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INTRODUCTION

The richness and complexity of the men, both black and white, who marched in opposing camps during the critical period of the civil rights movement during the 1950s and 1960s are only now being fully appreciated as scholars gain distance from that era.1 One can almost hear the dead sighing in relief from their graves. Yet whatever their motives and the influences that shaped them, these men participated in a revolution such as the United States has never seen, before or since. In retrospect, their accomplishments were astonishing. In a matter of years, customs and laws that had endured for centuries simply vanished into history. Surely as important, the civil rights movement helped to spawn revolutions in the treatment of women, people with disabilities, juveniles, gays and lesbians, the environment, and a host of other concerns (such as the rights of criminal defendants) that are still being played out today. The fact that inevitable counterrevolutions have been launched in these areas only underscores the impact of the civil rights movement in this era.

Of course, men alone were not the only participants in the civil rights movement. Women, young people, and even children took to the streets and occasionally filled the jails in this era. But it is the role of women, and specifically the role of some of the black women, in the civil rights movement that concerns us in this introductory chapter about the life of one of them.

It is instructive to begin at the apex of the movement—the March on Washington on August 28, 1963, in which an estimated 200,000 to 500,000 people gathered on the Mall to hear and support their leaders as they demanded an end to racial apartheid in the United States.2 Though now remembered primarily in popular culture for Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I have a dream” speech, the March on Washington and the program at the Lincoln Memorial that afternoon, beamed all over the world, were truly two of the high points in the civil rights movement. Immediately after the event, a number of the march’s leaders, including King; Roy Wilkins, executive director of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and A. Philip Randolph, who conceived the march, walked over to the White House to discuss civil rights legislation with the president.3

Not one woman, black or white, was among this select group of civil rights leaders who met that evening for seventy-two minutes with President John F. Kennedy. Not only that, not a single woman had been scheduled to address the marchers at the afternoon program. In his authoritative March on Washington: August 28, 1963, Thomas Gentile writes that the march program by “mid-August called for Randolph to introduce five black women to the assembled crowd: Rosa Parks, Mrs. Medgar Evers, Daisy Bates, Cambridge, Maryland leader Gloria Richardson and SNCC’s Diane Nash Bevell. None were to be given the opportunity to speak.“4 Though Anna Arnold Hedgmen, an organizer for the National Council of Churches and the only woman on the “administrative committee” for the march, found this absence “incredible” and protested, “no serious changes were made in the [afternoon] program” at the last meeting of the committee before the march. To add insult to injury, it wasn’t only that no women were scheduled to be speakers, “without noticeable dissent, the planning committee barred Coretta King and the other wives of the male leaders from marching with their husbands.”5 Nor were the women who were to be introduced that afternoon allowed to march with the male leaders.

Why were these men so seemingly determined to risk alienating half of their supporters, including their own wives? The male black leadership planning the march, the so-called big ten, ran the gauntlet from militant John Lewis of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), whose fiery speech would have to be toned down in order to be acceptable to the others, to Roy Wilkins, whose sophistication and political skills had grown the NAACP into a crucial cash cow for the movement and a nationwide organization that dwarfed the others present that afternoon. Surely one of these men could have stepped forward and brought the others to their senses. In fact, no one perceived the need to do so.

The answer to the question is that black women in 1963 were not ready to seriously challenge the unvarnished sexism displayed by black males, which mirrored the sexism in white society.6 Granted, years later they would complain bitterly about their lack of meaningful participation at the afternoon program. In his biography of Rosa Parks, whose refusal to give up her seat on a city bus in 1956 sparked the historic Montgomery bus boycott, historian Douglas Brinkley has written that “Parks found the entire event, including King’s soaring oratory, tainted by a male chauvinism every bit as ugly in its discrimination as Jim Crow.”7

Perhaps. But Brinkley also has noted that while Parks became more “vocal for women’s rights” after she returned to Detroit, where she had moved, “paradoxically,” she continued to maintain “many old-school customs, such as always serving men their dinner first.”8

Old habits are hard to break. Rosa Parks was hardly the only woman to find it difficult to confront the fact of male supremacy. In I May Not Get There with You: The True Martin Luther King, Jr., historian Michael Eric Dyson, also an ordained Baptist minister, writes, “Coretta Scott King’s relation to Martin Luther King, Jr., before and after his death, tells a powerful story of gender and race. It illuminates the sexist character of black culture and the movement in general, revealing the consequences of pursuing racial justice while leaving aside considerations of gender equity.”9

Dyson reminds us that sexism was rampant in the movement, and it wasn’t just King and the ministers of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC) who gorged themselves on a steady diet of male chauvinism. “Despite the courage and vision shown by black female staffers, SNCC’s gender politics were anything but democratic and just.” Black women generally suffered in silence. It was two young white women in SNCC (Mary King and Casey Hayden) who complained in a paper that became “the opening salvo of the feminist movement of the 1960s.”10

To be sure, black women were not insensitive about sexism, having endured white male supremacy as well as black; rather, they were understandably protective of black males and were still coping with the effects of black males’ continuing emasculation by the white culture. In any event, the most obvious consequence of the chauvinism in the civil rights movement was that it severely hampered the development of female leaders. For example, while Rosa Parks was active in the NAACP, serving as secretary of both the state organization as well as secretary of the Montgomery chapter, she never became president of either organization. Similarly, Modjeska Simkins, a woman with ability and passion that often far outstripped her male counterparts in South Carolina, never rose beyond the position of NAACP secretary in that state.11 This was nothing new. During slavery, black women had displayed qualities of leadership (one thinks of Sojourner Truth and Harriet Tubman), but ultimately they almost all had to take a backseat to the men. Little changed through the decades during Reconstruction and Jim Crow and the civil rights movement itself. Within the movement, there was no better example of wasting human potential than the gifted Ella Baker, who Dyson (and others) has shown “was relegated to performing mundane chores as the ministers [of the SCLC] ignored her vast organizational skills and her talent for institutional building.”12

One can only imagine how much more effective these organizations could have been had black women been allowed to rise to the top of them. On a local level in Arkansas, one thinks of the mother of the composer William Grant Still, Carrie Sheppherdson, who was given a national award by the NAACP in 1925 for her fund-raising activities. Women, as historian John Kirk has noted, in many ways had been the backbone of the NAACP in Arkansas, but they were always in supporting roles, raising money and organizing events. They sometimes had little respect for the men around them. Mrs. H. L. Porter, Little Rock branch secretary, summed up her feelings about the men: “The lawyers, doctors, preachers and businessmen … are just a bunch of egoistic discussers and not much on actual doings.”13

Yet some women, despite all they endured, managed to assume major leadership roles in the movement. Diane Nash was a leader in the Nashville sit-ins in 1960 and went on to become one of SNCC’s most valuable and influential members. Gloria Richardson Dandridge led a protracted struggle for equality in Cambridge, Maryland. Other women on the stage that day in Washington known for their leadership and support of civil rights included Dorothy Height of the National Council on Negro Women and Septima Clark, whose work at the Highlander School in Tennessee was legendary.

The minds of human beings prove repeatedly to be fragile instruments for remembering events precisely, especially when we have a point to make. The belief that there were no women speakers that afternoon at the Lincoln Memorial endures today. As recently as 2003, Dorothy Height told journalist Gwen Ifils that “despite all our efforts, and many women joined me, we were not able to have a woman speaker. The only female voice heard was that of a singer, Mahalia Jackson.”14

In fact, there was one. Though a last-minute decision and a poorly handled sop to the women on the stage, according to Thomas Gentile, “ultimately Daisy Bates was permitted to say a few words.”15 Gentile does not tell us who made the decision to allow Bates to speak.16 Her complete speech and the full text of what she and many others not as famous as Martin Luther King Jr. said have, according to Gentile, been locked away in the archives of the television networks and not allowed to be viewed or heard for research purposes. However, excerpts of some of their speeches can be heard at the National Civil Rights Museum in Memphis. Daisy Bates can be heard saying,

The women of this country, Mr. Randolph, pledge to you, to Martin Luther King, Roy Wilkins and all of you, fighting for civil liberties, that we will join hands with you as women of this country. … We will walk until we are free, until we can walk to any school and take our children to any school in the United States. And we will sit in, and we will kneel in, and we will lie in if necessary until every Negro in America can vote. This we pledge as the women of America.17

Many Americans over a certain age will recall Daisy Bates at the center of the school integration crisis in Little Rock in September 1957. The attention of the world was suddenly riveted on this Upper South city of then 100,000 when, on Labor Day, September 2, Arkansas governor Orval E. Faubus ordered National Guard troops to Central High School to prevent black students from entering the next morning. Bates, president of the Arkansas NAACP and who would become the mentor to the black students known at the “Little Rock Nine,” stood squarely at ground zero of the worst constitutional crisis the country had faced in the twentieth century. Regarded as the field general for the forces on the ground who were battling for school integration, Bates and the Nine would become known around the world for their dignity, bravery, and courage.

Though her speech at the Lincoln Memorial was short and unscheduled, the fact that Daisy Bates was chosen for this honor alerts us to her importance. It was not the first time that she had been thought of as a representative female leader in the civil rights movement by the men on the stage. On October 9, 1962, she had been invited to attend the American Negro Leadership Conference. The “conference callers included Martin Luther King, A. Philip Randolph, Whitney Young and Roy Wilkins” and was held for the purpose of adopting a civil rights “policy” on sub-Sahara Africa. Bates had to decline because she instead would be addressing the Louisiana NAACP.18 The timing of her appearance in New Orleans fit nicely with the October national release of her memoir, The Long Shadow of Little Rock, by the New York publisher David McKay Company. The book would go on to receive respectful reviews in the New York Times and Washington Post and several other national publications. Yet there has been no adult biography of her, as there has been, for example, of Rosa Parks and other women in the movement. Our own understanding of history is poorer if we leave unexplored the identity of this woman chosen by the Associated Press in 1957 as “Woman of the Year” in education.

Daisy Bates never fit the mold of the self-sacrificing black woman who patiently stayed in the back room feeding the mimeograph machine while the men planned the marches and commanded the headlines.19 As a female civil rights leader, Bates confounds the expectations of those of both races who prefer their heroines modest and saintlike—in other words, like her friend Rosa Parks. As we shall see, Daisy Bates was marvelously human. Criticized as being “pushy,” “ambitious,” “aggressive,” those qualities for which men in leadership roles are praised, her reputation probably suffers from the unconscious sexism that lingers in society today. A more serious question is whether, as some have charged, she was a windup doll for the movement, her every word fed by the better educated men around her. No one, not even her enemies, questions her unquenchable physical and emotional courage. Above all, Daisy Bates was cool under fire.

Though Daisy Bates had been president of the Arkansas NAACP since 1952, she did not become front-page news in the state until May 5, 1956, when she made the lead story in the Arkansas Gazette, then the largest statewide newspaper. The occasion was the case of Aaron v. Cooper during a pretrial deposition at the federal courthouse on Capitol Avenue in Little Rock. Almost two years to the month had elapsed since the U.S. Supreme Court in Brown v. Board of Education had announced its historic decision banning state-sanctioned segregation by race in the nation’s public schools.

Aaron v. Cooper would provide the legal backdrop for the 1957 crisis in Little Rock. In deposing the local leaders of the NAACP, the school board lawyers attempted to show that the plaintiffs had been put up to the suit by the NAACP national office in New York, but the questioning wasn’t going well. Earlier in the morning, Rev. J. C. Crenchaw, president of the Little Rock branch of the NAACP, had been vague about membership and contributions. Daisy Bates’s answers were no better. A highly respected member of the Little Rock legal community, Leon Catlett, whose main client was the powerful Reynolds Aluminum Company, had no particular reputation as a race baiter; however, he was surely growing a bit frustrated with Bates, whom he continually referred to as Daisy. There was nothing unusual here. A time-honored control technique of white supremacy was to strip blacks of their dignity by calling them by their first names as though they were children. According to the Arkansas Gazette, “On one occasion, Mrs. Bates corrected Catlett on his pronunciation of Negro. It was a quick interjection and passed without comment, but Catlett changed his pronunciation of the word thereafter.” In fact, though the paper didn’t make it explicit, “during Catlett’s questioning of Bates he occasionally referred to the NAACP’s ‘nigger’ leaders.”20

As the afternoon session got under way, Bates

leaned forward in her chair and said to Catlett: “You addressed me several times this morning by my first name. That is something that is reserved for my intimate friends and my husband. You will refrain from calling me Daisy.”

