-eastern corner.  That was quite a scattering over such a 
large area.  He was here as Bishop until 1860.  The Catholic population grew 
considerably.  He established parishes in Memphis and Chattanooga, Knoxville, 
Clarksville, and a few other places, some of which have not survived.  He very 
early established a hospital which was on Capitol Hill where the state capital is.  
He established an orphan’s home and he established some schools.  They 
immediately began the process of building the Catholic presence in the city.   

Getting back to the Catholic church in Nashville, the numbers have always 
been rather small percentage-wise, although in the last twenty years the 
percentage has accelerated considerably as a result of immigration into the city 
of Catholics from elsewhere.  The Catholic presence always has been much 
more noticeable and considerable because of various institutions.  The hospital 
that Bishop Miles formed, the St. John’s Hospital, long since passed away, there 
has been a Catholic hospital here for many, many years.  The latest thing, St. 
Thomas founded 105 years ago, which is now one of the major medical facilities 
in Nashville, Tennessee, and has been for a long time.  In 1860, the Dominican 
sisters came here and they are still here.  They operate Aquinas College in Saint 
Cecilia Academy.  Then there were other schools that came in. 

H: Why don’t you talk a little bit about the Catholic community as you were growing 
up, and what it was like being inside that Catholic community in this 
overwhelmingly Protestant city. 

C: The Catholic community as I was growing up, I actually had one foot in the 
Catholic community and one foot outside.  My mother was born and reared a 
Methodist.  She was a member of a very old Tennessee family.  She became a 
Catholic before my birth.  I don’t mean days before, but I mean several years 
before, she became a Catholic.  Her circle of friends, old friends, and her 
relatives would have been Protestants.  Dad’s old circle of friends would have 
been Catholic.  Dad, I think because of his profession as a CPA, and he was 
with a large firm here, had a lot of contacts who were not Catholics, but certainly 
his closest friends would have been from the old Catholic community.  I do think, 
however, that his professional contacts, and also marriage to Mother, who would 
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have been from another background, enabled him to have a little bit of an 
outlook that would be different.   

Certainly Mother’s outlook about things would have been different.  
Getting to social things and political things, they both modeled much more of the 
general circumstance that would have occurred in Tennessee.  Mother was not 
the least bit interested in politics, and Dad was not to the point that he ever ran 
for office or joined organizations or whatever, but he certainly was a very staunch 
Democrat, as was everybody.  The Republicans did not even run candidates in 
those days for most offices.  Even to this day after 224 years, I don’t think 
Nashville has ever had a Republican mayor.  If Mother would have cared to 
express herself politically, she would have been Democratic, because her father 
was intentionally Democratic. 

H: Do you recall any anti-Catholic expressions of prejudice at this time? 

C: They were certainly aware of it.  I never encountered it.  I never encountered it in 
Mother’s family.  I never encountered it personally.  No one ever said anything to 
me to make me feel uncomfortable, but there was something there.  There was 
no doubt about it.  Mother never noticed it, but Dad would notice it.  I’ll get to 
that.  I think there was a psychological effect that occurred as a result of all of 
that.  I do remember the election of 1928, which of course, was long before my 
time, but he was a young man in 1928.  The first vote he ever cast was for Al 
[Alfred E.] Smith [Democratic candidate in the election of 1928].  That was a 
deeply scarring experience for him, the election of 1928.  Smith carried 
Nashville, but he lost Tennessee.  A lot of things were said and a lot of things 
done and a lot of things published that made the Catholics here feel very 
uncomfortable.  My Protestant grandfather always said that he voted for Smith, 
and I’m sure he did if he said that he did.  I doubt he was delighted about it if he 
did.  There were other things.  Smith was, of course, anti-Prohibition.  My 
Protestant grandparents were very strong tee-totalers.  I never encountered it, 
but it was something that was kind of in the back of everybody’s mind.  I said I 
think there was a psychological effect.  Having one foot in one community and 
one in the other, now I can look back and contrast things.  The Catholic adults 
whom I would have been around, Dad’s old friends, and by the way, there was 
not a lot of restaurant entertaining or that kind of thing.  People entertained each 
other in their homes.  I’d sit there as a child and listen to these conversations.  
Dad’s old friends would have been very careful of not drawing attention to 
themselves or any kind of a difference.  Dad’s partner in the CPA firm was an 
Orthodox Jew.  I came to realize, because he and Dad were such close friends, 
and I would hear them talking on social context in our home, I realized that the 
Jews were going through exactly the same thing and that they were both 
swimming upstream in a very opposite cultural river.  What I would go on to say 
would be, I think one thing that they all would have avoided, Jews and Catholics, 
I can speak for Catholics, but I have a hunch the Jews would have been the 
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same way, but I think they would have been very reluctant to go against the 
grain, to speak out, to take strong stands, and so forth.  It very easily could lead 
to some kind of anger on the part of the general population and the people they 
were in contact with. 

H: Would you say that’s true in terms of race relations in Nashville? 

C: Yes.  I think the impact that it had on race relations, when race became an issue, 
which was primarily in 1954 in the long, long, long aftermath of Brown vs. 
Topeka Board [of Education, U.S. Supreme Court case, May 17, 1954, ruling 
that “separate educational facilities are inherently unequal”].  I think the first 
instinct that they would have had was they really did not want to appear on the 
cutting edge of anything that would be upsetting to the general population.  
Probably, beyond that, as very much a part of them, they would have had the 
general cultural attitude that Caucasian Southerners, regardless of religion, 
would have had with regard to African Americans.  It was a very patronizing 
thing, but it was also terribly demeaning.  Nobody thought of it in that way.   

I can remember my grandmother, whose father was a Confederate soldier 
and whose uncle died at Antietam [Civil War battle, September 17, 1862], very, 
very much rooted in the South.  As grandparents often are, she was often the 
babysitter, you know what I mean?  Mother would take me over there and I 
would stay with my grandparents.  Grandfather was alive, too.  I was over there 
one day, and I said something I suppose that would have been uncomplimentary 
to blacks, or insulting even, I don’t know.  I was a little boy.  She took me aside, I 
remember, right away.  She was a very devout Methodist.  She said, son, you 
must never say that.  I don’t remember what I said.  I remember how she 
answered, but I don’t remember what I said.  She said, son, you must never, 
ever say that.  She said, our souls are no dearer to God than theirs.  He loves us 
all and he loves them.  The only thing is they do not have our intelligence.  That 
was a prevailing attitude among white southerners and also white Americans, for 
that matter. [That was] a very strong cultural feeling.  Then, they also had a very 
patronizing attitude, which was certainly not heartless or mean, it was just the 
opposite, but it was very patronizing.   

I can remember that we had a domestic in our house who was not a 
physician, but either a petite-mal or grand-mal epileptic.  I don’t guess she was a 
grand-mal, because there were never really convulsions, but she certainly was a 
petite mal-epileptic, in she would sort of lose consciousness.  She didn’t know 
where she was or whatever it is.  It was kind of frightening.  She’d fall and so on. 
 Mother didn’t know what to do.  Mother would be gone and she was afraid that 
she would knock something off the stove and catch the house on fire or the iron 
or something.  My grandmother, of course, said you could never ever fire her.  
You could never ever dismiss her, because if anybody needs a job, she needs a 
job, and you’ll just have to make arrangements.  You’ll just have to cope with it, 
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but there’s no way that you could ever let her go because she needs the job.  
That’s the kind of patronizing that I’m talking about. 

H: Paternalistic? 

C: Paternalistic.  Anything but mean, but of course, you can go on and on and on 
with it, but it was destructive nonetheless.  It was not mean or unkind.  They 
thought that they were being very considerate. 

H: Considerate within limits. 

C: Mother used to say that her mother had gone into smallpox even in the case of 
some black families.  That would have been yet another generation before small 
pox was finally knocked out.  That was a fearful thing to walk into a house with 
smallpox.  Knowing my grandmother, it probably happened.  Daddy used to call 
her a saint.  For an Irish Catholic to call a Methodist a saint is really something. 
[laughter.]  I’m sure if she had a black domestic employee, whose child came 
down with smallpox or the employee came down with smallpox, my grandmother 
would have gone.  She would have felt that was her Christian obligation.  There 
was that.   

There also was a very dark side.  The dark side can be looked at either 
individually or at a tour-de-null or it can be looked at in terms of certain social 
factors or political factors.  There were some people who were really very bigoted 
against blacks.  Then, of course, the city facilities reflected a great unevenness.  
We didn’t know it, because we weren’t in those environments, but I’m sure the 
schools were inferior, although Pearl [Nashville’s black high school] was always 
a very fine high school, but I think they had fewer opportunities for education, 
[and] the blacks had fewer opportunities for employment.   

