THE KENTUCKY COMMISISON ON
HUMAN RIGHTS
PROUDLY PRESENTS

THE GEORGIA DAVIS POWERS
LEGACY AWARDS
This award is presented to individuals in recognition and appreciation of their
devotion to advancing the cause of human and civil rights and social justice throughout the
Commonwealth.

Georgia Davis Powers served 21 years in the state senate. When
elected in 1967, she became the first person of color, and the first woman elected to Kentucky’s
state senate.
Her imprint is on almost every piece of civil rights legislation passed throughout her tenure
including the introduction of her first bill, a statewide fair housing law.

April 26, 2018
University of Louisville, Shelby Campus, Louisville Kentucky

Presented to

Kentucky House of Representatives
In posthumous recognition of and appreciation for his devotion and dedication to advancing the cause of civil
rights and social justice in Kentucky, including his courageous co-sponsorship of the Kentucky Civil Rights Act
of 1966, and his tireless legislative efforts as Majority Floor Leader of the Kentucky House of Representatives for
passage of the legislation , which was then
declared by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. to be “...the strongest and most comprehensive civil rights bill passed by
a southern state.”

Presented to

John Young Brown, Sr.
John Y. Brown, Sr. was the floor leader in 1966 when the Kentucky Civil Rights Act was enacted.
In the month of March in 1964, more than ten-thousand people marched to the Capitol steps in Frankfort, Kentucky, to
call for an end to legal segregation and legal discrimination.
During that 1964 state legislative session, the Rules Committee of the House later turned its back on a personal plea by
Governor Edward T. Breathitt to bring a public accommodations anti-discrimination bill to the floor.
Even though the United States Civil Rights Act passed later in July of 1964, states throughout the south and elsewhere,
were still debating over passage of statutes that would provide state authority to investigate, hear, rule, and enforce civil
rights complaints for their citizens.

By the 1966 Kentucky Legislative Session, there was still contention over the possibility of a state civil rights statute.
It was not smooth sailing.
Several legislators were attempting to block or weaken any state level anti-discrimination law that might achieve passage.
Representative Jessie Waters proposed and sponsored House Bill 2 during that 1966 session. House
Majority Floor Leader John Young Brown brought his authority to the legislation by co-sponsoring it.
On Monday Night, January 17, 1966, Representative Waters, other cosponsors, and Majority Floor Leader Brown had
finally and successfully pushed House Bill 2, a civil rights bill, to the Floor of the House.
After nearly two hours of debate, Majority Floor Leader Representative Brown took the floor to speak.
Witnesses present at the House that evening have reported that the Gallery, which looks down onto the House Chamber,
was filled to capacity.
Many in the audience were moved to tears as Leader Brown called for an end to the debate and a vote to pass the civil
rights bill.
Majority Floor Leader Brown’s impassioned speech that night helped secure passage of House Bill 2.
Later, the Senate passed House Bill 2, and Governor Breathitt signed it into law, when it became the
Kentucky Civil Rights Act.
The Act prohibits discrimination, and it grants civil rights enforcement authority to the Kentucky
Commission on Human Rights. With its passage, Kentucky became the first state south of the Mason-Dixon Line to pass
a civil rights law.
“Tonight we are voting on probably the most important piece of social legislation that the legislature of Kentucky has ever
had before it.”
The Emancipation Proclamation, signed by President Abraham Lincoln 102 years ago, for at least that long, “there has
been a large segment of our society that has been denied the rights that the proclamation was designed to guarantee.”
“I have never in my life felt more certain that I was doing the right than when I signed (as a sponsor) this bill:
“This is right, it ought to be the law. It ought to have been the law for 100 years. And I don’t want us to lag.”
First, the measure represents almost a year of study by the Human Relations Commission. Second, “I don’t want Kentucky to be a state of racial hatred and racial strife.” Third, it is inevitable. Since it is so, why should Kentucky be dragged
screaming and fighting into the age in which we live?”
The bill is a “historical certainty”. Every movement for the betterment of mankind has caused suffering and sacrifice, and
that passage of the bill required volunteers “who are willing to sacrifice because it is right.”
His leadership and his powerful speaking made him a pivotal force in Kentucky’s passage of the historic Kentucky Civil
Rights Act of 1966.

