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THE RACE BEAT



CHAPTER 1

AN AMERICAN DILEMMA:

“AN ASTONISHING IGNORANCE . . .”

The winter of 1940 was a cruel one for Gunnar Myrdal, and spring was shaping up even worse. He was in the United States, finishing the research on the most comprehensive study yet of race relations and the condition of Negroes in America. But he was having trouble reaching conclusions, and he struggled to outline and conceptualize the writing. “The whole plan is now in danger of breaking down,” he wrote the Carnegie Foundation, which was underwriting his project.

What's more, the gathering crisis in Europe had thrown him into a depression; he feared for the very existence of his native Sweden. In April, Nazi Germany had invaded Denmark and Norway. Myrdal believed Sweden would be next. He put aside more than two years of work by 125 researchers and began arranging passage home for himself, his wife, Alva, and their three children. He and Alva wanted to fight alongside their countrymen if the worst should come. The boat he found, the Mathilda Thorden, a Finnish freighter, was laden with explosives, and the captain tried to dissuade the Myrdals from boarding the dangerous ship. When this failed, the captain jokingly urged Myrdal to look on the bright side. He would not have to worry about his family freezing to death in icy waters. If German U-boats attacked, the resulting explosion would almost certainly kill everyone instantly.

The U-boats did not attack, and the Myrdals arrived in Sweden only to be appalled by what was happening there. Rather than preparing for war with Germany, the Swedish government was seeking an accommodation with the Nazis.

Knowing that Germany was monitoring the Swedish press for anti-German sentiment, the government first confiscated copies of anti-Nazi newspapers; then, emboldened, it interfered with the distribution of one of the nation's most important dailies, Göteborgs Handelstidning. This, Myrdal believed, could not happen in America. He was outraged. “The press is strangled,” he wrote to a Swedish friend in the United States. “Nothing gets written about Germany. News is suppressed.”1

There and then, Myrdal's understanding of America and its race relations became crystallized. In a book that quickly took precedence over his Carnegie project, then became its seed, Gunnar and Alva Myrdal wrote Kontakt med Amerika (Contact with America), which was crafted largely to rally Swedish resistance against Hitler. In Kontakt, published in 1941, the Myrdals argued that Swedes had much to learn from America about democracy, dialogue, and self-criticism. “The secret,” they wrote, “is that America, ahead of every other country in the whole Western world, large or small, has a living system of expressed ideals for human cooperation which is unified, stable and clearly formulated.”2 The Carnegie project, they added, was evidence of America's willingness to sanction a sweeping examination and discussion of a national problem.

Almost all of America's citizens, the Myrdals said, believed in free speech and a free press. Americans respected other viewpoints even when they strongly disagreed. As a result, diverse ethnic groups were living with one another in peace while Europe was tearing itself apart.

Before writing Kontakt, Myrdal didn't have the insight or context he needed for his weightier book on race in America. Nor did he have the words he felt would serve as the road map to change. Three years earlier, in 1938, he had reached the South, the dark side of the moon. There, he had found an enigmatic, sometimes exotic, always deeply divided and repressive society whose behavior was known to, but overlooked by, the world beyond. In pursuit of an understanding and insight that was still beyond his grasp, his immersion had been total, the details of his discoveries had been staggering, and he had come to a point where he was no longer horrified by the pathology of racism or stunned by the cruelty and pervasiveness of discrimination. He had found himself fascinated by the way an entire social order had been built, and rationalized, around race.

By early 1940, Myrdal frequently found himself feeling oddly optimistic about attitudes he found despicable, and he was moving, somewhat unwittingly, toward the conclusion that would become the core definition of his landmark work, An American Dilemma: that Americans, for all their differences, for all their warring and rivalries, were bound by a distinct “American creed,” a common set of values that embodied such concepts as fair play and an equal chance for everyone. He was coming to that view in the unlikeliest of settings. He had been able to sit with the rapaciously racist U.S. senator from Mississippi Theodore Bilbo, listen to his proposal for shipping Negroes back to Africa, ask why he hadn't proposed instead that they be sterilized, and come away uplifted by Bilbo's answer. “American opinion would never allow it,” Bilbo had told him. “It goes against all our ideals and the sentiments of the people.”3

But for all his excitement, information, and knowledge, Myrdal remained mystified. How had the South's certifiable, pathological inhumanity toward Negroes been allowed to exist for so long into the twentieth century? Why didn't anyone outside the South know? If they did know, why didn't they do something about it? Who could do something about it? Who would? Where would the leadership for change come from?

Myrdal returned to the United States and his racial study in 1941, brimming with the insights he would need for An American Dilemma to have an impact on the country.4 Seeing his homeland's willingness to trade freedoms for security of another kind, Myrdal came to appreciate the vital role the American press could play in challenging the status quo of race relations.

In Sweden, newspapers wanted to report the news but were blocked by the government. In America, the First Amendment kept the government in check, but the press, other than black newspapers and a handful of liberal southern editors, simply didn't recognize racism in America as a story. The segregation of the Negro in America, by law in the South and by neighborhood and social and economic stratification in the North, had engulfed the press as well as America's citizens. The mainstream American press wrote about whites but seldom about Negro Americans or discrimination against them; that was left to the Negro press.

Myrdal had a clear understanding of the Negro press's role in fostering positive discontent. He saw the essential leadership role that southern moderate and liberal white editors were playing by speaking out against institutionalized race discrimination, yet he was aware of the anguish they felt as the pressure to conform intensified. There was also the segregationist press in the South that dehumanized Negroes in print and suppressed the biggest story in their midst. And he came to see the northern press—and the national press, such as it was—as the best hope for force-feeding the rest of the nation a diet so loaded with stories about the cruelty of racism that it would have to rise up in protest.

“The Northerner does not have his social conscience and all his political thinking permeated with the Negro problem as the Southerner does,” Myrdal wrote in the second chapter of An American Dilemma. “Rather, he succeeds in forgetting about it most of the time. The Northern newspapers help him by minimizing all Negro news, except crime news. The Northerners want to hear as little as possible about the Negroes, both in the South and in the North, and they have, of course, good reasons for that.

“The result is an astonishing ignorance about the Negro on the part of the white public in the North. White Southerners, too, are ignorant of many phases of the Negro's life, but their ignorance has not such a simple and unemotional character as that in the North. There are many educated Northerners who are well informed about foreign problems but almost absolutely ignorant about Negro conditions both in their own city and in the nation as a whole.”5

Left to their own devices, white people in America would want to keep it that way, Myrdal wrote. They'd prefer to be able to accept the stereotype that Negroes “are criminal and of disgustingly, but somewhat enticingly, loose sexual morals; that they are religious and have a gift for dancing and singing; and that they are the happy-go-lucky children of nature who get a kick out of life which white people are too civilized to get.”6

Myrdal concluded that there was one barrier between the white northerner's ignorance and his sense of outrage that the creed was being poisoned. That barrier was knowledge, incontrovertible information that was strong enough, graphic enough, and constant enough to overcome “the opportunistic desire of the whites for ignorance.”

“A great many Northerners, perhaps the majority, get shocked and shaken in their conscience when they learn the facts,” Myrdal wrote. “The average Northerner does not understand the reality and the effects of such discriminations as those in which he himself is taking part in his routine of life.”

Then, underscoring his point in italics, Myrdal reached the conclusion that would prove to be uncannily prescient. Even before he got to the fiftieth page of his tome, he wrote, “To get publicity is of the highest strategic importance to the Negro people.”

He added, “There is no doubt, in the writer's opinion, that a great majority of white people in America would be prepared to give the Negro a substantially better deal if they knew the facts.”7

The future of race relations, Myrdal believed, rested largely in the hands of the American press.



An American Dilemma was both a portrait of segregation and a mirror in which an emerging generation of southerners would measure themselves. In a few short years, the book would have a personal impact on a core group of journalists, judges, lawyers, and academicians, who, in turn, would exercise influence on race relations in the South over the next two decades. The book would become a cornerstone of the Supreme Court's landmark verdict against school segregation a full decade later, and it would become a touchstone by which progressive journalists, both southern and northern, would measure how far the South had come, how far it had to go, and the extent of their roles and responsibilities.

The Myrdal investigation was so incisive and comprehensive—monumental, even—that it would for many years remain a mandatory starting point for anyone seriously studying race in the United States. Its timing was perfect. Most of its fieldwork occurred in the three years before the United States entered World War II, a period in which segregation in the South was as rigid as it ever got. The book ran 1,483 pages long yet was a distillation of a raw product that included 44 monographs totaling 15,000 pages8.

More remarkable than the study's impact was its foresight. The coming years would prove, time and again, the extraordinary connection between news coverage of race discrimination—publicity, as Myrdal called it—and the emerging protest against discrimination—the civil rights movement, as it became known. That movement grew to be the most dynamic American news story of the last half of the twentieth century.

At no other time in U.S. history were the news media—another phrase that did not exist at the time—more influential than they were in the 1950s and 1960s, sometimes for better, sometimes for worse. From the news coverage came significant and enduring changes not only in the civil rights movement but also in the way the print and television media did their jobs. There is little in American society that was not altered by the civil rights movement. There is little in the civil rights movement that was not changed by the news coverage of it. And there is little in the way the news media operate that was not influenced by their coverage of the movement.



An American Dilemma began with a decision by the Carnegie Corporation to conduct a comprehensive study of race in America, and especially of segregation and white supremacy in the South. Recalling the contribution of Alexis de Tocqueville, a Frenchman, in his book Democracy in America, the foundation decided its racial study should be headed by a non-American scholar from a country with no history of colonialism or racial domination.

In the beginning, Myrdal declined the Carnegie offer. He was, after all, a member of the House of the Swedish Parliament, the rough equivalent of the U.S. Senate. He was also a director of the national bank at a moment when Sweden was hobbled by economic depression. He would have to resign both positions and take leave from a prestigious chair in economics at the University of Stockholm, where he was considered one of the nation's most brilliant academics. What's more, the Myrdals had recently found an ideological home and leadership positions in the reform policies of the Social Democratic Party, which favored social engineering and economic planning.

He was fluent in English and no stranger to the United States. He and Alva, a psychologist, had been fellows in the Rockefeller Foundation's social science program in 1929–30. He had refused the Rockefeller Foundation traveling fellowship for himself until the foundation agreed to make Alva a fellow as well.9 No one at the foundation had reason to regret the deal. Indeed, officials of the Rockefeller Foundation regarded Gunnar Myrdal as one of the program's great successes and recommended him with enthusiasm to Frederick P. Keppel, president of the Carnegie Corporation.