I can remember, Dad was a great fan of Notre Dame University.  They 
played Georgia Tech one time in football.  He had a friend who was comptroller 
of Georgia Tech or treasurer or whatever his title was, but he got us tickets, and 
we went up.  The train that we went on came through from Atlanta.  It would 
have left Atlanta at five o’ clock in the afternoon and got here about ten or ten-
thirty.  Then we got on and got to Chicago, and then we changed trains and got 
on one for South Bend.  By the time the train got here from Atlanta, it was 
rocking [with] all these Georgia Tech fans.  Of course, it was a great party.  
Because of the source of his tickets, we sat in the Georgia Tech [bleachers].  
Notre Dame had one black player.  He was on the field.  I’d never heard such 
remarks.  Certainly my parents and my grandparents had never, ever spoken so 
abusively of black people.  It was a real traumatic experience for me to hear 
these people.  I’m not putting down the people from Atlanta, but I had never 
heard that.  I had never heard some of these terrible things said about this black 
player.  I can remember, he was out of the game and then they put him back in.  
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The man behind me, I can hear him as if he’s sitting behind me right now, as if 
he were right here.  He yelled out, even if we lose the game, kill that big black 
blanky-blank-blank.  I was about ten or eleven.  I was just stunned.  I had never 
encountered that kind of racism.  That would have been there.   

Politically, the situation in Nashville, I think the historians would bear this 
out, was a little bit different from what the situation would have been in some 
other southern cities.  They probably did not have a lot of political influence.  One 
thing being that I don’t think the percentage was enough that they could just 
swing an election if they all voted.  I can remember asking Dad one time, he 
would have been, of course, very much involved in income tax and that kind of 
thing because of his profession, and he said, black people do not pay taxes.  He 
wasn’t putting them down, he was just saying ____ they’ll never pay taxes.  That 
probably was because the domestic help that didn’t owe withholding or Social 
Security or anything on them, I would think.   

By the way, if you want to know what a domestic made, a domestic in, 
let’s say, 1948 or 1950 in Nashville made $3 a day, and that was all day long, 
and at whatever the employer wanted them to do: do the laundry, dust the 
furniture, polish the furniture.  Up through the evening meal, they made $3 plus 
what was called car fare.  Nashville did not have streetcars in my memory, but it 
meant bus fare, which I guess was a dime each way or twenty cents each way.  
That was what a domestic made, and it was paid in cash.  At the end of the day, 
dad would have gotten home.  We would have the evening meal.  When she left, 
I guess maybe he did it at the end of the week, but anyway, he would go outside 
with her.  I can see him standing at the front door.  I don’t know why it could not 
be done in the house, but he would go outside as she was leaving to go to the 
bus line, and he would reach into his pocket and take his billfold out and pay her 
in cash.  That’s what they would have made.  What would another person have 
made?  Let’s say she would work six days a week.  That would have been $72 a 
month.  Probably the going wage would have been $300 or $400.  You see the 
difference. 

H: Why don’t we talk a little bit about the integration that you were involved in with 
the Catholic schools in June of 1955, I believe it started.   

C: Brown vs. Topeka Board came out, what was the exact date, May or June? 

H: May 17, [1954]. 

C: May 17 it came out, and the Catholic schools at that point all were segregated 
originally.  The high schools also were divided by gender.  There was one all-
male school, Father Ryan High School, which is still in business.  Well, now I’m 
getting segregated here.  I’m giving you all the white statistics.  Then there were 
three all-female high schools, Saint Cecilia Academy being the only one still in 
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business.  I apologize for this segregation, but there also was a black school 
which was co-ed called Immaculate Mother’s Academy.  Those were the five 
Catholic high schools in the city.  At some point in the summer, and I don’t 
remember exactly when, they announced that the Diocesan-owned high schools 
and the elementary schools that were owned by the Diocese would be open to 
black students.  That would have meant that Saint Cecilia was not included in 
that, and Saint Vernon Academy, which would have been right down the street 
here, the Sisters of Mercy now, no longer a high school, they would not have 
been included.  They came on board.  They said that we voluntarily will accept 
this.  Some of the elementary schools, there were two schools here in the city 
strictly for blacks, Catholic schools.  One is still existing, Saint Vincent’s.  The 
other was next door to Immaculate Mother.  It was called Holy Family.  At the 
same time, they announced that these two black schools were going to be shut 
down, Immaculate Mother High School, and Holy Family.  The reaction among 
people [was that] there were some people who were really furious on grounds 
that blacks and whites [would be schooled together] and their child being white.  
My friends were all white.  I’d hear their parents say that their child that was white 
was going to be put in the same classroom with a black.  I would have to say, I 
think, that if it had been put to a vote, my parents would have voted against it.  
The thing that I heard more from Mother, I never heard her really blast the 
blacks, but she was afraid that I was going to be in a bombed-out school, you 
know what I mean?  I’d be sitting there and somebody was going to take a shot 
at us.   

H: You mean someone from outside the school because it was integrated? 

C: Yes.  She was very, very fearful that there would be some kind of violence.  That 
was kind of threatened at times, not against our school, but there were incidents. 
 The history of interracial relations in the South, of course, is one of great 
violence with the lynching and all of that.  The lynching was not an event here in 
Nashville, certainly not in my lifetime, and I doubt in hers, but of course, there 
were in other places.  They would have had that in mind and some of these 
terrible things that occurred, the Scottsboro Boys [1931 Alabama racial incident]. 
 I don’t know if she ever really knew that, but that kind of thing.  Blacks would be 
framed and go into these kangaroo courts and –  you know what I’m saying.  It 
was an atmosphere of violence in the background.  That was what I heard from 
her.  I think if both my parents had to vote on it, they would have voted no.  That 
was the initial reaction.  I don’t remember anybody in our circle who said, this is 
an excellent thing to do.   

H: Why do you think the Catholic schools took this step before any others? 

C: To give you an idea of the Catholic reaction and the reaction of a lot of people, 
they had a very difficult time seeing this 
in any sense of a statement of values on 
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the part of Bishop Adrian, who’s long 
dead.  They had a very difficult time 
seeing it in any terms of values or 
whatever.  They said, well, what he 
wanted to do was sell them valuable 
property where Holy Family was and 
Immaculate Mother’s Academy, and 
they had a good offer from Sears.  He 
wanted the cash.  So he sold the 
property, so we had to desegregate.  
That, I really don’t think happened, but 
that kind of harsh criticism was abetted 
to a degree in the fact that he had 
jurisdiction over the whole state, and he 
desegregated none of the other schools 
which would have been in similar 
circumstances, which would have been 
in Memphis especially.  Those schools 
were not desegregated.  Certainly within 
the clergy, that was a source of less 
than total delight.  Here, there would be 
people who would know the situation in 
Memphis and they’d say, he’s not doing 
it in Memphis, why is he doing it here?  
Over there in Memphis, there were 
some, not many, but there would have 
been some who would have been 
inclined toward racial justice, they’d say, 
he’s doing it in Nashville, why doesn’t he 
do it here?  It was kind of unfortunate.  
He segregated the schools, but it was 
desegregation.  I keep using the word 
‘they’ and I hate to do that, but the black 
students could come to class, but they 
could not participate in extracurricular 
clubs and they could not participate in 
sports and certainly not the social 
events.  The social events would have 
been the normal things that would have 
occurred in high school like proms and 
that kind of thing.   

One thing that had been kind of a policy, I guess, and probably was a 
spoken policy, was to get Catholics to marry Catholics.  The way that you do that 
is to get Catholics to date Catholics.  What they would do every Sunday night at 
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Father Ryan, there would be a dance.  Every Sunday night there would be a 
dance.  We’d go to it.  It was not like a prom, and they didn’t have a live 
orchestra, and you didn’t dress up, but you’d ask a girl to go with you to the 
dance.  You didn’t have to go, but that was every Sunday night.  You ask me the 
difference between now and then in the city, there wasn’t much to do other than 
go to a movie.  You’d go to the dance.  The Titans [Nashville’s pro football team] 
weren’t playing any of those days, you know.  You’d call up somebody and ask 
them if they’d go to the dance with you.  That was the only option.  You could 
always get a date to go to the dance.  Everybody wanted to go to the dance.  
The idea behind putting it on was that you’d be dating a Catholic and then one 
day you’d marry a Catholic.  The African-Americans couldn’t go.  They couldn’t 
go to any of the other things at the school, like the prom, which, of course, was a 
big event.  They couldn’t go to that.  They couldn’t play sports.  At that time, 
Father Ryan was a major sports figure in Nashville.  I guess it still is.  I don’t 
follow it that much, but I guess it’s still a big basketball and football power.  It was 
then.  They probably had rules.  There were two organizations, the Tennessee 
Secondary School Athletics Association, it still exists, and the other one, the 
Nashville Interscholastic League, I guess it still exists, I have no idea.  They 
probably had written rules that a black could not play on the team.  You couldn’t 
play a team with a black on it.  The schools were desegregated, but they weren’t 
desegregated.  With them, we started in September. 