   Without hesitating, Catlett shot back, “I won’t call you anything then.”21

For a black person to confront a white person in 1956 in Little Rock publicly and in this manner was a shot across the bow of white supremacy in Arkansas and in the South. For centuries, an unwritten racial etiquette dictated that blacks in the South publicly assume an attitude of deference in their dealings with whites. For a black woman to insist on her dignity in so public a forum in the Jim Crow South— well, that took one’s breath away. It was also news.

Ironically, Bates was able to come off so well in this exchange in part because of white male chauvinism. Had a black male confronted Catlett, he might well have been told, “Boy, I’ll call you whatever I want to and don’t you forget it,” and then suffered an act of retribution. But again, as she often would do, Bates had used her femininity to advance her cause. It was a defining moment in her burgeoning career as a civil rights leader. Henceforth, blacks in Little Rock and throughout Arkansas, whether they liked it or not (and many would not), knew they had a leader who dared to confront whites face-to-face and as an equal. Little Rock whites reading their favorite newspaper the next morning knew their enemy was not just in the New York office of the NAACP or in the pages of the Arkansas State Press, the weekly civil rights newspaper published by Daisy Bates and her husband, L. C. Bates. Naturally, the State Press reported the exchange, adding that she had calmly responded to Catlett after his retort, “That’ll be fine.”22

By the time of Daisy Bates’s death in 1999, obviously much had changed in Arkansas in the intervening almost half century. For roughly the last quarter century of her life, Bates’s stature grew within the state, until at her death, her body lay in state at the Arkansas State Capitol.

To understand the life of Daisy Bates is to grasp the epochal psychological transformation that African Americans underwent in the middle years of the twentieth century that allowed them to challenge white supremacy and claim for themselves the dignity that is the essence of all human individuality. The manner in which she and others conducted this epic battle in Little Rock in the fall of 1957 transcended the actual results. The terms “segregation” and “Jim Crow” have never adequately described the experiences of either whites or blacks in the South. In fact, even today neither race has yet come to terms emotionally with the experience of white supremacy as practiced particularly in the states that once comprised the Confederacy.23 To be sure, the experiences of both races had always been intertwined with a mutual quest for personal dignity: the upper-class whites of the Old South, with their obsession with a concept of honor that, among other things, claimed to sustain and give meaning to their subjugation of another people; blacks in their tortured effort to claim for themselves the respect whites have seldom given them. White supremacy presupposed a black hole of innate genetic inferiority that knew no bottom. This understanding was hardly a southern phenomenon. In a campaign speech against Stephen Douglas in 1858, Abraham Lincoln opined, “there is a physical difference between the white and black races which I believe will forever forbid the two races living together on terms of social and political equality. And inasmuch as they cannot so live, while they do remain together, there must be the position of superior and inferior, and I as much as any man am in favor of having the superior position assigned to the white race.”24 With the publication in 1994 of the highly controversial The Bell Curve: Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life, the debate over black intelligence burst into flame in the present era and lies today smoldering beneath the surface of public discussion. Thus more than 229 years after Thomas Jefferson, himself a slaveholder and father of slaves, penned his immortal words, “All men are created equal,” most every black person in this country has had to live with the questions of whether he or she “was as good” as whites, as “intelligent,” as “attractive,” as “pretty,” as “competent.”

What has been underemphasized by some of the historians of and commentators on the 1957 school desegregation crisis in Little Rock is that everyone—white or black, southerner or northerner, liberal or conservative, integrationist or segregationist—who was involved in the crisis personally lived in the grip of white supremacy during those years. Until one can sense how totally the notions of Anglo-Saxon superiority had permeated the psyches of all of those who grew up in its hothouse atmosphere, those times cannot be fully understood or appreciated. It wasn’t simply a “way of life,” it was life, whether one was living in the Arkansas Delta, Little Rock, or even the White House.

The implications of living in such a world were profound. In a letter published in the Nation in 1933, John Gould Fletcher, still Arkansas’s only Pulitzer Prize-winning poet, wrote from Little Rock, “But we are determined, whether rightly or wrongly, to treat him [the Negro] as a race largely dependent upon us and inferior to ours.”25 In the intervening years, continued pressure for change by blacks and their allies translated into a dim realization among some whites in Upper South states such as Arkansas that strict segregation by race could not endure forever. Yet by the mid-1950s nothing in Arkansas had occurred to alter the basic mindset that the principles of white supremacy would not endure. Naturally, whites would continue, when possible, to insist that they alone dictate the pace of any changes forced upon them. This psychological legacy of white supremacy in Arkansas wasn’t merely rooted in a quaint custom called “segregation.” It had been imprinted on both races through a daily living history of slavery, murder, rape, violence, intimidation, economic exploitation, discrimination, and humiliation of black citizens. Both blacks and whites coped with past and present race relations through the normal psychological defense mechanisms of denial, rationalization, and projection. The result was that race relations were “excellent”; Little Rock was a “moderate” city until blacks such as Daisy Bates insisted on forcing the pace of the inevitable changes to come. Certainly, in comparison to other southern cities such as Birmingham, Alabama, Little Rock would prove to be a much less violent city for blacks during the civil rights era, but this is only a matter of degree. For months on end, Daisy and L. C. Bates were subjected to endless harassment and their “dream home” repeatedly attacked. Only luck and the presence of armed guards prevented its destruction.

There has to be some irony in the fact that as much as Daisy Bates wanted to be written about, there is a good deal of her story that will not be told here and will have to await further exploration. Daisy and L. C. intentionally covered their early tracks too well, at least for this writer. It will become clear that this effort was a matter of close collaboration, but that will be part of their story. Finally, it must be said that a number of persons who knew Daisy and L. C. chose not to speak to me about them for a variety of reasons. Some of these reasons will become clear to the reader and will not be analyzed here.

The efforts of both black and white communities in Arkansas to perpetuate Daisy Bates’s status as a legitimate heroine of the civil rights movement will not be diminished by an effort to understand and document her life. Like Martin Luther King Jr., Daisy Bates, as I have said, was marvelously human. And like the life of King, her life becomes only more remarkable as her humanity is revealed.


Chapter One
A LITTLE GIRL FROM HUTTIG

While mystery and controversy surround the early years of the life of Daisy Bates, the town of Huttig in extreme southern Arkansas had little mystery about it in 1913 for black people, the year Bates was born. In those days Huttig was no different from any other Arkansas town in its absolute commitment to white supremacy and the customs of Jim Crow. At the same time, it was a company town, owned by the Union Saw Mill Company, which started up in 1904 to harvest the shortleaf yellow pine timber that dominated the landscape of southern Arkansas and northern Louisiana. Named for C. H. Huttig, a principal investor from St. Louis, the Union County town was but four miles from the Louisiana border.1

The weekly Huttig News published during Bates’s childhood reveals the same tight control and subjugation of the black population that characterized the era in the rest of the South. Superficially, as Bates notes in her memoir, the races were “cordial” to each other, but it was the type of cordiality that conformed to a strict step-by-step racial etiquette choreographed by whites first during slavery and then through decades of formal and informal domination. In Bates’s Huttig period, the participants knew their parts so well they appeared to sleepwalk through them in what on the surface was an easy-going congeniality. Yet even the smallest gesture by blacks in their exchanges with whites was an act of deference, and each exchange between whites and blacks was monitored by both races to determine if the proper amount of respect had been given the other. The respect went all one way, to be sure. Like other newspapers in the South, the Huttig News was careful not to address blacks by “Mr.” or “Mrs.” In fact, African Americans did not appear on the front pages of the Huttig News unless they were involved in a criminal matter. Their doings were confined to a weekly column a few inches long called “Colored News,” which listed their activities. Blacks were allowed to announce the meetings of their numerous fraternal organizations, such as the Royal Circle of Friends, Good Luck Lodge, and the Electric Light Court of Calanthe, as well as church services and occasionally social or other news. A typical entry reads: “The white gentlemen who are lecturing on profitable farming in Union County addressed our school Wednesday. The talks were fine and we were told the things we need to learn—raise what we need at home.”

There were no such reports in the Huttig News of “colored gentlemen,” which would have been a contradiction in terms. Instead, blacks were served up in the proverbial stereotype. “Why Sambo likes Lucinda: A Reading” and “Sambo & Old Mr. Moon” were offered along with more serious works of entertainment at a benefit put on by the white Huttig School Improvement Association in March 1915.2

In her memoir, Bates recounted an incident when she was a child in which her foster mother, who was ill, sent her to the meat market to buy pork chops for dinner. The butcher who eventually waited on Bates humiliated her when she showed signs of impatience. “Niggers have to wait ‘til I wait on the white people,” he said crossly. “Now take your meat and get out of here!” Bates reported she ran home crying.3 In 2002 the white librarian in Huttig was quite certain that story wasn’t true. She didn’t know anything else about Daisy Bates, but, according to her, that didn’t happen. A black child wouldn’t have had to wait. “I don’t think there was any discrimination,” she, rather amazingly, insisted.4

This is not to say there were not exceptions to the racial etiquette. Up until a certain age children were exempt. Bates’s memoir records her childhood friendship with a white girl named Beatrice with whom she shared her pennies to buy hard candy at the commissary. In private, the etiquette was sometimes suspended (sex has always been a great leveler as well as an instrument of power), but in public it was not. But what if the etiquette was transgressed publicly by black adults? What then? Indignant over her treatment, little Daisy had wanted her parents to stand up for her. “It’s fat, Mother. Let’s take it [the meat] back.”5

Bates learned that night there was a line black people couldn’t cross when her foster father, whom she adored, arrived home from his job at the mill. “He dropped to his knees in front of me, placed his hands on my shoulders, and began shaking me and shouting. ‘Can’t you understand what I’ve been saying?’ he demanded. ‘There’s nothing I can do! If I went down to the market I would only cause trouble for my family.’”6

Prior to writing her memoir, Bates had told this story at least once earlier, in a 1957 interview, and it sounds plausible. Every southern black child learned the same lesson—that their parents were essentially helpless to deal with the injustices they faced. A more famous autobiographical description of this dilemma comes out of Arkansas in 1916 from Richard Wright. He was living in the Delta town of Elaine in Phillips County, less than a hundred miles to the northeast. When his uncle was murdered by white men for refusing to sell them his drinking establishment, Wright, then a child, writes, “Why had we not fought back, I asked my mother, and the fear that was in her made her slap me into silence.”7

Arkansas, black children learned, was a dangerous place, like the rest of the South. Just three years later, hundreds of black sharecroppers were murdered in and near Elaine during a rampage by whites. Black sharecroppers in the area had organized a union to attempt to deal with the white planters who routinely cheated them at settlement time during the fall. It began when some of the black farmers resisted an attempt to break up their union meeting at a church in a hamlet called Hoop Spur three miles north of Elaine. One white man, a Missouri-Pacific Railroad security guard, was killed. Continued resistance sent the Delta whites into a panicked frenzy. A mob of between 600 and 1,000 armed whites from all over the Delta, including Mississippi and Tennessee, flooded the area on a “nigger hunt” the next day, October 1, 1919. Additionally, more than 500 soldiers from Camp Pike in Little Rock, armed with twelve machine guns (many of the soldiers battle-tested veterans of the Second Battle of the Marne), boarded a troop train at Union Station at midnight and arrived in Elaine on the morning of October 2. Though supposedly neutral, there is evidence that the troops also killed blacks indiscriminately. When the smoke cleared, five whites, including one soldier and three members of the Phillips County posse (all in pursuit of blacks), as well as hundreds of blacks (though the official total was twenty-five) were dead.