After saying no, Myrdal changed his mind, but only on the condition that he have complete control over planning the study. The foundation agreed. Myrdal became enthusiastic. “I shall work on the Negro—I will do nothing else,” he wrote. “I shall think and dream of the Negro 24 hours a day. . . .”10

He began work in September 1938, almost immediately on his arrival, and plunged into it with confidence; he viewed himself as “born abnormally curious” and specially suited to the investigation of a complicated social problem.11

On his first field trip, Myrdal was accompanied by his primary researcher and writer, Ralph Bunche, a UCLA- and Harvard-educated Negro whose urbane presence was more jarring than Myrdal's in some parts of the South. Myrdal was stunned by what he saw. Though prepared for the worst, the Swedish economist had not anticipated anything like this. “I didn't realize,” he promptly wrote his sponsor, Keppel, “what a terrible problem you have put me into. I mean we are horrified.”12

To get an understanding of segregation, the talkative Myrdal and his team moved through the southern states, absorbing experiences, data, impressions, previous studies, and viewpoints.13 The South they discovered was but a single lifetime, fifty-six years, removed from the end of Reconstruction.

As an economist, he was staggered by the material plight of Negroes. It was so grindingly desperate that only one word seemed to describe it: pathological. For southern Negroes, poverty had become a disease of epidemic proportions. “Except for a small minority enjoying upper or middle class status, the masses of American Negroes, in the rural south and in the segregated slum quarters in southern cities, are destitute,” Myrdal wrote. “They own little property; even their household goods are mostly inadequate and dilapidated. Their incomes are not only low but irregular. They thus live day to day and have scant security for the future.”14

Under slavery, whites had used Negroes as domestic servants and field hands, but also as artisans and craftsmen. On the typical plantation, slaves had erected houses and barns, shod the horses and mules, and repaired whatever needed repairing. After Reconstruction, the folklore developed among whites that Negroes were not mechanically inclined, and they were excluded in industry from all but janitorial, laboring, and other menial jobs. Although new industries were created and old ones expanded in the boom years of the 1920s, Negroes didn't benefit significantly. “Gas and electrical companies have never used Negroes to any appreciable degree,” Myrdal wrote. “Negroes don't operate streetcars and buses. Telegraph and telephone companies exclude them almost altogether. Furniture factories depend in the main on white labor. The vast expansion in wholesale and retail trade, banking, insurance, and brokerage benefited the Negroes only so far as they could be used as delivery men, porters, janitors, charwomen and so on.”15

As bad as the economic conditions were, Myrdal found that the treatment of Negroes in the courts was worse. Whites tended to respect the justice system. Negroes were terrified of it. Whites were the judges, the jurors, the bailiffs, the court clerks, the stenographers, the arresting officers, and the jailers. Only the instruments of execution—the electric chair and the gas chamber—were desegregated, used for whites and Negroes alike. In this case, desegregation didn't mean fairness. Negroes were far more likely than whites to be put to death. Though they made up one third of the population across the South, Negroes received twice as many death sentences as whites.16

Neither a Negro's person nor his property was safe in the courts, Myrdal concluded. Whites could cheat and steal from Negroes, knowing that when it was white testimony against Negro, white almost always prevailed. Grand juries were notorious for seldom indicting a white man if his accuser was Negro. Myrdal couldn't find a single case in which a grand jury had indicted a white man for participating in a lynch mob, although some lynchers were named, even caught by newspaper photographers, as they stood smiling a few yards from the dangling feet of lifeless bodies.17

Discrimination against Negroes was also widespread in the voting process. “Most of the time the Negro is not allowed to register or to vote, and he might risk anything up to his life in attempting to do it,” Myrdal wrote. “But sometimes he is allowed: because he is a ‘good nigger,’ because ‘he has the right,’ because his voting ‘proves’ there is no discrimination, or for no particular reason at all, or just for the fun of doing the opposite of what is expected.”18

Myrdal found no weakening in the resolve of southern whites to deprive Negroes of equal educational opportunities. They said they were prepared to support the U.S. Supreme Court's 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson ruling that separation was permissible so long as Negroes were provided with substantially equal facilities. But their eloquence in defense of Plessy was but a thin disguise for their contempt for—and fear of—Negro education. While politicians often said Negroes' illiteracy and ignorance were reasons for denying them the vote, government spending almost everywhere in the South was significantly less for Negro education than for white schooling. In segregated states as a whole in 1933–34, Negro elementary teachers struggled with 26 percent more pupils in their classrooms than white teachers and with considerably less pay for doing so. Negro teachers' pay was $510 a year, whites received $833.19

Despite the obstacles, a Negro middle class had emerged, and from it came the teachers that white people counted on for the segregated schools, the ministers for the churches, the undertakers to handle funeral arrangements and corpse preparation—and, especially significant to Myrdal, the blacks who ran their own newspapers.

Myrdal, the foreigner, saw clearly what even the most astute Americans saw only dimly, if at all: that the black press was at the center of a developing Negro protest in the United States. But if the protest were to succeed, the mainstream press—the white press—would have to discover racial discrimination and write about it so candidly and so repeatedly that white Americans outside the South could no longer look the other way. Then they would see segregation, white supremacy, and black disenfranchisement as being at odds with the American conscience (or creed, as Myrdal called it) and demand change.

Given the dearth of national coverage, it is remarkable that Myrdal came to believe that the best hope for Negroes was to attract national attention—“publicity.” No major publication had a news bureau in the South. Even so thorough a paper as The New York Times wrote about antisegregationist leaders and organizations almost entirely on the inside pages, when it reported on them at all. Only once between 1935 and 1940, in a story involving A. Philip Randolph, the Negro labor leader, did the Times run a front-page story mentioning the name of any of the country's leading Negro racial reformists. Neither Walter White, executive secretary of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, nor William E. Burghardt Du Bois, the brilliant sociologist and editor of the NAACP's The Crisis magazine, made it onto the Times' front page during that five-year period.20

What Myrdal missed was how protracted the struggle within the press would be, how strongly the northern publications would be loathed by most southern newspapers, and how a small band of liberal white southern editors would become their region's conscience. He did not anticipate how the northern press would overcome a predisposition to local news in order to play up the southern racial story. He did not anticipate how all of this would occur while many southern journalists, and virtually all of the region's politicians, decried the northern press for hiding its own racial problems while laying bare the South's.

What would it take for the northern press to see that race in America was an ongoing story of massive importance? When would a turning point come? Would the change in the press be evolutionary? What would precipitate it? Would it come at all?



CHAPTER 2

“A FIGHTING PRESS”

If Myrdal's research had relied upon Frank Luther Mott's biblically revered 1941 textbook on the profession, American Journalism, he might have missed altogether the only newspapers that were covering race in any meaningful way. Mott devoted a mere half sentence to the Negro press—a passing reference to Frederick Douglass.1

Before World War II, Negro newspapers drew such little notice from their white counterparts that even when they clearly had the inside track on a story of national importance, the white press tended to ignore it. When A. Philip Randolph warned in 1941 that “a wave of bitter resentment, disillusionment and desperation was sweeping over the Negro masses” and that it might erupt into “blind, reckless and undisciplined outbursts of emotional indignation,” accounts of his statements in the Negro newspapers were largely ignored by the white press. When Randolph a year later decried the lack of Negro employment in defense industries and insisted that 10,000 Negroes—later upped to 100,000—would march on Washington in a protest guided by a Gandhian commitment to nonviolence, he got little coverage in the white press.2

But all the warnings, all the harbingers, all the reports exploded onto the pages of Negro newspapers. Across the South, almost without limitation, Negroes had access to black weeklies that ridiculed white hypocrisy, spoke out bitterly against racial injustice, reinterpreted the mainstream press, and covered Negro social and religious organizations in detail. “It is,” Myrdal said, “a fighting press,”3 and he was in awe of the fact that Negro newspapers enjoyed—strangely—the kind of freedom of expression that might have meant death to the lone Negro who dared to make such utterances in some parts of the South.

Myrdal understood that white newspapers were written for whites and Negro papers for Negroes. He could see that Negroes were most likely to appear in white newspapers only if they committed a crime against whites and that Negro institutions and organizations were seldom covered, except in a smattering of southern dailies with “black star” editions that were distributed only in Negro neighborhoods.

But how could the Negro press attack white power with such impunity? Myrdal theorized that whites simply didn't read Negro newspapers and were unaware of their militancy, even of their existence. Perhaps, he mused, the Negro press was tolerated because of something more fundamental in the American outlook, a “certain abstract feeling among all Americans for the freedom of the press which, even in the South, covers the Negro newspapers.”4

Whatever the reasons, the Negro press clearly understood that its audience wanted racial inequities in America examined and denounced. This had been the case since March 16, 1827, when the country's first Negro newspaper, Freedom's Journal, had gone on New York streets to oppose slavery and push for full rights for Negro Americans. “We want to plead our own case,” said its publishers, John B. Russwurm and the Reverend Samuel E. Cornish, in the first issue. “Too long have others spoken for us.”5



In its short life—three years—it set two enduring standards: henceforth, most Negro newspapers in the United States would live hard and die young. By 1951, there had been 2,700 Negro papers, fewer than 175 of which were still around. On average, they died after nine years of publication.6

But the more important standard was the legacy of protest. The earliest newspapers, both Negro and white, were primarily advocates and special pleaders. But long after white papers had turned to coverage of general-interest news, their Negro counterparts remained loud, clear instruments of protest, by turns educative and provocative. And for virtually all of their history into the 1950s, they had the race story all to themselves.

That so many Negro newspapers were coming and going for 120 years on the mass of land between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, Mexico, and Canada is itself remarkable. More extraordinary is that white people did not know about it.

By the late 1800s and early 1900s, interest was growing among Negroes in newspapers that would reflect their lives, tell their stories, and give them political insight and social guidance. Literacy was up, and so, in a small way, was the income available to purchase newspapers. Churches and religious organizations became involved in publishing and found support from various northern welfare and missionary groups working in the South. As more Negroes became eligible to vote, newspapers fed a new hunger for political coverage.7

Very quickly, papers that would become the most insistent and most effective advocates of civil rights were created. In Baltimore in 1907, a Sunday school superintendent, John H. Murphy, Sr., whose full-time job was as a whitewasher, created the Baltimore Afro-American. He vowed on the paper's masthead to “stay out of politics except to expose corruption and condemn injustice, race prejudice and the cowardice of compromise.”

In Chicago, Robert S. Abbott, a Georgia-born lawyer whose tar-black skin caused him to be ridiculed and rejected by other Negroes, pumped a little money and a lot of gumption into creating the Chicago Defender in 19058—which a decade later claimed a stunning 230,000 circulation.9

The Norfolk Journal and Guide, which would come to have a circulation and influence far beyond its home base, began as a fraternal publication. Taken over in 1909 by P. B. Young, Sr., the Journal and Guide espoused a conservatism that reflected Young's close association with the gradualist Booker T. Washington; the paper, like Young himself, became more progressive in the years following the latter's death. And in 1910, the presses started rolling at The Pittsburgh Courier.

Those and other Negro newspapers began publishing at a time, unlike any other, when four of the most dynamic, strong-willed, and persuasive black leaders in the nation's history shared a common stage, even as they divided Negro thought. Each came with his own journalistic base and retinue, each had his own devoted following, and each helped crystallize the debate that Negro editors would wrestle with for the next seventy-five years.