H: This is September, 1955? 

C: [This was] September, 1954, right away.  This would have been four months 
after Brown vs. Topeka.  It went very smoothly.  I think that was because the 
white students and the African American students, with their families, had 
worked through it and they were going to make it work.  The thing at Father Ryan 
that was very advantageous at that time, another policy that they had, which I 
doubt they’ve ever written down, but surely it was talked about, was that the 
faculty at Father Ryan was all composed of Diocesan priests.  There were a 
couple of other schools in the state that had the same arrangement.  The 
Catholic high school for boys in Memphis had the same arrangement, and also 
Notre Dame High School in Chattanooga, which was co-ed.  There were 
Diocesan priests, and by that I mean who are affiliated with these Diocese, as I 
am now.  They were on the faculty.  The bishop at the time, this was probably 
strategy on his part, but they were the best and the brightest who were there.  As 
I look back at the men who taught me, it’s interesting that when you’ve got them, 
I guess other students had other experiences, but when I got there, immediately, 
the priests were my heros.  They weren’t actors.  My heros were not movie stars 
or athletic players as much as they were those priests.  I’m sure that was part of 
their strategy, they’d get these young boys thinking about being priests 
themselves, I think that was the whole strategy.   

Another thing about that particular generation of priests was that, first of 
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all, they were all natives of Nashville, and Memphis, too, but they’d be natives of 
the state.  They’d be native Tennesseans.  Unlike most of the southern Diocese, 
the Diocese of Nashville for many, many, many years would not accept a 
seminarian who was not native-born or had lived here most of his life.  They 
were all natives.  They also had primarily been educated in the East with a few 
here and there had been educated in Rome.  They had been educated in 
Baltimore and Washington primarily.  This had put them in the mainstream of 
Catholic social thinking as the county went through and emerged from the 
Second World War, which would have been very decisive with anti-segregation 
and pro-civil rights.  I don’t mean that they were waving banners and marching in 
the streets, but their intellectual leaning certainly was a very strongly pro-civil 
rights, pro-human equality, pro-human rights.  That would have been where they 
came from.  They were all relatively recent students.  I don’t mean they came out 
of college last week, but I mean in the last ten years they would have been in an 
intellectual environment where this would have been discussed favorably.  I think 
that had something to do with it.  They were men of some ability.  Two of them 
became bishops in time.  One of them is dead, one of them is still alive.  The 
principle at that time, Father Shay, Frances R. Shay, became bishop of 
Evansville, Indiana, and then the vice principal at that time, Father Nedecrocez 
became bishop of Nashville.  He’s now retired, but still alive.   

I don’t remember ever exactly having a class where they ever sat us down 
and talked to us about any of this, but certainly every signal that was given by 
those men was of the greatest respect.  It was not the paternalistic kind of thing, 
if you can remove for a moment a high school teacher and a high school student 
out of a certain paternalistic environment, but it was not that old kind of way of 
treating blacks.  I can remember my freshman English class.  They always called 
us mister.  They’d never say, John, what’s the answer to this question?  It was 
Mister Smith, you know what I’m saying?  I don’t know what it would be like if I 
were there today.  I know we had to dress the right way and everything else.  To 
go into one of those classes and have the priest so effortlessly, and not be fired 
on his part, say, Mister Jones, who’s black, and Mister Smith, who’s white, to 
give them that kind of respect...  We would have been from a cultural situation 
where you would never have given a black a Bible, Mr., Mrs., or whatever.  I 
never witnessed any kind of a clash or anything like that, certainly no altercation 
between black and white.  To my knowledge, there was not anything associated 
with the whole process on the street or on the bus.  It actually went much more 
smoothly than probably a lot of people had feared that it would. 

H: How much interaction was there within the schools between them, in the 
cafeteria for example? 

C: Not that much.  The blacks would go to their own table.  I can remember that.  I 
can draw you a map of the dining room and show you where they sat.  They 
weren’t told to go there.  Everybody would go through the cafeteria line.  They 
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had a big table where the faculty sat.  Some of the priests, they always had one 
or two sort of acting as monitors and whatever they called them, walking through, 
making sure you don’t get into food fights.  The others would finish their meals, I 
can remember that, they would finish their meals at the faculty table, and they 
would start by, and as they walked through the thing, they’d stop and talk to 
students as they went through.  Of course, they’d stop and talk to them.  There 
was a certain amount of that kind of separation.  I mentioned the social things.  
There was a separation, as I said a moment ago, with regard to the sports.   

[End of Side A] 

C: [In the] fall of 1954,  we had our Homecoming football game.  We played MBA 
[Montgomery Bell Academy, private Nashville secondary school], I remember 
that.  The black students went to [Father Shay], I understand, I hardly was on the 
inner circle, but the black students went to him and said, can we come to the 
Homecoming game?  He said, I don’t see any problem at all.  So some of them 
came to the game.  I can remember that.  They came to the game.  There were 
some comments, not that I heard, from my parent’s friends, not vicious or 
unpleasant, is to some novelty.  There were things that were said that were 
communicated more than just a rather distant modeling.  It was communicated to 
us that all people were equal and that they had the right to equal opportunity and 
the right to be respected.  I can remember a couple of things that were said to 
me by peers who were not in the Catholic school system about, well, here you’re 
going to school with blacks.  I was able to respond with some assurance in my 
voice that, well, this is the way it should be.  They have their rights as human 
beings.  I was able to philosophize it somehow on the level of being a freshman 
or a sophomore.  That was a direct result because of what I had heard from one 
of those priests over there, who would have put it in some kind of a philosophical 
perspective.  At some point, I don’t know exactly what point it was, but the 
principal, Father Shay, was transferred out and his successor, then Father 
Hitchcock, later became the director of Catholic schools in Tennessee, he came 
in.  He went to Bishop Adrian.  He said, we can’t have it this way anymore.  We 
can’t do people this way.  If we’re going to have black students, we’re going to 
have them and say they’re there because this is what we believe.  Then we’re 
going to do that.  We’re not going to be able to say they can’t go to the social 
events, they can’t go to the sports and so on.  The bishop agreed. 

H: This was what year? 

C: I’d be afraid to say, but I would say maybe 1957 or 1958.  Maybe a little bit later, 
actually.  The bishop said, well, you do what you think you have to do.  The next 
thing was Father Hitchcock was threatened, I don’t mean his life was 
threatened, but I mean the school was threatened is a better way of putting it.  
You put a black on the football field and you’ll be thrown out of the TSSAA, 
Tennessee Secondary School Athletic Association.  You’ll be thrown out, no 



NVCR 4 Campion, Page 13 
 

school will play you.  He said, well, if we’re thrown out, we’re thrown out.  That 
means that we’ll be out of interscholastic sports.  We’ll just have intramural 
sports.  Our whole program will be converted from playing other schools to just 
playing teams among ourselves.  But we are not going to treat our black students 
this way.  If they are eligible to play football, and they go out for the team, they 
play.  That was a very courageous thing to do.  As a result, the first African-
Americans in this city to play on desegregated teams were Father Ryan 
students.  The girls schools obviously weren’t into football, which was all-male at 
that time.  There were four Father Ryan students. In fact, there’s a plaque on the 
wall in the lobby of the Father Ryan High School gymnasium of the first black 
student to play in a desegregated situation in Nashville.  I forget what his name 
was, I should remember it, but he was first-string, whatever he was.  That’s all 
there.  It went better at Father Ryan, I think, than anybody had ever thought.   

The two academies probably had very few blacks.  Partly, I would think 
maybe economic, I don’t really know, but they would have had a much heftier 
tuition than the Diocesan schools would have had.  Cathedral High School had a 
very large number of black girls, as it developed.  They had to stop having their 
prom.  Taboos in the South was that, the blacks and whites, if you ever put them 
together, there would be some kind of intimate connection between them, which 
was just the worst thing that you could ever imagine.  That was the reason to 
keep them out of social events.  You couldn’t bring them together because they’d 
be in some kind of relationship before you knew it.  Remember, interracial 
marriage was a felony in this state.  There was no way they could have gotten 
married legally.  Cathedral High School changed from a prom to a banquet, 
which was less of a problem in that regard than a dance would have been.   