Arkansas governor Charles Hillman Brough, who had accompanied the troops, met with a self-chosen Committee of Seven in Helena on the afternoon of October 2 and declared himself satisfied that “no lynchings” had occurred. He then returned to Little Rock, where he held a press conference and eulogized the five dead whites by name. They had become instant martyrs in what whites in Phillips County termed an “insurrection” by blacks. No whites were arrested, but within a month twelve blacks were given show trials, which were over within two days (the locally appointed defense counsel didn’t even interview their clients or call witnesses on their behalf). The Elaine Twelve, as they came to be known, were sentenced to die in the electric chair, and sixty-five others (many accepting twenty-one-year prison terms) entered into hasty plea bargains to avoid the same fate. Years of protracted litigation by the national NAACP and Little Rock local counsel, which included Scipio Africanus Jones, the leading black Arkansas attorney of his day, finally resulted in freedom for all of the convicted blacks by 1925.8

The lesson, however, was clear to blacks in Arkansas: when aroused, white Arkansans were as capable of racial violence as any group of people in the South. Reflecting the editorial policy that “no news is good news,” the local weekly in Huttig didn’t even mention the unpleasantness in the Elaine area. Of course, the news of the slaughter couldn’t be kept quiet.9 Within days, the national office of the NAACP had sent Walter White, its future executive director, to Elaine to investigate. White, who because of his light color was able to “pass,” reported that a massacre in Elaine had occurred. Enraged by articles in national black publications—the Crisis (the national magazine of the NAACP) and the Chicago Defender both pointed out that there had been no attempted insurrection—Governor Brough futilely searched for a way to ban these publications from entering the state.10

Blacks in Huttig met with the same swift justice as occurred in Elaine. For example, the Huttig News in late October 1914 reported that a black man named Will Neely was arrested and charged with killing a white constable (Neely was originally said to have stolen a harness). He was removed from jail and hidden “for fear of mob violence.” All within three weeks, the paper noted briefly, he was placed on trial, convicted, and sentenced to die in the electric chair.11 No details of his trial were given.

Daisy Bates officially appears on the scene in Huttig in 1920, but as if out of nowhere. The census for that year lists her age as seven years old, her name, Daisy Lee Gatson, an “adopted” child, in the household of Orlee Smith. Because her name was not changed, it is unlikely she was formally adopted. Others at 75 A Avenue in Huttig included Orlee’s wife, Susie; a seventeen-year-old stepdaughter; and two boarders.12

Who Bates’s parents were has remained a matter of a fierce but unresolved debate. A delayed birth certificate obtained in 1962 by her husband, L. C. Bates, gives the names of her birth parents as John Gatson and Millie Riley, both of whom were said by him to be living in Huttig at the time Bates was born.13 Thus far it has been impossible to confirm their identity or whether either was one of her biological parents.

In her book Bates states she was told as a child by a cousin that her birth mother was first raped, then killed by three white men, her body thrown into a millpond when Bates was still an infant. Her father had left her to be raised “by the people who have you now, his best friends. He left town. Nobody has heard from him since.”14 Bates wrote that she essentially confirmed this story with her foster father, who told her, “There was some talk about who they were, but no one knew for sure, and the sheriff’s office did little to find out.”15

After this conversation, her “life now had a secret goal—to find the men who had done this horrible thing to my mother.” Then, one day while at the commissary, Bates, who was told all her life she was the spitting image of her mother, locked eyes with a young white man. By the way he stared at her, she knew he was one of her mother’s killers. After this encounter, he was there often, now unemployed, drunk, sitting on the porch bench. Once in the commissary she overheard another white man explain his sodden state by saying, “You heard about that colored woman they found in the mill-pond a few years ago? I heard he was involved … leastwise, he started to drink about then, and he’s been getting worse and worse ever since.” She became obsessed by him and would invent reasons to come to the commissary to stare at him, as if her gaze could “make him pay for his sin.” In the meantime, her own life had changed. She began to hate all things white. At one point in a drunken stupor, the man pleaded with her, “In the name of God, please leave me alone.” Months passed, and then one day “Drunken Pig,” the name she gave him, wasn’t there any more. His body was found in an alley; he apparently drank himself to death out of guilt.16

The difficulty with this story is that the Huttig News contains no account of the violent death of a black woman named Riley between the years 1913 and 1920.17 The paper does briefly mention a story in 1917 about the murder of a young black woman named Minnie Harris whose body was “thrown in the large storage pond” near the mill.18 A neighbor was arrested, but the story was apparently not followed up. Yet the story that Bates’s mother was raped and killed by white men is often repeated. Clifford Broughton was a nephew of Susie Smith’s and in 2002 was the keeper of the Daisy Bates legend in Huttig. Broughton said that he and his family lived with the Smiths and Daisy at one point in his life, which is confirmed by the 1930 census. According to the census, Broughton was only two at the time, and Daisy by then was seventeen and soon about to leave Huttig forever. His stories are thus secondhand from his aunt Susie. Broughton claims he was told that Daisy’s mother was raped and killed by two men and her body thrown into a “forty-acre pond” near where the Smiths lived. However, an interview with Broughton’s sister, Tommie, who was ten in 1930, did not confirm this account. She only remembered a story that Daisy’s birth mother had drowned but did not recall being told she was murdered.19

Complicating the mystery of Bates’s parents is the appearance in Little Rock in the 1980s of a family who claimed and still insist that they are related to Bates. Though they played a significant role in Bates’s last years and in her affairs after her death (including her funeral), they have refused my attempts to confirm their identity. What weakens their claim is that, until Bates became famous, none of them are mentioned in her voluminous papers at the University of Arkansas or the State Historical Society of Wisconsin. If they are indeed related to her, it seems a bit strange that none of them appeared in her life at an earlier stage. Yet it is possible they are related, assuming Bates’s father was a Gatson. The Huttig telephone book of 1917 listed a man named Jim Gatson. Gatsons, allegedly Daisy’s half-brothers, lived in the general area of Huttig at the time efforts were made to confirm their stories. A note from the reference archivist at the State Historical Society of Wisconsin states that “several relatives of Daisy Bates, including her niece Melenda Gatson Hunter,” appeared at the research room in Madison on June 28, 2001. The archivist related that Hunter described herself as the “family historian” and left copies of Bates’s 1962 delayed birth certificate and a marriage license of “H. C. Gatson and Miss M. B. Boyett.” Hunter “says that her research has established that Daisy’s father was not John Gatson, but instead was H. C. (Hezekiah C.) Gatson.”20 The 1920 census mentions a Hezekiah Gatson, the son of a Demelleas Gatson, who lived in Union Parish, across the state line in Louisiana. The possible difficulty here is that Hezekiah Gatson would have been only about sixteen when Daisy was born. Efforts to reach Hunter through members of the Gatson family in Arkansas proved futile.

On the subject of Bates’s birth father, Clifford Broughton volunteered, “I think her daddy may have been white.” He also stated that “Daisy didn’t know who her people were.”21 Despite the unambiguous declaration in the 1920 census that her name was Daisy Lee Gatson, one wonders if he was correct on both counts. For her part, Bates writes in her memoir she was told by her cousin “Early B.” that her “daddy was as light as a lot of white people.”22 Broughton confirmed Bates’s account of her friendship with an “Early B. Broughton,” who was his father’s first cousin. What appears undeniable from Bates’s chapter about her early life in Huttig is the influence of her foster father, Orlee, whom she loved without qualification. She wrote about her feelings for him as he was dying. “How I loved this strong man who all his life had not been able to use his strength in the way he wanted to. He was forced to suppress it and hold himself back, bow to the white yoke or be cut down. And now that his life was ebbing, he was trying to draw on that reservoir of unused strength to give me a lasting inheritance.”23

What Bates’s foster father had done for her was to take her seriously, and the boost to her self-esteem is obvious in the pages of her memoir. “I don’t remember a time when this man I called my father didn’t talk to me almost as if I were an adult,” she recalled.24 Lest one underestimate Orlee Smith’s role in her formative years, Bates, in an early draft of The Long Shadow of Little Rock, admitted that her choice of a mate was influenced by him. “At times,” she wrote, “looking back, I have questioned my reasons for marrying L. C., and his marrying me, for I must have seemed to him very immature. Maybe it was because he had so many of the qualities my father had.”25

Bates painted a rather austere portrait of Susie Smith, the woman who raised her. Though she remembered her foster mother as “a tall, dark-brown woman with a kind face and big brown eyes that sparkled when she laughed,” Bates included no anecdotes that showed this woman to be a kind and jolly caretaker of a high-spirited girl. On the contrary, Susie Smith appears in the memoir as a stern, churchgoing disciplinarian. “I was often clobbered, tanned, switched and made to stand in the corner. The floor in the corner was slightly worn from the shuffling of my feet.”26 Though Bates goes on at length about the death of Orlee Smith, a World War I veteran, she does not mention that she attended Susie Smith’s funeral. Both Clifford Broughton and his sister recalled that she was not present. Clifford Broughton says that Bates and his aunt Susie had a falling out when Orlee died. Bates “smarted off” at the funeral that she was entitled to the American flag that Susie was given as Orlee’s widow. She felt she had as much right to it as Susie. She didn’t get it. Until that time, according to Broughton, Bates had gotten along well with her foster mother. Bates writes that Orlee Smith died when she was in her “teens.” The 1930 census shows that he was head of the household in that year. Apparently, he died within the next two years.

Another Huttig resident, Ethel Smith, in her eighties, remembered Bates as a “young lady.” She “looked almost like a white person to me but very, very pretty.”27 Bates was aware of her appearance. She wrote in The Long Shadow of Little Rock that her cousin Early B. told her that she looked like her mother, who was “very pretty, dark brown, with long black hair.” As a young woman, Bates was stunningly lovely. In dark pants and a white blouse, she was captured by a studio photographer in an undated photograph in a rare moment of almost aching vulnerability.

For most young black women, no matter how beautiful, life in Huttig would have had its grim side. First, there was the matter of Bates’s education. She would tell historian Elizabeth Jacoway that she completed high school.28 Yet an entry in The African-American Hall of Fame states that “her education did not progress further than Huttig grade school.”29 Thanks to the inferior educational system provided to black children in Huttig, six or eight grades may be all the schooling she obtained. Education was not a priority in Arkansas for most children. It was not until 1915 that whites in Huttig approved a bond issue of $12,000 to erect “a suitable high school building” for their own use.30 A year after Bates was born, in the “Colored News” section of the Huttig paper on May 16, the reporter mentions the closing for the year of the colored school, grades one through four. Eventually, there would be nine grades for black children in Huttig, who were later bussed to a black high school. With desegregation, the history of black education in Huttig (like much of rural black history throughout the state) has been lost.

Besides an inadequate educational system, Bates remembered that the Union Saw Mill Company homes in the black area of Huttig were of the “shotgun” variety and were either “rarely painted” or “drab red in color. On the other side of town where the whites resided, there were “white bungalows, white steepled churches and a white spacious school with a big lawn.”31 According to Clifford Broughton, Bates’s home at 75 A Avenue in Huttig was destroyed by fire, but today one still can see some of the shotgun houses of her youth nearby.

Even had Bates been educated, the employment opportunities in Huttig for black women were limited primarily to domestic work that paid fifty cents a day. Bates, perhaps making a virtue out of necessity, paints an almost idyllic portrait, never mentioning she did a day’s work in her entire time in Huttig. “The summers … for the most part, were spent on our farm in eastern Arkansas where my grandmother lived with a brown hound dog. … Occasionally we would take a trip to other states or I would be sent to visit friends or relatives of my parents.”32 Clifford Broughton indicated that his grandmother had a farm not in eastern Arkansas but outside of a town called New Edinburg, north of Huttig. He claims to remember visiting it in the summers with Bates.