Booker T. Washington's accommodationist views were evident in his own newspaper, the New York Age, and other ostensibly independent papers that he infused with thousands of dollars to spread his gospel.10 W. E. B. Du Bois, as much as anyone, led the break from Washington and toward a more confrontational strategy. The Massachusetts-born sociologist's crisp, aggressive editorial attacks against discrimination were the hallmark of The Crisis, the NAACP's monthly magazine. It began in 1910 with a circulation of 1,000; within three years, 30,000 copies were being circulated; and by 1920, it was selling 95,000 copies each month.11

The most relentless advocate for mass action was A. Philip Randolph, coauthor of the monthly Messenger. The socialist pitch of this self-described “magazine of scientific radicalism” may not have had widespread appeal among the Negro masses, but its strident criticism of black leaders who weakened in the face of white persuasion was popular well beyond the Negro trade unions that viewed it as their official mouthpiece.12 And the angry separatist push of Marcus Garvey, who had been a printer before he became an advocate, was touted in his own newspapers, most prominently The Negro World, which routinely lacerated other notable blacks.

Though operating at odds that frequently became intensely personal, these four men pushed the outer limits of the debate and defined the journalistic tone for the more mainstream press. The Defender, the Afro-American, the Journal and Guide, and the Courier survived without conforming to the white press's notions about separating objective news from subjective editorials.

Readers of Negro newspapers, in the North and South, got a heavy dose of news, opinion, and polemic, sometimes blended together. In presenting a constant flow of reports about the brutality, mayhem, and deprivation caused by race discrimination, the Negro press sought not to take its readers' minds off their troubles, as one analyst pointedly put it, but precisely to keep their minds on them.13

World War I presented a dilemma for Negro editors. They wanted to support the war effort, and did, but they were troubled that the need to “make the world safe for democracy” was undercutting the push to make the United States a battleground in the fight for equal opportunity. The pressure on Negro editors to support the war effort without reservation came not merely from the cresting wave of national patriotism; the war was generating thousands of jobs for Negroes, many of them in the backyards of the most important Negro newspapers of the North.

Sacks full of letters flowed into the newsrooms of northern Negro papers, many of them barely literate scrawlings from southern readers seeking subscriptions and more information about jobs, housing, bus schedules, and all the golden opportunities ballyhooed in each week's editions. At the same time, readers' demand increased for more coverage of Negro soldiers at war. Circulation rose, largely and ironically because of a war the Negro press felt reluctant to support unconditionally.

There was one exception to the latitude white leaders gave the Negro press: when the newspapers criticized the government for taking the nation to war abroad when it hadn't resolved problems at home, they paid a price. In World War I, Negro newspapers were not spared by the freshly adopted federal antisedition laws. After the editor of a paper in San Antonio criticized the army for hanging thirteen Negro soldiers and sentencing forty-one others to life imprisonment following a 1917 Houston uprising that had killed seventeen white people, the editor was convicted of disloyalty and sent to Leavenworth for two years.14 In the summer of 1918, Randolph and Chandler Owen, co-editors of the Messenger, spent two days in jail on charges of treason; copies of their magazine were confiscated, and they lost their second-class mailing privileges because of their antiwar speeches and articles.15

Bridling at any suggestion that criticism of race discrimination in the United States might hurt the war effort,16 Negro editors kept their spotlight aimed on unequal treatment, particularly against Negro troops at home and abroad. They treated aberrant, disloyal, or mutinous behavior by black soldiers as the natural consequence of race discrimination.17

All the newspapers found a common result from their coverage: readers wanted more—from the front lines, the sidelines, and in between the lines. Negro papers, with few limits on the infusion of drama and parochialism, filled their pages with personal and effusive stories about the essential importance, valor, and loyalty of Negro soldiers. The war was a marketing bonanza.



The black press came out of World War I reasserting its role as crusader, muscling its way into the white political domain, and still encouraging one of the greatest mass movements in the nation's history: the migration of southern Negroes to the North. Circulation grew prodigiously, to more than a million copies each week.18

By the early 1920s, northern Negro papers, sent by mail, bus, and train, had reached deep into the South. The Chicago Defender, with a circulation of more than 150,000, was selling more than two thirds of its copies outside Chicago.19 Over the next several decades, the major Negro newspapers developed networks of bureaus, zoned editions, and national editions, making it possible to pick up the Defender just as readily in Alabama or Mississippi. The Afro-American fought for dominance in Maryland, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Virginia, often competing head to head with Norfolk's Journal and Guide, the largest of the southern weeklies. The Pittsburgh Courier sold widely across the South and was easily the largest of all the Negro papers.

Negroes in the southern and border states had no shortage of indigenous race newspapers as well; indeed, most Negro newspapers were published in the South. The southern press sometimes tiptoed around local issues and customs, but on national and regional matters, they were no less militant than their northern counterparts.

The existing papers were achieving higher circulations, and newer ones were reaching the streets every day.20 The close of the war also produced several national Negro news services, the largest and most enduring of which was the Associated Negro Press. A cooperative whose members provided news to the service and shared its expenses, the ANP could never truly call itself a wire service: the items it gathered from correspondents across the nation were distributed to its clients by mail.

With growth came influence and, for the newspaper publishers, a measure of prosperity. An examination of the social and economic trends in the South in the early 1920s concluded that the Negro press had become “the greatest single power in the Negro race.”21

Its explosive gains in circulation had explanations that went beyond race-angled political crusades and campaigns for self-improvement. The papers, however inconsistently, were full of voices; Negro papers gave more of their space to columnists than did the white press.

Thomas Sancton, a white New Orleans writer who later became managing editor of The New Republic, was impressed by the Negro newspapers. “In some of their columns, fierceness is apparent in every sentence. In others, it lies beneath a calm and subtle prose, and sometimes dullness,” he observed in 1943.

“The white reader will not find dullness very often. Almost everything in the Negro press will be new to him, or if not new, written in a strange new key. Sometimes these columnists are inaccurate with facts and careless in their attitudes. But the white reader must be careful about what he allows to anger him, for there is a vast amount of raw, solid fact which they handle well within the bounds of accuracy, and which the white reader simply has got to gulp down and let it educate him. . . . There are a lot of white columnists and reporters who are drawing pay today on writing they did in the 1920s, and their weariness is inescapable. The white reader doesn't find this weariness in the Negro columnists. They live and write at the beginning of a new era for their people, and they are swept along by it.”22

The bread and butter of Negro newspapers were stories touting some new achievement by Negroes in business, literature, the arts, or something much less momentous. The reports, which fairly screamed at readers, tended to be skimpy on facts and heavy on hyperbole. “The appointments of Negroes to minor positions in the federal and state governments are reported as great achievements,” the black sociologist E. Franklin Frazier complained. “In the Negro press, police magistrates become judges. As the result of the exaggeration of the achievements of Negroes, myths grow up about the accomplishments of Negroes. Myths grow up concerning the importance of books written by Negroes. A Negro student who makes a good record in a northern university may be reported to be a genius. The awarding of a doctorate to a Negro by a northern university is still reported as if it had great significance.”23

For all their interest in bettering the opportunities for their race, Negro publishers found, as did their white counterparts, that stratospheric circulation and the influence that went with it could more easily be theirs in exchange for muckraking, for stories of sensational crimes (especially race crimes and race-sex crimes), and for coverage of lynchings and riots—all captured in bold, uppercase, jugular-squeezing, groin-grabbing headlines.24 There was ongoing concern among Negro leaders that the Negro weeklies, stricken by a sensationalist fever, had succumbed to the same maladies of carelessness, inadequate corroboration, distortion, and flamboyance as the white Hearst dailies had.25

The Chicago Defender frequently went overboard in its early years, particularly when providing southern Negroes one-sided and alluring portraits of Chicago and the North as the Promised Land. When it was competitive on race stories with the white dailies, the Defender was not reluctant to stretch the truth in some stories and just plain fabricate others—in ways that Abbott's otherwise admiring biographer, Roi Ottley, concluded were not harmless. During racial confrontations, the Defender would design, for the front page, box scores showing how many Negroes had been injured and killed versus how many whites; it was a technique some segregationist southern newspapers would adopt during racial battles nearly fifty years later. “It produced a feeling that the score must be kept even—that is, on an eye-for-an-eye basis,” Ottley later wrote.26

In the era between the world wars, the black press broadened its coverage areas, but never to the point of neglecting lynchings and other sensational atrocities against Negroes. In one view, the coverage of lynchings was good copy to throw at a readership that tended to be lower class. In another, the coverage was partly responsible for the reduction in the violence.27

Typically, lynch stories were assigned not to local correspondents but to staff reporters operating out of Chicago, Cleveland, Kansas City, Baltimore, New York, and other cities. Spending long hours on buses and trains, the reporters moved across the South, working their way into backwater towns where white dominance frequently slipped into tyranny.

One of those journalists was Vincent Tubbs, a Baltimore Afro-American reporter whose career climb to correspondent in the South Pacific in World War II began in Dallas when he was six and stood on a box to feed the printing press that was the source of his father's livelihood. By the time Tubbs was twenty-six, he had graduated from Morehouse College and worked for four Negro newspapers, each bigger and better than the previous one.

Tubbs got an early taste of the competitive nature of the Negro papers along the eastern seaboard. While he was serving as bureau chief of the Richmond edition of the Norfolk Journal and Guide for $25 a week, the publisher of the paper, P. B. Young, heard that Tubbs had been seen with the Richmond bureau chief of the Afro-American. Tubbs had consorted with the enemy. “You're fired,” the Norfolk publisher told him. The Afro-American quickly hired him and gave him a $5-a-week pay increase. “I was moving up,” Tubbs said later. Part of moving up meant taking on the challenging assignment, in 1941, of “lynch reporter.”

At his desk in Baltimore, the call might come from Sikeston, Missouri, from Texarkana, Arkansas, or from any number of remote spots he knew nothing about. There had been a lynching, he would be told, and off he'd go, always unsure whether he'd be able to find lodging, a ride, or anything resembling a friendly reception. The reporter would not be heard from again until he got the story—or didn't. “When I got on the train, I was on my own until I got back,” Tubbs recalled years later. “I mean, there was no communication with anybody.”

White journalists could drive themselves into town and not draw suspicion. Not Negro reporters. Tubbs would have to get off the bus one town earlier than his destination, stash his city duds, throw on some local garb, muss himself up to blend with the local scenery, and hitchhike, Old Black Joe–like, to where the lynching had taken place. He'd hope to get in a couple of days of reporting, then slip out of town and hightail it either to a telephone where he could dictate his story or, if his deadline permitted, to the home office, where he'd write it.

It didn't always work. In the early 1940s, in Texarkana, Arkansas, Tubbs was caught in the act of reporting. The sheriff ordered him into his patrol car, quizzed him, then delivered him to the chief of police, deeper into the Dante's Hell of southern law enforcement. After another series of questions disclosed Tubbs's mission, the chief put it plainly.