To say that desegregation was popular in the white Catholic community 
would be ridiculous.  It was unpopular.  The Church had two things working in its 
behalf.  One was that the city itself had never been really rabidly racist.  The 
universities have always uplifted Nashville, given it a quality of life.  I don’t know 
what it is like now, because the city has gotten so big.  Vanderbilt and Fisk 
uplifted Nashville.  It was always a bit more serenely intellectual in some regards 
than some other cities in the south.  The black population was not so great that it 
was a threat to the whites.  By that, I don’t mean that they feared war, but I mean 
they feared losing jobs.  There were those matters.  That would have affected 
the Catholic community as well.  Then, the Catholic community had, over the 
years, developed such a sense of respect for the clergy and for the bishops who 
were here, successively.  This would not have played out in every instance, 
because it also created a certain familiarity.  I don’t use that in a negative sense, 
but I mean many Nashville Catholics would have felt quite comfortable in telling 
their priest exactly what they thought.  That’s what I mean by familiarity.  There 
would have been that.  Certainly many of the pastors of that time would have 
heard that.  Father, what in the world are they thinking, or is the bishop thinking? 
 On the other hand, there would have been a certain background feeling of, well, 
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we’ll go along with it.  We don’t like it, but we’ll go along with it.  Those were 
things that softened the situation here.  Bishop Adrian, in 1964, in early June or 
May, suffered a stroke.  From then on, he was not incapacitated.  He could walk 
around and all that, but he was in Saint Thomas for the rest of his life.  For the 
next eight years, he was in Saint Thomas.  What exactly he did, I don’t know, but 
he applied to the Holy See for some kind of help.  The help that they gave him 
was in a position in the Catholic church called a coadjutor, which is another 
bishop who will automatically will succeed him.  The bishop that they sent him 
was Joseph Durick, who coincidentally was born in Tennessee, but that was 
because his mother just happened to be here on that day.  They were really 
Alabama people. 

H: I know that you have a lot to say about Bishop Durick.  Can I just get a few last 
questions in about integration? 

C: Sure. 

H: In fall of 1954, when you went to school, was that the first interaction that you’d 
had with an African-American? 

C: At that age.  There had been blacks in our house.  Mother always had a black 
domestic and my grandmother did [too].  That was almost taken for granted.  
Lulu worked for us.  Next door was Mary.  That family’s still around, he’s a 
physician here in town, a friend of mine.  Then the next house [had] Anna.  Every 
house had a black servant. 

H: Were there any at your church? 

C: No.   

H: Were there all-black Catholic churches? 

C: There were two all-black Catholic churches. 

H: With white priests? 

C: Yes.  I don’t know them.  I couldn’t give you a list without looking it up.  I couldn’t 
give you a list of all the priests at my church.  That was a long time ago.  But they 
would have been all white.  That’s a totally different story about all-white priests.  
It’s not a very happy story, but they would have been all white priests.  They 
would have been all white nuns in the schools. 

H: Did the number of black students increase as you went on through high school? 
Or was it just the same number? 

C: I think many of the graduates of the eighth grade of that predominately black 



NVCR 4 Campion, Page 15 
 

elementary school would have come [to Father Ryan].  I don’t have any idea 
about what percentage.  The class would not have been big to begin with, 
twenty-five or thirty students at the tops, I would think.  Let’s say half of them 
were male.  Then maybe half that number would have come to Father Ryan.  I 
still have one of those yearbooks.  We could just go through and count it.  One of 
the national media outlets, I can’t remember which, but they came down after 
we’d been desegregated for a couple of years and did a national story.  I 
remember they asked Father Hitchcock, who was the principal, they said, 
Father, how many black students do you have in this school?  He said, I don’t 
have any idea.  We don’t count our students by race.  I don’t have any idea.  I 
don’t think they did.   

I can remember the day that I registered as a freshman.  They had card 
tables set up in the gym.  They had a typewriter at each card table.  Everybody 
came at nine o’ clock or something.  There was a line.  You know how it is when 
you register for school.  You went here, then you went to the bookstore, you 
know what I mean.  They asked the mothers of students to volunteer their time, if 
they could type, to sit down and interview these students as they came in.  
Mother was a typist.  She knew how to type, so she volunteered her time.  She 
sat down.  They had these cards.  The card had, of course, everything you could 
think of, name, date of birth, parent, where were you born, and whatever else 
you put on those kinds of those things.  Of course, race was nowhere to be 
found.  In the past, when the cards were printed, they were all white.  Anyway, 
there was a lady sitting next to Mother who was the mother of one of my 
classmates.  They were good friends, Mother and this lady.  She just died.  They 
didn’t know what to do.  They didn’t know whether they should write it down or 
put it next to the name.  They called Father Shay over.  He said, no, don’t worry 
about it.  Don’t put anything down.  Put whatever’s on the thing there, the name, 
address, and all that.  They never were recorded by race.  At this point, I can’t 
remember who came and went.  You know what I’m saying?  I’d have to think 
about it.  I think the enrollment of African-American students remained pretty 
constant or maybe went up a little bit. 

H: I should have asked you this from the outset, but were Catholics, as you were 
growing up, were they more or less segregated into certain neighborhoods of 
Nashville?  

C: At one time they were.  By the time I came along, that had long since ceased.   

H: That had dispersed a little bit.  Of course, the big fuss over integration of 
Nashville schools happens in 1957.  Do you remember having a benign attitude 
about that because the Catholic schools had already desegregated?  Were you 
aware of what was going on? 

C: I don’t know how my class mates felt, but I felt kind of superior.  I felt that here’s 
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this fussing and fighting and then there was the episode in Clinton, Tennessee, 
[1957 race riot in east Tennessee over school integration], John Kasper [racial 
demagogue partially responsible for the Clinton riot] and Frank Clement [then 
governor of Tennessee who sent the Highway Patrol into Clinton to quell the riot] 
and all that.  I felt really ahead of the pack.  The thing about it, it was not a 
coincidental thing.  It was not, well, we started this and they’re just getting around 
to it.  You felt pride because we did this as a matter of principle.  This was the 
right thing to do, and we did it.  It’s something that we can be proud of.  I do not 
think all of my classmates would have looked at it so kindly.   

H: You don’t remember anything about Kasper coming to Nashville, or the bombing 
they had at Hattie Cotton [elementary] school [September 9,1957]? 

C: I remember that, and I remember later on, I remember the bombing of the [Z. 
Alexander] Looby home [prominent black attorney in Nashville].  I remember the 
bombing of the Jewish Community Center, which was not exactly related, but of 
course, many of the acts of anti-Semitism were tied in.  The reason I remember 
that, as I said, there was nothing to do in Nashville other than go to movies, the 
city was so small.  Three or four of us had gone to a movie downtown.  We were 
driving out West End Avenue, and there was obviously all this commotion.  It 
was right where I-40 goes under West End Avenue.  That was where it was.  
That land was taken by [I-]440.  We had just come out.  The fire engines were 
there and the police [were there].  Daddy would have been very alert to that 
because of his partner.  They were great friends.  Dad had such a profound 
respect for Judaism.  Neither one of them, as I remember, I wouldn’t want to say 
this as just absolute in case, because I didn’t overhear every conversation they 
had.  They did not connect it to the race issue.  They saw it as an anti-Semitic, 
terrible thing.  I think that they would not want to connect it to the race issue.  I 
remember that.  I remember that the Looby home, when it was bombed, there 
was not much doubt about what that was all about.  I remember that, and I 
remember reading about the march of the African-American students from the 
Fisk campus in ____, TSU, and that area of town up to the city hall where Ben 
West was.  I never really met Mayor West [Mayor of Nashville, 1951-1963].  He 
had sort of a west-Nashville headquarters down in Candyland, which is now 
Vandyland, that area of town, you know what I’m talking about? 

H: I think so. 

C: That used to be called Candyland.  It used to be great for us at [Father] Ryan 
[High School], because we would walk up there after school and you could get 
ice cream.  That was sort of his west Nashville headquarters.  You’d walk in 
there and he’d be sitting there in a booth with a couple of these politicians, I 
guess, or whoever it was.  Here, we were high school kids.  You’d walk in and 
there are four men sitting there in business suits.  You’d see him on TV, you 
knew who he was.  He always wore a bow tie.  I remember that.  I remember one 
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time I walked in, it was the first time, I guess, I walked in and I was shocked 
seeing him; he spoke to me [laughter].  I didn’t know what to call him.   