However easy or hard Bates’s life had been in Huttig, it would change dramatically after she met L. C. (Lucious Christopher) Bates. Her husband-to-be was twelve years older, much better educated, and a man of relatively broad experience. As she acknowledged, in the early years of the relationship he seemed very much a father figure to her. After moving to Little Rock in the late 1930s, both L. C. and Daisy would be understandably vague about their early life together, for there were a number of details that didn’t fit their image.33


Chapter Two
A MUCH OLDER MAN

After Daisy had become famous, L. C. would tell the same sly, understated story, saying that when he had first met her, “She was nothing but a kid—I wasn’t thinking about her. She later moved to Memphis. When she grew up and got a little older, she looked a little better.”1 It always got a laugh because of her obvious beauty and possibly because of his homely features. Though only five feet eleven and 140 pounds, he appeared taller because of his cadaverous physique. Never photographed in public without his black horned-rim glasses after he came to Little Rock, he also seemed older than his chronological age.

Compared to the mill workers and farmers around Huttig, L. C. would have seemed highly sophisticated to a young girl. Clearly, he saw himself as special and would claim at the end of his life he had been born with advantages the average African American in the South never knew. In an interview with a graduate student only a few months before he died in 1980, he told the story that though he had worked at a number of jobs doing manual labor, never once had he picked or chopped cotton. Indeed, his father, a farmer and later a carpenter and Baptist minister, had hoped he would become a doctor.2 When asked about his upbringing, L. C. would respond with ironic humor that he had been born in Liberty, Mississippi. For historians of the civil rights movement, Liberty, the Amite County seat, would become known as the site where Bob Moses of SNCC tried to help blacks register to vote in 1961 and was arrested for his pains. As long as he wasn’t trying to rock the boat, L. C., the only son of Laura and Morris Bates, reported that he had enjoyed something of a privileged upbringing. While L. C. was a boy, his father moved the family to Moorhead, Mississippi, and worked as manager of a farm for a wealthy white widow from New England (remembered only as Mrs. Pond), who used her money and influence to see to it that L. C. attended a private grammar school in which he was the only black student. He later attended a black school in Indianola.3 It was not unusual at that time for black colleges to offer high school credit, and his father sent him to Alcorn College to get his secondary schooling.

His father then paid for him to attend Wilberforce College in Ohio, which was still famous as a school founded for the children of former slaves, but L. C. dropped out after a year, admitting his decision “broke” his father’s heart.4 He had always known what he wanted to do, and he didn’t need a college degree to do it. As a youngster in Indianola, he had worked as a printer’s devil, and he headed straight for the newspaper business. Coincidentally, his first job at the age of nineteen was in Helena, Arkansas, the county seat of Phillips County, site of the massacres in Elaine. He worked a year for the Interstate Register, which had a circulation of 3,500 and was published by a friend of his father’s, H. W. Holloway. L. C.’s next job, at the Kansas City Call, was under Roy Wilkins, who would hire him again as a field secretary for the NAACP in 1960. In the same graduate student interview, L. C. made the startling admission that the next year, in his first venture at owning his own newspaper, he had “sold out” to the “underworld element, which really ran the city” of Pueblo, Colorado. He called his paper, which was still in business in 1923, the Western Ideal. He did not explain specifically what was involved in his dealings with the mob, perhaps endorsing their candidates in an election year with the thought he “would have influence in the administration” if the group he backed came to power. It did not, and the paper folded.5

After one more year of newspaper work in California, L. C. got out of it and sold “insurance and novelty advertising” in the “Mid-south” for a while. In 1924, while living in Omaha, Nebraska, he met and married Kassandra Crawford. Though Kassandra had a child by the name of Loretta, her father was not L. C.6 The date is uncertain, but probably in the mid-1920s L. C. moved to Memphis and “travelled a nine-state area” as a salesman.7 Daisy Bates wrote in The Long Shadow of Little Rock that she met L. C. when she was fifteen, which would have been 1928. He sold her father an insurance policy, and the two men became “fast friends.” “For the next three years … [he] was a frequent visitor in our home.” L. C. would bring gifts for the family, a hard-to-get newspaper for Orlee, candy for her mother, imitation pearls or a bracelet for her. Daisy recalled they began their courtship at the movie theater in Huttig when he held her hand. She knew then and there she would marry him. “Shortly after my father’s death he proposed marriage and I readily accepted.” A paragraph later, skipping over fifteen years, she writes, “After our marriage we settled in Little Rock.”8

In fact, L. C. was still married to Kassandra and didn’t marry Daisy until 1942, a year after they had begun the State Press in Little Rock. According to Clifford Broughton, Daisy left Huttig with L. C. before her father died. Daisy and L. C. came back to Huttig “one or two times a year” to visit. After her father’s death and the falling out with her mother, Broughton remembered that she may have come back to Huttig perhaps once.9

Lottie Neely, L. C.’s first cousin, recalled more than one trip to Memphis to visit L. C. and Kassandra while she was a child. She did not became aware of Daisy until she moved to Little Rock in 1941 to work as a secretary for L. C. at the State Press. L. C.’s parents were also living in Memphis when Neely made these visits.10 Though L. C. told the graduate student that he was divorced from Kassandra in 1930, an Arkansas State Police report said L. C. was known to be seeking a divorce in 1941.11

In lieu of more direct proof, the evidence that Daisy and L. C. had a long-running affair while he was still married is a matter of piecing together other bits of information. Memphis city directories show no listing for L. C. from 1930 to 1934, but he is included from 1935 to 1939. “Cassandra” is listed as L. C.’s spouse for each of these years. L. C.’s job was listed as “travelling salesman.” In 1937 his occupation was given as “advertising manager.”12 The name of Daisy Bates or Daisy Gatson does not appear in the Memphis city directories during the 1930s; however, an incident in 1934 establishes that she was residing there, apparently under the name of Daisy Bates.

In 1934 Daisy and L. C. were stopped by the police in Monroe, Louisiana, an hour’s drive from the Arkansas border. Daisy’s Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) file contains the following report: “Nov. 16, 1934, Daisy Bates, A Negro female, 19, born Huttig, Ark, then residing at Memphis, Tenn., was arrested by the Monroe, Louisiana Police Department on a charge of ‘investigation.’” (The Louisiana police had nothing more on him than the fact that he was carrying a pistol in his glove compartment.) The report bore the signature “Daisy Bates” and listed her occupation as “housewife.”13

When in the 1950s the White Citizens Council and its allies were trying to destroy the couple and had obtained Daisy’s arrest record, Daisy brushed off the incident by saying the information was incorrect. She said she had been only fourteen and that her relatives had been with her in the car with L. C., who was a family friend. In fact, Daisy was nineteen in 1934. On the second page of a letter L. C. wrote to Daisy in 1962, he refers to the time when he “met you and brought you away.” In the next paragraph he writes, “I knew I was not much and did not know much at that time. That was 1932.”14

L. C.’s parents were also living in Memphis at this time. Did they know about Daisy during those years? Perhaps, but it would not have been welcome news. Piecing together Neely’s comments, the contents of L. C.’s 1962 letter to Daisy, and the arrest record in 1934, one is left to conclude that between the years 1932 and 1941, Daisy was occupying what would have been the difficult role of L. C.’s long-term mistress. Like most affairs that run on for years, it could not have been a totally serene relationship and would have emotional repercussions throughout their lives. Annie Abrams, a black community activist in Little Rock and a longtime friend of each of them, has said both had a vested interest in maintaining a veil of secrecy about the early years of their relationship and related her own theory of the dynamics. According to Abrams, each believed there was cause for resentment against the other. From Daisy’s perspective, L. C. had robbed the cradle. If Daisy had wanted to, she could “tell the world that this old man took me and exploited me.” For his part, L. C. believed that “infidelity was nothing new to her,” so in his mind he hadn’t exploited her.15 (Of course, as a married man, infidelity was nothing new to him either, but in the way of jealous lovers, that fact was not at issue.) As will become obvious, theirs was an extremely complicated relationship and would remain so as the power increasingly shifted to Daisy during the 1950s.

One might assume that Daisy was employed during those years since there were no children; however, L. C.’s 1962 letter to Daisy casts at least some doubt on whether she held a job. He wrote in part, “I did my best to do for you and give you the benefit of what little I did know and have. I did not know how bad I was until you told me recently. I do know it was not until 1945—thirteen years later before you made any attempt to help earn one dime. … Do not get me wrong—I did not want you to help me earn anything.”16

These are the words of an angry and sad husband who may well have been referring only to those years after the State Press was up and running.17 Yet at the same time he admits that he was happy for her not to contribute financially. As in Huttig, jobs for black women in Memphis were mainly in the domestic service category, and L. C. possibly had no financial need to see his beautiful young mistress leaving the house each day to clean up a white woman’s bathroom for the low wages she would have received.

The idea of coming to Little Rock and starting a newspaper must have seemed insane to Daisy. She readily admits she resisted it. “The decision was not made lightly. I held out, in fact, for several weeks against the venture, realizing that such a project required more money and effort than the two of us had to give,” she wrote.18 It would require much more than “money and effort” for the kind of newspaper L. C. had in mind. Not only would the paper be a hard-hitting advocate for civil rights, it would aspire to teach African Americans the habits and values they needed in order to live decent and respectable lives. In the last year of his life, L. C. remembered the incident that galvanized him to start his own newspaper. Selling promotional advertising displays in Alexandria, Louisiana, he arrived at the office of the white company president, who, not realizing L. C. was a salesman, inquired, “What do you want, boy?” L. C. could not recall the date of the incident, but he knew then that “I have to start my paper.”19 It was the final straw. If nothing else, the life of a black salesman, even if profitable, was a daily exercise in tact and humility he didn’t have. L. C. had seen too much of the rest of the United States to pretend that he could ignore the humiliation of being an African American in the South. To cope, he tried to avoid the indignities of segregation, claiming to have ridden a bus “only one time” when he would have been forced to sit at the back. If he didn’t have his own car, he took a taxi. But there was always the problem of where to eat and where to stay. Refusing to go to the back door of a white restaurant, L. C. loaded up his car with “cheese and bologna” and ate “out of cans.”20 He didn’t tell his student interviewer where he slept, but it would have been a problem, too. No salesperson makes much of an impression if it looks like he or she slept in a car all night. L. C. solved the problem of where to stay by learning the names of blacks who rented out a room in their houses as a way of increasing their income.

No decision would be more momentous for either Daisy or L. C. than his decision to begin a newspaper. By the time the first issue rolled off the press in 1941, L. C. had lived precisely half of his life. Son of a preacher, he had something of the preacher in him, though for most of his life he had little use for the kind of black ministers of the Gospel that he saw in the South. The preachers he knew talked about heaven, forgiveness, acceptance. Even at the end of his life, he said his idol had been not his father but his grandfather in Mississippi, who had shot a white man who was about use a stick to hit two boys who were guarding his watermelon patch. After the shooting, his grandfather sent for the sheriff to come “pick up the son-of-a bitch” along with the message that he would “be in town on Saturday to see about it.”21 Apparently, his grandfather had lived to tell the story, and it was a much livelier tale than L. C. usually heard on Sundays. L. C. didn’t believe in the Bible anyway. “I don’t go to church, but I guess I am religious. I am a student of Bob Ingersoll and Thomas Paine. They were agnostics and didn’t believe the Bible was the revelation of God. Neither do I. Now, there’s got to be superior powers. … My belief is that every person is his own God because that person directs his own destiny. How you use your wisdom and knowledge is up to you.”22

L. C. was a freethinker, but he knew he couldn’t have it both ways. A newspaper editor who presumed to criticize as well as instruct both the black and white communities in the South in 1941 was going to have to accept at least some of the bourgeois notions of those communities in order to escape criticism, so on March 4, 1942, Daisy and L. C. slipped out of Little Rock and drove to the southern Arkansas town of Fordyce and married.23 Daisy was twenty-nine years old and still at the start of an adventure that would briefly make her one of the most famous women in the world. All her life she naturally had a lighter touch than her husband (though she was angered more easily), which is not to say that she was necessarily less intelligent. Though heavily influenced by L. C., she simply didn’t operate the way he did. He preferred to stay in the background, especially when she was around. After he became publisher of the State Press, he was quoted more than once as saying, “We can sacrifice a friend, but never compromise a principle.”24 Daisy didn’t think in absolutes. Vivacious and friendly, she not only liked people, she had a way with them. Dr. Edith Irby Jones, who met Daisy on her first day of medical school in 1948 as the first black student at the University of Arkansas and who became a lifelong admirer of both L. C. and Daisy, said that Daisy “would come into a room and within half an hour she would know everybody in the room.” If she didn’t remember their names, she would know something about them. On the other hand, “Mr. Bates was always reserved … more mature.”25