“Do you see that street?” He pointed out the window. “That is the borderline between Texas and Arkansas. Texas that side, and Arkansas over here.”

Sometimes a voice of authority is so clear that shouting would only diminish its power. Quietly, firmly, the chief concluded: “I'll give you five minutes, and I want you to be in Texas.”

“Of course,” Tubbs said in recalling that incident, “there was no dispute. In four minutes, I was in Texas.”28



Motivated by the discrimination that had stunted his own opportunities for a pro baseball career, Wendell Smith, sports editor of The Pittsburgh Courier, made integration of baseball his mission. He had some influence. Pittsburgh was home to two highly regarded Negro baseball teams, and the Courier was the largest Negro newspaper in the nation. It was Smith who first mentioned a young player named Jackie Robinson to Branch Rickey, Sr., the president of the Brooklyn Dodgers.

Sam Lacy, a sportswriter for the Chicago Defender and later sports editor of the Baltimore Afro-American, combined vivid, persuasive writing with a strategic mind as he made personal appeals to the owners. Joe Bostic of the People's Voice, the Harlem newspaper founded by the pastor, and later congressman, Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., was the most aggressive of the group. His seething about discrimination was frequently reduced to mere angry cynicism.29

Though integration had the backing of some key white sportswriters, the Negro reporters pretty much operated alone. Typical of the opposition was this from Sporting News, the weekly statistical and informational bible of baseball: “There is not a single Negro player with major league possibilities.”30 Such arguments, it was plain, were smokescreens. Ultimately, as advocates of integration knew, the decision would rest with the baseball owners, who would look to their commissioner for guidance. There were no laws, rules, or regulations banning mixing on the diamond.

The Courier's campaign was built on reporting stories of inequality, not on editorial harangues. Wendell Smith started out with his own poll of racial attitudes in the National League. He found that 80 percent of the league's players and managers had no objections to integration. Plenty of major leaguers, including southerners, hit the barnstorming road every off-season, playing in competitive games with Negroes.31

In 1942 and 1943, an owner here and there scheduled halfhearted tryouts for Negroes, including Jackie Robinson.32 But in 1943, Sam Lacy, writing for the Chicago Defender, got the baseball owners to hear a personal appeal from him. Lacy was accustomed to setbacks, but he was not prepared for what happened next. His own paper, the Defender, picked him off clean. It decided to send the actor and former all-American football player Paul Robeson, instead of Lacy, to meet with the owners.

Fine actor and a credit to the race, Lacy thought, but Robeson had too many Communist ties at a time when Lacy and Wendell Smith had decided the Communist Party's efforts to integrate baseball were backfiring. The team owners listened to Robeson, then did nothing. Lacy quit the Defender and joined the Baltimore Afro-American.33 Soon after the 1944 season, Lacy suggested to the owners that they establish a committee to examine the possibilities of integrating baseball. “It will be a step in the right direction,” he wrote, adding that a step, when he really wanted to leap, was “a sort of compromise for me as a colored man in that it embraces the element of ‘appeasement.’ ”34

The owners agreed to let Lacy address their group. He set forth his proposal, and the owners formed a Major League Committee on Baseball Integration, naming Lacy to it. But the committee foundered when Larry MacPhail, president of the New York Yankees, managed to prevent every scheduled meeting from taking place. One day Rickey went to the despondent Lacy. “Well, Sam, maybe we'll forget about Mr. MacPhail,” Rickey said. “Maybe we'll just give up on him and let nature take its course.' ”35

It was inconceivable at the time that there was a hidden meaning behind Rickey's words. But there was. From the front office of his baseball organization, Rickey had seen the tide starting to turn. Months before the end of the war, he had quietly begun making preparations. Looking for studies that might make the desegregation of his team easier, he had read widely in sociology, history, and race relations, including An American Dilemma. The crusade by the Negro press was providing the precise dynamic that Myrdal felt most essential for improvement of the blacks' lives: creating publicity. The Negro press was making Rickey's secret plan more plausible.

.                           .                           .

In the first months after the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, the mainstream press in the United States was focused on one overriding story: the mobilization of American armed forces and its factories into a war machine. But the nation's Negro papers were in a quandary. Should they support the war? Or sit on their hands? They had been in this position twenty-three years earlier. The betrayal that many Negro editors had felt after World War I, when they had given their support and gotten nothing in return, survived during World War II.

The pressure to withhold their advocacy of the war machinery, and to keep hammering away against discrimination on the home front, came from subscribers and the general Negro population. “ It would surprise and startle the majority of white Americans if they knew what the so-called mass of Negroes is thinking,” the editor of The Philadelphia Tribune, E. Washington Rhodes, said during the war. “The mass of Negroes is more radical than [Norfolk editor] P. B. Young and those of us who publish Negro newspapers. Anyone would tell you that a lot of Negroes are saying that they should not participate in this war.”36

“We are on the spot,” the Norfolk Journal and Guide wrote in the spring of 1942. “Our people cry out in anguish: This is no time to stick to a middle of the road policy; help us get some of the blessings of Democracy here at home first before you jump on the free-the-other-peoples bandwagon.”37

Two weeks after Pearl Harbor, the Chicago Defender stated its case—and its dilemma: “The Negro press will not blemish its magnificent record of sound patriotism by indulging in subversive advocacy to the impairment of the national will. However, unless and until constitutional guarantees are suspended, the Negro press will continue to use its moral force against the mob in its criminal orgy, against such ultra violences as lynching, burning at [the] stake and judicial murder.”38

That might not qualify as disloyalty, the Roosevelt administration felt, but it resembled its evil twin, divided loyalty. Paramount to Roosevelt was his “Double V” campaign, pursuing victory at war and victory in his 1944 reelection bid. The Negro press was important to both wings of that campaign. The combined circulation of the papers was rising, in part because of the war coverage, from 1,265,000 in 1940 to 1,613,255 million in 1943, to 1,809,000 in 1945.39 Roosevelt understood that trying to run a war with the bitter opposition of a press that spoke to, and probably for, 13 million people, or 10 percent of the population, would be suicidal. Even more problematic was the issue of morale among Negro troops, who represented an even larger share, 16 percent, of the enlistments.40

From the Roosevelt administration, there was equal and opposite pressure on Negro newspapers to give their wholehearted support to the war effort and to back off their coverage of discrimination. The antisedition laws were still there, and so was the threat they would be used. The government had agencies, including the J. Edgar Hoover–led FBI, that had the power to intimidate the Negro press, and seemed prepared to use it.

In the end, the Negro press's path was chosen for it by a cafeteria worker in Wichita, who wrote The Pittsburgh Courier an impassioned letter that evoked all the emotional conflicts and contradictions facing many Negro Americans. Bearing the title “Should I Sacrifice to Live Half American?” James G. Thompson's letter suggested that “we colored Americans adopt the double VV for a double victory. The first V for victory over our enemies from without, the second V for victory over our enemies from within. For surely those who perpetuate these ugly prejudices here are seeking to destroy our democratic form of government just as surely as the Axis forces.”41

Readers' reaction was immediate, and the Courier swung into action. Its issue the week after Thompson's letter presented four Double V drawings; a week later, the paper announced a full-scale campaign. By the end of the first month, in each issue, the paper was running more than 340 column inches—roughly three full pages—of stories, photographs, and graphics.42 And 200,000 people each week were buying it.

The counter–Double V campaign became a national cause for the Negro press—as well as a poke in the eye of the Roosevelt administration and a jab in the ribs to other federal authorities, such as Hoover. During the course of the war, Hoover launched investigations into the content of news stories in the Negro press, tried to interest Justice Department prosecutors in bringing sedition charges against some, and routinely sent his men to quiz editors about their criticisms of race discrimination, or of Hoover himself.43

Negro papers said they suffered inexplicable cutbacks and limits in newsprint supplies, as well as investigations by the Justice Department and the FBI, the Post Office, the Office of Facts and Figures, the Office of War Information, and the Office of Censorship.44

The enthusiasm of Negro columnists and editorial writers for the Double V campaign led them to become even bolder as the war progressed, pushing for an end to all segregation when peace came, if not sooner. Even the most liberal of white southern editors were shocked by the Negro press's expectations. After all, liberal editors became pariahs among many segregationists not by advocating racial integration but by opposing demagogic politicians, calling for better Negro schools, and campaigning against lynching and the poll tax. Sometimes they went a bit further, but they always stopped short of advocating an end to segregation. That, they believed, could invite racial cataclysm.

Virginius Dabney, the editor of the Richmond Times-Dispatch, who had himself argued editorially for equal pay for Negro teachers and an end to separate seating on wartime buses, couldn't believe what he was reading in the Negro press and decided to write national magazine articles calling for moderation. “Liberal minded whites concede that many grievances of the Negroes should be corrected, and they concede, further, that the Negro's disabilities are often the fault of whites,” he wrote in Saturday Review of Literature. “But they cannot view with other than apprehension the speed with which Negro leadership, as exemplified in the Negro press, is pushing matters to a climax. Many Southerners who have long been conspicuous champions of Negro rights, and some Northerners as well, are saying that much can be done hereafter by evolutionary processes in providing better levels of living and more valid opportunities for the Negroes, but that the current effort to effect a drastic revolution overnight can only result in violence and bitterness, with the Negro suffering heavily, in the end.”45

His fears were shared by Mark Ethridge, the Mississippi-born publisher of the Louisville Courier-Journal, who was widely recognized as the dean of the handful of liberal editors in segregated states. “Those Negro newspaper editors who demand ‘all or nothing’ are playing into the hands of the white demagogues,” he said in a speech. “There is no power in the world—not even all the mechanized armies of the earth, Allied and Axis—which could now force the Southern white people to the abandonment of the principle of social segregation.”46

Jonathan Daniels of the Raleigh News & Observer and Ralph McGill of The Atlanta Constitution muted their criticism of the Negro editors but said publicly that Negro progress could be made without ending segregation. McGill wrote in 1942 that the “Negro problem” was “economic almost entirely and not at all a ‘social equality’ problem.” He added, “Anyone with an ounce of common sense must see . . . that separation of the two races must be maintained in the South.”47 Daniels wrote, also in 1942 as the war intensified, that “sometimes it is easier to ask people to give their lives than to give up their prejudices.”48

Negro editors were dismayed by the reaction of the white liberal editors they regarded as their allies, but not enough to dampen their enthusiasm for full equality in the coming years. What the white editors did not see was that the Negro editors, perhaps without knowing it, were preparing new generations of their race for what would ultimately become the civil rights movement. The Negro press was ready for the future; it sensed it was on the cusp of one of the great stories in American history.

How long would it take the white press to share the vision?