H: Not a dumb politician. 

C: No.  I remember when there was that walk.  I remember some of the political 
campaigns of that era.  Nashville was part of Tennessee, as it is now, but 
Tennessee was fortunate in that some of its major political figures were very 
enlightened with regard to the race issue, the two U.S. Senators being the best 
examples.  The rest keep offering Albert Gore [Albert Gore Sr. United States 
Representative for Tennessee (1939-1952); United States Senate for Tennessee 
(1953-1970)].  Albert Gore in 1958, which was only four years after the decision, 
ran for reelection for his second term.  His opponent was a former three-term 
governor, a former diplomat.  He had been an ambassador by the name of 
Prentice Cooper, whose son is now in Congress.  Cooper had been out of public 
light for twelve years.  That’s a long time in politics to be out.  He was trying to 
make a comeback.  He had served his three terms as governor, then 
ambassador of Peru, then came home and tried to get back into politics.  He 
probably would have had an uphill battle anyway.  Gore was still a fairly young 
man.  The issue was segregation.  There had been a document that had been 
produced in the House [of Representatives], in Washington, called the Southern 
Manifesto, which had been signed by all the U.S. Senators from the former 
Confederate states, with the exception of the two from Tennessee, and Lyndon 
Johnson [Lyndon Baines Johnson, United States Senator (1949-1960); Vice 
President of the United States (1960-1963); President (1963-1969)], from Texas. 
 He would not sign it.  All the others signed it.  Cooper said that, if I am elected to 
the Senate – I remember these aspects of it, I heard him on television – he said, 
if I am elected to succeed Albert Gore in the Senate, if Gore is defeated and I 
am elected, I will sign the Southern Manifesto.  Then the Tennessean did a 
story, where in the world is the Southern Manifesto?  What would he be signing, 
because nobody knows where the original document is.  I remember that.  Then, 
in 1960, two years later, [Estes] Kefauver’s turn came up.  His opponent was a 
circuit judge, I believe, but a judge in any event, from west Tennessee by the 
name of Andrew Taylor.  Taylor ran very much on a segregationist ticket.  In the 
electoral process, the only thing that mattered was the Democratic nomination.  
In the Democratic primary in 1958, Gore won decisively over Cooper.  In 1960, 
with the presidential election coming on, and two more years having come about 
with regard to race and difficulties occurring, it was a hot issue.  Kefauver was 
renominated over Taylor by an overwhelming majority.  I forget what it was.  I 
think that Taylor, out of the ninety-five counties, I think Taylor may have carried 
fifteen. 

H: Does the group Tennessee Federation for Constitutional Government ring any 
bells with you? 
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C: A little bit.   

H: I was just wondering if you knew of any Catholics who were active in that 
organization. 

C: No, certainly no really prominent Catholics would have been in that group, 
because there would not have been too many Catholics who would have been 
prominent in politics.  Those who were, by the way, were not necessarily always 
helpful.  They primarily were from Memphis.  Memphis, at that time, had the 
largest concentration of Catholics in the state.  Maybe it still does.  The Catholic 
legislators would have come out of Memphis primarily.  We would have had a 
couple here, but they would have come out of Memphis primarily.  As a rule, they 
were not much help. 

H: I know you remember the Looby bombing, [do you have] any reactions or 
memories to when the sit-ins first started in 1960? 

C: Yes.  I was gone by then, I was in college, but I went down there for Mother, and 
I was back and forth.  The reaction, at least on her part, I don’t think Mother ever 
saw it, God bless her, I don’t think she ever saw it in any kind of value, structure, 
or philosophical.  It made her fearful to go downtown.  All of the merchandising at 
that time was downtown.  Green Hills came along about that time.  They really 
were almost afraid of anarchy or something.  That was the way they put it. Of 
course, some of the business leaders on the other side were highly respected 
figures in this community.  They were not inclined to be very friendly to civil 
rights.  You sort of had that.  I remember the march on Washington and some of 
the reaction among my friends.  I remember going to my dentist and he had a 
nurse that called your name and you’d go back, and she’d put you in the chair 
and put that bib on you and whatever else and put the instruments out, waiting 
for him.  Then she would always entertain, if you will, the patient until he walked 
in.  She was a very staunch secretary.  I can remember going in one time, and 
by this time I was in college; I was quite liberal, as they used to say, in my 
viewpoint.  She started telling me that he would not treat a black patient. 

H: This dentist was in Nashville? 

C: Yeah.  She told me all this.  She said the IRS had come by wanting to audit his 
books, so they had a chain of conspiracy behind all this.  She told me this.  She 
told me that any professional such as a physician, or dentist, I’m sure there were 
plenty, who would not see a black, then they would report this, and this is the 
stuff that would get going, they would report this to the NAACP, which in turn 
would alert Richard Fulton.  This was during the Johnson administration, so you 
had a Democratic administration.  Fulton was a Democrat.  Fulton would inform 
the pro-civil rights Democratic Administration and they’d put the IRS on your trail 
to make life miserable for you.  I remember her telling me this, that the IRS had 
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come along.  The reason they came down wanting to audit his books, I guess 
there was some question about his tax returns.  It didn’t have anything to do with 
that.  It took a long time. 

H: Why don’t you pick up, then, with the story of Bishop Durick, and his role in 
national race relations. 

C: He came in in1964 as Adrian’s coadjutor.  How old would he have been at the 
time?  I guess he had been a priest about twenty-three years.  He had made a 
certain mark for himself in Alabama.  One thing that he did, that infuriated some 
Alabama Catholics, was when the little girls were killed in the Sixteenth Street 
Baptist Church event, the massacre there, he went to the funeral.  It aggravated 
a lot of them.  By that time, the complaints were never on the grounds that a 
bishop or a priest should not express himself in favor of civil rights  – they were, 
rather, that there’s the separation of church and state, that this is all a communist 
front.  There would be those things, and law and order.  There were complaints 
about him to Rome, that the very idea that he had been part of and a signature 
of such statements.  He had gone to this funeral.  He should be disciplined.  
Well, of course the Holy See [the Vatican] disciplined him by promoting him.   

H: He also was one of the writers in the letter? 

C: Yeah.  I was going to say that.  He did write the letter to Martin Luther King [that 
prompted King to respond with the famous “Letter From A Birmingham Jail”].  His 
heart was totally behind equal rights for all.  There’s no question about that.  He 
came here.  He assisted Adrian in a very ceremonial sense until the latter part of 
January, 1966.  The Holy See appointed him administrator.  Exactly why that 
was done, of course, is not available.  It would not be available from the Vatican 
archives as of yet.  It will be, after we’re all dead and gone, but it would not be 
yet available to why they took that action.  It was a unilateral action.  Adrian is on 
record in a column here in the Tennessee Register, saying that it was not of his 
choosing.  Why they did this, I don’t know.  There were all sorts of speculation.   

H: Was he still in the hospital at that time? 

C: Yes, but he still had his mind.  Was it because of that, or was it because of a 
sluggishness on the part of civil rights?  By this time, Paul VI was pope.  There 
was a total overall philosophy, which went very deep into the hierarchy of very, 
very strong support for equal rights and human rights.  It was the time that 
colonialism was breathing its last gasp.  He was absolutely on the cutting edge of 
all of that, of getting rid of colonialism and of those systems.  He, of course, was 
very, very anti-Vietnam War.  That colored his relationship with the American 
government significantly.  Always, in the background, it was really discreet.  
Durick came in, and right away, simply went full force for desegregation.  That 
was achieved across the Diocese. There really was not a lot of resistance to it, 
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per se.  I’m sure it did not please a lot of white people, but he certainly did it.  He 
expected it to be done across the board.  Where he could dictate what occurred 
in say, the school system, other than Saint Cecilia, which weren’t giving him any 
trouble.  He could dictate what was going on in the school system and the 
parishes.  He could not dictate what was going on in the hospitals, because they 
were owned by the nuns.  He could not dictate what was going on in the clubs 
and organizations.  This is where he ran into some trouble.  He had a certain 
policy, and that was some of the Catholic organizations, if they were not 
desegregated, he would not appear.  They could invite him forevermore to come 
to whatever and he would not come.  He never really won that battle.  He never 
really totally won that battle.  The resistance was very strong. 

H: What sort of clubs are we talking about here? 