From the first issue of the State Press in 1941 until the last in 1959, L. C. almost always had one thing on his mind, and that was the paper. Though Daisy, as her fame grew, enjoyed the status of being referred to as copublisher, there should be no mistake that it was L. C.’s paper. L. C. wrote much of it, he edited it, and no matter what might happen, he saw that it came out on time, not an easy task for a small paper with few employees. He started off with “two printers, two secretaries, and one reporter.”26 In the words of Jones, “the paper was his.” She also observed that Daisy didn’t act “wifey” about her part in putting out the paper. “She did whatever was necessary. If it was cleaning and mopping the floor … if it was supervising … she acted like an employee.”27 Daisy may not have earned “one dime” until she became city editor four years after the paper was in operation, but her lack of a salary didn’t mean she didn’t work hard along with her husband to make it a success. And there was no guarantee that it would be. To raise the money to get the paper started, the house in Memphis was sold, netting half of the $12,000 that was needed.28 Though there was a black press in Little Rock (the Twin City Press, Arkansas Survey Journal, Southern Mediator Journal, and religious publications), these publications had no intention of rocking the boat.29 L. C. tried unsuccessfully to buy one of the small black papers in Little Rock, but when his offers were refused, he leased equipment from a local African Methodist Episcopal (AME) church, which had published a church newsletter called the Twin City Press.30 The equipment was inadequate, and within two years the State Press moved its offices to 610 W. Ninth Street, and the paper was printed by Keith Printing Company, a white-owned company. After the owner objected to the content of an edition and refused to print it, L. C. moved the contract to the Bass Printing Company, which was also owned by whites.31 At first they were financial partners, but by the late 1940s L. C. and Daisy bought out their investors and apparently at no time had these investors exercised any control over the paper’s content.

Though she never admitted it (nor did L. C. ever put it this way), Daisy’s real education was at the State Press; her husband was her tutor, and there was much to learn. Advocacy for desegregation wasn’t yet on the civil rights agenda in 1941 (separate but equal still being the law and a notion largely accepted by blacks as well), but most everything else was. If L. C. was Daisy’s tutor, he also had his own mentors. Black publications such as the Chicago Defender and the Kansas City Call had long taught him that blacks wanted to read about the struggle for civil rights but at the same time be entertained and be informed about gains being made by African Americans. The State Press seemed invariably to carry a picture on the front page of an attractive African American girl or woman, often local, who had won some honor. If black entertainers were coming to Little Rock, they made the front page as well. The State Press welcomed Lionel Hampton and his wife to the Club Aristocrat with a front-page picture. But L. C. wrote not only about how well certain blacks were doing; he also thought it was his responsibility to call attention to what he considered problems in the community. To build circulation, he ran for a time a column he wrote himself called “Mornin’ Jedge,” which was often taken from the pages of entries at the Little Rock Municipal Court. This column caused embarrassment and undoubtedly anger to those identified by name, but it was a source of intense interest as well. Later, he would admit to regret at having created “Mornin’ Jedge” and would drop it, but the column sold papers. Besides local social news, the State Press was heavy on sports as well. From the beginning, L. C. intended to make the paper known in parts of the state where there were significant black populations, which meant the paper was distributed in towns such as Texarkana, Hot Springs, El Dorado, Pine Bluff, Jonesboro, Forrest City, Helena, and Fort Smith.

The State Press was always about advocacy journalism. Editorials and news articles shared the front page. If people wanted to get the white perspective in Arkansas, they could buy the daily Arkansas Gazette or the Arkansas Democrat or their own local paper. “NEGRO SOLDIERS GIVEN LESSON IN WHITE SUPREMACY IN SHERIDAN” blared the headlines. “GRAND JURY CAN’T MAKE IT RAPE WHEN RAPIST IS WHITE.”32 Each week it was in-your-face, tabloid-style journalism. Whatever the issue—blacks voting, police brutality and harassment, economic bias on the job, and other forms of discrimination—the State Press took it on in assertive language that, by definition, was inflammatory to Arkansas whites at the time.

L. C. argued consistently in the pages of the State Press that blacks should form their own labor organizations because they were being discriminated against by white workers. One such case was in the Delta at Helena in Phillips County, where members of the Carpenters and Joiners Union of America walked off the job at Pekin Wood Products and forced blacks to do the same. “Through intimidation and brutal treatment they [the 400 African Americans who comprised 60 percent of the labor force at the plant] were pulled off their jobs and made to stay off their jobs until … the white workers could get something better.” Northern management had unilaterally given all workers a raise of three cents an hour. Giving blacks equal treatment angered the all-white union (an American Federation of Labor [AFL] union, which excluded blacks). The union demanded and got two cents an hour more for its own members. Instead of blacks trying to join the union, L. C. wrote: “We would say, ‘Hell, no!! Stay Out.’” Blacks should remember that they were in the majority. “If you feel you should have an organization to bargain for you, why not choose your own.”33

Civil disobedience was never a tactic in L. C.’s arsenal. A case in point was the hated streetcar laws in the South, the interpretation and enforcement of which required blacks, who were to sit in the back, to give up their seats to whites. As a salesman, L. C. could take a taxi or drive his own car and avoid the personal humiliation of public transportation. As a crusading journalist and editor, he couldn’t avoid writing about it. “Get up, Nigger, and let that white woman sit down,” a white had ordered a black youth riding a Missouri-Pacific bus returning to Little Rock from Pine Bluff in 1944. After the youth refused and a fight broke out, L. C. wrote, “We will not say the boy was right in taking the seat on the bus in violation of the laws … but what concerns us more, is why continue a law that always creates confusion.”34

Behind L. C.’s rhetorical flourishes ran a deep streak of conservatism that never left him. The State Press was aimed not only at the conduct of whites but blacks as well. Though whites felt the sting of his words, blacks were not exempt either. In retrospect, the column “Mornin’ Jedge” revealed L. C. as crotchety as an Old Testament prophet. Sober and extremely hardworking, he saw nothing good in the ways of a number of blacks. What others celebrated as African Americans’ innate ability to live life at a given moment to the fullest, L. C. saw as frivolity. After having been to Robinson Auditorium in Little Rock and watching young African Americans dancing in delirious self-abandon, he wrote on August 27, 1943, “Nothing is imperative in the lives of the younger generation as frivolity.”35 These are the words of a man old before his time, but he was sensitive to the criticism that blacks were loud, uncouth, and boorish in their behavior. Before the 1940s were out, he began to run a cartoon that purported to instruct blacks on how to act in public; there was nothing subtle in his message. Each cartoon was accompanied by blunt text, such as “Don’t Spit on the Street” or “Don’t Be a Clown in Public.”36 To criticize the race publicly required not only courage but a strong and secure ego. L. C. never lacked a confident stubbornness in his beliefs, but it was masked by his quietness, especially in the presence of his wife.

L. C.’s attacks on black preachers were little short of astonishing in a culture where the clergy has always been highly regarded. He once called the sermons of a radio preacher “more offensive than the odor of a cesspool” and was successfully sued for libel.37 The black clergy understood that it was L. C. who was their enemy since Daisy attended church and he did not. Still, his criticism of black ministers could not have made Daisy very comfortable, though there is no evidence she ever sought to restrain her husband in this or any other crusade he undertook.


Chapter Three
A NEWSPAPER ALL THEIR OWN

When L. C. and Daisy arrived in Little Rock, they were virtual strangers in a city of around 100,000 inhabitants, almost a quarter of whom were black. Every community of any size in the South has always had its black elites, and Little Rock was no exception. Two of these representatives were passing their last years in the capital city just as Daisy and L. C. were arriving on the scene. Both born slaves, Charlotte Stephens and Scipio Africanus Jones had not merely survived Jim Crow, they had mastered its intricacies and taken advantage of its possibilities. With the blood of their former masters coursing through their veins, both were hypersensitive to their place in black society and were at the same time guardians of the old etiquette of race relations. When interviewed for the Federal Writers’ Project in 1937, Stephens, Little Rock’s first black schoolteacher, noted in her formal, measured way that whites, even during slavery, had no monopoly on the right to define the social pecking order. In fact, Stephens, then eighty-three years old, remembered, “There was class distinction, perhaps to greater extent than among the white people.” Understandably, Stephens had not identified with the 400,000 uneducated blacks in the state who toiled in the fields but rather with the house slaves of her owner, Chester Ashley, whose education, wealth, and status as a lawyer and landowner made him first among equals in the rough-and-ready frontier town of Little Rock. According to Stephens, the Ashley family had referred to her people not as slaves but as “servants.” Her father, William Wallace Andrews, “brought up in the mansion, enjoying opportunities and privileges” with the Ashleys’ two young sons, was regarded almost as a family member.1 The irony, of course, was that Andrews and his little daughter, Lottie (like many members of the black elite in the South), were family members—Stephens’s paternal grandfather was white. “On the subject of segregation,” her biographer writes, “Mrs. Stephens during the last years of her life, was more of a conservative than a radical. At the root of her attitude in this matter there was personal pride and self-respect, the feeling that gentle folk do not intrude where they aren’t wanted…. She thought some segregation was still natural. The time was not ripe for its entire abolition.”2

A teacher in a segregated system all her life, Stephens and those like her in the black elite, including other teachers, college professors, doctors, lawyers, and certain members of the business community, readily accepted the notion of a black aristocracy based on education, skin color, or wealth, or any combination of these. Often given special privileges themselves (such as education) as a result of their partly white ancestry, they were less than enthusiastic about challenging Jim Crow. In the past few years, a number of historians writing about race in Arkansas have taken note of this phenomenon.3 Most recently, in a study of Little Rock’s black leadership between 1940 and 1970, historian John Kirk has written,

Segregation provided black businesses and black professionals with an exclusive black clientele for their services that they remained reluctant to sacrifice in a push for social equality. Moreover, black leaders relied on their position as spokesmen for their race to gain status and prestige within the community, with their standing in part both defined and enhanced by their liaisons with influential whites for whom they often acted as go-betweens with the black community. Working to destroy segregation for black leaders ultimately meant undermining their own financial position, by abolishing their protected market, and community standing, by alienating influential whites.4

It goes without saying that blacks would have been at considerable personal risk in challenging the doctrine of white supremacy for much of the Jim Crow era. The history of the Old South, especially, is the history of white violence against African Americans. Any leaders too far ahead of their time risked their life and property.

The male analogue of Charlotte Stephens in Arkansas was Scipio Africanus Jones, born in 1861 or 1862 and son of a south Arkansas planter/physician and his house slave. The father saw that his son was educated at Philander Smith College and Shorter College in Little Rock and arranged to have him study for the bar in the law offices of white men. At one point in his career, Jones, who had more than twenty appearances before the Arkansas Supreme Court in his lifetime, was driven around Little Rock in his own Cadillac by a chauffeur. As attorney for the Mosaic Templars (a fraternal organization and insurance company with offices in twenty-six states) and a busy private practice, perhaps no black man in Arkansas history studied the racial tea leaves more carefully than Jones or had more influence with the white power structure in order to help black people. His access was nothing short of phenomenal. If he wanted the ear of the governor, he got it.5 Access was one thing; translating his reputation for getting things done into political success on a local level as a black Republican was much more of a struggle. Though he achieved a personal triumph by managing to get elected as a delegate to the Republican National Convention in 1928, the Republican Party in Arkansas had, for purely political reasons, long quit being sympathetic to black participation in party affairs, and his victory was more tokenism than a harbinger of things to come for blacks who once had flocked to the party of Lincoln.6

Within Little Rock’s black community during the Jim Crow era, men and women with experiences similar to Stephens’s and Jones’s still set the tone for racial interaction when Daisy and L. C. arrived to open their newspaper on Ninth Street. On Ninth Street, blacks could do everything: go to a doctor, dentist, lawyer, or barber; eat, shop for groceries, drink, dance, and make arrangements for burial. Just blocks west of the Mosaic Templars building at Ninth and Broadway was college row: Arkansas Baptist College and Philander Smith College, the latter whose students would take part in the sit-ins in 1960. In this area south of the state capitol were the homes of the black elite of Little Rock, many of whose houses were built in the craftsman style and equaled their white counterparts north of the invisible line on Ninth Street that separated the races.

