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In memory of Robert C. Maynard and Dori J. Maynard, for their journalism diversity leadership and dedication to the goal of helping the news media accurately portray all segments of society. May this work inspire a diverse journalism workforce and help the next generation of journalists of all races and those who aspire to careers in journalism to understand the value of diversity.
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At my desk in the fall of 1961 or early in 1962, soon after I arrived at The Washington Post. (©1962, Harry Naltchayan, Washington Post)























When I arrived in Washington, D.C., in 1961, the city, the entire country, and the African continent were all on the threshold of change. The dashing, young John F. Kennedy had just begun his presidency promising “a new frontier.” The Civil Rights Movement was kicking into high gear with Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. now urging young people like me to pursue professions we’d been excluded from and to excel. It was thrilling to be in the nation’s capital to begin my career as a daily newspaper journalist in the white press.


I brought a pretty placid nature to that career. When I later looked back, I surprised myself. I was so conservative politically! For example, only six years earlier, when I wrote about school integration in the student newspaper while attending Lincoln University from 1955 to 1957 (the Negro college in Missouri that provided higher education for colored students, allowing the state to keep all its other colleges and universities white), I indicated reasons we should go slowly with integration. But reporting for The Tri-State Defender in Memphis as the Civil Rights Movement dawned had begun to change me. The bus boycott victories had begun to liberate my thinking. And added confidence came from my faith, strengthened my spirit, and pushed me to do things that other people in my family didn’t do.


Just twenty-three years old, I was won over by the magnificence of official Washington’s buildings and even the romanticism of the streetcars that daily clanged past the U.S. Capitol and on which I could choose a seat anywhere I wished, unlike in the Deep South, where I was born and the segregation was debilitating. The train my family had taken when we moved from Memphis to Louisville, in 1941, had had segregated seating. I don’t recall much else about that train ride, but even though I was only five years old, it was apparent to me that train cars for colored people weren’t as nice as those for whites. My mother had prepared our food at home to eat on the train, since African Americans had no dining car and could not use the one for whites. Despite the unsegregated streetcars in Washington, I soon realized, with deep disappointment, that D.C. was a deeply divided, segregated, Southern town, not unlike Louisville and Memphis.


In late September 1961, I went to work at The Washington Post. As I entered the huge building at 1513-21 L Street N.W. on my first day, the memory of my Columbia University professor John Hohenberg, who had told me, “You’ve got so many handicaps, you’ll probably make it,” prompted a tiny roar inside me. He had been referring to my race and gender. My very person—separate from my abilities—could hamper my probability of success. I pushed aside that thought as I pressed the button for the fifth-floor newsroom. My initial nervousness made me feel a bit like a lone soldier about to face an army, or a fledgling swimmer getting ready to dive into an ocean where she would have to learn to swim while the waves roared relentlessly toward the shore. I tried to appear cool and calm as I walked into the newsroom. It was no time to ponder handicaps. I was entering a new world—a complicated, fast-moving newsroom dominated by white men and where the sparse number of white women were mostly marooned on an island called For and About Women, a section of the newspaper filled with social froth about rich white women like Perle Mesta, the famed Washington hostess.


I put on my game face, walked past desks with typewriters and strewn with newspapers, books, phones, and six-ply paper (typing paper with multiple carbon sheets for copies), past men and an occasional woman, and made my way to the City Desk—a long, dark-brown desk situated in the Metropolitan section. I spotted the city editor, Ben Gilbert, who had interviewed me at Columbia and been largely responsible for hiring me. I walked over, smiled, and extended my hand, which he took cordially. He introduced me to the assistant editors and showed me to my desk.


In graduate school, journalists in training said The Washington Post was run like the Democratic Party and The New York Times like the International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union. This was because Washington was the world’s political power center and the editorial pages of The Washington Post were seen as liberal and civil libertarian but as arbitrarily managed as the Democratic Party. (Liberal in those days did not mean Blacks and women were well represented in the newspaper’s reporting and editing staffs.) The New York Times was in the nation’s financial and cultural capital and some of its journalists were our teachers at Columbia University, but in its internal management, The Times was as rife with intrigue and drama as the cantankerous labor union.


The Washington Post historian Chalmers Roberts called The Washington Post of that era internationalist and liberal. It started in 1877 as “a Democratic Daily” and changed hands five times before Eugene Meyer, a visionary Republican, purchased it at a bankruptcy sale in 1933. In 1954, The Washington Post acquired and merged with the rival Times-Herald in a financial and circulation triumph that solidified The Washington Post as the leading newspaper in Washington. Its staff in 1961 numbered more than 850—including news-editorial, business, and production employees. As a business corporation, as well as a newspaper, it was on the upswing.


Ben and I had agreed that I would become a general assignment reporter as I simultaneously got my “sea legs” as a daily journalist. I had come to the newspaper with the same credentials as its white journalists, and I did not want to be stereotyped as qualified to cover only black stories. I thought it wise to be seen as a reporter who could handle any story I was assigned. I saw myself as one of the new-style, aggressive black Americans moving up in Washington and elsewhere and who represented the change in our people—not like the old-style conservative black appointees in government prepared to work for whites within the existing system of gradualism.


