“It 15 encouraging to see
this much progress™

This unidentified African American airman

Malmstrom Air Force Base and played the trumpet in 2 1953 talent
contest on Great Falls television station

Civil Rights Activism in Great Falls, KXLK. Following World War II, hundreds

of Black servicemen like this man came

M ontana , 1 94 7 - 1 9 84 to Malmstrom AFB, though they often

received an icy reception from members
of the broader community.
By Troy Hallsell Lot 034 B4F05.07, MTHS Photo Archives
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n the summer of 2020, Colonel Jennifer K. Reeves, the g41st Missile

Wing commander on Malmstrom Air Force Base (AFB), Montana,

started a Diversity and Inclusion Tiger Team that explored “various

race/ethnicity/demographic issues, with a focus on African Americans.”

During a meeting with wing leadership, Major Chris
Boney, the Tiger Team chief, reported that “many of
our minority Airmen and their families have
described interactions with the local community that
have left them feeling unwelcomed and at times threat-
ened.” These “stories ranged from our members
being followed around in stores, called racial slurs,
children being teased, and other more aggressive
actions.” These interactions “weigh our Airmen down
and over time it takes a toll on the mental and spiritual
health of them and their families,” he concluded.

In response, the Tiger Team brainstormed ideas
and came up with pos-
sible ways to further ra-

After President Harry S. Truman desegregated the
military in 1948, Malmstrom witnessed an increase
of Black airmen, a change that Great Falls’ white
residents soon noticed. At nearly every turn, business-
owners denied Black airmen access to their establish-
ments, and many found it nearly impossible to rent a
home. In response, the Dunbar Study and Art Club,
the local chapter of the Montana Federation of
Colored Women’s Clubs, successfully lobbied state
legislators to pass an anti-discrimination ordinance
in 1955. However, the law did not change white
residents’ attitudes. When Geraldine Travis, an Air
Force spouse, arrived in
1967, she witnessed sim-

cial equality on and off
base. As part of these ef-
forts, the Tiger Team
met with Greg Doyon,
the Great Falls city man-
ager. Based on this and
subsequent meetings,
Doyon announced sev-
eral policy changes for
the Great Falls Police

Department and pro-

vided information that

would connect airmen with resources to lodge formal
discrimination complaints with the city and state of
Montana. At first glance, this approach appeared to
address an immediate concern—discrimination in the
surrounding area—but it also fit into a long-standing
history of civil rights activism in Great Falls, with
Malmstrom AFB at the center.
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By 1910, the state’s African
American population had grown
to almost two thousand, with

most forming communilies in ~ of
Butte, Helena, and Great Falls.

X\

ilar acts across the city.
As aresult, she became a
charter member of a
revived local branch of
the National Association
for the Advancement
Colored  People
(NAACP) and became
the state’s first Black

legislator in 1975. She

represented Malmstrom
AFB
fought to deliver much needed reforms for its civilian

and not only
workforce but also introduced legislation that could
address civil rights and women’s concerns. Despite
Great Falls’ historically small Black community, it
has a long record of civil rights activism, much of it
centered on efforts to aid the Black airmen stationed
at Malmstrom.?
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base

the base is evident in this 1980s photograph: the lower half shows the flight line, administrative buildings, and on

housing units, with the city to the west and north.

Courtesy of the 34 1st Missile Wing History Office
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Black migration into Montana came on the heels
of the Civil War and the end of Reconstruction in the
South. Many came in search of economic opportuni-

ties. For example, Ed Simms worked as a steamboat
hand on the Missouri River before disembarking at
Fort Benton in 1883 and settling in Great Falls shortly
thereafter. By 1887, several of his friends and family
had also settled in Great Falls after the Northern Pacific
Railroad connected the city to places back east. Others
came as members of the United States Army. Beginning
in 1888, the Montana Territory received soldiers from
Black units that included the Tenth Cavalry Regiment
and Twenty-Fourth and Twenty-Fifth Infantry Regi-
ments stationed at Forts Assinniboine, Custer, Harri-
son, Keogh, Missoula, and Shaw. While in Montana,
they put down labor unrest in Idaho, tested the bi-
cycle as a military technology, and policed Native
Americans on reservations and along the United
States-Canada border. American involvement in the
Spanish-American War (1898) and Philippine Insur-
rection (1899-1902) paused Black troop rotations in
Montana, as the Tenth Cavalry and Twenty-Fourth In-
fantry deployed to Cuba and the Philippines. Upon
redeployment, many Black soldiers left the army, and a
sizable number of those men chose to make Montana
their home. By 1910, the state’s African American pop-
ulation had grown to almost two thousand, with most
forming communities in Butte, Helena, and Great Falls.
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Great Falls’ Black community settled in a densely
populated and ethnically diverse working-class
neighborhood on the lower south side. It stretched
from First to Tenth Avenue South and from Second
through Twelfth Street South. Many Black residents
worked for the Great Northern and Milwaukee
railroads or in skilled trades as barbers, shoemakers,
or seamstresses, yet most labored in service-industry
jobs downtown. They lived in homes that fit their
needs or economic station. New arrivals often resided
in hotels, while railroad employees took up residence in
railroad porters’ quarters. Others, like John A. A. Tay-
lor and David and Katie Knott, owned homes on the
700 block of Eighth Avenue South. At 42 percent,
Great Falls had the highest rate of African American
homeownership in the state.?