C: Well, various clubs of Catholics that would be established on their own initiatives 
and would not be subject to church control for whatever cause they would be for. 
 Some of them, he felt were deliberately lily-white, and they probably were.  
When he would go, he would speak about it and say, it’s about time we had 
some blacks.  Then the blacks were invited to join.  That was the last time they 
would see him.  That caused some people to say that he was refusing to have 
anything to do with his own people.  The institutions that he could control, they 
were certainly desegregated, without any question.  He also felt that the Catholic 
church in Tennessee was a minority, as it is, and that the only way you could do 
it was really change the hearts of people.  He felt religion was the only way you 
could really do it.  He felt that there was a real opportunity here, because religion 
is a big factor in Tennessee life.  Therefore, he felt it had to be ecumenical.  He 
was the most assertively ecumenical figure that the Catholic church had ever 
had in history.  Nedocrecez came along and certainly followed that to a degree.  
Everything that Durick did was novel.  He appeared at the Shrine parade they 
used to have here.  They used to have him give a blessing.  Some people 
thought that was awful, for a Catholic bishop to be at an Masonic event.  Then 
he developed a thing which was that the Diocese would not do business with any 
bank or stockbroker or buy stock in any enterprise that was discriminatory.  He’d 
even go internationally.  Some of these people who had sweat shops in Panama 
or Nigeria, he wouldn’t allow stock to be purchased in those companies.  That 
would have been music to the ears of Paul VI.  I don’t mean Durick was playing 
up to Paul VI, I don’t mean that.  I mean, that’s where the Church was in those 
days.  He certainly was not a popular man in Nashville, and largely it was 
because, I think, of his racial position.   

H: Do you mean among Catholics or even among the Protestants? 

C: Among Catholics.  He also was very assertive with regard to some of the 
changes in the Second Vatican Council with respect to liturgy, which were 
unpopular in many instances.  He backed that.  That was sort of something else 
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to throw coal on the fire.  His biggest problem was really in Memphis.  At that 
time, that was part of the jurisdiction of this Diocese.  That was where most of 
the trouble erupted with regard to race.  King was there.  The reason he initially 
went there was because of a strike with the garbage workers.  There was also 
some work action at Saint Joseph’s Hospital, which was an old Catholic 
landmark, now gone.  It was an old Catholic landmark, they had been there for 
100 years.  It was very much a treasured part of the Catholic presence in 
Memphis.  They got into trouble with employees.  Durick took the employees’ 
side.  He took the garbage workers’ side.  These incidents had strong racial 
overtones, because many of these employees in each instance, at the hospital, 
or the ones who were striking, or the garbage workers were African-Americans.  
It all fell in, and King was there.  Of course, Dr. King was assassinated ultimately, 
and the chain of events that occurred.  Memphis was the cauldron, much more 
than Nashville.  Nashville always approached the race situation much more... 

H: Politely. 

C: Politely.  There were these things like the Looby bombing, but generally 
speaking, I do not think the National Guard was ever called out in Nashville.  The 
National Guard was called out in Memphis.  This is where Durick faced the 
downside of a native clergy.  The clergy were all Tennesseans.  They were all 
Southerners.  There were certainly those who supported him, in Nashville and in 
Memphis.  Personally, sometimes it could be personal demand to support him.  
He could be unpleasant to deal with at times, especially if he saw a cause 
involved.  He was impatient.  He had a large artistic personality in there.  We’ve 
got to do something, and we’ve got to do it tonight.  It also meant that his clergy, 
including many of those important clergymen in Memphis, were native 
Memphians.  This is the way it had always been.  They weren’t racists, but there 
were all sorts of currents that were moving through.  He was an outsider.  They 
always regarded him in Memphis as an outsider.  He could call himself Bishop of 
all the Catholics in Tennessee forevermore, and gets on the plane and flies back 
to Nashville.  His worst time was in Memphis.  What he did here was not totally 
embraced by any means.  They’d have to go along with it, but it would not have 
been popular.  

H: You said starting in the mid-1960s, he was actively moving, forwarding, in 
conjunction with other religious leaders of other faiths.   

C: Yes.  He reached out to a lot.  He reached out to the Southern Baptists.  He 
reached out to the Jews.  He reached out to the Episcopalians.  He reached out 
to the Methodists.  He reached out to the Tennessee Association of Churches.  
With varying degrees of success, [he] was rather accepted.  He had his best luck 
with the Episcopalians, the Methodists, and the Jews.  He was very ecumenical.  
He was very conscious of anti-Semitism in the sense of it being a current 
phenomenon and also historical.  He would have been very alert to the 
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sensitivities with regard to the Holocaust or some of the other tragedies that have 
occurred in Jewish history, in the sense of their relationship with Christians.  He 
would have been very alert to that.  With the Southern Baptists, he was able to 
communicate well as being a southerner himself.  I don’t want to overdramatize it 
or elevate it beyond what would be possible, but he was a real leader in that 
regard.  There are not too many of those figures who are still alive.  When he 
died, which was ten years ago, and the Register did a big thing on him, Will [D.] 
Campbell [white civil rights religious leader], who was a great figure at that time, 
was quoted in this newspaper saying, he was the only bishop I ever had.  This 
from Will Campbell. 

H: That’s saying something. 

C: Rabbi Falk was a great friend of his.  I don’t know Rabbi Falk is now. 

H: He’s still around.  I did an interview. 

C: Did you?  Randy was a good friend of his.  They were positive figures in this 
community.  Both of them were. 

H: In terms of these economical efforts and moving forward on race relations, was 
this done through formal organizations or was it more informal? 

C: Back then there was a formal organization called Project Equality.  I was not in 
an administrative position at that time, so I didn’t have to make these decisions.  
Pastors would get a form to fill out, as I remember.  There was a priest in charge 
of it, who’s dead now, Father Flemming was in charge of it.  They would get a 
form to fill out on all sorts of questions about say, your bank, its hiring practices 
and how they lent money, and all that kind of thing.  A lot of pastors did not want 
to get into this.  At that time, there was not one central bank.  I don’t know what 
they do now.  At that time there was not so much centralized banking.  The big 
banks here in town were locally owned banks.  There was a law in the state of 
Tennessee that a bank could not have a branch outside the county of its origin.  
The Bank of America now, which has gone through several incarnations, was at 
that time, the Commerce Union Bank.  It grandfathered in.  It existed before the 
law was passed, so they had branches in Lebanon and Dickson and 
Murfreesboro.  Nobody else did, because they had had them historically.  If you 
were a pastor in Pulaski, then you went to whatever in Pulaski.  There was not a 
subsidiary of the Bank of America.  That meant that the pastor in Pulaski would 
have to take this form and walk into the president of the bank and say, now what 
happens when a black person comes in and applies for a job other than sweep 
the floor?  A black person comes in and wants a job as a teller or a loan officer 
or whatever, would you give that person a job?  Well, it puts the person on the 
spot.  What if a black comes in and wants to buy a home?   
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[End of Side B] 

C: ... and daydreaming and so on.  Then another thing that would come up would 
be what’s the church doing trying to meddle and finance and [participate in the] 
business practice?  That was an organized thing.  We had an office in the 
sanctuary called Project Equality. 

H: Not just Catholic, this was with other denominations? 

C: He tried very hard to get others to go along with him.  It just really was not 
successful.  He tried very much to get everybody to go along with him.  

H: Who were some of his partners-in-crime from some of the other churches? 
Rabbi Falk? 

C: Randy Falk was there.  He’s a great man, Randy is.  Bishop Sanders was the 
coadjutor, Bishop Vandrowscrew’s dad was the Episcopal bishop.  He was a 
prophetic man, no doubt about it.  John Vandroscrew.  I’ve been in his home 
many, many times.  Bishop Ellis Finger, who is still alive.  After our conversation 
last week, I met a cousin of mine who’s a Methodist minister and asked about 
Bishop Finger.  He is still alive, but I don’t know what shape he’s in.  He’s in 
North Carolina.  Then, of course, there would have been some in Memphis.  
Bishop Patterson, who was black.  There’s a highway down there, I noticed 
yesterday, named for him, Bishop J.L. Patterson, Jr.  He’s dead.  He was a 
figure down there.  There was a Rabbi, I can’t think of his name.  He was very 
active. [He was] the dean of Saint Mary’s Cathedral Episcopal in Memphis, and 
he became bishop of upper Michigan, the upper peninsula.  I think it was upper 
Michigan.  He may be dead.  He was a courageous man.  Denmon, or 
something like that.  He was a courageous man.  He took the processional cross, 
this magnificent work of art from Saint Mary’s Cathedral, and led the walk down 
the main street of Memphis, holding the processional cross of Saint Mary’s 
Cathedral.  Most of the action occurred in Memphis, but the reaction here would 
have been unsupportive in many instances.  One thing that he did was Dr. King 
was assassinated, I forget the date. 

