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Desegregating the Gables in 1947
1
 

By Lee Ehman 

Veterans returning from World War II found a very segregated Bloomington. Though 
veterans and Blacks (and Black veterans) swelled Indiana Universityôs enrollment, 
there was no on-campus housing for Blacks. Blacks were not permitted in the universi-
tyôs swimming pools. Black teachers-to-be could not student teach in the Universityôs 
laboratory school or in the Bloomington schools; they had to travel to Indianapolis. 
Movie theaters were segregated. Barbershops would not cut Black hair. Restaurants 
and drugstores would not serve Blacks. 

As would be the case nationally in the 1960s, the desegregation of restaurants and 
drugstore counters was an important step in broader social change. IU president Her-
man B Wells played a part in the deseg-
regation of restaurants near the campus: 

ñIn spring 1947, black student George 
Taliaferro [veteran and NAACP Vice 
President], a football starédecided to 
pay a visit to President Wellsé.The stu-
dent explained his problem: he had the 
money to eat lunch in the restaurants 
contiguous to campus, but he was barred 
on account of his color. Wells said, 
ñWell, weôll see about that.ò And then he 
proceeded to call the manager of the Ga-
bles, who assured him that he was not 
prejudiced but feared a drop in business 
were he to allow blacks to patronize his 
restaurant. After more talking, the man-
ager agreed to an experiment: Taliaferro 
and a date would be welcome for one 
week to see how it would go. There was 
no negative reaction to the presence of 
the two African American students. The 
following week, Taliaferro was invited to 
ask another black student couple. Again 
there was no negative reaction. After 
that, the Gables was desegregated.ò2 

However, this anecdote, along with Wellsô own narration of events,3 leaves out a great 
deal. Wells played an important role, to be sure, but critical parts were played by oth-
ers. 

The state and local chapters of the NAACP brought pressure to bear on Indianaôs gov-
ernor and the university administration to desegregate restaurants and other facilities.  

DŜƻǊƎŜ ¢ŀƭƛŀŦŜǊǊƻΣ мфпс !ǊōǳǘǳǎΣ ǇΦ мотΦ CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 
ŎƻƭƭŜŎǝƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aƻƴǊƻŜ /ƻǳƴǘȅ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ /ŜƴǘŜǊΦ 
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(Desegregating the Gables in 1947, continued from page 1) 

In 1946 a group of students, veterans of the war, formed the ñAmerican Veteranôs Committee,ò whose purposes included desegrega-
tion. There was a 1947 campus-based, NAACP-sponsored, ñRace Relations Instituteò formed to advocate and act for racial justice. 
The Board of Aeons, a university student government group with access to President Wells, also aimed to solve discrimination prob-
lems. These groups acted in concert to desegregate near-campus restaurants. 

During the fall of 1945 Black and white students of the NAACP had staged ñsit-insò during which they were not served.4 Then the 
universityôs Student Council attempted to negotiate the issue with restaurant owners, but to no avail.5 

Meanwhile, there was opposition to the NAACP and the Institute among senior administration members. In a November 1945 memo 
to Treasurer Ward G. Biddle, Board of Trustees President Ora L. Wildermuth disparaged the NAACPôs actions of that fall. His 
memo is virulently racist, stating that ñI am and shall always remain absolutely and utterly opposed to social interrelationships of the 
colored race with the white. It always has been the dominant and leading race.ò Biddle shared his sentiments.6 

Fast-forward to the winter of 1947. On February 6, two Black students, Louella Marie Love, a NAACP member, and James E. Phil-
lips, Vice President of NAACP and member of the American Veteranôs Committee, entered the Book Nook restaurant and were re-
fused food service. They brought lawsuits for $200 damages against the owners, citing an 1885 Indiana civil rights law.7 Six days 
later, President Wells received a telegram from the American Veteranôs Committee, asking him for a public statement clarifying ñthe 
attitude of the University regarding this matter.ò8 

While these lawsuits were being pursued, the NAACPôs Race Relations Institute advo-
cated a boycott against the restaurants. Director of the I.U. News Bureau E. Ross Bart-
ley was alarmed. He warned Wells in a memo about local negative reaction to the Insti-
tuteôs tactics: ñésending delegates of white and colored students to these business es-
tablishments has stirred up the whole questionéThe townspeople of 
Bloomingtonéare greatly disturbedé[the] criticism not limited to restau-
rants, drug stores, and theaters which were made the subject of attack.ò He 
then alluded to ñcertain elements with Communistic leanings in the Institute, "although 
admitting he had no evidence of this.9 

The Board of Aeons discussed the problem with Wells on 26 September 1947, inform-
ing him that they had formed a committee which would talk with restaurant owners. 
Wells expressed dissatisfaction with the NAACPôs boycott but supported their cause.10 
On September 28 the Aeons committee met with the NAACPôs faculty sponsor, Francis 
D. Wormuth of the Government Department, and negotiated a ten-day postponement of 
the impending restaurant boycott.11 

Vice President of the Aeons, Charlie Brown, and member Bill Ross met with eleven 
owners and discussed their views about desegregating the Gables, Varsity Pharmacy, 
Book Nook, Campus Lounge, Fergieôs, Dixie Barbeque, Herbôs, Brummettôs Pharmacy, 
Taylorôs, College Corner, and Mollerôs. They reported this to Wells on October 6.12 
On October 9 the Aeons committee, Wells, and restaurant owners met and came to the 
agreement that Blacks would be served. The following terms were negotiated with the 
owners: 