John Young Brown, Jr.
During Governor John Y. Brown’s tenure, from 1979 to 1983, our state and nation were striving to overcome past barriers
to equal opportunity and human rights.
Governor Brown was a trailblazer in many regards. Governor Brown became part of a progressive movement to help create a climate that moved our state and nation along a path toward equality.
In 1981, Governor Brown wrote to the NAACP. “As Governor of the Commonwealth of Kentucky and as a life member

of the NAACP, I take keen interest in your fine organization. In view of the challenges presented by limited resources, it is
even more crucial that we continue to strive for economic justice and social equality. I will continue to support and I urge
you to continue to support, the American ideas of equality, freedom and justice.”
Governor Brown’s administration manifested his commitment to equal opportunity and carried through on a campaign
promise to create more diversity in government, partially through the following actions:




















 Appointed the first African-American as Secretary of the Justice Cabinet.
 Appointed the first African-American as Secretary of the Corrections Cabinet.
 Appointed the first woman as Secretary of a cabinet.
 Appointed the first woman to serve as Chief of Staff in the Commonwealth and only the
second in the nation.
 Appointed two African-Americans as his Administrative Aides.
 Appointed the first African American to lead a state office of Public Health Nursing in the
nation.
 Created the Office of Contract Compliance to involve minority contractors. He established a contract compliance task-force, inclusive of minority business representatives and civil rights activists to monitor and advise on the effectiveness of contract compliance. The Department of Transportation alone increased minority business from $400,000 in 1980 to well over $7 million as we approached 1982.
 Signed the state’s first major civil reforms for domestic violence cases. The domestic violence protective
order legislation was sponsored by Representative Gerta Bendl and provided uniquely tailored civil protective orders, a resource previously not accessible for battered women and their children in the Commonwealth.
 1982 Executive Budget was the first in the state’s history to provide state general funding for Kentucky’s
domestic shelters.
 Created the West Louisville Economic Development Task Force, which made a significant impact on the
future of West Louisville economic climate.
 He established the Enterprise Zone in West Louisville by taking advantage of a federal program created by
the Reagan Administration. The Enterprise Zone provided tax incentives for business investors to create
jobs in the area. Kentucky was one of the first states to use this innovative initiative.
 Appointed numerous African-Americans and women to boards and commissions.
 Appointed African-Americans to meaningful roles in state government to the extent that those qualified
men and women controlled, by 1981, a budget of well over $100 million.
 Met with a delegation representing Black South Africans and the NAACP and pledged to ensure that Kentucky would not do business with South Africa as long as it maintained its policy of apartheid.
 Governor Brown is a co-founder of the Muhammad Ali Center. He continues to serve as a member of its
Board of Directors.
 He helped establish the University of Kentucky Sanders-Brown Center on Aging.

While governor, he said: “We have come a long way in Kentucky, but there is much left to do. I need your support and

enthusiasm as we enter the most critical era in Kentucky history. Together we can build a better Kentucky for all.”

QUOTES BY DR. KING REGARDING HE LAW & LEGISLATION
“IT MAY BE TRUE THAT THE LAW CANNOT CHANGE THE HEART, BUT IT CAN RESTRAIN THE
HEARTLESS”
“WHILE IT MAY BE TRUE THAT MORALITY CANNOT BE LEGISLATED,
BEHAVIOR CAN BE REGULATED”
“IT MAY BE TRUE THAT THE LAW CANNOT MAKE A MAN LOVE ME, BUT IT CAN KEEP HIM FROM
LYNCHING ME AND I THINK THAT’S PRETTY
IMPORTANT”

Frank Stanley, Jr. , Jackie Robinson and Martin Luther King, Jr. meet with
Governor Breathitt, 1964

Spouse-Abuse bill
becomes law
Flanked by the measure’s supporters, Gov. John Y. Brown, Jr.
signed House Bill 141 yesterday.
The bill provides for increasing
marriage-license fees from $4 to
$14 to provide more money for
spouse-abuse centers in Kentucky. Courier Journal, Thursday, April 1, 1982

Governor Brown meeting with delegation
representing Black South Africans, elected
officials and others regarding sanctions
against apartheid in South Africa .

Sterling Tucker (left), Assistant HUD Secretary, presents a signed contract to Harold Greene (right), Administrative
Assistant to Gov. John Y. Brown, and to Commission Chairperson, Edmund P. Karem, for the Kentucky Commission on
Human Rights to enforce the Fair Housing Law in Kentucky.