As Great Falls’ Black residents planted roots, they
also created community institutions to serve their
needs. In 1890, the Union Bethel African Methodist
Episcopal (AME) Church organized and began hold-
ing services in the city’s fire station on Second Avenue
South. The following year, the Great Falls Water
Power and Townsite Company sold a plot of land at
what would become 916 Fifth Avenue South to the
church’s trustees, which included Ed Simms. The
church, once built, became the center of Black Great
Falls’ religious, cultural, political, and social worlds.
Decades later, entrepreneur Leo LaMar opened the



Founded in 1890, Great Falls’ Union Bethel African Methodist Episcopal Church became a core institution for the Black
community in the city. A year later, the church began construction on a building on Fifth Avenue South that still stands
today. Members of the congregation posed outside the church in this photograph from the mid-1920s.

PAc 2001-46. MM1, MTHS Photo archives

Ozark Club, initially a “*colored’ members-only club,”
in the heart of Black Great Falls. The club served
many functions: it was a bar where patrons could get
a drink during their down time; it was a concert venue
where jazz musicians played music up to six days a
week; and it provided illicit activities in the back room,
like shooting craps. While the Black population
throughout Montana declined by the end of World
War I, Great Falls’ community grew to 208 people in
1930. Institutions like Union Bethel and the Ozark
Club helped make this stability possible.°

African Americans may have left the South to
escape economic, political, and social oppression, but
Great Falls’ Black community still suffered from “Jim
Crow Out West.” Since its inception, Montana’s
governing bodies enacted numerous laws that
constrained Black residents’ options. For example, in
1872 the legislature segregated its public schools and

A. Philip Randolph rose to prominence after organizing the
Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters in 1925, helping achieve
major gains for Black railroad workers. He later became a
leading voice for equal treatment for Black soldiers and a
key figure in the civil rights movement.

LC-USZ62-119495, Library of Congress
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would only create a school for Black students “upon
the written application of the parents or guardians of
at least ten such children to any board of trustees.”
Despite the territory’s small Black population, white
parents removed their children from Fort Benton’s
schools in 1881 following an attempt to register a few
Black children in class. The state legislature repealed
the law in 1895, but the U.S. Supreme Court delivered
its Plessy v. Ferguson decision, creating the “separate
but equal” doctrine the following year.”

White Montanans also enforced segregation by cus-

tom. For example, in 1881

Black newspapers like the Pittsburgh Courier to
develop and champion the Double Victory campaign
for democracy at home and abroad. Black soldiers’
experiences in Great Falls during World War II,
combined with the Double V campaign nationwide,
contributed significantly to the rise of civil rights
activism in Montana after the war ended.?

Following the end of World War II, with the onset
of the Cold War with the Soviet Union and amid grow-
ing social pressure, President Harry S. Truman issued
Executive Order 9981 on July 26, 1948, which began

the process of desegre-

an African American ser-
vant for the U.S. Marshal
in Butte entered a restau-
rant for a meal. He sat at
a table with a “man of
Southern views” and
the owner asked him to
leave. While not enforced
by law, the proprietor
treated his restaurant as a
“whites only” establish-
ment. As late as the 1940s,
unions effectively locked
out Black workers at

mines, smelters, and re-
fineries. Those that could gain employment in these in-
dustries did so without union support in the worst jobs
and with the lowest pay.®

During World War II, African Americans around
the country protested the treatment of Black soldiers
in the military. Dubbed the “war’s greatest scandal,”
civil rights activist A. Philip Randolph criticized the
War Department for its segregationist practices. The
U.S. Army Air Forces and Marine Corps did not
recruit Black personnel. Instead, the War Department
assigned African Americans to service positions like
mess cook or placed them in segregated units such as
the Tuskegee Airmen. Additionally, when Black
soldiers arrived in Great Falls during World War 1I,
they encountered a community riven by the same
segregationist practices witnessed elsewhere in the
country. For example, the segregated U.S.O. center at
1106 Central Avenue and the Ozark Club were the
only social spaces available for African American
soldiers during the war. Conditions like these led
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Black soldiers’ experiences in

Great Falls during World War
1L, combined with the Double V
campaign nationwide,
contributed significantly to the
rise of cvol rights activism i
Montana after the war ended.

