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Walter P. Carter: Civil Rights

as a Field of Practice

By Harris Chaiklin
On the University

of Maryland Profes-
sional Schools campus
the r e i s a b u i ld ing
called The Walter P.
Carter Center. It was
opened in 1976 with
the aim of providing
mental health services
in south and south-
Chaiklin
west Baltimore. Today it has a broader
service mission. His name is also on an
elementary school, a recreation center,
a daycare center, a foundation, an
award given for outstanding service in
law, and a library reference room at
Sojourner-Douglass College.

What makes the honors bestowed on
Walter P. Carter relevant to a social
work history column is that he was a
social worker whose field of practice
was civil rights. I don't know how many
college buildings in this country are
named after social workers but I doubt
that the number is large. I do know that
not many people remember what he
did to deserve such recognition. This
column is intended to rectify this lapse
of memory, especially in the social work
community.

He was born in Mo nroe , Nor th
Carolina on April 29, 1923 and was the
seventh of nine children. His career in
civil rights activism began while he
wasobtaining a degree in business

administration at North Carolina
A&T Uni versity. This included being
involved in voter registration and
membership in the Progressive Party.

Military service in the army in WWII
involved going through five campaigns.
In 1948, he was selling real estate in
Baltimore through the VA and FHA.
During 1953, he became a social
worker at the Balt imore
Department of Welfare. In 1963, he got
his masters in social work from Howard
University. He died in 1971, too early,
at the age of 48, from a heart attack. He
left a wife and three children.

He joined the Congress on Racial
Equality (CORE) in 1961 and served as
Baltimore head from 1960 -1963. I do
not know why he left the directorship. I
do know that in its early days CORE
was a loosely structured organization,
without a charismatic leader, and with
low overhead. It focused mainly on
social integration and its activists were
racially integrated.

They were very successful. I remem-
ber the day I received a membership
card and a dues notice in the mail. I
called someone I knew at the national
office. The reply was, "Don't waste
your money, I'm leaving." There is a
lesson here: Once CORE got interest -
ed in maintaining an organization,
attaining the goals tended to recede.



In the early 1960s he organized free-
dom rides in Maryland to desegregate
public accommodations. He was the
Maryland coordinator for Mart in
Luther King's civil rights march in
Washington in 1963. Between 12,000
and 15,000 people were recruited.
After he left his CORE directorship he
continued to be a spokesman for them.

During those years there is scarcely
any major advance in civil rights that he
was not a part of. This included Gwynn
Oak Park demonstrations, Freedom
Rides along several Maryland high-
ways, overcoming segregation on the
Eastern Shore, opening up jobs at the
Baltimore Gas and Electric Company,
and desegregating the Howard Johnson
Hotel chain.

Still, he found time to teach, for edu-
cat ion was an important part of
Carter's activism. In 1965, he helped
Charles Simmons found
Sojourner-Douglas College. In 1967, he
became an assistant director of the
University of Maryland School of Social
Work VISTA Training Center and taught
courses at the School.

He was the chief community organizer
for Baltimore's Model Cities program. In
1968, despite strong support from
Mayor D'Alesandro, he was turned
down by the Baltimore City Council for
appointment as head of Baltimore's
anti-poverty agency. Walter Lively, a
fiery civil rights activist and head of the
Urban Coalition, resigned his position in
protest.

This was a significant event since the
c h a i rm a n of th e c o a l i t i o n w a s
Theodore R. McKeldin and the vice
chairmen were Parren J. Mitchell, then
head of the city's anti-poverty agency,and
Homer E. Favor of Morgan State.

Gilbert Rosenthal of the Baltimore
Association of Commerce was secre-
tary and the treasurer was Wilmer V.
Beal l pres ident of the Maryland
Council of Churches. The resistance to
change was not overcome easily, even
when it was sought by leading members
of the community.