CHAPTER 3

SOUTHERN EDITORS IN A TIME OF FERMENT



In September 1945, just weeks after the Japanese government surrendered to end World War II, Harry Ashmore and his wife, Barbara, drove their 1940 Ford convertible out of metropolitan Washington with a heady sense of relief. The former lieutenant colonel had just been honorably discharged after nearly four years of army duty. He had seen heavy fighting near Bastogne and in the Saar as assistant operations officer for the 95th Infantry Division. He received the Bronze Star with two oak-leaf clusters. He had spent his last three months of Army service in the Pentagon, where he had discovered that lieutenant colonels were as common as messengers and perhaps less useful. Now he was twenty-nine, a civilian at last, and on his way to a job with the Charlotte News, where he would become one of the rarest of southern journalists: a liberal newspaper editor.

For more than a dozen years, Ashmore would be at the forefront of that small group of white southern editors who would fight to open the southern mainstream to Negroes and to bring the South into the national mainstream. These were editors who, influenced by Mark Ethridge, Virginius Dabney, and Jonathan Daniels, underwent their own personal evolution on racial matters as they began assuming positions of importance in communities throughout the South.

There was Ashmore in Charlotte and later in Little Rock; Ralph McGill in Atlanta; Hodding Carter, Jr., in Greenville, Mississippi; Buford Boone in Tuscaloosa, Alabama; Lenoir Chambers in Norfolk, Virginia; Bill Baggs in Miami; and Hazel Brannon Smith in Lexington, Mississippi, among others. While most of their colleagues would address the paramount issues of the day in calls for resistance, in faint whispers of support for civil rights, or in silence, these editors would write and speak with the proselytic power and majesty of the newly converted. While each had local issues to tackle editorially, they could be relied on to push for national unity, obeying federal law, and rising above regionalism.

Ashmore did not expect it to be easy. While he was in Europe, he had received a letter from J. E. Dowd, the publisher of the Charlotte News, offering him a job after the war.

“Some day when the weariness has passed,” Ashmore had responded, trying to keep the door ajar, “I will want to get back into the old fight, of which this war is a military phase. I've come to believe that the important things, the essential freedoms, the democratic processes are luxuries, not inalienable rights, and the price we must pay for them is high. Sometimes we fight to preserve them with guns, sometimes with typewriters, but always we must stand ready to fight.” Rereading this paragraph many years later, Ashmore would be amused and add, “Whatever else may be said of it, this was a sentiment that would serve to winnow prospective employers.”1

It did not winnow Dowd, who seems not to have quailed at all. This appealed to Ashmore. So did the News's location, just across the state line from South Carolina, where he had spent all but six months of his life before entering the Army. He had grown up in Greenville, then a cotton mill town and shopping center where Negroes made up more than a quarter of the population. His father's mercantile business had gone into bankruptcy soon after the economic collapse of the late 1920s, and his mother had kept the family going by opening a boardinghouse. To help out, Harry had taken a paper route that veered into the poorest Negro neighborhood in town. Every morning, riding on dirt roads and past a fetid creek, he had seen the gaunt faces, distended bellies, and scabs that revealed tuberculosis, rickets, and pellagra. He had become aware of a standard of living beneath even that of the sharecropper: Negro residents had been systematically shut out of employment in the town's mills and retail businesses.2 “I can't claim that these sights and sounds suffused me with moral indignation,” he reflected later. “I had been conditioned to accept inequality as the natural order and I did not then equate it with injustice.”3

Starting in 1937 as a cub reporter on the afternoon paper, the Piedmont, in Greenville, he performed well covering the police beat, the courthouse, and city government. He wrote fluidly and with flair. After little more than a year, his city editor suggested that he might want to go north on his vacation and, with expenses paid by the paper, “defend the honor” of Greenville and, indeed, the South. President Roosevelt had declared the South the nation's number one economic problem, prompting northern reporters to document the low wages and sweatshop conditions in the South's stridently nonunion cotton mills. This offended the mill owners, nowhere more than in Greenville, which considered itself to be the textile center of the South. Clearly the time had come to write about the North's problems. And when the Piedmont asked other southern papers whether they might be interested in such a series, twenty-two signed up before a word had been written.

The young reporter found problems aplenty north of the Mason-Dixon Line, where he was on his first protracted visit. “In six snappy articles,” sniffed Time magazine, “the purposeful vacationist concluded that the North was as bad as the South.”4 The southern response was considerably more enthusiastic. As favorable mail began to appear on his desk from around the South, Ashmore started to reflect on his series and, by now feeling more contrition than pride, concluded that he had just provided fellow southerners with an excuse for not solving their own problems. He resolved that the series would be his only venture into the “you're another one” school of journalism.

He was soon elevated to the bigger paper in Greenville, the morning News, and was shortly thereafter packed off to Columbia, the state capital, to cover the South Carolina legislature, government, and politics. He took so well to political coverage that his friends thought he might have been a successful politician himself had his ambitions carried him in that direction. He had a gift for making friends, a keen eye for the ironic, and an anecdotist's sense of humor that he turned on himself more than on others. In Columbia, he had a front row center seat at the state legislature, where, he wrote later, he developed “a genuine fondness for the assorted jackleg lawyers, farmers, undertakers, hardware merchants and the like who stream in from the hills and plains to serve their interests while transacting the public's business.”5

In 1938, as Gunnar Myrdal was making his first swing into the South, Harry Ashmore was keeping a close watch on Ellison Durant Smith, a demagogue known by all as Cotton Ed, who was seeking reelection to the U.S. Senate from South Carolina. Cotton Ed made much of Roosevelt's interference in South Carolina politics and even more of his own record as a white supremacist. Wearing a Panama hat and a black string tie that accented his white linen suit, Cotton Ed charmed rural audiences, who gathered under chinaberry trees to hear him tell “The Phillydelphy Story.” This was Cotton Ed's account of how he had walked out of the Democratic National Convention in Philadelphia in 1936 as the opening prayer was being delivered by a Negro minister—in Cotton Ed's words, a “slew-footed, blue-gummed, kinky-headed Senegambian.”6



In 1941, while Hitler's armies tightened their hold on the countries they were occupying in Europe, and as Myrdal was returning to America to continue his race study, Ashmore was selected for a Nieman Fellowship, a program established to elevate the standards of journalism by annually financing a dozen reporters and editors to attend a year at Harvard University.

Ashmore's adjustment to Harvard was not totally comfortable. Barbara, his new wife, was from Massachusetts and liked it, but Ashmore thought he was being patronized. Several times he was welcomed by students and faculty who patted him on the shoulder as if he were in need of sympathy. He was not. “I was determined to go back South,” he said years later. “I wanted to see how the story came out.”7 True, he didn't agree with all its customs and practices, but what he didn't like, he would help change.

Just as he was beginning to feel comfortable at Harvard, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor and the nation was at war. By early February 1942, halfway through the academic year, he was on his way to Fort Benning, Georgia, his second lieutenant's commission having been activated. He was assigned to the 95th Division at Camp Swift, Texas, and would stay with it until the European phase of the war was over. All thirteen thousand men in the division were white, and Ashmore found himself, for the first time in his life, completely isolated from blacks. He would have only two brief encounters with Negroes during the next three years.8

Within three weeks of the victory in Europe, Ashmore was flown to the Pentagon, where it was suggested that he take some leave until an assignment could be arranged for him. He and Barbara thought this would be the perfect time—May 1945, a month ahead of the tourist season—to go to Nantucket for a second honeymoon. Ashmore thought he would also catch up on his reading. There was a new book, a hefty two-volume affair a year or so off the presses. He took it along. It was Myrdal's An American Dilemma.

The book impressed Ashmore, although Myrdal's writing did not overwhelm him. The book was tedious in places and repetitive, but full of insights and meticulous in its research and reporting. Myrdal sensed that World War II had set forces into motion that would ultimately force reform in the South, a belief that Ashmore shared. After all, the nation had just fought and won battles against racial bigotry and injustice in Europe; how could it condone them in America? This was one reason Ashmore wanted to return home; it might prove to be the most exciting part of the country in which to be a newspaperman.

With the war winding down, he easily found time to go to Charlotte and explore the job offer at the News. The proposal was that Ashmore be the paper's editorial voice, with the title of associate editor. The paper was notorious for its low pay and heavy workload, even in a region with unimpressive newsroom salaries. But it was famous in Carolina circles for attracting talent and giving it enough freedom to pursue good local stories, with special emphasis on the word “local.” It would not, the word was, have sent a reporter to see the Statue of Liberty piss.

On the other hand, it was almost certainly the most readable paper in the two Carolinas. One of the best-selling books in the opening months of World War II, See Here, Private Hargrove, had grown out of columns sent back to the paper by a former reporter, Marion Hargrove, as he suffered through basic training and other army attempts to indoctrinate him into military life. The editorial chair being offered to Ashmore had distinguished lineage. From 1937 to 1941, it had been held by W. J. Cash, author of The Mind of the South, which in time would be recognized as one of the most original and readable studies ever of the psyche of the southern white. With rhetoric that rolled from the page like thunder from a southern sky, the ever-fretting, ever-moody Cash examined the southerner's propensity toward violence, impulsiveness, and racial intolerance past the point of cruelty.9

Ashmore took the job and within a year had established himself as one of the South's freshest voices. He campaigned on his editorial page for better schools and better pay for teachers. He was for a two-party South. He especially wanted greater involvement of Negroes in the South's political and judicial systems: They should sit on juries, he felt, and no obstacles should be placed in their path to the voting booth. Although these stands were considerably more liberal fare than that being served up by the editorial page of The Charlotte Observer, the News's gray and conservative competitor, Ashmore was quick to note that they did not cause any great consternation in Charlotte. North Carolina was not Georgia or Mississippi. And nothing Ashmore was advocating constituted a breach in the social separation of the races. You can't be accused of advocating social equality when you say that Negroes have every right to vote. After all, Ashmore figured, “Intercourse of any sort was forbidden by law within a hundred feet of the polling place.”10

Meanwhile, the more established editors liked what they saw on the editorial pages of the News and reached out to young Ashmore. At the time, there were about a dozen liberal newspapers in the South, and their editors formed a tight-knit fraternity that was always on the lookout for kindred spirits. At his first meeting of the American Society of Newspaper Editors in the spring of 1946, Ashmore got to know Virginius Dabney and established an immediate kinship that they quickly reinforced with correspondence that would continue for years. Another close relationship, with Mark Ethridge, also developed from an editors' meeting. Skillful raconteurs, they charmed each other with stories from the South's political wars. The old lions of progressive thought in journalism delighted in knowing that their lineage would remain strong with Ashmore.

Later that year, when Georgia was faced with a dicey political problem—a winning incumbent governor who had died before he could be inaugurated for another term, and three men claiming to be the rightful heirs—Ashmore went to Atlanta to write on-the-scene editorials. While there, he contacted another member of the fraternity and initiated one of the closest friendships of his life—with Ralph McGill, the editor of The Atlanta Constitution.

.                           .                           .