X\

gating the U.S. military.
Truman believed that
civil rights advances at
the federal level were
necessary. In 1946, he
had created the Pres-
ident’s Committee on
Civil Rights. In its report
the following year, the
committee called for
sweeping changes within
the armed forces. Specif-
ically, it condemned “the
mjustice of calling men
to fight for freedom
while subjecting them to humiliating discrimination

within the fighting forces. . . . Furthermore, by prevent-
ing entire groups from making their maximum con-
tribution to the national defense, we weaken our
defense to that extent and impose heavier burdens on
the remainder of the population.” Electoral politics
also played a big role in Truman’s decision, as his
advisors believed integrating the armed forces could
bring Black, Catholic, and Jewish voters into the Dem-
ocratic Party’s coalition in time for the presidential elec-
tion of 1948. Given the military’s past practices, the
emergent Cold War, and the burgeoning civil rights

(Opposite) This NAACP poster offers a vivid look at the
Double V movement’s goals, which sought “victory abroad
and victory at home.” This slogan was inaugurated by the
Pittsburgh Courier, an African American newspaper, follow-
ing the United States’ entrance into World War II. This Elton
C. Fax illustration draws parallels between defeating Nazi
Germany and the Japanese Empire in tandem with throttling
racist Jim Crow practices in the United States.
LC-DIG-ppmsca-24948, Library of Congress



"Come, let ws take connsel za9edm./"
Attend NAACP

WARTIME CONFERENCE FOR TOTAL PEACE
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JOIN NOW!

Chicago Branch: National Office:
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movement, Truman understood integration as both a
military and political necessity. It was now up to the
individual branches to implement this order.”

The towns near U.S. Air Force bases did not
immediately embrace this change. While visiting
Malmstrom AFB in the early 1950s, reporter Collins
C. George noted that many Black airmen were
“completely satisfied” with how they were treated on
base. However, once they ventured into town, they
encountered discrimination like the

men would receive in their own country.”

Leadership at Malmstrom tried to assuage white
residents’ concerns about the presence of Black
airmen. During the winter and summer of 1950,
Lieutenant Colonel Gordon Hazeltine and Lieutenant
Colonel E. R. Cooper visited area civic organiza-
tions—such as the Cascade County Civil Rights
Committee, Welcome Wagon Newcomers Club, and
United Commercial Travelers Association—to discuss

kind airmen stationed in the South ex-
perienced. For example, many local res-
taurants refused to serve African
Americans. In fact, the only dining es-
tablishment that accepted them was the
Ozark Club. Landlords also discrim-
mated against Black airmen and their
families. Luckily, there was enough
room for them to live on base. They
also had a difficult time meeting eligible
women. While the base had approx-

By 1951 anti-Black sentiment grew to
such an intensity that Montana Chamber
of Commerce dvrector James L. Flaherty
requested that the Air Force ban
Black servicemen from Great Falls.

— N\

imately three hundred Black airmen,

the city’s African American community numbered
around one hundred residents, of which only a hand-
ful were of age. According to historian James Gropman,
by 1951 anti-Black sentiment grew to such an intensity
that Montana Chamber of Commerce director James
L. Flaherty requested that the Air Force ban Black
servicemen from Great Falls. In contrast to this attitude,
when these African American service members trav-
eled to Canadian cities such as Lethbridge and Calgary,

they reportedly received “all the courtesies and respect

that one would normally expect United States military
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“the air force’s integration policy concerning airmen
and off-base discrimination problems.” These events
appeared to earn a positive reception and likely
educated many residents about the hardships Black
airmen faced in Great Falls.”

Additionally, Lieutenant Colonel Hazeltine and
two air force chaplains were members of the Inter-
Racial Committee of the Cascade County Community
Council. This committee, formed to study racial
discrimination in Great Falls, aimed to launch a
“campaign of education against discriminatory
practices based on race, creed, or color” and
recommended asking all restaurant, hotel, and bar
owners to extend privileges to all customers. When
this approach did not work, repeated complaints by
air force leaders convinced some businesses to
remove signage that barred Black patrons. Others,
however, still refused to serve Black customers.

Born in Lewistown in 1916, Alma Smith Jacobs spent most
of her youth in Great Falls. After obtaining a degree in
library science from Columbia University, she returned to
Montana to serve as the head librarian at the Great Falls
Public Library. Jacobs became an active participant in the
civil rights movement in the Electric City, most notably
through her involvement in the Montana Federation of
Colored Women’s Clubs. 2007.017.0146, The History Museum, Great Falls