Such defeats did not daunt him. In
1969 He became special assistant on
race and poverty for the Society of
Jesus. He also became an assistant pro-
fessor at Loyola College and taught
social welfare courses. When he died
on July 31, 1971, he had just completed
successful demonstrations in the name
of fair housing at the M. Goldseker Co.

He did not live to see the foundation
that was created as a result of his
efforts. At his death, a memorial fund for
his family and for the continuation of his
ideals was established through the
office of Chester Wickwire, the Johns
Hopkins University chaplain. On the
original committee for the fund I see
three University of Maryland graduates,
James Bridgeford, Walter Dean, and
Sampson Green; perhaps there were
other social workers or graduates that I
have missed.

On August 5, 1971 Congressman
Parren J. Mitchell entered into the
Congressional Record statements from
himself, Chester Wickwire; Mayor
D'Alesandrp; Father Sellinger presi-
dent of Loyola; Rev. Vernon Dobson;
and several other Baltimore notables
honoring Carter. When the history of
attaining civil rights in Maryland is
written Walter P. Carter will be one of its
giants.
Continued on page 5



Continued from page 4
I have some personal memories of

Walter, especially from seminars he ran at
VISTA. He was absolutely dedicated to
attaining equality. What stood out was
his ability to quietly get people
involved and upset as he challenged
their views. He did not yell, scream,
threaten violence, or attack people per-
sonally. Yet, he was resolute in stating
his beliefs: "Baltimore is not a South ern
city which is racist; it is a big city which is
corrupt."

Having seen him make similar state-
ments and watched the reaction of peo-
ple to these ideas, I have retained the
image of him sitting there like a smiling
Buddha enjoying what he had initiated. He
never left it open but always brought the
group back to the lesson he was
teaching that day. He was more inter -
ested in solutions than agitation and
this required working with all people.

The 1960s, the decade when Carter
was most active, was electric. There was an
unpopular Vietnam War and a War on
Poverty. To pay for these endeavors,
President Johnson compromised the
Social Security Rust fund by mingling it
wi th the general budget . This has
played a major part in the current diffi-
culties of Social Security. The Civil
Rights Acts of 1964 , 1965, and 1968
ended the last legal vestiges of discrim-
ination directed toward race, religion,
or ethnicity. They provided the basis for
later legislation on disability rights.

What helped bring these events

about was a broad based civil rights
movemen t. For a brief period "We
Shall Overcome" became a unifying
anthem for all people concerned with
civil rights. Walter Carter had much to
do with creating that sense of unity
during this amazing decade. It is too
bad this spirit could not survive the death
of Martin Luther King, Jr.

In Baltimore today, schools are sub-
stantially resegregated, housing
inte gration laws are not effectively
enforced, too many youngsters are
arrested, health care is deficient, and
one only needs to read the newspaper
to make this list much longer. There
is nothing that can be called a
broad- based civil rights movement
today. Rather, there is a set of special
interests groups, each competing for its
sliver of a finite pie.

We can't bring Walter P. Carter back but
we certainly can do something to
revive the spirit to move toward
attaining the goals we share with him.
In a letter to The Sun on August 6,
1971, Russell Johnson provides a fitting
summary of what this sprit was. "His
life was dedicated to educating black
people, to moving them to an awareness
of their potential, of their energy, of their
power to prevail over the evils that exist
by overcoming the enemies of the poor
and minorities in this city."

This statement reflects Carter's
commitment to the idea that civil rights



and civil liberties mean nothing unless
all members of society can exercise
their rights equally. He was a man of
action not distraction and his activities
were directed at getting others to take
principled action. He understood
Thoreau's maxim that "Each generation
must win freedom anew."

In a social work profession dedicated
to cultural relevance I wonder why
every social work student in every

Maryland professional school is not
taught Walter P. Carter's history.
Perhaps if they were it would be possi-
ble to create a new unified civil rights
movement. As he said, "You got to be
militant, but you got to be smart. You
got to operate on soul feeling. Your
goal's got to be liberation, not integra-
tion."