Along with black businesses and the black church, black fraternities and sororities, which required a college education for membership, were unique creations of a particular culture. At the same time, they were more lively mirrors of white Little Rock society with its own pecking order, starting at the top with membership in the Little Rock Country Club. Of course, the black elite comprised only 3 percent of Little Rock’s black population. Nearly half of all blacks who had jobs were women employed in “domestic service”—a catch-all phrase that included women who worked as maids in whites’ homes, dishwashers, cooks, waitresses, laundresses, and hotel workers. Besides working for whites as “yardboys,” black men worked as “janitors, caretakers, labourers, waiters, bellboys, shoeshines, street cleaners, and garbage collectors.”7 Though a few blacks had managed to find jobs as carpenters, mechanics, and the like, the vast majority were in unskilled positions, earning subsistence wages. Thus both husband and wife often each worked two jobs to make ends meet.

As newcomers and without college degrees, Daisy and L. C. would always be outsiders in the upper crust of Little Rock black society. The class distinctions expressed by Charlotte Stephens very much applied to them. Though de facto members of the Little Rock black elite by virtue of their increasingly successful business venture, they would inevitably be viewed as arrivestes by a segment of that community.

Even if they had been charter members of the Little Rock black elite, they were both too critical of the status quo, too in-your-face to be fully acceptable. It was not that members of the black community and the black elite, especially, had never made efforts to resist Jim Crow. Before they disappeared from the Arkansas legislature, black legislators in 1891 had eloquently, if futilely, protested the passage of legislation mandating segregated railway cars. Anticipating the modern civil rights movement, blacks in Little Rock, Hot Springs, and Pine Bluff staged a brief boycott of the streetcar system in 1903 to protest legislation requiring separate seating by race.8 In 1928 the newly formed Arkansas Negro Democratic Association, under the leadership of physician J. M. Robinson, sued to vote in the white primary. Despite a promising precedent out of Texas, the case ultimately went nowhere.9

When L. C. and Daisy moved to town, the Scipio Jones technique was still the preferred method in Little Rock of how to manage white folks, but change was already in the air. From the town of Stamps in south Arkansas appeared a young black man named Harold Flowers. His mother had been a role model and teacher for an impressionable black girl named Maya Angelou, who had to get out of Arkansas for her talents as a poet and writer to bloom. If Scipio Jones was a prototype of the old-style black leader, Harold Flowers, fiery and charismatic, represented a new type of advocate. Obtaining a law degree from Robert H. Teral Law School in Washington, D.C., Flowers came back to Arkansas and set up shop in Pine Bluff, thirty-nine miles southeast of Little Rock. His goal was to unite black people across class lines. No one, especially Scipio Jones, had seen anything like him in Arkansas. There is a sad but telling image of Jones as an old man at a meeting organized by Flowers in the 1940s reminding his black audience of how much money he had raised to support World War I. He wasn’t exaggerating. Jones had almost single-handedly raised $100,000 (much of it through the Templars), but that wasn’t what blacks in this new era wanted to hear. Granted, they would go to war again for democracy and hope to share in its benefits, but Flowers, the man they wanted most to see and hear, was telling them they must all come together to demand an end to the discrimination they had endured for decades. Initially unable to obtain help from the national NAACP (local Arkansas chapters of the organization were static to moribund), Flowers founded his own group, Committee on Negro Organizations (CNO), at a meeting of several hundred people at the Buchanan Baptist Church in Stamps. The purpose of the CNO was to bring blacks into one organization in order to fight for their rights, primarily at the ballot box as a political force. Flowers had high hopes for his group, which he said would “revolutionize the thinking of the people of Arkansas.”10 L. C. ran a picture and glowing article about Flowers in March 1942. The headline said it all: “He Founded A Movement.”11

A warm personal friendship developed between Flowers and L. C. and Daisy. When Flowers came to Little Rock, he invariably would stop by the offices of the State Press or the home of its owners. Preston Toombs, a former employee, recalled, “Every Monday he would come in. He’d be there all day on Mondays. That was his headquarters.”12 L. C. and Daisy would have a major falling out with him toward the end of the decade, but in the early years Flowers fit perfectly the image of the black leader both L. C. and Daisy saw as necessary if blacks were going to achieve anything except what whites wanted to give them. The old way of going hat in hand to whites for crumbs was offensive to their growing consciousness that African Americans should not put themselves in the position of “begging” whites for anything. Political muscle could be gotten by exercising the ballot and closing ranks. Thus poll tax drives in various parts of the state were undertaken “under the direction of the CNO.”13 Flowers had no illusion about the ultimate outcome of any particular election, but blacks who voted could demand concessions from whites who needed their votes.

Though Daisy Bates would never become the mass movement leader that Harold Flowers was for a time in the 1940s, he surely influenced the direction she took. In his willingness to lay claim to the leadership of blacks in the state (he was president of the Arkansas State Conference of Branches of the NAACP in 1948 and had single-handedly built the membership up in Pine Bluff to 4,382 members, almost a fifth of the population), he was a role model for Daisy in ways her husband simply was not.14 In the first place, no leader who lectured his or her people on how to behave in public, as L. C. did on a weekly basis, could have expected to be held in universal esteem by his or her followers. In short, L. C. had neither the temperament nor ability to inspire a crowd with oratory. He felt more comfortable communicating through the printed word. Ironically, he was more inflammatory on paper than Harold Flowers was in person.

On March 22, 1942, an event took place that would highlight as nothing else could the growing influence of the State Press. The incident began as a low-voltage affair: a black soldier by the name of Albert Glover was arrested by two white military policemen on Ninth Street for being drunk and disorderly. A soldier, black or white, drinking while on leave was not a new phenomenon, and neither was the response of two white Little Rock policemen, Abner Hay and George Henson, who used their nightsticks on Glover’s head until he was bleeding. All of Little Rock’s much ballyhooed liberality as a southern city typically ended at the police station, and police brutality against blacks was a common occurrence.

Glover’s beating naturally attracted a crowd, mostly black. They gathered outside a makeshift first-aid station, and their mood wasn’t helped when a panicky Henson drew his weapon on them. It was an ugly moment but one that would have probably resolved itself had it not been for the stubborn persistence of Thomas Foster, a black sergeant, who insisted he had authority to investigate any situation involving men from his unit, the Ninety-second Engineers. Specifically, why were two white city policemen clubbing a black soldier? A stalemate developed immediately. Foster flatly refused to allow Glover to be taken back to Camp Robinson without an explanation of what had just occurred. For his trouble, he was arrested and dragged down Ninth Street by the two military policemen. Breaking loose, he ran into the alcove of a church and there stood his ground.

Once again, Hay insisted on showing how things were handled down South. He volunteered to bring Foster in if the others cleared him a path through the crowd. His offer accepted, he promptly attacked Foster but soon found the sergeant was more than he could handle. Foster’s resistance brought out the nightsticks again from the accompanying officers. As Foster slid dazed to the ground, Hay drew his revolver and shot the unarmed man four times, missing a fifth shot at point-blank range. As if he had done nothing more than shoot a stray animal, Hays pulled out his pipe and lit it as he stood over the body and waited for the ambulance. Foster died within hours.15

Ninth Street was quickly shut down, and all black soldiers were whisked back to Camp Robinson. The response from the white power structure in Little Rock was predictable: a black man had been shot by the police in the line of duty. It was self-defense. Foster had grabbed Hay’s nightstick and was about to hit him with it. Whites yawned and went back to sleep. Not so in the black community, due in no small part because of the way the State Press covered the story. Its headlines shrieked: “CITY PATROLMAN SHOOTS NEGRO SOLDIER, BODY RIDDLED WHILE LYING ON GROUND, WHITE MILITARY POLICE LOOK ON.” One of the “most bestial murders in the annals of Little Rock tragedies,” L. C. began his front-page story, “was witnessed Sunday afternoon at 5:45 o’clock at Ninth and Gaines streets, by hundreds of eyewitnesses.”16 His story was both an account and a call to action.

For the first time since the 1920s, when Little Rock’s black elite had raised money to defend the Elaine Twelve, influential Little Rock blacks raised their hands to be counted in a civil rights matter of importance to their community and appointed themselves to a group charged with investigating Foster’s death. Calling themselves the Negro Citizens Committee (NCC), they interviewed both blacks and whites who had witnessed the incident. Before a huge crowd on March 29 at the First Baptist Church, the NCC announced its findings that Hay had not been in any danger and that the shooting was unjustified. In Little Rock at this time (and elsewhere in the South), blacks did not charge whites with “bestial” murders, and one of the speakers, Rev. E. C. Dyer, reflecting the old way of dealing with trouble, pleaded that the solution was to keep black soldiers not only off Ninth Street but out of Arkansas altogether. Overwhelmingly, however, the group would have none of the old way of doing things. They called for blacks to be hired as policemen on Ninth Street, insisted that the city conduct a more comprehensive investigation of the shooting, and copied their report to federal authorities. Lest one be tempted to understate the importance of the State Press’s insistence on confronting both the black and white communities with police brutality, one need only compare the response of the black community to the massacres of blacks in Phillips County twenty-three years earlier. Then, a handpicked delegation of the Arkansas black elite had sat on their hands in silence at a biracial meeting at the state capitol as Governor Charles Hillman Brough extolled Phillips County whites as heroes who had averted a riot by blacks. Though the evidence of a massacre by white mobs was clear, the black community, out of fear and custom, went into complete denial and refused to challenge Brough. By printing the other side of the Foster picture in purple prose, L. C. challenged the way blacks in Little Rock and all over the state reacted to such acts of white supremacy. In an editorial on April 3, responding to a plea in a letter to the editor that the best response was to move on, L. C. roared: “The bestial murder of Sgt. Foster shall never be forgotten.”17

Blacks might not always be aroused to take action, but no longer could they look the other way and try to pretend horrific things were not occurring in their community. That had been possible before. Now that the State Press was on the scene, it no longer was possible to do so.

Worried that the State Press was going to hurt business in downtown Little Rock, which was thriving because of all the soldiers coming into town and spending money, E. Hobson Lewis, manager of the Little Rock Chamber of Commerce, paid a call on L. C. “He told me he had been authorized to keep my paper full of ads. I asked him by whom. He said by the merchants of the city.” It didn’t matter whether he ran the ads or not.

“What’s the catch?” L. C. said he asked, reprising this conversation for the public for the first time in 1972. “Soften your tone. Change your policy,” Lewis told L. C.18

L. C. refused, and immediately white businesses that had taken out ads in the State Press began boycotting the paper. It was a body blow that staggered the paper. “We can’t operate without advertisers,” Daisy told her husband. “Let’s quit now while we still have train fare.”19

L. C. wasn’t about to quit, but in order to survive, a new strategy was in order. Circulation was at 10,000. Energy that had gone into selling advertisements now went into increasing circulation. If blacks wanted a paper that supported them, they would have to support the State Press. It was war.