It became increasingly clear that discrimination re-

quired a legislative fix.®

Attempts to bar discrimination in Great Falls
emerged from the Montana Federation of Colored
Women’s Clubs (MFCWC). The MFCWC was
founded in Butte in 1921 as a civic improvement
organization for the state’s 1,658 Black residents. Its
chapters included the Dunbar Art and Study Club,
which formed in Great Falls in the mid-1920s.
Following World War II, Alma S. Jacobs led many of
the group’s efforts. As a Black woman living in Great
Falls, Jacobs experienced segregation firsthand. For
example, one afternoon in the mid-1950s, Jacobs’s
friend Arlyene Reichert invited her to lunch at Schell’s
Townhouse in downtown Great Falls. Jacobs
responded, “Id love to join you, but I don’t think
they’ll let me in.”” Jacobs’s own experience and activism
mirrored that of other Black women’s organizations
in the West and led her to fight to improve Black
airmen’s experiences in Great Falls."t

Throughout the early 1950s, club members
pointed to the problems facing Black airmen stationed
at Malmstrom AFB to underscore the need for a state-

The Ozark Club began as an African American bar in the
early twentieth century. By midcentury, it became a
vibrant part of the Great Falls nightlife, known for high-
quality live music and racially mixed crowds. In this 1950s
photograph, a Black airman and a white woman share a
dance as a band performs onstage.

Courtesy of the LaMar Family

wide anti-discrimination statute. As the United States
emerged as a superpower after World War II and
sought to shape the world in its image, examples of ra-
cial segregation hurt the nation’s image. The
MFCWC fully understood this dynamic. The group
pointed out the irony that many “places of public
accommodation display signs that “‘Welcome Cana-
dians,’ while these same places deny service to [Black
airmen |—citizens in the service of their country.”
Collectively, these conditions were a drag on Black
airmen’s morale. Without an opportunity to blow off
steam or enjoy themselves when off duty, MEFCWC
suggested that the racism Black airmen experienced
in Great Falls placed national security at risk.”
Beginning with the 1951 legislative session in
Helena, Montana, members of the Dunbar Study and
Art Club lobbied state legislators to pass equal rights

TROY HALLSELL | SPRING 2024
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In 1971, the women of the Dunbar Art and Study Club, the Great Falls branch of the Montana Federation of Colored Women’s
Clubs, celebrated the organization’s fiftieth anniversary. Alma Smith Jacobs, who led many of the group’s efforts beginning in
the mid-1950s, can be seen standing at the far right in this photograph credited to the DeMier Studio. PAc 96-25.28, MTHS archives

legislation. These efforts were part of a nationwide
movement to enact anti-discrimination statutes at the
state and local level. In response, Cascade County
representatives Ralph Cook and Myron Tripp spon-
sored a pair of bills that sought to curb discrimination
throughout Montana. House Bill 58 was a general anti-
discrimination statute that prohibited “racial or
ethnic discrimination in employment and labor
organizations, and to create a fair employment prac-
tices commission for enforcement.” House Bill 391
guaranteed “the full and equal enjoyment of all places
of public accommodation.” While neither piece of
legislation became law, the MECWC believed it was
“encouraging to see this much progress.”

Club members continued to lobby skeptical legis-
lators. During a senate committee hearing during the
1953 legislative session, Senator Donald Nutter
suggested removing fines for non-compliance.
Recognizing the difficulty of enforcing this legislation,
Nutter stated, “it’s [sic] difficult to force a man to cut

MONTANA THE MAGAZINE OF WESTERN HISTORY

another man’s hair . . . if he doesn’t want to.” Senator
B. R. Taylor took a different tack. He complained that
he would resent “someone telling him to service a per-
son if he didn’t want to.” Despite these naysayers, by
1955, the legislature passed Montana’s first piece of
equal rights legislation. Unfortunately for Black
airmen and residents in Great Falls, the new law did
not have an enforcement mechanism. While largely
symbolic, it was the state of Montana’s first effort at
reigning in discrimination."”

Even with the Dunbar Study and Art Club’s
successful lobbying, Black airmen in Great Falls faced
persistent discrimination in the decade that followed.
Inaletter to Great Falls’ Human Relations Commission
in the summer of 1965, a Black Air Force captain on
temporary duty from the Phoenix area complained that
when he visited a “local place of public accommoda-
tion,” he was the only member of his air defense eval-
uation team that was denied service. When Colonel
William O. Dickerson heard of this complaint, he vis-



ited the establishment in question and the manager

“admitted he openly refused to serve Negroes.” The
following year, County Attorney Gene B. Daly took
up this cause and threatened to “prosecute fully” any
retail liquor outlet that refused service to Black airmen.
Simply put, “We won’t tolerate this sort of thing.” Staff
Sergeant James P. Jones bemoaned this lack of access
to bars and restaurants. “What 1s there to do if you

Reverend Hardy White with
the Unaon Bethel AME Church
clavmed that landlords denied
occupancy lo one Black resident

nineteen tumes in a month.

— N\

An integrated crowd watches as a girl
strolls down the aisle as part of a Tom
Thumb wedding ceremony (where children
act out performative marriages, often

for fundraisers) at the Great Falls AME
Church in 1955. The church was one of
the few spaces in the city that allowed
Black residents to interact freely with
their white counterparts.

