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By Sarah Campbell 

The Wells Church Oral History 
project is continuing with recent 
interviews of John and Margrit Garner 
and their involvement in the civil rights 
movement in Jackson. 

The project is called “Everyone 
Always Welcome – An Oral History of 
Wells Memorial United Methodist 
Church from 1968-Present.” The 
project will examine church history 
and collect stories from WellsFolk who 
have been involved in the massive 
social changes that have occurred in 
the past 45 years. 

The interviews are being conducted 
by Dr. David Crosby, professor 
emeritus at Alcorn State University. 

The Garners moved from Illinois to 
Mississippi in 1962 so John could take 
a position teaching at Tougaloo 
College.  They were active in civil 
rights activities throughout the 1960s.  
Though the Garners have been 
attending Wells since 1974, they 
worshipped for their first dozen years 
in Mississippi at Galloway Methodist 
Church.   

In 1963, John participated in a 
citywide effort to integrate churches by 
bringing one of his African American 
students, Joyce Ladner, to his Sunday  
school class at Galloway.*  

John: We got about three feet inside 
the door (of the Sunday school 
entrance) before we were stopped. 
There were some members of the 
Sunday school class who were 
opposed to integration. And one of 
them stopped us and they called the 
church authorities, who called the 
cops, and we got arrested and taken 
to jail. I was fortunate that my father 
paid my bail so I could get out and 
teach class on Monday. Joyce Ladner 
stayed in until the following Friday. 
Bail was $1,000, which we never were 
able to get back. Charges were 

2

“disturbing divine worship” and 
trespass, which always puzzled me … 
because we were members of 
Galloway, how could I trespass in the 
church of which I was a member? Just 
our very presence at Galloway was 
tough on some people. We made 
some great friends (at Galloway). This 
Sunday school class we were in had 
some tension in it but I guess I had 
gotten used to living with it to some 
extent. After I got arrested and 
whatnot, I just went back to church. 
There was some semblance of 
acceptance on behalf of some people.  
… There was a definite struggle going 
on in the church over race, but I didn’t 
feel rejected. Maybe I was just kind of 
oblivious to it. 

Margrit felt differently. Her social 
justice work included raising foster 
children, some of whom were African 
American and biracial. She believed 
her foster children weren’t welcome in 
the Galloway nursery because she 
was asked to provide health 
certificates for them before they would 
be allowed in—to which she objected 
because it wasn’t being required of all 
the children. 

Margrit: We visited different churches, 
and Wells clicked. It was in the city, 
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and everybody was welcome … and 
another thing was we didn’t have to 
pledge for money. I felt I was in a 
church and not in a club. 

I had two places – with my (civil rights) 
involvement – that I could be myself. 
One was Wells Church and the other 
was when I drove through the gate at 
Tougaloo College. Wells Church was 
really honestly … I didn’t feel the 
people were talking behind my back; 
the (foster) children I felt were very safe 
(in Sunday school) with Charlie 
Beauchamp’s wife … I think that’s what 
Keith’s leadership brought, a kind of 
extended family. I think that’s what 
Wells is. 

The Wells Oral History project is 
funded in part by a generous grant from 
The Mississippi Humanities Council. 
Anyone who is interested in 
participating as an interview subject or 
with the project committee should 
contact Sarah Campbell 
(campbell@sarahccampbell.com) or 
James Martin at church. 

*According to mscivilrightsproject.org, 
the Galloway Board rescinded its race 
policy in 1966 and permitted all to 
worship. 
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John and Margrit Garner reflect on their civil rights activities during the 1960s, including being 
arrested while trying to integrate worship at Galloway United Methodist.  