As expected, white officials did nothing but rubber stamp the prior investigation of the police chief, but the State Press kept the pressure on by demanding a federal investigation. Though not concerned about local problems of Little Rock blacks per se, the white power structure outside the state had to pay attention because of the war effort. Not only could the United States not afford a race war by its own troops, the Germans were being handed a propaganda tool, since one of the Allies’ most famous generals, Douglas MacArthur, was from Little Rock.20

The army completed its own investigation, and its findings differed greatly from those of the local officials. Doubtless, pressure from the Department of Defense was applied on the Department of Justice in Washington, D.C., to take more seriously what was going on in Arkansas. In June a federal grand jury was convened, but federal judges and federal juries in Little Rock were often as racist as their local and state counterparts. Judge Thomas C. Trimble instructed the jury to indict Hay only “if it would … serve some useful purpose.”21

Given that excuse, the grand jury examined twenty-five witnesses but could not find enough evidence to bring charges against a white police officer who had practically emptied his gun into an unarmed man lying on the ground. Furious, L. C. continued his campaign of criticism, running editorial after editorial, and was finally rewarded in August. “NEGRO POLICE TO PATROL NINTH STREET,” the State Press headline crowed on August 21. The city had caved in and agreed to hire eight black policemen. Their jurisdiction was circumscribed, and their arrest powers were limited, but it was a clear victory for the black community and a victory for the State Press. In a matter of months its circulation doubled. Off-Main Street advertisers began to support the paper. On July 8, 1945, the State Press had a new home on Ninth Street with a new printing press. Daisy recalled they celebrated with a bottle of champagne.22

The timing of the arrival of the State Press in Little Rock coincided not with just the movement spawned by Harold Flowers but also with the increased effectiveness of the NAACP itself, when its litigation efforts began to acquire a national focus. In the 1930s the time was not ripe to mount a direct challenge against segregated schools and overturn the 1896 Supreme Court decision of Plessy v. Ferguson, which upheld the principle of segregation of the races so long as states provided equal facilities for blacks. However, a young NAACP staff lawyer out of Howard University by the name of Thurgood Marshall, working with his mentor and former teacher, Charles Houston, had begun to attack school segregation indirectly by bringing and winning suits to equalize funding against southern school districts. The theory was that the South would abandon segregation because of the cost of maintaining equal school systems. Marshall and Houston began to have success with these cases around the country, and by 1942 Little Rock was ready for its own litigation, which of course did not occur in a vacuum. Harold Flowers had helped raise the consciousness of black teachers in Little Rock by directly criticizing them for their elitism.

The national office of the NAACP could not help but take notice that something was stirring the pot in Arkansas when a brave black schoolteacher by the name of Sue Cowan Morris (later Williams) agreed to file suit against the Little Rock School District. Like every other district in the state and the South, the Little Rock School District paid white teachers more than black teachers. For almost two decades there had been no successful civil rights litigation in the state, and the case would be noteworthy for several reasons. First, it marked the passing of the guard. It would be Scipio Jones’s swan song. As one of the local attorneys for the plaintiff class—the case was deemed important enough for Marshall to come to Little Rock to assist local attorneys in the litigation efforts-Jones died while the case was still being litigated. Despite its reputation as a “liberal” town, Little Rock fought the case every step of the way. The school district’s attorneys called Annie Griffey, a white supervisor of primary teachers with thirty-one years of experience, who testified “regardless of college degrees and teaching experience no white teacher is inferior to the best Negro teacher”; thus the disparate wages were justified.23 Using every racist argument they could, the school board’s attorneys, whom Marshall called “top flight lawyers,” were successful at the district court level. One of the most effective ways to deny justice is to delay a ruling, and federal district judge Trimble delayed deciding the case for over a year. Next came retaliation: Sue Cowan Morris did not have her contract renewed; the principal of all-black Dunbar High School, John Lewis, who testified for the plaintiffs, was forced out of his job; John H. Gibson, head of the black teachers association, also lost his job.

Although the Eighth Circuit Court of Appeals reversed the ruling, the victory was initially more symbolic than anything else. John Kirk notes that although some black teachers received raises, the Little Rock School District implemented a “merit” scale for teachers that continued to discriminate against blacks.24 Still, victories of any kind were crucial, because incrementally, they tended to undermine the notion that dual school systems were equal. At the same time, these cases laid the groundwork for blacks’ admission into the Arkansas law school and medical school. A number of these new graduates from the law school would become important to Daisy and L. C.

Finally, the case helped to put Arkansas back on the radar screen of the national NAACP. In 1940 there had been only 600 members of the NAACP in the entire state of Arkansas.25 It now seemed that there was all this energy being put forth in a state that had attracted little attention from the New York office since the Elaine massacres in 1919.

It seems likely that Daisy Bates would have met Thurgood Marshall during this time, since the State Press gave extensive coverage to the case. In 1992 Daisy, interviewed by an Arkansas-Democrat reporter for its Sunday High Profile section, listed Marshall as one of the persons she would invite for a fantasy dinner. She was not alone in her admiration. As Juan Williams notes, with the success of the Brown decision in 1954, Marshall would become known to blacks throughout America as “Mr. Civil Rights.”26 Before going on to become a federal appeals court judge, solicitor general, and the first black Supreme Court justice, this talented, complicated man with his own insecurities and demons would come to play a pivotal role in the 1957 Little Rock school desegregation crisis.


Chapter Four
TWO FOR THE PRICE OF ONE

One can see Daisy Bates maturing during the 1940s into a woman who was vitally interested in all that was going on around her and determined to be part of it. It wasn’t always that way. In the beginning years of the State Press, there is reason to believe that Daisy saw herself as more of a privileged newspaper publisher’s wife than as a working partner in the business. Lottie Neely, L. C.’s cousin and secretary at the newspaper who began work at the paper in 1941, remembered that Daisy “stayed in the bed until ten or eleven o’clock.” L. C. would go home for brunch, which Daisy prepared. “She wasn’t the best cook,” Neely remembered. Daisy improved, but “they ate out quite a bit.”1

Ninth Street was where the action was, and being a young woman who had put in a full day’s work, Lottie Neely wanted to experience it. Daisy “taught me about clothes and how to dress. She loved to wear high heels, 3-inch heels. Everything was right—her hair, her nails, her clothes.” Daisy made it into the office by “1:30 or 2:00.” Neely remembered also that Daisy “didn’t have a regular job with the paper at that time. She would come in and help out. She didn’t write any articles in the paper.”2

Over time, Daisy began to realize that life was much more interesting at the newspaper than alone in the house waiting for her husband to come home for brunch. Preston Toombs, who began work as a printer for the State Press in 1948 and stayed in that position until 1956, remembered that by then, Daisy got to the office by 10:00 or 11:00. She would call the office, and if L. C. was too busy, Toombs would be sent to pick her up, “and she would be in the place all day.” She still did not have a “regular” job at the paper, although she did some of the bookkeeping, sent out the boys who sold the papers, and solicited money for ads. She also went out on stories with Earl Davy, who was the photographer for the State Press for a number of years. Toombs remembered going to Pine Bluff with her on State Press business. On the same trip, she stopped off to see Harold Flowers to talk about an NAACP matter. The “majority of [her] time,” Toombs believed, was spent “doing NAACP business.” Hampered by her lack of formal schooling and consequently insecure about her own writing skills, Daisy developed a lifelong habit of relying on secretaries, often allowing them to draft letters for her approval. “I don’t believe she did too much writing,” Toombs said. “No, I don’t recall her writing anything. She mostly dictated to Jewel Porce and Ivy Wesley,” the two secretaries at the State Press.3 L. C. told an interviewer that Daisy wrote the social news in the paper, but the actual composition would have likely been left to others.

In The Long Shadow of Little Rock, Daisy wrote that she took courses at Shorter College in North Little Rock in “Business Administration, Public Relations, and other subjects related to the newspaper business” soon after the State Press started up. At one point she took flying lessons through Philander Smith College but dropped out just before obtaining her pilot’s license because their insurance rates would have increased “astronomically.”4

Though she rarely wrote for the paper, Daisy did have input into the editorials L. C. wrote. She “and Mr. Bates would discuss it, and Mr. Bates would write the editorial,” said Toombs.5 A rare editorial under Daisy’s name (“Mrs. L. Christopher Bates”) appeared in late November 1945. Headlined “The Public’s View of Little Rock Leadership’s Inconsistency,” it was short on substance but reflected sensitivity to the lack of cohesiveness in the black community. After a conversation with a woman who voiced her discontent with the lack of progress under present black leaders in Little Rock, Daisy wrote, “As I sat listening to the lady while she emptied her soul with tension in every fiber of her being, what I saw in her face made me ashamed, ashamed, not for myself … but for those Negroes in positions of authority in the black community.”6

In 1946 an event occurred that would have caused anyone to grow up in the newspaper business in a hurry. Daisy wrote in her memoir that L. C. took a vacation in March of that year and left her “temporarily as proud editor-in-chief.” By then Daisy had the title of “city editor.” Where L. C. went and how long he was gone are not known, but when he returned, Daisy had covered a story that was about to land them both in trouble. In a state that still favored informal peonage as its preferred method of relations with its agricultural workers, labor unions always had a hard row to hoe, and union activity in Little Rock was not received any better. In her memoir, Daisy wrote that she had just finished putting together a story about a strike by Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) members at the Southern Cotton Oil Mill “about a mile from the State Press office” when L. C. returned from his trip.7 In traditional southern fashion, after a picket named Walter Campbell was killed by his replacement, three other pickets were arrested and found guilty of violating Arkansas’s right-to-work law and sentenced to a year’s imprisonment. Otha Williams, the replacement worker who had shot Campbell, was acquitted. How that could happen was the result of a provision of the right-to-work law. If any violence broke out on a picket line, everybody on the line could be found guilty of it.

In her story, Daisy pointed out the obvious: “Three strikers, who by all observations were guilty of no greater crime than walking on a picket line, were sentenced to one year in the penitentiary yesterday by a hand-picked jury, while a scab who killed a striker is free.”8 According to Daisy, L. C. wrote the headline for her story: “FTA STRIKERS SENTENCED TO PEN BY A HAND-PICKED JURY.” Daisy had also written: “The prosecution was hard pressed to make a case until Judge Lawrence C. Auten instructed the jury that the pickets could be found guilty if they aided or assisted, or just stood idly by while violence occurred.”9

Auten had a reputation for not liking any criticism, and the idea that a black newspaper would have the temerity to criticize him was obviously more than the judge could stand. He ordered L. C. and Daisy arrested for contempt of court. On April 29 Auten found them guilty, and he sentenced them to ten days in prison and imposed a $100 fine. He then invented some new jurisprudence, ruling they couldn’t appeal, and he sent them to jail. Released seven hours later by order of the Arkansas Supreme Court, they posted bond of $500 and appealed the decision on the merits. Citing the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, Daisy and L. C., represented by white attorneys from the CIO, argued they could not be found guilty for merely expressing their opinion that the judge had erred in his application of the law. To its credit, the Arkansas Supreme Court agreed and reversed Auten. “We know of no rule of law permitting jail sentences and contempt fines merely because a newspaper thinks some judge mistakenly stated the law.”10

Since neither Daisy nor L. C. obtained a college degree (which would have allowed them to participate fully as alumnae in the all-important black fraternities and sororities), nor were they tied into the Little Rock black community through the church (though Daisy went occasionally), they carved out their own niche. She and L. C. both became known as people one went to get to things accomplished, which was made easier by the business they were in.11 The State Press gave them access to both the white and black communities in a way that social background alone never would have, and Daisy had the freedom (L. C. was often in the back in the print shop) and social skills to cultivate a wide variety of not just sources but resources in the community.

In 1948 a young, extremely attractive light-skinned black woman presented herself in the offices of the State Press. She told the woman behind the counter she was in her first day of medical school and had been advised that if she were ever in Little Rock and needed money, she should take the trolley downtown to the paper and ask for the Bateses. Daisy identified herself, “I’m Daisy Bates.” She went into the back and returned with a can and counted out the $50 that Edith Irby (later Jones), the first black medical student in Arkansas, said she needed for lab fees.12 It was the beginning of a lifelong friendship.