PAc 2001-46. MM1, MTHS archives

don’t like hunting or fishing?” Jones
asked. “Ifafew of us get together, the cops
think we’re starting something. There is
nothing with which blacks can identify,
so we are left to our own thing, which
isolates us.”®

Housing discrimination remained
an issue as well. During a luncheon at
the Malmstrom Officers Club on
September 22, 1967, Colonel Frank W.
Klibbe, the deputy base commander,
advised business leaders, heads of city
departments, and the mayor’s office
that “40 per cent of the owners of Great
Falls multiple-unit rental property are
not committed to a policy of nondis-
crimination.” Local pastors, meanwhile, could cite
countless examples of housing discrimination. Rever-
end Jacob Beck with the Great Falls Ministerial Asso-
ciation reported that Black personnel at Malmstrom
were unable to rent or buy homes in the area. He
heard stories of airmen “answering housing ads only
to be told that the premises in question had been
rented . . . then seeing the same ads continue to appear
in the newspapers.” Reverend Hardy White with the
Union Bethel AME Church claimed that landlords de-
nied occupancy to one Black resident nineteen times
in a month. Base officials hoped the meeting would
garner support to reduce discrimination in town."

Then, on June 13, 1968, three Black officers
assigned to Malmstrom AFB brought discrimination
accusations to the city council. Nearly a year later,
Mayor John J. McLaughlin declared his administration
would tackle the issue. He tasked the city public safety
and welfare committee with handling the accusations,
while pressing for the “formation of carefully selected
committees which would visit persons and interests

TROY HALLSELL | SPRING 2024
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(Opposite) The National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People (NAACP) formed in 1909. By midcentury,
the organization played a leading role in mounting legal
challenges to discriminatory state and local laws. This
poster, which likely dates to the late 1960s, urged new
members to join. LC-USZ62-100309, Library of Congress

opposed to ending discrimination and attempt to
persuade them to accept a change.” Despite these
efforts, Black airmen’s isolation from the broader
community soon reached a boiling point.*

On September 26, 1971, mounting tension between

Black and white airmen erupted into a fit of violence.

Base leadership reported that a fight broke out in the
barracks between Black and white airmen following an

“incident” at the Airman’s Club the previous evening.

During the scuffle, those involved broke five windows

and several pool cues, resulting in three minor injuries.
To stop the violence from spreading, officials cleared
the theater, closed the on-base dry goods store known
as the Base Exchange, and ushered all retirees off base.
They also posted armed guards at both gates and turned
away all civilians. Later in the day, approximately sev-
enty-five Black airmen gathered in front of the base
dining facility to protest their poor treatment both on
base and in Great Falls. Colonels Don Hedlund and
John W. Bryan met with the protesting airmen and
listened to their concerns. After about an hour the
crowd dispersed peacefully. The Tribune reported
that many base residents contacted the newspaper and
claimed there had been several similar incidents on
Malmstrom AFB in recent months. While little
changed in the weeks that followed the protest, Black

This DeMier Studio photograph captures thirty-eight members of the Montana Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs posing
in a church, likely the Union Bethel AME, in Great Falls. Club members from throughout the state converged on the Electric
City in 1957 for their annual convention. PAc96-25.16, MTHS archives
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BRING U.S. TOGETHER

o CHISHOLM

UNBOUGHT AND UNBOSSED

While South Dakota senator George McGovern ultimately headed the ticket, New York congresswoman Shirley Chisholm’s
historic campaign for the Democratic Party’s presidential nomination in 1972 inspired other African American activists

and would-be politicians such as Geraldine Travis, who served in Montana’s legislature from 1975 to 1977.
LC-DIG-ppmsca-42048, Library of Congress
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airmen were optimistic. One officer believed that at
least one positive development emerged from the inci-
dent: “Some of the higher ranking officers who had
failed to listen before are listening now. . . . At least now
9921

everyone recognizes there 1s a problem.
It had become ev-

the legal rights secured through the [civil rights move-
ment| and use them to continue the pursuit of first-
class citizenship.”*

The civil rights movement provided many aspiring

Black politicians the experience necessary to run for

and hold elected office.

ident that Great Falls’
Black community needed
a voice in city matters,
and the Great Falls
Ministerial Association,
along with Black airmen
and dependents at
Malmstrom AFB, be-
lieved a local chapter
of the NAACP was the
answer. During the late
1960s and the 1970s,
Black

around the nation built upon the political gains of the

communities

previous decade. According to historian Steven Law-

son, many budding politicians “hoped to build upon

At an August 2, 1969,
recruitment event at St. Francis
Efpescopal Church, forty
Black airmen from Malmstrom
AFB attended a NAACP
recrutlment meeting.

