This was supposed to be a "listening tour", but with Covid burning through the nation, opportunities to listen were few. Fortunately, both the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and the Montgomery Peace and Justice Memorial were both open.
The trip was also an opportunity to enjoy the quiet and beauty of camping and hiking in the Appalachian Mountains, camping out in an Adirondack shelter in Maryland's Catoctin Mountains, beside a stream in West Virginia's Camp Creek State Park and at a remote hike-in campsite in Tennessee's Savage Gulf State Natural Area.
While setting up the tent at Camp Creek, a pickup drove by and returned shortly, stopping near the trash can located near the campsite. I thought it was a park employee. But it was a big guy, a local, with a service dog. Apparently, he had had just narrowly avoided what would have been a life-altering collision and just needed to decompress. We talked about his family, everyone doing well, his favorite movie (Robin Williams in What Dreams May Come), geology, and plants. This was not the conversation I expected, but it was enjoyable none the less.
The first surfacing of this country's brutal racial history arrived unexpectedly during my day hike of a trail in Savage Gulf called Collins Gulf and Stagecoach Road Historic Trails. Halfway through the hike a historic marker reported that the stone retaining wall nearby was built by enslaved labor stacking stones and fixing them into place by driving iron rods into the soil. By the time it was completed in the 1850's, rail lines had already linked the communities that the Stagecoach Road was intended to serve. The stain of slavery's history can be found in unexpected places.
Birmingham Alabama was not an unexpected place to find slavery's legacy. Using the free Alabama Civil Rights Trail app, I set out to find the memorial erected in 2013 to commemorate the site where Dr. King wrote his famous "Letter from a Birmingham Jail". Getting there was not easy due to construction work which temporarily closed the road to 2-way traffic. It was set back quite some distance from the road and was located in the shadow of the old jail, abandoned, with lettering that reads "Birmingham Police Department" on its whitewashed facade. The cell in which Dr. King was imprisoned has been relocated to the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute.[image: ]
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The Birmingham Civil Rights Institute is a museum that presents the chronology of the civil rights struggle with pictures and exhibits. 
[image: ]
It is located directly across the street from the 16th Street Baptist Church, the scene of the 1963 bombing that killed four young girls. Across the street is a park with memorials to Dr. King and to the girls who were killed. 

[image: ][image: ]
I went to the park to sit and read, meeting up with a Black resident who noted that 16th Street remains a dividing line between Black and White sections of the city. He said there had been some Black Lives Matter demonstrations in the park, but they had died out. I got the sense that the struggle to live day-to-day had worn out the urgency for change.
In Montgomery, the Equal Justice Imitative has a museum and a memorial on two separate sites. The Legacy Museum: From Enslavement to Mass Incarceration makes the connection between the slave trade clear up to the current period of mass incarceration of Black people. It has compelling interactive exhibits, such as one where you can sit at a visitors' seat, pick up a phone, and have an inmate tell you what it is like to be a prisoner there.

[image: ]
 The National Memorial for Peace and Justice is a sacred place, dedicated to the memory of African American men, women and children who were hanged, burned alive, shot, drowned and beaten to death by Whites between 1877 and 1950. There is a pillar for each county with the names of known victims engraved on it as well as a memorial wall for the unknown victims.
[image: ]
As I was explaining the meaning of my Coming to the Table RVA t-shirt to a few of the Black employees who were working there, I discovered there is not one CTTT chapter in either Alabama or Mississippi. Looking from the memorial in one direction is a high-rise office building, abandoned, with missing windows. In the other direction is an apartment building in the same state. Driving away from the EJI memorial I passed by grand old antebellum homes that were in disrepair and abandoned. It seemed clear that the South is in urgent need of a racial reconciliation in order to move forward. So much remains to be done.
After that, I made my first trip along the gulf coast, through a disquieting ICE checkpoint in Texas and on to the mountains west of LA where I met up with my nephew for a walk through the state park were I was staying. The park closed due to the COVID epidemic on the day I was scheduled to leave and I headed on to go backcountry camping at the beautiful Zion National Park and spent a day exploring Arches National Park were I heard reports of a snow storm on its way, so I quickly crossed the Rockies to Denver, treating myself to a hotel. Pulling into a parking spot beside the hotel I saw a couple with a sleeping bag preparing to bed down in a stairwell leading to a service entrance, a reminder of the fragile state that so many people are living in. If indeed a society is judged by how it treats its weakest members, we have a big to-do list.
For a video tour of my stops in Birmingham and Montgomery, click https://www.wevideo.com/view/1985130871.
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