Daisy was impulsive, making snap judgments about people, but it was her spontaneity and warmth that drew them to her. And her help was ongoing. On a weekly basis, Daisy would drive to Irby’s apartment in North Little Rock and present her with $25 or $30 that she had collected from “colored professionals.” Why did she do this? “I’m going to see that you have money—all you do is study.” Here was a young woman bucking the odds, and Daisy was going to see that they were shortened. But that wasn’t all she did. Each weekend that first year Daisy and L. C. would come pick her up and take her with them. “They were always doing something,” Dr. Jones recalled. “It might be a committee meeting of the NAACP or State Press business or just for fun. At the bottom of the social activity there was a purpose.” The purpose in her case was to help a talented young woman go as far as she could. Daisy introduced her to the black professionals in Little Rock—Dr. Isch, Dr. Robinson, Dr. Obra White. But it wasn’t just doctors. She met Harold Flowers, and once Daisy was responsible for her “meeting Thurgood Marshall on a train going to New Orleans.”13

Perhaps Daisy saw a younger version of herself—the self she somehow might have become if L. C. had not made her his mistress. After all, people mistook them for sisters, which flattered both women. If Daisy thought that someone had potential, she was generous with her time and contacts. Theodosia Cooper, who was hired as one of the first black social workers in Pulaski County, remembers that Daisy “was always giving me resources.” Working for the Center for Handicapped Children in Jacksonville, a suburb of Little Rock, Cooper remembered, too, that Daisy “always had her facts … she always did her homework. … She had a way with people, and it was not one where she lowered herself to get what she wanted.”14

Yet even into the late 1940s Daisy’s focus was extremely local, her knowledge of the bigger picture even in Arkansas surprisingly spotty. In an early draft of The Long Shadow of Little Rock, in which she re-created a conversation with L. C., she revealed astonishing gaps. “Remember how surprised you were with your nose for news when you discovered that Negroes were attending the Arkansas Law School”15 One can’t imagine L. C. not knowing such an important development. Though not in any sense an intellectual, he was intellectually curious. Daisy simply didn’t process things the way he did, and vice versa.

From the beginning, her soft spot was young people. At various points in her life, a child lived with her and L. C. or with her alone. She “adopted” several children over the course of her life. She was never able to have children and must have rarely talked about the reason in Little Rock. The only explanation that this author ever discovered was provided by Audre Hanneman, a friend of Daisy’s (and part-time secretary) when Daisy was living in New York between 1960 and 1963. Acknowledged in Bates’s 1962 memoir, Hanneman wrote from her home in Kansas City, Missouri, in 2002, “I have to admit I thought I knew Daisy a lot better than I apparently did. She never spoke of problems in her marriage, or of L. C.’s first marriage. She told me that she once had a miscarriage when she was arguing with (I understood it to be with L. C.) and he pushed her and she struck the sharp corner of a table. And she couldn’t have children after that.”16

Whatever the cause of Daisy’s inability to have children, they were increasingly precious to her. The relationships ranged from simple visits with friends’ children in which Daisy acted in the role of any friendly adult who favors a particular child to long-term relationships in which the child came to live in her house and was treated like an actual family member. The media focused its attention on a child named Clyde, who was living with them during the 1957 school crisis until it became too dangerous, and he was sent away. The child’s full name was Clyde Lee Cross, but who his family was has not been determined. Dr. Jones has memories of him as a “regular” child, “not special, not dull, not aggressive.” Clyde was probably from a poor family that already had too many children to be able to support. In 1960 Daisy told the Chicago Defender that she and L. C. had known Clyde for nine years.17 The decision to give him a home with them was probably not debated at any great length. Undoubtedly, Daisy proposed it, and L. C. went along with it, as he did with most things she wanted. Clyde would make his presence known again in 1962.

Daisy and L. C. It was always that way when they were together and other people were around. But not at the State Press. L. C. was the boss there. Preston Toombs revered him. “Mr. Bates was a genius. He was just smart, just smart.”18 To his printer, he may have seemed like one, but L. C. knew his limitations, and that was probably his genius. He allowed himself to be edited. A talented man named S. S. Taylor, who taught at the black colleges in town, went over L. C.’s editorials. As an employer, there was nothing heavy-handed or capricious about L. C. “He treated everybody the same,” Toombs recalled fondly.19

It was a good atmosphere. Toombs remembered that Daisy “didn’t really boss anybody. We was all there together. Everybody knew their duties. You know what to do and you did it…. He’s in the back, she’s in the front. What was in the back—the press. We made up all the paper. She was up in the front with the secretaries.” There was always the crunch to get the paper out on time, but the rest of the week there wasn’t the same kind of pressure. Once L. C. gave Toombs $3 (not an inconsequential sum in those days) and told him to take Edith Irby to breakfast. The printer taking out the future doctor who was both lovely and intelligent—he never forgot it.

Though L. C. could sound like a nag and a scold in the pages of the State Press, at work there was a camaraderie in the office, Toombs recalled. “They kid[ded] a lot. Everybody in the house be talking. We never had any arguments or say fighting. … I never knew them [Daisy and L. C.] to be mad at each other.”20 It was a good place to work—even a fun place to work with all the celebrities and important people coming in. Toombs met, among other musicians, Lionel Hampton and his wife, along with politicians, lawyers, and professional athletes. They all dropped by the State Press to get written about.

The years between 1941 and 1956-before the harassment and threats began, before Daisy became famous—were the best years in Daisy and L. C.’s marriage. Though they liked the work, there was play, too. There were the parties at the private homes of their friends. Christopher Mercer, who became Daisy’s right-hand man for a time during the 1957 crisis, remembered Daisy and L. C. dancing with each other at parties when he came to Little Rock from Pine Bluff for what he characterized as “R and R.” Daisy and L. C. “danced the swing.” Mercer’s first contact with them was purely social. The crusading editor and his beautiful, vibrant wife were, in Mercer’s words, “high profile.” The parties were in the homes of the black elite’s doctors, lawyers, and business leaders. Daisy, he recalled, had “a great sense of humor.” She displayed “no reservations about being on show,” but “she was not gaudy, not suggestive. L. C. was content to let her have the limelight.”21

Mercer saw no signs of jealousy on L. C.’s part, but Daisy didn’t give him any cause. “Daisy didn’t flirt with anybody … she danced with others.”22 One can imagine L. C. standing back, watching his younger wife having fun. Occasionally, they went to the clubs on Ninth Street; other times they stayed home to play poker with friends. In a curious incident in the early 1950s, they were actually arrested for gambling and fined $5. They complained, and it never happened again. But it would become part of Daisy’s arrest record and used against her by the racists who hounded them.

When their new home was completed on Twenty-eighth Street, there would be parties in the basement, where there was a bar. A few whites would make an appearance, and occasionally the conversations would become intense. Fred Darragh, a successful businessman who qualified at the time as one of the few white liberals in the state on the issue of civil rights, said that the “greatest compliment” he ever received was from L. C., who, not more than “twelve inches” from him, talked about “Goddamn white people.” L. C. had forgotten, or so Darragh believed, that he was a white man. “L. C. didn’t like white people very well; he put up with them.”23

Was this true? His printer, Preston Tombs, put it more diplomatically. “He didn’t hate white people. … He wanted opportunities.”24Given what he had experienced over his life, L. C. probably was not one to issue an invitation to his home to a white person. On the other hand, L. C. was probably not the kind of man who often expressed his deepest emotional self to anyone, including Daisy. It wasn’t that L. C. didn’t have his own charm. Many of those in the black community who were interviewed for this book emphatically said they liked him, but he didn’t exude warmth the way his wife did. He had his own friends. He played poker with a male group in a backroom at Dubisson’s Funeral Home and had the journalist’s love for discussing politics and world events.

Historian John Kirk has portrayed Daisy Bates as basically an early feminist. In a chapter on her in Gender in the Civil Rights Movement, Kirk writes, “Although L. C. was the ‘husband’ in the marriage, his role in gender terms was more typically that traditionally assigned to a ‘wife,’ as a supporter from the sidelines.” Part of his evidence for this assertion came from The Long Shadow of Little Rock. “Bates’s own memoirs insist that she played an equal role in the founding and running of the State Press.”25

It is true that Daisy Bates gave this impression after 1957, but it would not be an accurate characterization of how the State Press came to be or how it was run. Not one person of those interviewed who was familiar with the State Press mentioned or gave examples that Daisy was a co-equal in its management. Not only was L. C. the driving force behind the State Press, he was much more than the silent though supportive partner of a famous, strong-willed woman. Before 1957 and the fame that came with it, Daisy herself would have scoffed at the notion that she was an equal partner with her husband in the newspaper business. Too, she would have acknowledged the vital role L. C. played in the Little Rock chapter of the NAACP. Future events and the way the national media characterized them (as well as Daisy herself) would make it appear that L. C. was basically “second banana” to his notorious wife. Repeatedly, persons who knew them both agreed with Christopher Mercer’s assessment that “L. C. was the brains behind the operation.”26 Mercer was referring to the couple’s role in the 1957 crisis for which Daisy alone would become famous. However, while Mercer’s comment suggests Daisy was something of a puppet, she most decidedly was not.

In any event, by the late 1940s Daisy was increasingly finding her voice, even when it seemed imitative of her husband’s. L. C. had spent almost the entire decade complaining in editorial after editorial about the lack of leadership in the black community in Little Rock. It was not until the end of the decade that Daisy took pen in hand and addressed the issue in one of the few editorials for the State Press that she wrote. In substantive terms, she was dealing with a long-standing grievance—the lack of a park for blacks in Little Rock. The theme was nothing new. For years, editorials in the State Press had slammed the black leaders in the city for their inability to unite blacks behind a single proposal and pressure the white power structure to establish a recreational area, which had first been proposed in 1934. There was a catch: the site was not even in the city limits. At the time, the proposed location was out in the wilds, a ludicrous choice for a park if the white power structure had not been so serious about that particular location.

Finally, in February 1949 the city, under increasing pressure to act before it was sued to desegregate its parks, passed by a narrow margin a bond issue for a park for blacks in the rather astonishing sum of $359,000. The African American vote had proved decisive, but instead of uniting the black community, it had the opposite effect. Professing not to believe that the money would be used for its specifically stated purpose, Daisy wrote that the whole affair had been simply “a smart political scheme to garner Negro votes.” Blacks should be smarter. From the city’s point of view, it was damned if it did and damned if it didn’t. Yet Daisy’s skepticism was valid: the city was already embarking on a plan to box in its black population in east and south Little Rock. The city eventually used the bonds to attract federal funds for several other projects. As John Kirk has noted, “By building black recreational facilities at Gillam Park and tying them in with a proposed black housing project nearby, the city was consciously creating a segregated black district which would affect important decisions about where to build other amenities, for example schools, in the future. The authorities were thus engaged in a premeditated effort to shunt the black population out to the east of the city while encouraging whites to move westwards.”27 The process would accelerate dramatically in the 1950s.

In any event, one can see Daisy Bates making her own voice heard, one that was increasingly critical of her own people’s choices. She saw the vote as an example of blacks still on their knees. Effective change in the black community “will have to be gained through the courts or the ballots and not through BEGGING.”28

Though she mentioned no names, Bates was aiming her comments at blacks who were carving out their own bailiwicks as leaders in the community. Throughout the Little Rock area, Harry Bass, Charles Bussey, I. S. McClinton, and Jeffrey Hawkins all managed to form enclaves in which they created pockets of power and influence among blacks. Behind the scenes, Bates would lash out at blacks who seemed to be more interested in lining their pocketbooks than advancing the cause of civil rights. There was nothing new about these allegations. The theme of blacks selling out blacks for personal gain had been and would be a constant in the pages of the State Press. It had always been a problem, and according to Bates’s early drafts of The Long Shadow of Little Rock, it would be a problem during the 1957 crisis as well.

Bates could be blunt in her comments about other blacks, even to whites. Edwin Dunaway, at one time perhaps her best white friend in Little Rock, asked her to join the board of the integrated but basically conservative Little Rock Urban League. She first turned him down by saying the executive board was “just a bunch of niggers who want to sit next to white folks once every two weeks.”29

Despite this put-down, Bates was a joiner. Over the years she became a member of more than a score of organizations in Little Rock that had the general or specific purpose to benefit the community, including the Little Rock Urban League, the Arkansas Council on Human Relations, and the YWCA. “See, I was a newspaper person, and I went to all of these meetings I belonged to.”30 If she was there in part to get news for the State Press, she also attended meetings to advance the cause of civil rights and the NAACP, which would become her life’s work.
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