I immediately faced prejudice outside and inside the tension-filled newsroom, as one of only three black journalists and the first African American woman. (Two African American men, Luther P. Jackson Jr. and Wallace H. Terry, were already there.) When I showed up to cover some stories, people often didn’t believe I was a reporter. One day, I was assigned to write about the one hundredth birthday of a white woman who lived in one of the high-rise apartment buildings in a swank northwest section west of Rock Creek Park, a dividing line between black and white Washington. Wearing a proper professional dress with a skirt below the knees and medium heels, I walked briskly past manicured lawns to the front door.


A black doorman in full uniform, including a plumed hat, looked at me coldly. “The maid’s entrance is around the back,” he said.


“I’m not a maid,” I answered icily. “I’m a reporter for The Washington Post and here to do a story on a resident’s one hundredth birthday party.” I gave him the person’s name and showed my Washington Post ID.


He looked shocked, almost disbelieving, but went inside and spoke to the white desk clerk. After a few minutes, he returned to where he’d left me standing outside the door and reluctantly let me inside the ornate lobby. I walked toward the equally surprised desk clerk, who knew about the party and telephoned the resident’s apartment to let her know I was on my way up. The party-givers also looked surprised to see me. I ignored them as I did my reporting and left. The elderly lady liked the story I produced—which ran in the Metro section and not in For and About Women—and graciously called The Washington Post to thank me the next day. I felt gratified by her call, understanding that she was forced to see black Americans in a new and different way. Moments like that helped me deal with the many negatives I faced on a daily basis.


Going into white neighborhoods often amounted to an invitation to be abused. My editors would assign me a story for the next day’s edition, and, like other reporters, I had only a few hours to get the story, return, and write it before deadline. The inherent segregation of D.C. made it difficult even to travel back and forth to report stories. Standing at the corner of 15th and L Streets a few steps from The Washington Post and six blocks from the White House, I would wave frantically for a taxicab, mostly driven by white men, but all would whiz past me. Some would slow down, until the drivers would see my dark-brown skin, when they would press down on their accelerators. By then, I would be fighting back tears, which occasionally broke through in my desperation, until one of those white male drivers would take mercy on me and finally stop. White taxi companies that worked downtown where The Washington Post was located didn’t hire black drivers.


When I eventually got to my assignment, I did my reporting, and I would again try to flag a cab to get back to the paper to type my story. As time passed, deadlines neared and no taxi stopped, I would start writing my stories out in my reporter’s notebook using the Gregg shorthand I had perfected at Ursuline College. I had been one of a group of the first eight African American girls invited to attend the Catholic women’s college, as the faculty acknowledged that segregation did not reflect the values of their Catholic faith. Secretarial jobs were a high-reach profession for colored women when I attended Ursuline from 1953 to 1955; the nuns had encouraged me to develop those skills in the welcoming environment of sisters, priests, and fellow students. Now, thanks to them, when I finally secured a cab and got back to The Washington Post newsroom, I could quickly transcribe the Gregg symbols, type the story at eighty words per minute, and try to meet my deadline.


On rare occasions, if time permitted, I would call for a Black-owned Capitol Cab with a black driver to pick me up, especially if I was going into black neighborhoods far from downtown. Many black cabs worked only Negro neighborhoods, where they would be assured of passengers; black professionals working in downtown Washington were sparse in those days.


Because of segregation, I couldn’t eat in many restaurants in the city. At lunchtime, the only place I could be guaranteed admission was Sholl’s Colonial Cafeteria near The Washington Post. Sometimes Luther and I would go there because we knew we would be welcome and comfortable.


I never told my editors about these snubs and slights because race was not discussed in the workplace. I felt that complaining would just give the editors a reason not to hire another black woman. I feared they would say, “You can’t hire them because they can’t get the job done. Cabs won’t even pick them up. It’s not our fault she didn’t make it; the reality of the times just doesn’t make it possible.” It’s hard for those who never experienced life during legal or de facto segregation to imagine it. It’s difficult for me to think back to how I felt, not being able to eat in a restaurant of my choice, or taking twice as long to get back and forth to assignments because taxis wouldn’t pick me up.


One of the hardest problems for me was being ignored by white colleagues when I saw them on the street. White co-workers might speak to me inside the building but would act as if they didn’t know me if we passed on the street or outside the newsroom because they didn’t want to acknowledge me in front of other whites. The rejection hurt, and I resented that I had to use valuable creative energy masking my emotions. As an accomplished woman with a graduate degree to face such daily slights, I felt not only pained but “less than,” “inferior,” “not good enough”—not for what I did or did not do, but simply because of who I was. On the street, I tried to consciously avoid some people I worked with who had previously ignored me. I would jaywalk, risk being hit by a car, to avoid being humiliated. Inside The Washington Post, some white men, but not all, would let me exit the elevator first, as they did white women.


