From the Archives
“A PAPER FOR THE PEOPLE”: THE JIM PEPPLER
SOUTHERN COURIER PHOTOGRAPH COLLECTION
BY MEREDITH McDONOUGH

II

n its first editorial column on July 16, 1965, the Southern Courier
(Courier) introduced itself to the public: “The SOUTHERN COURIER is an independent newspaper. Our
responsibility is to our readers, the people of Alabama.”
The paper would have a special commitment to the state’s
African American population, seeking content that would
“help erase the injustices of segregation and prejudice.” The
purpose was not to persuade but to give facts about events
and topics that mattered to its audience—issues largely
overlooked by the mainstream media—so they could form
their own opinions.
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The paper was founded by two editors of the Harvard
Crimson who had participated in the 1964 Freedom Summer in Mississippi. Frustrated by the unfair news coverage
there, they decided to establish an outlet for participants
and advocates of the civil rights movement. Initially, the
project focused on Alabama, a logical choice in light of the
recent Selma to Montgomery March and the voter registration activity that was expected to follow.
Weekly publication began in July 1965 and continued
until December 1968. The Courier was first based in AtlanVoter registration march in Birmingham, ca. December 1965.
(All photos Alabama Department of Archives and History)
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ta, but the offices moved to Montgomery after a couple of
months. A young, biracial staff ran the paper, often reaching
into the local community to find its reporters. Over time
the scope expanded to include a bureau in Mississippi, with
coverage extending from Louisiana to Georgia.

Although dedicated primarily to hard news such as
politics, economics, and education, the Courier also published human interest pieces
about the people it served.
These readers were ignored by
their own hometown newspapers. The Courier gave them
a chance to be seen and heard
by their peers; it was a platform to share their views and
feelings, whether profound or
mundane.
A key to this representation was the photography
that accompanied each issue.
In addition to article illustrations, full-page photo essays
highlighted famous figures
and local folks alike, often
with few or no words. Many
staffers contributed images
to the paper, but none was
more prolific than James H.
(Jim) Peppler, who served as
principal photographer and
photo editor from July 1965 to
the spring of 1968.
Peppler, a native of Philadelphia, was twenty-four
when he arrived in Montgomery with his wife and young
daughter. The couple lived
at the home of Clifford and
Virginia Durr (“god-parents of
the Courier”), in an apartment
that also provided a darkroom
and gathering spot for the staff. Peppler had graduated
from Penn State a few months before, and the position was
his first experience with both professional journalism and
conditions in the South.
During his tenure at the Courier, Peppler developed the
style and philosophy that would characterize his fortyyear career. He approached assignments with the requisite
distance and objectivity, but also with compassion and a
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Martin Luther King Jr. speaking at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in
Montgomery, December 1967.
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Above: Robert F. Kennedy at the University of Alabama, March
1968, just days after announcing he would run for president. Left:
Coretta Scott King at her husband’s funeral in Atlanta, April 1968.
genuine interest in the lives of the people he met. No matter
what the subject, he sought to represent the situation accurately, to validate the experience, and to respect those who
consented to pose for his camera.
Like the paper itself, Peppler’s work ran the full journalistic spectrum. He photographed individuals and events
of national renown, such as Martin Luther King Jr., Robert Kennedy, the Poor People’s Campaign, and the James
Meredith “March Against Fear.” He followed local civil
rights efforts, like small-town demonstrations, community
organizations, political campaigns, and election days. He
observed domestic and social life, visiting neighborhoods,
nightclubs, concerts, parades, and sporting events. Together the images document a society redefining normality in a
period of constant change.
Several months before the Courier published its last
issue, Peppler left for a position at Newsday in New York.
He took with him a large collection of negatives, which he
saved for the next four decades. He realized their value but
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Above: Jim Peppler on assignment in Elmore County, 1967. Peppler,
a native of Pennsylvania, served as principal photographer and
photo editor of the Courier from July 1965 to the spring of 1968.
Below: A line of voters in Lowndes County, November 1966.

did not know how best to
make use of them. They
were hidden away, except
for an occasional exhibit
or publication. Eventually,
this inaccessibility became
as big a concern for him as
their preservation.
Throughout his years in
journalism, Peppler came
to believe that photographs
do not belong solely to their
creators; the people in the
photos have a stake in them
as well. So when he decided
to donate his collection, he
looked for a repository that
would protect the negatives but also make the images available to all who might be
pictured in them. Of the institutions he considered, only the
Alabama Department of Archives and History (ADAH) had
the resources and interest to fulfill his wishes.
The archives staff immediately saw the historical significance of the material and was eager to give it a permanent
home. The collection was accessioned in the fall of 2009,
with the understanding that all 11,000 negatives would be
scanned and put online. The digitization project, funded
in part by a grant, began in October and continued for the
next three years. Along the way, portions were uploaded
to the ADAH’s digital collections, usually with detailed
descriptions and links to related newspaper issues on the
official Southern Courier website.
As expected, scholars, authors, and producers were
thrilled to discover the images. But even more rewarding
were responses from those who knew the faces and places
firsthand—the very people Peppler had hoped to reach, the
same people the Courier was established to serve. The archives was a natural fit for this invaluable collection, finally
open to the world; its mission was essentially the same as
that of the photographer and the paper: “We tell the story
of the people of Alabama.” To see the entire Jim Peppler
Southern Courier photograph collection, visit http://digital.
archives.alabama.gov/cdm/landingpage/collection/peppler.
Meredith McDonough is the digital assets coordinator at the
Alabama Department of Archives and History.
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