Equal Protection

Dawson v. Mayor & City Council of Balt.,
220 F.2d 386 (4th Cir. 1955).

Days after the Supreme Court ended segregation in public schools with Brown
v. Board of Education, 347 U.S. 483 (1954), NAACP attorneys Jack Greenberg
and Juanita Jackson Mitchell were back in court in Baltimore, asking a federal
district court to desegregate public beaches. The judge declined, concluding
that Brown applied to schools only. Eight months later, the 4th Circuit reversed
in Dawson v. Mayor & City Council of Baltimore, which was affirmed by the
Supreme Court in November 1955.

[R]acial segregation in recreational activities
can no longer be sustained as a proper
exercise of the police power of the State.

— 4th Circuit opinion.

In the years following Dawson, activists
nationwide organized "wade-ins” to test
compliance with the desegregation of
public beaches. Events in Biloxi, Mississipp,
Chicago, lllinois, and St. Augustine, Florida,
attracted national attention and contributed
to public pressure for passage of the Civil

.
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Jack Greenberg had been hired as an assistant by Thurgood Marshall, Director
and Counsel at the NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund (LDEF), based
In New York City in 1949. Marshall connected Greenberg with Juanita Jackson
Mitchell, a lawyer with deep roots in Marshall’s native Baltimore. The two attor-
neys worked together on several cases in the 1950s, including the desegregation
of Sandy Point State Park near Annapolis. Mitchell and classmate Elaine Davis
were the first Black women graduates of the University of Maryland School of
Law, earning degrees in 1950. Today the NAACP honors Mitchell’s contributions
to ending legalized segregation with the Juanita Jackson Mitchell Legal Activism
Award, given each year at its national convention. The award recognizes a unit
of the NAACP for “exemplary legal redress committee activities.”

Before Brown, segregation was entirely legal. Mitchell remembered that as a
young mother, she walked a mile into the Druid Hill Park, near her home in
Baltimore, to take her boys swimming. The path led past a new pool to the
segregated pool, which was located in an isolated area and surrounded by a

large fence.

Mitchell believed that “mobilization, litigation,
education and the ballot were the ingredients
of empowerment,” U.S. Circuit Judge for the 6th
Circuit Nathaniel R. Jones recalled. “[Mitchell’s]
successes led to opening places of public accom-
modation, desegregating education, exposing
police brutality, expanding the right to vote,
and enlarging employment opportunities.”
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