—\—

The feminist movement
of this period influenced
officeholders.
Politicians like Ger-
aldine W. Travis, an Air
Force spouse, leveraged

female

this kind of experience
to become Montana’s
first
Born in 1931 in Albany,

Black legislator.

Georgia, Travis married
Airman William Alex-
ander Travis in 1949

while he was stationed at nearby Turner AFB. Travis
became the mother to three sons and two daughters
as her family moved to various bases around the
world  before they
Malmstrom AFB in 1967;.
Travis soon became active in local

arrived  at

civil rights politics in Great Falls. In
June 1968, a total of fifty-five persons,
including fifteen white residents,
rechartered the Great Falls chapter of
the NAACP. Travis served as the chap-
ter’s provisional secretary-treasurer
and worked with Sherry Francetich
and Reverend Jacob Beck to draft the
organization’s bylaws. In early July the
chapter installed its elected officers,
with Travis serving as the first treasurer.
The national organization granted the
Great Falls chapter its charter on
October 23, 1968.%

Jules Jordan, the director of the
NAACP’s Rocky Mountain region,

A Black airman stationed at Malmstrom
AFB dons a winter coat in this 1975
photograph. The local chapter of the
NAACP worked hard to recruit Black
airmen, who comprised a large portion
of the city’s Black community.

Courtesy of the 341st Missile Wing History Office
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charged its members with tackling racism in Great

Falls. “Eliminate the racism and the “penned-up’
segregation in Great Falls,” he commanded. “It’s hap-
pening in Great Falls. We know it . . . You know 1t.”
While Jordan discussed a wide range of issues facing
the city’s Black residents, such as denial of employ-
ment in city hall and the lack of Black teachers in the
school system, he emphasized the problems Black

MONTANA THE MAGAZINE OF WESTERN HISTORY

servicemen faced. He said, “Black servicemen couldn’t
find housing to rent . . . and when they did they paid
... for something not fit for a dog to live in.” Jordan
denounced the city council’s move to turn the issue
over to a commission. “When you want something
undone, or not done, you appoint a commission,” he
noted. Jordan urged the chapter to speak with the
base commander about this issue. If rebuffed, he




suggested they speak to the Secretary of Defense

and convince him to make Great Falls off limits to
Malmstrom personnel.*

In attempting to challenge racism and discrim-
ination in Great Falls, the local NAACP recruited
institutional and individual members as quickly as
possible. Shortly after the chapter received its charter,
it enlisted the support of the Montana Council of

Geraldine Travis (right) arrived in Great Falls in 1967
when her husband William, an airman, was stationed at
Malmstrom AFB. She soon became active in local and state
politics, and in 1974 earned election to the Montana House
of Representatives. Her district encompassed the base
and the surrounding community. This 1975 photograph
commemorates when Governor Thomas Judge (seated)
signed one of Travis’s bills into law. Courtesy of Geraldine Travis

Churches and the Great Falls Ministerial Association
before turning its attention to Malmstrom AFB, which
hosted the largest concentration of Black residents in
Great Falls. At an August 2, 1969, recruitment event
at St. Francis Episcopal Church, forty Black airmen
from Malmstrom AFB attended a NAACP recruit-
ment meeting. New member Lieutenant Ernest
Hughes gave his pitch to those in attendance. As a
Black man in central Montana, he understood the
opposition Black airmen faced and believed the
NAACP was the way to address local problems. He
noted that the chapter had established lines of com-
munication with city leaders but believed the organ-
ization’s greatest power was informing Great Falls’
white residents about civil rights issues. As the only
NAACP chapter in a five-state area (Montana, Idaho,
Wyoming, and North and South Dakota), this organi-
zation was in a unique position to effect positive
change. The chapter’s membership rolls quickly
swelled to approximately one hundred members.*
The NAACP sought to recruit Black airmen, but
that did not mean they were comfortable participating.
The local NAACP chapter warned prospective
members “they could face possible repercussions
from Malmstrom commanders if they join.” For
example, the local branch held its second annual fund-
raising dinner at the Holiday Inn’s Glacier Room in
early November 1969. Local president Reverend
Jacob Beck stated the event would “afford people an
opportunity to get acquainted with others who wish
to promote the spirit of friendship between the races.”
Unfortunately, many Black airmen did not attend the
event out of fear of retaliation from base leadership.
The event’s guest speaker, Ina Boone, a national field
director for the NAACP, chastised base leadership.
Exasperated, she believed “it 1s a disgrace that there
are black enlisted men at Malmstrom Air Force Base
who are financially able to attend . . . but who are
afraid of reprisals.” She continued, “This is not just a
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social function but a function to develop better under-
standing and human relations.” While it is unknown
exactly how many Black airmen attended this event,
they clearly were wary of participating.*