H: April 4, 1968. 

C: April 4, 1968, and Holy Week was coming up in Easter.  They had a big 
memorial in Memphis on Good Friday.  Bishop Durick flew down and did not 
attend the Good Friday ceremony here at the cathedral.  Then we had a priest 
down there who’s dead, Milton Guthrie.  Guthrie marched.  I don’t remember 
what happened.  Of course, they were arresting anybody and everybody.  They 
arrested him, and he wouldn’t buy bond to make a statement.  I’m not making a 
joke out of it, Milton was a great soul, but it got him in jail.  Durick flew down to 
visit him.  That caused a [laughter].  People would say, this priest, he’s 
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humiliated us.  He’s defied the law and been arrested.  A priest in jail!  At that 
time, of course, it was just awful.  He’s in jail and breaking the law, breaking the 
peace, marching in this forbidden march.  Then the bishop jumps on the plane, 
spends Diocesan money to fly down here to see him.  There was a negative 
reaction here.  On the other hand, there were certainly an awful lot of people, I 
would say the majority, who would have been loyal enough to take it, even 
though they didn’t like it.  They would have just taken it.  Then there were some 
who rallied behind him.  To mention a few of those, I think I mentioned the other 
day, George Barrett [Nashville civil rights and labor attorney] was one, Ken 
Shone, who was a stockbroker, Ken’s retired now, but still very much around.  
Ken was one.  They actually agreed with him.  John Seiganthaler [former editor 
of the Nashville Tennessean] was another one.  The difficulty was that has been 
brought out, and I’m not revealing state secrets, there was a book written by a 
man by the name of Jonathan Bass,  called Blessed Are the Peacemakers.  This 
is in that book.  Then Joe Sweat did a piece for Nashville Scene a year or so 
ago.  Bishop Durick had certain personal issues that he had to deal with.  He 
admitted those to Jonathan Bass in that book.  Also, of course, Joe knew about it 
and talked to him about it.  Some of the personal issues that Bishop Durick dealt 
with [and]  he talked about, I am not revealing to you.  That is a matter of public 
print.  They would have had a certain complicating effect on these relationships 
in general.  He was a hated man.  There were poison-pen campaigns about him. 
 I honestly think we’re so ridiculous.  I think somebody would have had to be 
looking for something to pin on him to fall for any of that, but I don’t know.  There 
were some distinguished people in Nashville, beginning with Mayor Briley [mayor 
of Nashville, 1963-1975].  He called me on the telephone.  There were some 
distinguished people in Nashville who felt that this poison-pen campaign was 
injuring him very much.  I always thought, who was crazy enough to believe all 
this stuff?  I think that it did have some affect. 

H: Let me establish a few things here.  First of all, you said some of these letters 
ran in the Register?  Is that correct? 

C: Yes. 

H: What, precisely, was your position to Bishop Durick at this time? 

C: My official position was editor and chief of the Tennessee Register.  I was chair 
of the ecumenical commission.  I was vice president of the Tennessee 
Association of Churches.  I was a member of the Presbyteral Council, and I was 
his master of ceremonies, which meant that everywhere he went in the Diocese, 
and often we went elsewhere, I went with him.  He’d deal with things sometimes 
with people who did not have an official relationship.  I don’t mean total 
strangers.  I mean, you’d have jobs that were not in your job description.  Of 
course, he was a very, very well-known figure in the American Church.  He would 
not have been as well-known as Cardinal Brennen or somebody like that, but 
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he was a well-known figure. [He] spoke a lot.  He would want a lot of advice on 
these matters that he would speak on, which frequently were on race, but they 
would be on other things, as well.  Almost anything that a clergyman would be 
asked to discuss, he would discuss, whether it be public worship, or whether it be 
family relations, or parental responsibilities, or schools, or pornography in the 
media, or goodness knows whatever.  So there were several people that he 
relied upon.  You would have to do the research for it.  I would have been one. 
Leo Siener, who is now retired in Memphis, would have been a major one.  I 
haven’t seen him in a while.  I’m told he’s not in good shape.  I hate to say that 
he’s that way because I haven’t seen him, but he’s getting along in age, I can 
say that. _________ Siener is an unsung hero. 

H: Is his actual name Albert? 

C: No, Leo.  There were four of them, but Leo is the only one still alive.  Leo is an 
unsung hero.  Leo is a man of exceptional intellectual gift.  He has three master’s 
degrees.  He was a great help when they would come, like to the War on 
Poverty, putting together all of these figures in terms of income and effects on 
families that Durick would need to construct some statement that he wanted to 
make.   

What was my relationship with him?  My relationship with him varied from 
hour to hour almost.  I had those official jobs, and the Tennessee Register sent 
me a check, and that was my income.  He would call me up and say, let’s drive 
to Murfreesboro tonight, I want to talk to you about something.  I would say 
towards the end, probably, there was no priest in the Diocese who would have 
been closer to him than I was or was with him as much as I was. 

H: Could you tell the story about his reaction to when it was proposed that the 
Tennessean should counteract this poison-pen campaign? 

C: Yes.  The poison-pen campaign cannot be underestimated in the sense of it’s 
volume or its viciousness.  The poison-pen thing, you never knew when you were 
going to get a letter.  We had decided that the letters were coming from news 
stories in the Tennessee Register.  We’d done detective work on our own, and 
that was our impression. Anytime we ran a cupline, we would never say that 
these are the new officers of the Knights of Columbus for the state of 
Tennessee, John Smith.  There was a time when we would put down Dickson, 
Tennessee.  We stopped all of that.  There would be no way, unless you really 
wanted to get at it, to get an address.  We found that, the minute we’d put down 
a name with an address, here comes a letter.  For example, in September, 
historically the Tennessee Register always did a story on the seminary students. 
 We’d have where they went to school, the Catholic University of America or 
something.  The next thing we’d know, we’d get telephone calls from some of 
them at Catholic U.  that we got a letter today.  The point I am making is not the 
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trivia of how this was done, but the volume of these letters was just unbelievable. 
 I used to marvel at the amount of money that whoever this person was, was 
willing to spend on postage and copying to get this stuff out.  I mean, it just 
blanketed the Catholic community, literally, over the period of several years.  Of 
course, major figures in the community, there’s no problem about getting their 
addresses.  There was no problem about getting the addresses of members of 
the American hierarchy.  The Conference of Bishops met in Atlanta one time.  
They met at the Sheraton, which is no longer in business.  There’s a Sheraton 
down there, but not that one.  They still had the old pigeon-holes, you know, at 
the hotel, where you stick the key?  He and I went to lunch, and we came back 
from lunch, and went up there, and every pigeon hole had a letter, every single 
one.  He was just nervous as a kitten.  Mine didn’t have one, his didn’t have one, 
which led us to believe that there was a letteracy.  He was just absolutely very 
upset, very nervous.  In the lobby, I saw Bishop Vath of Birmingham, who’s long 
dead, but he was a big friend of Durick.  I went over there and said, would you do 
a favor for me?  He said, what?  I said, the Bishop thinks that those letters have 
come here and he’s so embarrassed.  I said, would you see if there’s one at your 
room?  He went over there and said, I’m in 503 or something, and they gave him 
his letter.  They were letters from some tailor who made vestments for priests 
[laughter].  Briley called me up, Mayor Beverly Briley.  I knew him through a lot of 
things.  He said, Father, I’m so sick of getting these letters.  He said, how are we 
going to stop these letters?  We’d been to the post office and everything.  He 
said, well, I’ll talk to the police department; I want to stop these letters.  I don’t 
know what ever became of that.  The Bishop was always reluctant to do anything 
that would revolve the law, because he felt it would involve a trial.  Then, I got a 
call from a very prominent Nashvillian, and he said, I tell you what, I’m so sick of 
these letters.  He said, this is what I want to do.  He said, I want to buy a full-
page ad in the Tennessean on Sunday.  We will say that this is character 
assassination.  Bishop Durick has been a great moral figure and has helped us 
to look at the process of civil rights and desegregation in a highly constructive 
way, and that this is an outrage, that we are outraged.  I will get the most 
prominent people in Nashville to sign it.  He told me some people that he had 
talked to.  He talked to Senator Sasser [James Ralph Sasser, United States 
Senator for Tennessee (1977-1994)], and he had talked to the Chancellor of 
Vanderbilt.  He said, they’ll sign their names.  I went up to Durick, and I said, 
Bishop, I got this call.  He said, no, it’ll just draw more attention to it.  I don’t want 
it.  He never allowed us really to move with teeth against this.  It was very, very 
personally disruptive to him.  As I told you a moment ago, I don’t know how much 
credence people put in it unless they didn’t like him anyway.  It was very 
troubling to him.  He personally was a very sensitive man.  Personal attacks and 
that kind of thing were very disturbing to him.  He would always question himself. 
 If he came up to you and you said, I don’t like what you’ve done, he would say, 
well, did I do it the right way?  Am I on the right path?  It was an excruciating 
experience for him.  I really want to go on record to correct something that my 
good friend, Joe Sweat [Joseph Sweat, writer for Nashville Scene] said on the 



NVCR 4 Campion, Page 27 
 

piece in the Nashville Scene, and that was the Vatican used his personal issues 
as a lever to get him out.  It actually was the other way.   

