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Gladys Todd organized sit-ins at Fredericksburg restaurants that refused service to black customers.

Gladys Todd remembers the days when she was not allowed to sit next to a white person at a 
lunch counter in a drugstore.

at was decades ago, but the memories still swirl around in her mind—even as she nears her 
100th birthday.

From her room at Carriage Hill, a retirement community just outside the city limits, Todd closes 
her eyes and thinks back to when she was a part of the local civil rights movement.
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Gladys Todd, who will turn 100 years old Monday, was pivotal in the civil rights movement in 
Fredericksburg decades ago. Her daughter, Gaye Adegbalola (right), talks with her at Carriage Hill retirement 
community.

In the 1950s and 1960s, she was the adult adviser for the youth division of the local chapter of the 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.

While Dr. Philip Wyatt and Mamie Scott were the most visible leaders of the civil rights 
movement in Fredericksburg, Todd was a mastermind behind the scenes.

“She was a force to be dealt with in this community,” said the Rev. Lawrence Davies, who was the 
city’s "rst black mayor and the pastor at Shiloh Baptist Church (Old Site) for 50 years.

He said Todd found a progressive way of bringing the community together and advocating for 
human rights, as well as civil rights.

Todd’s hearing isn’t the best anymore, but when prompted, she easily describes the days when she 
worked with children in the city and was active with the NAACP.
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In summer 1960, Todd organized sit-ins at segregated lunch counters in the Fredericksburg area, 
coordinating when and where protesters would sit based on their work schedules.

“I kept that schedule and kept it very tight,” she said.

She also kept detailed time charts showing where protesters were assigned—and if anyone needed 
a ride or a last-minute substitute, she took care of that, too, recalled her daughter, Gaye 
Adegbalola, 68.

“She worked things out so that we could effectively close down a counter,” said Adegbalola.

A MASTER ORGANIZER
ey didn’t protest local businesses, but instead focused their nonviolent efforts on chains, such as 
W.T. Grant, Woolworth’s and Peoples Drug.

Adegbalola and her best friend, Jerine Mercer–McConnell, 69, recalled the sit-ins they 
participated in as teenagers.

“Because we were so young, she wanted to make sure we were protected in all aspects, with adults 
around,” Mercer–McConnell said in an interview.

Before each sit-in, Todd gave workshops to explain the do’s and don’ts of the operation.

“She would give us pep talks and tell us that it would be OK and explain why it was important for 
us not to be violent because we were trying to follow Martin Luther King Jr.’s move,” Mercer–
McConnell said.

“My mom was very much from the school of non-violence and turn-the-other-cheek side,” 
Adegbalola added.

Todd helped the teenagers understand the importance of what they were "ghting for—and also 
had their backs, recalled Adegbalola.

“What I did not realize—just how scary it was when we would come out of a store at closing time 
and there would be whites jeering at us, waving Confederate $ags,” she said.

“At "rst you feel like ‘I am "ghting for a cause.’ en you realize how close you are to something 
really dangerous,” she said.

While Todd was a motivator, she also provided a calming in$uence. Mercer–McConnell recalled a 
time when they were in a store and the owner said something rude to her that angered her.
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She described how Todd rubbed her back and told her, “It’s OK. You don’t need to say a word.”

WORKING WITH CHILDREN
In addition to her civil rights work, Todd was a major force in the lives of Fredericksburg’s 
children.

For years, she ran the city’s Youth Canteen, which provided black children a safe place to go aer 
school and during the summer.

“She’s very serious about children, or young people, having good, clean fun,” Mercer–McConnell 
said.

She organized a Christmas dance one year, but kept a watchful eye on eager young men. If she 
saw them dancing too close to the girls, she would tap them on the shoulder.

“I loved the children, and they loved me,” Todd said.

She used to give out a good citizen award, but she never gave it to her own daughter, to avoid 
looking like she was playing favorites.

For a period, Todd was a teacher, working out of a one-room schoolhouse in Stafford. She also 
taught "rst-graders in the city.

Students and their parents oen came to her looking for advice or solutions to problems, and she 
always tried to oblige, she said. (In those days, teachers were expected to remain single, she said, 
so she married her husband during World War II in secret.)

Later on in the ’70s, Todd worked to get Davies elected, serving as campaign manager for his "rst 
mayoral run. Davies was elected in 1976 aer defeating the incumbent by eight votes.

She said she worked on Davies’ behalf because “he was just an ordinary man.”

“He talked with you one-on-one,” she said. “You didn’t have to have a title or be a big shot, just a 
person in the street. He really could represent all people regardless of who they are, what they 
looked like, where they came from.”

Treating people with dignity and respect was a hallmark of Todd’s as well, said Davies. He said he 
feels certain that the youngsters she helped decades ago would agree that she had a lasting, 
positive impact on their lives.
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“She was the person in the community that families went to when there was need or youngsters 
who could bene"t from her advice or support,” Davies said.

Robyn Sidersky 540/374-5413
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