¶ No publicity in the newspapers 

¶ Not too many Blacks enter any one restaurant 

¶ The lawsuits be dropped 

¶ The agreement considered ñan experimentò 

Professor Wormuth paid $25 court expenses to the Gables owners out of his own pocket.13 

Thus, in the fall of 1947 Black students began to be served in the restaurants near campus. It would not be until 1950 that all Bloom-
ington eating establishments joined this resolution of the problem.14 Other advances were made, both within the university (student 
housing, athletics) and the town (barber shops, movie houses) as the years went on. But integration of the restaurants was a key be-
ginning in breaking down racial barriers. 

Notes 

1. My thanks to Dina Kellams, Director of the Indiana University Archives, for her help in locating sources. 
2. James H. Capshew, Herman B Wells: The Promise of the American University (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2012), 176ï77. 
3. Herman B Wells, Being Lucky: Reminiscences and Reflections (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1980), 219ï20. See also Thomas D. 
Clark, Indiana University: Midwestern Pioneer, vol. 3, Years of Fulfillment (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1977), 330. 
4. This was not the first sit-in in Bloomington. In 1894 a Black named Will Bass sued the Wells & Hall restaurant for $100 for not having been 
served. Bloomington Telephone, February 27, 1894, p. 1. 
5. These and other events are revealed in the American Veteranôs Committeeôs Scrapbook, p. 28. Indiana University Archives, AVC Scrapbook 
1946ï1949.  
6. Ora L. Wildermuth, memo of 19 November 1945. Indiana University Archives, Indiana University Presidentôs office records, Box 414. 
7. Monroe County Court Records, Box 410. Held at the Monroe County History Center. (Notes continued on page 3) 
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Message from the Garage Sale Ladies 

By Sue Ellen Bowman 

ñThis is so beautiful! I canôt believe it is so big. Itôs like going to a fancy department store.ò As I heard this customerôs 
remarks and many similar ones, it was gratifying to watch our patrons rush into the 2021 Monroe County History Center 
Garage Sale at our new location. I was surprised at how grateful our customers were about what had been done. 

We received compliment after compliment from almost every cus-
tomer, thanking us over and over again as they piled their items into 
the holding area. Some literally squealed over their bargains. We 
garage sale ladies had mixed feelings as so much of the merchandise 
in our beautiful displays soon found its way to the cashiers, but we 
were glad to see the dollars adding up. 

Many of the prized items that our donors had given us soon found 
new homes where they were equally prized. They were now owned 
by people who love ñnice thingsò but have smaller wallets. A lady 
who comes every year and saves her money for this sale proudly 
showed me the Waterford cross she had found for $2.00. 

We garage sale ladies find this the culmination of all our hard work 
during the year. We realize how fortunate we are to have Cook pro-
vide us with such a beautiful facility and so much support in every 
way. We are also most thankful to our wonderful donors who bring 
us quality items on Wednesdays or drop them off at the History Cen-

ter. Of course, we are thankful to our volunteers, and a big thank you goes to Big Boyôs Moving Company whose big 
boys made working with the heavy stuff so much easier. We are especially thankful to Joyce and John Poling for their 
beautiful car and to Cook Aviation for their car donation. 

In the end, this is a wonderful community recycling event that brings so many people together and provides a great ser-
vice for a great cause. No wonder we garage sale ladies keep doing this year after year! We love it! 

 

Museum Store 

Come explore our new collection of childrenôs literature at the Dunn Museum Store, featuring the Coretta Scott King 
Honor Book, Before She was Harriet by Lisa Cline-Ransome 
and We Are Still Here! Native American Truths Everyone 
Should Know by the award winning duo of Traci Sorell and 
Fran® Lessac, or browse Sue Sueôs Boutique for vintage 
treasures and future heirlooms! Hours are Tuesday through 
Saturday, 10:00 am - 4:00 pm.  

 

(Desegregating the Gables in 1947, continued from page 2) 

Notes 

8. Western Union telegram from American Veteranôs Committee to H. B 
Wells, 12 February 1947. Indiana University Archives, Indiana University 
Presidentôs office records, Box 414. 
9. E. Ross Bartley, memo to H. B Wells, 28 May 1947. Indiana University 
Archives, Indiana University Presidentôs office records, Box 414. 
10. Board of Aeons minutes of 26 September 1947. Indiana University 
Archives, Indiana University Presidentôs office records, Board of Aeons, 
Box 10. 
11. Board of Aeons minutes of 28 September 1947. Indiana University 
Archives, Indiana University Presidentôs office records, Board of Aeons, 
Box 10. 
12. Charlie Brown, memo to Assistant to the President Fenwick Reed, 6 
October 1947. Indiana University Archives, Indiana University Presidentôs 
office records, Board of Aeons, Box 10. 
13. Board of Aeons minutes of 11 December 1947. Indiana University 
Archives, Indiana University Presidentôs office records, Board of Aeons, Box 10. 
14. Capshew, 177. 

 

 

 