H: That’s what Joe Sweat argued in his piece? 

 
C: In the Nashville Scene.  It actually was the other way.  All along, he was 

promoted to being bishop of a Diocese because of his civil rights position.  When 
he was named to the job in Nashville, it was a slap at the bigots in Alabama.  
That was a statement to them.  When they said, we want him scolded, they 
replied, that’s an endorsement to promote it.  Their position always was that we 
cannot do anything that would imply that we are distancing ourselves from him or 
that we disapprove in any way with what he is doing.  Finally, it reached the point 
that they felt the whole job was just destroying.  They ultimately had a 
responsibility to him because they’d asked him to take this job so they had the 
responsibility to him.  They were not looking for a way to get rid of him.  Also, if 
you put it in the context of the Papacy of Paul VI, he was so strong on human 
rights and all of that to have backed away from it.  It would have been very 
inconsistent.  The whole position that they took was that this for you, personally, 
is putting us in a responsibility that we can no long assume.  They did everything 
to prevent any kind of sense of disgrace or anything like that right up to the end. 

H: Do you have any idea why Mr. Sweat might have had that error in interpretation? 
 
C: I think maybe he didn’t know.   
 
H: [He was] not as close to the situation as you were? 
 
C: He certainly was close to the bishop, but he had moved away.  1971 was when 

he left, that was five years before.  He would not have been with him day by day, 
although the bishop still certainly regarded him as a good friend.  This sounds 
very self-flattering, but Joe simply would not have the connections in the 
American hierarchy that I had, to be perfectly blunt.  I moved on to a major 
national publication.  A lot of bishops are close friends of mine, and they talk 
about it.  Joe simply would not have those contacts.   

 
H: Why don’t we wrap up here with a few questions.  I think I’ve taken advantage of 

your time for long enough.  I’d just like your comments on how you see racial 
attitudes in Nashville having changed from growing up in the 1950s versus the 
later 1960s and 1970s.  Can you identify some kind of change in those attitudes? 

 
C: I think the change would have to be interpreted generationally.  I think that the 

generation ahead of me would not have changed as much as, say, the 
generation of my young cousins who are coming out of college.  My young 
cousins who are coming out of college, I don’t think they would give race a 
thought.  Their grandparents, I think, would at least remember those days.  I 



NVCR 4 Campion, Page 28 
 

remember them.  Let me give you an example.  I have a young cousin.  I’m very 
close to some first cousins here in town.  I’m very close to them.  We’re like 
brothers and sisters.  One of them had a child who got married in Dothan, 
Alabama, right after the first of the year.  I went down as part of the ceremony.  
We went to the dinner after the wedding.  I was sitting with his grandmother.  
There was a black woman who was associated with the groom’s family, I don’t 
know what the connection was, but there were blacks at the party.  They were 
dancing.  They’d been dancing a while.  The groom went over and invited this 
black woman to dance with him.  She got up and danced with him.  I said to his 
grandmother, haven’t things changed?  She said, oh yeah.  She said, when I 
married, we had a maid who was the dearest thing to me.  She worked for my 
mother and dad for fifty years, but she said, I did not even invite her to my 
wedding.  The grandmother, because she was with family and all of that, was not 
seated next to a black, but if she had been, she would have been very pleasant. 
 She could remember the old days, and I could remember the old days.  This 
young groom, born and bred in the south, marrying a girl from Dothan, Alabama, 
and the party was in a private club in Dothan, and he saw this lady who was a 
friend of the family, and he went over and invited her to dance with him.  I’m sure 
that it never occurred to her.  Do you know what I’m saying? 

 
H: Yeah. 
C: There is probably a strong residue of racism in certain elements and in certain 

classes.  There’s a temptation, I think, to racism, any time is there an economic 
threat or some other perceived threat. I fear that the next prejudice against 
Hispanics.  The difference will be, blessedly so, and I thank God for this, is 
because of Brown v. Topeka and the civil rights act, and some of the cultural 
changes.  I don’t think we will ever go to a legalized Jim Crow system against 
anybody.  As far as that tutoring, I fear sometimes that if anybody comes in who 
is really an economic threat, and by that I mean taking away jobs, then they 
could be lynched.   

 
H: Nashville in the 1950s and 1960s had almost a self-congratulatory perspective 

on how they handled their race relations.  What do you think of that in retrospect, 
or even at the time? 

 
C: I think there’s a certain validity to it.  I think that we never had riots in the streets, 

this was in Baltimore, when I was in school.  Awful things happen in Detroit, 
awful things happen in Memphis [and] Birmingham.  We never had that.  We had 
those moments that were awful, but we never had that kind of a situation.  I don’t 
think you could say that there was a total change of heart.  I think that there was 
an acceptance.  I think that is what applies now in many instances.  There is an 
acceptance.  I think the motivation in some instances was, and is, that the only 
way that we are going to maintain ourselves as a viable city is bringing people in 
and being productive.  I do think that Nashville, by and large, has been fortunate 
in some of its political leadership.  I’ll be partisan enough to say that Beverly 
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Briley [finish thought].  I know there are criticisms that are made against these 
men, but I think if you put them in context, I think that a strong figure would have 
to be Dick Fulton [Richard H. Fulton, mayor of Nashville, 1975-1987], who’s been 
a figure in this city for many, many years.  There’s no question, and I’m sure the 
decisions that Dick made one way or the other, somewhere along the line, he’s 
been in politics so long, I’m sure they would be controversial, but I really don’t 
think there’s any question about where Dick’s heart is.  I think the new leadership 
that’s coming up, I think Bill Purcell [mayor of Nashville, 1999-], the last think 
you’d ever think of connecting him or Bredesen [Phil Bredesen, current governor 
of Tennessee] would be that of a racist.  There has been a time where you could 
not say that about highly placed southern elected officials, even in Tennessee. 

 
H: In the 1950s, the term that was popular was moderate, that Nashville prided itself 

in being a moderate city.  What do you think that word meant to people at the 
time? 

 
C: It meant that we really were not so terribly aggressive, but on the other hand, in 

many instances, it’s something of a misnomer, and it’s a misnomer in the sense 
that we were more liberal than the term would indicate.  There were adjustments 
that were made.  As I said awhile back, in the senatorial primary of 1958, only 
forty years after Brown, you were not able to run against Senator Gore on the 
grounds that he was not a segregationist.  That was a liberal stand.  We 
probably would have looked at it as modern.  There was a certain pride in the 
city that there was a moderation there, as they put it.  I would say that the 
religious leadership, by and large, those whom I mentioned, there were 
exceptions. The bishops that I mentioned, Rabbi Falk, the political leadership, 
there were exceptions, but the men that I mentioned, West, Briley, Jane Eskin, 
not a man, a woman, and the others, Jane especially is a great figure, and the 
business community somewhat, and the media community.  I would say the 
media leaders, which as things developed, would primarily have been John 
Seigenthaler [and] the television people.  The Banner, of course, was another 
matter.  The Banner was very reactionary at times.  The Tennessean, and John 
personally, were really fine figures.  Those were all benefits that Nashville had 
that other cities did not have.  Their mayors were very retrogressive.  Their 
media was very retrogressive.  Their business leaders were very retrogressive, 
on down the line.  The commanding religious figures were not that prophetic.  To 
be perfectly frank, at times, they were just the opposite.  They were prejudicial.  
Nashville was fortunate.  

  
H: Is there anything else that I didn’t ask you that I should have? 
 
C: Thank you for the opportunity of going back through the most fascinating time in 

my life. 
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H: Thank you.  It’s a happy accident to have met you.  I’m much the better for it. 
 
C: There’s that.  
 
[End of Interview.] 


