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When a burning bus captured the nation’s attention
throwing stones and slashing its tires. Six
miles from the city, when the bus was
forced to stop, a mob armed with chains,
clubs and pipes broke windows, firebombed the bus and then clubbed the
escaping passengers. The most seriously
injured, Walter Bergman, was kicked
unconscious, suffered a stroke and was
confined to a wheelchair for life.
“Anniston had the capacity for racial violence that was equal to any other
community in the South,” Phil Noble
writes in “Beyond the Burning Bus.”
“Some felt the horror of the tragedy,”
he says. “Others said, ‘It’s too bad, but
they got what they deserved.’”
Noble, then minister at Anniston’s
First Presbyterian Church, was caught
between two forces. With clarity, he
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mayor and newly elected town commissioner supported the work of the biracial
council, the police chief and most members of his force did not.
Noble describes how thin a line the
council members trod. “The black community thought we were going too slow,
and the white community thought we
were going too fast,” Noble says. “Our
churches were no exception.
“One of the reasons for the success we
had was that we were able for the most
part to maintain that balance. We made
enough progress so that the black community did not feel completely frustrated, and, at the same time, the progress
was gradual enough so that the white
community accepted it.” n
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