Next, NAACP members spoke to classrooms and
civic organizations and sponsored youth-focused
events. In the winter of 1969, a captain stationed at
Malmstrom AFB spoke to Sister Providencia Tolan’s
introductory sociology class at Great Falls College
(now the University of Providence) about the chal-
lenges facing Great Falls’ Black residents. After the
captain completed his talk, he posed a question to
Sister Providencia: “Do you think that these students
will be ready to be social workers in the city when they
graduate?” He answered his own question by lamenting,
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“I don’t think so. I've been in this town for three years.
... They have no idea what’s going on out there.” This
revelation encouraged Sister Providencia to educate
current and future teachers to teach about Black his-
tory and culture in Montana schools. She implored
teachers to host annual Black heritage workshops in
Montana high schools and encouraged the adaptation
of multicultural textbooks, a position the local NAACP
chapter later adopted. Tolan believed an educational
approach could “help our white children become
more accustomed to regarding our black brothers as
fellow citizens.””

Other residents sought ways to bring attention to
Montana and get more involved. Geraldine Travis
translated her experience with the NAACP into a trip




to the Democratic National Convention in 1972. That
June, the Montana Democratic Party elected its
delegates to the national convention in Miami Beach,
Florida. Party guidelines required the inclusion of
minority and female delegates. Of the twenty
delegates selected, Travis was elected on the uncom-
mitted slate. According to Travis, her experience with

the NAACP “made me

the Equal Rights Amendment, and draft an abortion
law compatible with Roe v. Wade. Since most military
personnel maintained voting registration in their
home states, Travis only had to convince a majority of
the district’s 138 registered voters to support her. This,
however, was no easy task since candidates were not
allowed to campaign on base. She ran against William
Pena, a retired Chief

understand why people
are afraid to get involved
... I can understand
how fear of retaliation
and fear of personal loss
can make one afraid to
stand up for his princi-
ples. It makes me appre-
ciate all the more the
people with courage

enough to do it.”” Travis
supported New York congresswoman Shirley Chis-
holm for these very reasons. To her, Chisholm “has
given hope to women and to people of minority races.”
“At the convention,” Travis continued, “I will be vot-
ing in the interest of her principles . . . in whatever way
she ultimately decides her principles can best be
magnified.” In the months following the convention,
it became apparent to Travis that she would need to
run for office herselfin order to create real change in
Great Falls.”

Travis parlayed her political activism into becoming
the first African American elected to the Montana
House of Representatives. In 1974, she ran to
represent Malmstrom AFB’s 5,500 residents in House
District 43. Travis believed military members and
their families had a vested interest in the Montana
legislature. Even though most Malmstrom residents
were registered to vote at their home of record, “if a
military family has a child that requires attention,
no one says send it back to the state where you vote.”
Travis’s political positions were commonplace for her
time: she wanted to increase education funding, pass

(Opposite) This photograph shows the ten women who
served in the Montana House of Representatives in 1975.
Despite her steadfast advocacy on behalf of her constituents
at Malmstrom AFB, Geraldine Travis, seen seated in the
back row, second from the left, only served one term in the
house. She remains the only African American legislator in
the history of the state. courtesy of Geraldine Travis

Trawvis parlayed her political
actvoism into becoming the
furst African American elected
to the Montana House
of Representatives.

—\—

Master Sergeant, in the
Democratic Party pri-
mary and won eighteen
to two. On November 5,
Travis won the general
election twenty to five
and became Montana’s
first, and so far only,
Black legislator.®

During the 1975
legislative session, Tra-

vis sought to deliver state resources to her constit-
uents. For example, she introduced HB 598, which
reversed a state law under which federal employees
were not eligible for unemployment insurance if they
received federal retirement pay. Similarly, Travis
introduced HB 311, which made it possible for military
members to become citizens of Montana for voting
purposes. She also used her position as a state legislator
to address civil rights and women’s issues around the
state. During a September 1971 meeting of the Cas-
cade County Social Workers she had lamented there
were no beauty shops in Great Falls “equipped to
dress Negro women’s hair.” Travis pointed to the fact
there was no provision in Montana’s hair dressing
schools for training hairdressers to style Black hair.
Once in office she introduced HB 248, which re-
quired cosmetology schools in Montana to “teach
courses in the practice of cosmetology upon on
people of all races.” The legislature referred the bill to
the Public Health, Welfare, and Safety Commuittee, but
it failed to become law. Travis also sponsored a res-
olution that urged the Public Service Commission to re-
quire telephone companies to list both the husband and
wife’s name in the phone book for no additional
charge. As it stood, phone companies would only list
a couple’s name as Mr. and Mrs. William Travis, for
example. If the wife wanted her name listed as well, the
customer had to pay an additional fee. In Travis’s eyes,
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this policy violated Montana’s new constitution, which
prohibited discrimination based on sex. Nonetheless,
the Senate State Administration Committee killed the
resolution on March 18, 1975.5°

