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Exhibit Review

Beth-El Civil Rights Experience. Curated by Melissa Young and Margaret
Norman. Temple Beth-El, Birmingham, Alabama.

£ Take a second to look, really look, at the second storefront from

the corner of 20th [Street] and up to 2nd Avenue North. Can
you imagine this space as a bustling department store?” So begins one of
the virtual displays of the Beth-El Civil Rights Experience, a multimedia
digital exhibit that tells the story of the civil rights movement through the
perspective of the Jewish community in Birmingham, Alabama. The store-
front in question is the Parisian, an apparel store intermittently owned by
members of the Hess, Abroms, Litchenstein, Salit, and Holiner families
from 1920 to 1996. The story of the Parisian is a familiar one to southern
Jews, who more often than not earned their livelihoods as merchants. As
the civil rights movement gained momentum during the early 1960s in
cities across the South, Jewish store owners frequently found themselves
in unenviable positions.

Although Jewish merchants were more likely than non-Jewish white
southerners to do business with Black customers and, in some cases, em-
ploy Black workers in their stores, their businesses were frequently the
target of desegregation efforts. In 1962, when African American student
activists in Birmingham embarked on a selective buying campaign,
the Parisian became one of the stores targeted by the boycott. The Hess
family, owners of the Parisian at the time, found themselves under
an enormous amount of economic pressure to desegregate their store
and would have liked to do so, yet local city officials, like public safety
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commissioner Eugene “Bull” Connor refused to entertain even the most
moderate gestures toward integration. In an oral history featured on the
website, Donald Hess recalls, “Even as a teenager, | was aware of the ten-
sion that my parents were experiencing and was certainly aware of the
fear that came from threatening phone calls to our house. Dad, who had
been the president of the Birmingham Chamber of Commerce, was a con-
vener, bringing the various groups together. These were extremely diffi-
cult times.”

The story of the Parisian and Birmingham’s Hess family is one of a
dozen points of interest that comprise the Beth-El Civil Rights Experience
multimedia digital exhibit. The exhibit features images and archival ma-
terials, including clips of oral histories, with the goal of putting voices of
those who lived through the civil rights movement into conversation with
one another. Each marker on the map leads to a series of related images
and a short narrative about a particular person, place, or incident that is
significant to Jewish Birmingham’s civil rights history. Increasing the ex-
hibit's accessibility, each page’s narrative is available in print and as a re-
cording — the stories are read by exhibit producers and interns, in addition
to longstanding members of the local Jewish community.

At the heart of this exhibitis a desire to acknowledge the co-existence
of many truths” during this momentous period, whether it be the experi-
ences of the Jewish community members who marched in the streets,
those who negotiated quietly in the background, or those who remained
silent. From an overview of the history of Jewish life in Birmingham, to
efforts by Joseph Gelders, a Jewish intellectual and Birmingham native
who worked to desegregate the city as early as the 1930s and was kid-
napped and beaten by the Ku Klux Klan for his efforts, to the mixed re-
sponse of Birmingham Jews toward the arrival of civil rights workers from
the North, the exhibit presents and accounts for a variety of perspectives.
Non-Jewish residents of Birmingham occasionally make an appearance.
For example, the story of Birmingham resident Karl Friedman and the
American National Bank incorporates a testimony from J. Mason Davis,
the Black president of the Birmingham Bar Association, about Friedman’s
legal work on behalf of the Black community. By bringing to life stories
from stakeholders with different social, economic, and moral interests in
Birmingham, the viewer gains a better understanding of what life was like
for Jews during this time.
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Visitors to the Beth-El Civil Rights Experience
during the exhibition’s opening event, May 2023.
(Courtesy of Margaret Norman, Temple Beth-El, Birmingham.)
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The Beth-El Civil Rights Experience would make an excellent teach-
ing tool in college classrooms, especially given how narrative overviews
of the general history are interwoven with oral testimonies and images.
The inclusion of a variety of Jewish perspectives would also encourage
generative conversations about how this pivotal moment in American his-
tory was experienced differently by members of the same Jewish commu-
nity. The exhibit is not comprehensive in its scope, nor does it aspire to be.
In fact, a perusal of the exhibit will leave the viewer desiring to know
more —more about the history of the Jewish community in Birmingham,
their lived experiences as Jews in the South, and the various responses and
activities of Jews during the civil rights movement in Birmingham and be-
yond. Instead, the creators aim to foster reflection, a love of learning, and
a desire to know more about this history, as well as a commitment to hav-
ing important conversations about our present moment. In this sense, this
historical exhibit is rather forward-facing and underscores the mission so
many educators carry into the classroom each day.

Ashley Walters, College of Charleston

The reviewer can be contacted at waltersal@cofc.edu.