Ralph Emerson McGill, whose name suggested a destiny that his upbringing did not, was a fellow southerner, born in Igou's Ferry in east Tennessee. The location fell between the towns of Soddy and Daisy, a tough little region that obstinately resisted the two purposes to which it was put: farming and coal mining. In ill health throughout his youth, the shy McGill had a hungry, open mind, an appealing modesty, and a lasting interest in virtually every enlightening influence that came his way: history, fiction, poetry, theater, and writing of all sorts. As a student at Vanderbilt University in the early 1920s, he was exposed to the Fugitives—the poets and faculty members John Crowe Ransom, Robert Penn Warren, Allen Tate, and Donald Davidson—who advocated the preservation of southern culture against the onslaught of modern industrialism, but who sought to shed old-fashioned artistic conventions. The group, which a decade later evolved into the Agrarian movement, was widely credited with launching the Southern Literary Renaissance.

As a cub reporter at the Nashville Banner, McGill was game for all sorts of assignments, ebullient in his attitude, a bit caught up in the romantic naughtiness of his newfound profession, and possessed by a muse whose ability to reach, touch, and grab readers seemed limitless. In Atlanta, McGill made his reputation as a sportswriter on the Constitution, but he had greater ambitions. He applied for a Rosenwald Fellowship, set up by the philanthropist and former Sears, Roebuck & Co. president Julius Rosenwald, to study farming innovations and rural education in Scandinavia.

When McGill's application came before the Rosenwald selection committee, one of its members took special note. Ethridge, then editor of The Telegraph in Macon, Georgia, said the committee felt McGill “was far too intelligent and too socially conscious to be a mere sports editor. If the cycle of sports writing could be broken, Ralph would come into his own.”11 McGill won the fellowship. One generation of progressive editors had given a lift to the next.

On his 193-day tour, McGill met Myrdal in Sweden even before the economist had started his race project, and watched as Hitler consolidated his power and stirred the masses with three-hour anti-Jewish harangues. “Here was an evil evangelist with something in his voice which thrilled men,” he wrote. “Even one hostile to him could feel the power of it, and see its effect on the men who listened.”12

While in Europe, McGill wrote more than two hundred columns and stories. Within ten days after his return to Atlanta in 1938, he was named executive editor of the Constitution, in charge of the paper's news, sports, and society departments. Still shaken by the racism he had encountered in Germany and having drawn parallels in his mind with the treatment of Negroes in the South, his first directive to department heads was that henceforth the Constitution would capitalize the word “Negro” whenever it was used. He may have been the first editor in the South to abandon the common practice among journalists in the region of writing the word with a lowercase n.

McGill had hoped that by the time of the governor's race in 1946, the experiences of Georgians at war against Hitler and fascism would have loosened their political attitudes and that they would reject old-fashioned race baiting. But such hopes were quickly stanched that year after the Supreme Court outlawed the all-white Democratic primary. Using the Supreme Court as his punching bag, Gene Talmadge, a gallous-snapping white supremacist, unleashed the most racist campaign the South had seen since the 1930s. He assailed the high court and accused McGill and James Carmichael, the candidate McGill was supporting, of plotting to integrate the races. McGill and Talmadge had a history of highly public, rawboned political warfare, and Talmadge aimed his most pointed and most popular stump barbs at “Rosenwald Ralph.”

McGill, by serving briefly and unwisely on the state payroll as state athletic director years earlier, had provided Talmadge the ammunition he needed. As part of his traveling campaign theater, Talmadge the impresario would be trailed by a scraggly backwoods equivalent of a Greek chorus, the doltish “Tree-Climbing Haggards,” who would hoist themselves into trees at his campaign appearances and blurt, on cue, “Tell 'em about ole Ralph McGill, Gene.” Talmadge would nod and yell back, “I'm a-comin' to that!” Then, to a rousing reception, he'd pull out the state checks that had been paid to McGill.13

Although McGill's candidate, Carmichael, led the balloting in popular votes, the state's well-established anti-Atlanta method of electoral mathematics, known as the county unit system, gave more weight to votes from rural counties, where racial fears ran highest. Talmadge swept those counties and won the primary. But he was physically weakened by the intensity of the campaign and known to be dying, so his strategists devised a plan to place his son, Herman Talmadge, on the general election ballot as a write-in candidate in case the father didn't make it to election day.

He did make it and was elected governor on his deathbed. His son's write-in campaign attracted only 775 votes, but it was more than Carmichael's 669 write-ins. Gene Talmadge died before his inauguration, and Herman claimed the governor's chair. So did the lieutenant governor–elect, M. E. Thompson. And the outgoing governor, Ellis Arnall, a longtime Talmadge adversary and McGill ally, refused to relinquish the office until the courts could decide the matter. Ultimately, the courts ruled for Thompson, though the Talmadge machine was hardly put out of commission.14

Unable to resist witnessing such political combustion, Ashmore hunkered down in Atlanta for a while. Over drinks, he came to know McGill and liked what he saw. McGill was combative and took on racist politicians head-on in his front-page column. More than that, it was clear that McGill was a humanist. They held similar hopes about the South and its promise, and they had similar worries about the way southern newspapers were tackling, or avoiding, the region's problems. As they spoke, McGill and Ashmore kindled a friendship that would endure and gain strength in the years ahead.



Within months after Ashmore returned to Charlotte, the ownership of the Charlotte News changed hands. The new proprietor elevated Ashmore's title from associate editor to editor but did not give him a pay raise. “He carried on all the old traditions,” Ashmore later recalled, “including parsimony.”15 Having just become a father, Ashmore decided to look around quietly for another job.

In Richmond, Virginius Dabney knew that Douglas Southall Freeman, the biographer of Robert E. Lee, would soon be retiring as editor of his company's afternoon paper, the Richmond News Leader. Dabney invited Ashmore to lunch with his publishing executives. Ashmore met with D. Tennant Bryan, publisher of the News Leader and the Times-Dispatch, and with John Dana Wise, the company's general manager. At the time, Dabney and Wise were in the midst of an ongoing quarrel. While Negroes and white liberals may have worried about Dabney's attacks on the Negro press, Wise accused Dabney of being intolerant of conservative views.16 As Ashmore talked with Wise and Bryan, he kept wondering how Dabney managed to survive there. Even before lunch was over, Ashmore knew that Richmond was not for him.17

As he looked for opportunities, he saw fewer, not more, venues for an independent-minded journalist. The overall circulation of daily newspapers was steadily growing and was so strong that the average household received more than one paper. But the overall number of newspapers had been diminishing from the prewar years. In 1947, there were 1,769 dailies, down from 1,983 a decade earlier; 80 percent were delivered in the afternoon.

What's more, in the postwar boom, the kind of people who owned and ran newspapers was changing. Increasingly, the men who were ascending to the level of publisher were links in corporate chains, with few ties to the community. They had little or no journalism background. They were much friendlier to the business interests in town. They gave more scrutiny to the bottom line. They wanted editors who felt, or could be induced into feeling, the same way. “He is a rich man seeking power and prestige,” William Allen White wrote in characterizing publishers in the late 1940s. “He has the country club complex. The business manager of this absentee owner quickly is afflicted with the country club point of view. Soon the managing editor's wife nags him into it. And they all get the unconscious arrogance of conscious wealth. Therefore it is hard to get an American newspaper to go the distance to print all the news about many topics.”18

For Ashmore, the challenge was to find the exception to that sad rule. Word reached Atlanta that he was shopping around. The Atlanta Constitution had no vacancies in the higher levels of the newsroom, but its competitor, The Atlanta Journal, invited him in for interviews. It was McGill's Constitution that Ashmore admired, but he agreed to hear out George C. Biggers, an advertising salesman who had become the Journal's president. He could find no meeting of the minds.

He was next invited to Little Rock to talk to executives at the Arkansas Gazette. The atmosphere there was far different. John Netherland Heiskell, who was then seventy-five years old, had been the editor of the paper for forty-five years—since 1902.His father, a Confederate colonel who after the Civil War had become a prosperous Memphis lawyer and judge, had purchased a majority interest in the Gazette for his children. It was the perfect legacy for Heiskell, who was already an accomplished newsman.

Heiskell, known in the newsroom as “Mr. J.N.,” could be amazingly resolute for a man so seemingly mild-mannered. Nothing sidetracked his mildness nor summoned up his resoluteness more than mob violence. In 1927, when a white mob lynched a Negro man, burned his body, then dragged the charred remains through Little Rock's streets, Heiskell's Gazette cried out against the mob, and against the police for failing to contain it. The Gazette accused the police in a front-page headline: WITH OFFICERS MAKING NO ATTEMPT AT RESTRAINT, MOB BURNS NEGRO'S BODY AND CREATS REIGN OF TERROR.19

Lest some reader miss the point, Mr. J.N. declared in a front-page editorial: “The City of Little Rock suffered last night the shame of being delivered over to anarchy. Little Rock and Pulaski County must demand an accounting from the officers who have failed us.”20

It was clear during Ashmore‘s weekend in Little Rock that Mr. J.N. was looking not simply for an editor to relieve him of some of the workload but for a successor who would carry on the traditions established by his family. Mr. J.N.'s daughter had married Hugh Patterson, a Mississippian and former air corps major who was being groomed to become publisher and, as such, the paper's ranking businessman. Now, Mr. J.N. felt, he could delay no longer in arranging the editorial succession.

Ashmore had spoken a few weeks before at the spring meeting of the American Society of Newspaper Editors, and Mr. J.N. had been intrigued. He called one of his favorite editors, Ethridge, who had moved from Macon to the Louisville Courier-Journal, and asked about Ashmore. Ethridge, who had helped boost McGill's career, now did so for Ashmore. He said that Ashmore would be perfect for the job. During the weekend in Little Rock, Mr. J.N. interviewed Ashmore at length in his office, then entertained him at the country club and his stately mansion. The Heiskell home was memorable. Ashmore saw a Negro butler, a long banquet-sized dining table, and book-shelves lined with Mr. J.N.'s prized collections of antiquarian books about Arkansas and the South. Mr. J.N. listened quietly but intently to see if Ashmore and Patterson were compatible; he seemed to be reflecting upon Ashmore's every opinion. Ashmore was making his own assessment and becoming impressed.

Later Ashmore would draw an analogy between Mr. J.N.'s racial views and those of Harry Truman. Both men favored the separation of the races in social matters but thought in terms of fair play and justice for all. He called Ethridge to get his advice, not knowing that Ethridge had recommended him for the job. Ethridge urged him to take it and pledged to find him a spot on the Courier-Journal if it didn't work out. Ashmore thought it the best insurance policy he'd ever had.21

Back home in Charlotte, Barbara's first reaction was “Little Rock? Little Rock? Why, it's not even on the way to anywhere.” But she was game. The Ashmore family drove to their new home by way of Atlanta. Ashmore stopped by to see McGill and was whisked off to what appeared to be a luncheon party at a downtown businessmen's club. “You may wonder why I'm tendering you this honor,” McGill said with a grin as he passed around drinks and pointed to fellow executives from the Constitution. “Well, you sonofabitch, you're being honored because you didn't take the job on the Journal.”22



As Ashmore was leaving Charlotte and heading toward Little Rock in 1947, the social, political, and journalistic landscape was changing all across the South—at the same time that the ferment of the race movement was intensifying and the federal judiciary was creating cracks in the South's protective armor. It was clear, too, that the nation was feeling more uncomfortable with racial discrimination at home in the wake of a world war that had highlighted the Nazis' mistreatment of Jews.