Additionally, Travis was one of a handful of
legislators who supported legislation that would
decriminalize and regulate prostitution in Montana.
Travis believed that given Great Falls’ long-standing
discriminatory practices toward Black airmen, along
with the city’s small Black population, these young
airmen had few social and sexual opportunities with
women in town. She argued that “the prostitute is the
only outlet for sexual and . . . social activity . . . par-
ticularly the unmarried black Airmen at Malmstrom
Air Base.” In her mind, legalizing prostitution would
make the practice safer for all involved and keep airmen

away from other illegal outlets such as drug use. Ulti-
mately, the Public Health Committee rejected
the bill on an eleven to four vote. The bill’s sponsor,
Roberto M. Federico of Billings, did not protest the
defeat since he believed Montana residents needed to
have this conversation. Travis, meanwhile, realized
that supporting the legalization of prostitution “could
be political dynamite that could blow the top off a
legislator’s hope for a future career.”””

Travis filed her petition for reelection in April
1976. She faced Warren O’Keefe, broker-manager of
Holiday Realty, in the general election and lost by fifty
votes. Soon after, however, Travis filed allegations of
misconduct against O’Keefe’s campaign with John
Hanson, the state commissioner of campaign finances
and practices. One of Travis’s complaints charged

These unidentified Black airmen worked at a Malmstrom command center during the 1980s. Over the years, the advocacy
of local civil rights organizations has helped make Great Falls more hospitable to Black servicemen and their families.
Courtesy of the 34 1st Missile Wing History Office
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O’Keefe with campaigning on Malmstrom AFB in
direct violation of military policy. While Hanson ruled
against Travis, his office found that many of her accu-
sations had merit and she was “gratified that the com-
missioner found substance in my allegations.”*

After Travis lost her house seat, her political activ-
ity slowly began to wane. She was appointed to a four-
year term with the Montana Board of Crime Control
in 1975, where she continued to help shape policy on
the treatment of minorities in the state’s corrections
system. Once her term concluded, Travis joined the
Montana Advisory Committee to the U.S. Commis-
sion on Civil Rights, fighting for better vocational
training and sentencing reform for incarcerated
women and pushing for a study on county-level jails.
Travis also ran for her previous house seat in 1980 and
1982, and for the newly apportioned
House District 33 in 1984, but lost each
contest. In the years that followed,
Travis appeared less and less in the
newspapers as a political figure, and
more and more as a competitive bridge
player. By 1987, she won player of the
year. Two years later, Travis moved to
Arizona, ending her political life in
Great Falls and Montana.’

The civil rights activism that
emerged from Great Falls during the
1950s, 1960s, and 1970s created an
environment that sustained the city’s
Black population in the decades that
followed. For example, both Robert E.
Harris and Frank F. Ghee Jr. stayed in
Great Falls after they retired from the
Air Force. After a career of living across
the United States and around the globe,
and with no close ties to his hometown
in Middlesex County, Virginia, Harris
decided to make Great Falls his
permanent residence in 1975. By the
mid-1990s he became president of the
local NAACP chapter. He then used

this experience in assisting the Mon-

tana Historical Society as it worked to
identify and make available African
American heritage resources throughout its collec-
tions. Harris also worked with the Alma Jacobs Foun-

The covil rights actvoism that
emerged from Great Falls during the
1950s, 1960s, and 1970s created
an environment that sustained
the city’s Black population in
the decades that followed.

— X\

dation to create an annual celebration of African
American culture, history, and food at the Great Falls
Public Library. Ghee, meanwhile, channeled his
energy into the Union Bethel AME Church. When he
arrived at Malmstrom AFB in the late 1960s, Ghee,
along with Eddie Reed and others, ran Union Bethel
without a pastor for almost fifteen years. It took some
time, but Ghee finally convinced the AME Confer-
ence to assign Union Bethel a pastor. Over the next
four years membership soared from fifteen to almost
one hundred people. While once thriving Black com-
munities like those in Helena and Butte dwindled by
the 1980s, Great Falls’ population remained stable,
largely because of Black airmen and their families sta-
tioned at Malmstrom. But Great Falls also maintained
its Black community thanks to the activism that
emanated from the base, helping everyday Black
Montanans see a future and a home in the city.?

Troy A. Hallsell is the 341st Missile Wing historian at
Malmstrom AFB, Montana. Before coming to the Air
Force as a government service civilian, he served in the
United States Army from 2005-2010 as an all-source
intelligence analyst. After a stint at the National Ground
Intelligence Center in Charlottesville, Virginia, he
entered graduate school in 2011 and earned a PhD in
history from the University of Memphis in 2018. His
book titled The Overton Park Freeway Revolt: Place,
Politics, and Preservation in Memphus, TN, 1955-2017
1s under review by the University of Tennessee Press.
The ideas expressed in this article do not represent
the 341st Missile Wing, United States Air Force, or
Department of Defense.
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