Many key developments that year didn't seem so important at the time. Only in retrospect is it possible to see the quickening of activity that comes with the formation of something that seems too big, too persistent, to be accidental. That year, an eighteen-year-old junior at Morehouse College in Atlanta, Martin Luther King, Jr., who had planned to pursue a career in law or medicine—anything but the ministry—changed history by changing his mind. He decided that he wanted to be a minister. At the Ebenezer Baptist Church, where his father was pastor, he delivered a trial sermon, was immediately licensed by the church to preach, then was named associate pastor even before pursuing theological studies.23

Northern newspapers were still eight years and more away from fulfilling Myrdal's dream of seeing intensive coverage of the plight of Negro Americans. But by 1947, when Jackie Robinson broke the color barrier in Major League Baseball, he had become the first running race story that the white press joined the black press in covering. Blacks saw Robinson's performance as a major opportunity to show they could compete with whites if given a level, desegregated playing field. Robinson did not disappoint them. He gave the Brooklyn Dodgers a stunning Rookie of the Year season as they churned their way to the National League championship and came within a game of winning the World Series.

The press itself also broke a color barrier that year, in congressional coverage. Harry McAlpin had become the first Negro reporter to win entry into White House press conferences in 1944 through the efforts of Jonathan Daniels, the liberal Raleigh editor, who had taken a leave to be a special assistant to President Roosevelt. But every attempt by Negro journalists to gain access to the House and Senate press galleries to see legislative action had been rejected—by the white journalists who formed the Standing Committee of Correspondents on Capitol Hill. When Congress met in 1947 and began addressing the top item on its agenda—whether to seat Mississippi's Theodore Bilbo as a senator—the Negro reporter whose stories had the greatest reach, Louis Lautier of the National Negro Publishers Association, had to queue up for admission to the public galleries. Later that year, after Republicans took control of the House and Senate and evicted southern Democrats from critical committee chairmanships, the Senate Rules Committee overrode the Standing Committee and voted to admit Lautier to the Senate press gallery. The Standing Committee was sufficiently chastened to admit Lautier to the House press gallery.24

There was one other—seemingly small—development that had outsized consequences in 1947: a short, dapper, cheery gentleman with a lilting Tidewater accent, John N. Popham, arrived in Chattanooga to set up a regional reporting bureau for The New York Times. Among national news organizations other than wire services, only Time magazine and its sister, Life, had planted a flag in the South. The Times' Virginia-born managing editor, Edwin L. James, and its Mississippi-born assistant managing editor, Turner Catledge, sensed that the return of white and Negro soldiers who had triumphed over fascism would have special impact in the South, where the concept of freedom ran aground in daily realities.

What the Times wanted was thoughtful stories, sensible, high-minded coverage, with little expectation that the job would entail daily reports of breaking news. The bureau would be placed not in Atlanta or Birmingham but in Chattanooga, the home of the family that owned the Times, the Ochses. In sending Popham to serve as its first full-time correspondent in the South, The New York Times picked a reporter who was likely to encounter only the rarest Southerner who could claim a longer lineage, a greater number of friends in the region, or a sharper memory for every dot that connected to his life.

Popham's family had come to Virginia in 1680, virtually at the founding of the country, he liked to say, and he seemed to know every turn in his family's saga since then. He knew the men with whom his grandfather had served as a Senate page and who had appointed him. He knew how his great-grandfather, who had published a Reconstruction weekly newspaper in Richmond, had become close friends with William Jennings Bryan and with General George Washington Goethals, the engineer who had directed construction of the Panama Canal. Connections meant a lot to Popham. He had gotten his first newspaper job, at the Brooklyn Standard-Union, because the managing editor had been his father's sergeant in the Marine Corps in World War I. Even at the Times, Popham had his connections: James, the managing editor, had lived just a few miles from where Popham had been raised in Virginia.25

Popham proved himself worthy. Joining the Times in 1934, when there were seventeen newspapers and hundreds of reporters crawling across the city all day and night, Popham got in on some lively stories, the juicy crime and grime tales that were the trademark of newspapers engaged in circulation wars.

But it was his southern roots that brought him into consideration when James and Catledge decided to open a bureau in the South. In those early years, Popham's ability to make friends seemed as important to the Times as it did to Popham. While the newspaper wasn't looking to win friends in the South, and certainly not subscribers, its top editors nonetheless seemed to have been pleased that Popham was both a reporter and a goodwill ambassador to the region, and they did nothing to discourage him from devoting considerable time to diplomacy.

Popham had a distinctive accent and an easygoing style that instantly marked him as southern. He had exhibited the uncanny ability to talk himself, quite relentlessly, into or out of any problem. His byline was John N. Popham, but no such formality came between him and those he met. As a grown man, he remained Johnny, or Pop.

There was one thing Popham would not do. He would not fly in an airplane. He intended to drive anywhere he went. Popham's pace seemed perfectly matched with the mandate from the Times, and he proceeded to cover the South in a manner he considered fitting. “This region is strictly a grassroots region and must be covered and reported as such; it can't be done from railroad depots and airports; you just don't get the flavor that way,” he explained to Catledge.26 So in company-owned Dodges and Buicks, Popham rolled across the Dixie landscape at a rate of 30,000 to 40,000 miles a year for the next eleven years.27 His method seemed to be a mix of strategy and rationalization. “You can't walk in and ask a few questions and get away,” he wrote Catledge on another occasion. “You have to give the Southern tale spinner his chance to act it out.”28

Catledge did little to discourage Popham's approach. “Take your time, take your time, take your time,” he implored Popham once when he was tackling a story about Memphis.29 Popham always felt that Catledge, because he was a compatriot, supported him and his methods, but he knew that not everyone at the Times did.30

As long as the South moved at a slow pace, Popham and the Times were fine. But the pace would quicken as the struggle for racial equality intensified, and the Times would just about be shoved to the side of the road. To gain control over the story, it would be forced to veer sharply from the course it had set.



A foretaste of how divisive the future might be for southerners also came in 1947 in South Carolina when two civil rights cases landed in the lap of J. Waties Waring, a federal judge and eighth-generation member of one of Charleston's most influential families. At the urging of John H. McCray, the energetic new editor of the Negro newspaper in Charleston, The Lighthouse and Informer, the NAACP Legal Defense Fund sued South Carolina for trying to bypass a 1944 Supreme Court decision outlawing all-white political primaries. The fund also sued to integrate the law school at the University of South Carolina.31

There was no reason to doubt that Judge Waring would follow tradition by upholding the state and wait to be overturned on appeal. But Waring had had the moss and magnolias lifted from his eyes, as he would later say.32 He had recently read Myrdal's An American Dilemma and Cash's Mind of the South. He had heard arguments in both cases. And he was not going to play by the script. He stunned the state by trumping every effort of the whites, every subterfuge, to keep Negroes out of their law school and voting booths. He ruled in July 1947 that Negroes were entitled to attend a state-provided law school and to participate in the Democratic Party primary. The U.S. Supreme Court agreed with him.

Adding an all-too-southern layer of family strife to the episode, the Charleston News and Courier led the charge against the judge, urging the Democratic Party to continue seeking ways to circumvent the rulings. The managing editor of the newspaper, the man who would soon become the editor and one of the South's leading resisters of the civil rights movement over the next two decades, was the judge's nephew Thomas R. Waring, Jr.

Tom Waring was the son of Waties Waring's favorite brother, who, until his death in 1935, had been the editor of Charleston's afternoon newspaper, The Evening Post. After graduating from the University of the South at Sewanee and reporting for two years on the New York Herald Tribune, Young Tom returned to Charleston in 1931 to become city editor of the other newspaper in town, the morning paper, The Charleston News and Courier. In going to work for the morning newspaper that was the rival of his father's afternoon paper, Tom was not abandoning any family enterprise. The morning paper's top editor, William Watts Ball, was young Tom Waring's uncle on his mother's side. The Waring family had covered all its bases. Tom, with two uncles as influential totems that represented two vastly different ideologies, fell under the sway of the one with whom he worked every day.33

William Watts Ball was as conservative as they came. He was described at one point by The Atlanta Constitution as the “only completely honest reactionary since 1865.”34 Ball's attitudes on blacks, then young Tom's, were those of Charleston's aristocracy and had less to do, in the beginning, with race than with class. The thinking had developed generations earlier, when the social ascent of Negroes in Charleston was not even an issue and when the threat to patrician rule in the South came from untutored, mud-spattered whites whose presence as a political force tarnished the high polish on the halls of governance. The aristocracy didn't like the idea of lowlifes horning in on their deal, and they especially didn't like it when they saw that the next wave of people banging on the door was not even white. They defended segregation because it represented the best way to hold on to what they had. Segregation was the essence of life in the South. It was the rock. It would not be moved, no matter what Uncle Waties thought or did. When Ball's voice on those issues faded with age, Tom Waring, Jr., became as forceful a spokesman for segregation as there was in the South.

Following Judge Waring's two decisions, the Waring family would never be put back together again. The judge had already infuriated some Charlestonians by divorcing his well-bred, longtime wife, a Charlestonian, and marrying a Yankee divorcee who was quite public with her liberalism. They were soon to be found socializing with Negro people, and he continued to order changes in social customs to accommodate Negroes in federal courtrooms, jury rooms, and lunchrooms. Judge Waring found that the rest of his family wanted little to do with him. The relatives he heard from “waited until two thirty one morning to call and say hello and tell me that they didn't think it wise to see me any more.”35

But the Warings—Judge Waties and young Tom—were not done with each other. In the same month that Judge Waring handed down his rulings, a simple two-page letter was being written in rural, time-forgotten Clarendon County. The letter would have an impact of atomic proportions. It was written by an attorney on behalf of a Negro farmer, Levi Pearson, and his three school-age children. Addressed to the county superintendent of education, it asked that Negro children attending the Negro public schools in the county be provided the same free transportation that was available to white children attending white public schools.36

Pearson was not asking that the benefits of the majority be applied to the minority. Quite the contrary: The school district's 2,375 white schoolchildren rode to and from twelve consolidated schools aboard thirty buses; the district's 6,531 Negro schoolchildren had not a single bus for the sixty-one tumbledown one- and two-room buildings that served as schools for the county's majority race.37 The 1947 letter, and the lawsuit that would emanate from it, would land on Judge Waring's docket, put the two Warings on another collision course, and, seven years later, result in the Supreme Court's landmark ruling Brown v. Board of Education.



The outcry provoked by Judge Waring was soon overtaken by an even louder explosion in October 1947, when a civil rights committee appointed by President Harry Truman recommended, after ten months of study, that the federal government adopt a sweeping program. The 178-page report, “To Secure These Rights,” called for “a broad and immediate program” to eliminate all forms of legally sanctioned segregation and discrimination. It advocated a detailed agenda to bring this about: laws requiring states to end discrimination in education, and mandating a ban against discrimination in the armed services; laws to guarantee fair employment practices for blacks; federal prohibition of lynching; repeal of poll taxes and other discriminatory voting restrictions; denial of federal grants when discrimination was in evidence; an expanded civil rights division of the Justice Department; the creation of permanent civil rights commissions at the federal and state levels; a specific federal ban on police brutality; and enforcement of a Supreme Court decision against restrictive real estate covenants.38

The concept of “separate but equal,” it said, had been tried and “stands convicted” of contravening “the equalitarian spirit of the American heritage,” perpetuating inequality, and institutionalizing social disharmony.39 Truman praised the document but did not immediately embrace its every component. Opposition formed quickly, certainly more rapidly than support for it did.

At the News and Courier, Ball and Tom Waring evoked the second-most-effective argument that demagogic politicians typically used to alienate poor whites from Negroes—second only to the imagery that played on sexual fears: they picked at the scab of economic insecurity in the South.

The “campaign of Truman and his harlemites” to establish a Fair Employment Practices Commission, it said, would “open the cotton mills to Negroes . . . probably double the supply of mill labor and reduce textile wages.”40 The cotton mill historically had become precisely the kind of segregated workplace where poor, unskilled whites could get jobs and not fear an invasion by blacks; it was the poor white man's opportunity, probably his only chance in life, to stay above the Negro man.41

In Greenville, Mississippi, the editor of the Delta Democrat-Times, Hodding Carter, Jr., was troubled by the report. Though he had recently won the Pulitzer Prize for editorials that attacked bigotry across racial, economic, and religious lines, Carter opposed federal intervention against lynching, poll taxes, and discrimination in hiring. He felt that lynching's evilness would become so self-evident that it would disappear, and he thought the poll tax and job discrimination were not the federal government's business.42 By 1947, he had warmed to the idea of extending full voting rights to Negroes “whenever the education standard of the Negro approaches [that] of the white people.”43

The committee report provided a gauge by which the definition of a southern liberal could be measured. The editor of the Morning News in Florence, South Carolina, James A. Rogers, had developed a reputation as courageous by believing that “separate but equal” should be more than window dressing, more than a ruse.

Rogers had long felt that elevating the economic, educational, political, and social standing of Negroes was essential if the South were to move forward. But ending segregation? “This newspaper is liberal in its view of the racial issue . . . but we reject completely that a correction of the evils can be found in breaking down the principle of racial segregation, a principle which is just as cardinal and traditional to Southern society as is the principle of freedom in democratic America. The South's basic problems are to be found in dilapidated Negro shanties, totally inadequate and discriminative educational opportunities, political injustice, economic discriminations, poor churches, and, to a less extent, injustice in the court.”44

McGill had taken a similar position, writing that “separation of the races [is] the best and only workable system.” But the South was, after all, part of the nation and could move into the national mainstream if it granted equality to Negroes short of social integration. “There may be separation of the races,” McGill added, “and still equal justice before the law; equal opportunity to use one's skills and still not have to mix with other workers; equal opportunity for education, without mixing in schools.”45

In February 1948, Truman slimmed down the committee‘s recommendations to a handful and submitted them to Congress. He said he would support federal laws against lynching and poll taxes, and he called for permanent commissions and offices within the government to study and enforce civil rights and fair employment practices.

A few days later, McGill, who had consistently opposed federal laws against lynching and the poll tax as usurpations of state responsibilities, conceded that it was hard to hold that line so long as the South refused to enforce its own laws or abide by the equal half of the separate-but-equal doctrine. “The plain truth is that national public opinion is against us,” he wrote in a column, “They Simply Do Not Trust Us,” that branded him as an emerging liberal. “ . . . We have allowed enough evil to make the rest of the nation look upon us without sympathy. We have plenty of laws against violence, such as lynching. We have not enforced them well in Georgia. We have allowed local pride to cover up the most ghastly crimes.”46

Many southern politicians felt betrayed by Truman. He had become vice president, after all, when they had pressured President Roosevelt to ditch the more liberal Henry Wallace in 1944. They were gagging on the notion that anyone would seek to institutionalize in the law any concept of equality for a race they felt was clearly inferior. James Eastland, the Mississippi senator and Bilbo neophyte, said he could only conclude that “organized mongrel minorities control the government. I am going to fight it to the last ditch. They are not going to Harlemize the country.”47 One by one, then by the dozens, southern politicians followed Eastland's lead and called for an alternative to Truman.

For young newspaper editors in the South, who were forming the political understandings that would guide them in the years to come, the 1948 election was catalytic.

The Republicans held their convention first that summer, in Philadelphia. With no discord, they unanimously nominated for president New York Governor Tom Dewey, who was viewed by segregationists as perhaps even more liberal on race than Truman. When the Democrats met three weeks later, also in Philadelphia, party leaders were in no mood to hear the southern plea. When states' rights advocates demanded that the party dilute or reject its civil rights plank, northern leaders made it even more aggressive, pledging “full and equal protection” for all racial and religious minorities in access to voting, public accommodations, and work. Upon the adoption of that language, thirty-three Southern delegates walked out of the convention.

The newly formed Progressive Party nominated Henry Wallace, whose presence threatened to drain significant liberal Democratic votes from Truman. A groundswell of southern Democrats looked to the States' Rights Jeffersonian Democratic Party, whose name would be shortened in the newspapers to Dixiecrats. They demanded that the Democrats reject the Truman civil rights legislation and platform. But by the time the Dixiecrats gathered in July in Birmingham, many early pontificators had quietly slipped back into the Democratic fold. The convention lacked many big-name stalwarts it had hoped to attract48 and drew mostly from the two states with the highest proportion of Negroes of voting age,49 South Carolina and Mississippi. It would nominate the governors of those states, Strom Thurmond and Fielding Wright, as their presidential and vice presidential candidates.

The electorate was harder to read than usual. From the tobacco roads to the statehouses to the Potomac, there was much posturing. The southern states were sharply divided. Liberals, too, were split, and not just between Truman and Wallace. Some, such as Hodding Carter, were backing Dewey. Negro voters had shown a tendency in the Roosevelt years to break their long-standing fidelity to the party of Lincoln, but the editors and publishers of Negro newspapers were not so quick to jump. Virtually every major Negro newspaper, except the Chicago Defender, endorsed Dewey.50

For the South's handful of liberal editors, the 1948 political campaign, and the underlying civil rights debate, was waged in the national, political context they preferred. By supporting a progressive candidate, they were almost certain to have allies. If they simply advocated racial reform, they risked fighting alone. Liberal editors such as Ashmore and Daniels, as well as many moderates, took a simple position: They were for party loyalty. The Democratic Party, with the New Deal programs of Franklin Roosevelt, had been loyal to the economically troubled South, and the South, in return, should be loyal to the party.

McGill was angered but also distressed by the Dixiecrats' headstrong determination to stay on a course that would splinter the South. “I figure I am as Southern as cornbread, having lived, worked, studied and thought nowhere else,” McGill wrote two weeks after the Democratic convention. “My immediate Confederate ancestors, and my Welsh ancestry, which causes me to weep over sad pictures, books and lost causes, are so much a part of me that when I sat down to write the story of the Southern demonstration at the Philadelphia Convention, I was so emotionally upset I had trouble writing it fast enough.”51 He said the Dixiecrats were “supported by fear, not principles, and motivated by forces and money which for years have supported every reactionary trend in the South. . . . They do not represent the South. They are a minority's minority. But they do represent many Southern fears.”52

Going into election day, Truman was still being hammered from three sides. The Republicans and mutinous Democrats, flying under the colors of Dixiecrats as well as the Progressives, appeared to have succeeded in shanghaiing the president. There seemed to be little he could do to avoid being thrown overboard. All that was left was to analyze the obvious irony in which Truman's own party had robbed him of the White House and handed it to Tom Dewey and the Republicans.

In the end, fate intervened. But it was not merely that Truman won a stunning, storybook upset. Nor was it that the Dixiecrats, who were on the ballot in fifteen states, polled barely over a million votes, and just 12,000 more than Wallace and the Progressive Party, whose own efforts collapsed in the final month. The southern upstarts carried Alabama, South Carolina, Louisiana, and Mississippi, while Truman easily won the other seven states of the former Confederacy.

The unexpected turn was not that two thirds of the Negro voters who cast ballots in 1948 disregarded the editorial importuning of the Negro publishers and voted overwhelmingly, and in critically decisive places, for Truman. The election of Truman turned out to be one of the most fateful, consequential moments in civil rights history because voters, by denying Dewey the presidency, also denied his running mate, the governor of California, the vice presidency. American voters, by rejecting the Dewey ticket, had set into motion a series of events that led to Dewey's running mate landing a job that would bring him much greater and more enduring influence, notoriety, and acclaim than anything he ever could have accomplished as vice president.

Earl Warren would emerge five years later, in 1953, as chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court. Within two months, he would come face to face with the legal juggernaut that farmer Levi Pearson had started in Clarendon County, in the low country of South Carolina, in 1947, when he had sought the same county-funded school transportation for his children as was provided white schoolchildren. Warren would find himself mulling over the same contentious issues that Judge Waties Waring had boldly confronted. And within seven months, Earl Warren, who likely would never have been on the Supreme Court if the motley mix of Dixiecrats, Negro editors, southern conservative editors, and progressives had had their way, would render the single most important judicial decision in modern civil rights history, relying in no small measure on Myrdal's study of race relations.
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AC: The Atlanta Constiution

AG: The Arkansas Gazette

AJ: The Aanta Journal

AJC: The Atlanta Journal-Consitution

AP: Associated Press

BAA: Ballimore Afro-American

BG: The Bosion Globe.
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E&P: Editor & Publisher

JCL The Clarion-Ledger (lackson,
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JCLUDN: The Clarion Ledger Jackson
Daily News (Sunday)

IDN: Jackson Daily News

IMH: Journal of Media History
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NB: The Nashille Banner
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Orleans)

NT: The Nashville Tennessean

NYAM: Neww York Amsterdam News

NYDN. The Daily News (New ork)

NYHT: New York Herald Tribune

NYIA: New York Journal-American

NYP: New York Post

NIT. The New York Times

PA: Publisher's usifiary

RNL: Richmond News Leader

RTD: Richmond Times-Dispatch

SEP: The Satunday Evening Post

SLPD: St Louis Post-Dispatch

SPT: St Petershurg Times.

SRL: Saturday Revier of L

N The Tuscaloosa News

SD: Tri-State Defender

WP The Washingion Post
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