My lot wasn’t as bad as that of my black male friends who were firsts in previously whites-only jobs. One told me white women who saw him on the elevator would refuse to enter it alone. When President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s only black staff person, E. Frederic Morrow, finally got a job in the White House, women entered his office only in pairs to avoid talk of sexual misconduct.


The newsroom was not always a safe harbor either. My first city editor, Ben Gilbert, was supportive of me, as were several others. However, not everyone in the newsroom had Ben’s progressive sense of racial justice. Luther reached out to me and helped me make connections, especially with other female reporters; some of whom were friendly and helpful and others less so. Luther, who specialized in housing and urban affairs, worked at The Washington Post from 1959 to 1963. He was the son of a college president, and in 1968, he became the first black faculty member at the Columbia Journalism School. I could talk to him about any problems I encountered in covering assignments, the racial slights, who might be a bigot, and the politics of the newsroom—such as who were considered the best writers or reporters and got the choice assignments.


Still, I was determined not to fail. I was fortunate to have landed a job at The Washington Post. It was my first experience working for a daily. I had, by then, worked for three black weekly publications, The Louisville Defender from 1953 to 1955, The Tri-State Defender in Memphis in 1957, and JET magazine in Chicago from late 1957 to mid-1959. However, it had been my ambition to be a daily newspaper journalist. That meant I would work for a white-owned publication. There was only one black daily newspaper in the country, The Atlanta Daily World, founded in 1932 by W. A. Scott. It was the first black daily in the U.S. in the twentieth century and the first successful black daily in all U.S. history. I respected The Atlanta Daily World, but I didn’t want to go back to live in the South. Like so many in my generation, I was feeling the push by Martin Luther King and other leaders to seek places in white corporations that had been closed to those before us. Even at that early stage in my career, I believed in diversity and wanted to bring a black female sensibility to events and stories that a reached a broad audience. Those were the goals of civil rights activism, and I knew my landing a job at a white daily was a step forward for black women. Many young Blacks were eyeing potential careers in white corporations, although racism (and sexism) permeated every American industry. Few women—and far fewer African Americans—held jobs in the daily press anywhere in the nation in 1961.


Ben Gilbert wrote about the nation’s capital as I experienced it in an article published in The Washington Post in 1967: “[The history of Blacks in Washington] is a story of adversity and a little progress, accompanied by a shocking indifference and some hostility from the mass of whites.” Gilbert explained that any progress that had been made after Reconstruction was thwarted in the 1880s. “The segregation of government employment by race, begun at the turn of the century, became policy under Wilson, whose first wife was distressed to see Negroes and whites working together in the Post Office.” Gilbert credits Harold Ickes, Franklin D. Roosevelt’s secretary of the interior, with laying “the public foundation of today’s integrated city by insisting that the facilities under his jurisdiction be used without discrimination.” As a result, in the era before civil rights laws were enacted and before affirmative-action policies were in place, Washington was unique in that some Blacks worked in low-level government jobs that created a level of economic security. Across the nation, few Blacks or women worked in white-collar jobs. Black women, generally forced into the marketplace to help support their families, often worked in jobs beneath their abilities. In the 1950s, relatively few white women worked outside the home.


The place of Blacks in American society was undergoing radical change when I started working at The Washington Post, and I wanted to be part of telling the story of trials, trauma, and, I hoped, transformation. If black men and women could risk their lives to break the chains of fear and second-class citizenship in the land of our birth, I could try to integrate the white media industry and bring a black female perspective that was missing from daily newspapers. The Legal Defense and Educational Fund of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) had pushed for years for an end to racial segregation in public education. In 1954, the Supreme Court outlawed school segregation, and black Southerners had been on the move, pushing against massive white resistance in the South. In December 1955, Rosa Parks had refused to move to the back of the bus in Montgomery, Alabama, and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. had stepped reluctantly but boldly onto the stage of history. He had become a Moses to lead Blacks in nonviolent protest out of the bondage of Jim Crow that had kept white feet on their necks for nearly a century after slavery’s end.


In 1957 after my graduation from Lincoln University, which had been started by black soldiers decades earlier, I became a rookie reporter for The Tri-State Defender, and traveled to Little Rock, Arkansas, after my boss, L. Alex Wilson, was brutally beaten when he covered the integration of Central High School. The black students would successfully integrate the all-white high school only after President Eisenhower reluctantly sent in federal troops to enforce the nation’s laws in accordance with the 1954 Supreme Court decision outlawing school segregation. White Southerners were horrified when paratroopers formed a protective ring around the black children and walked them into the school, as soldiers stood at attention around the building. One white onlooker called this forced desegregation the darkest day in the South.


When my boss was severely beaten in Little Rock, the white mob didn’t know he was a reporter. They thought he was the parent of one of the children. L. Alex Wilson died prematurely about four years after he was attacked by the white mob in Little Rock, and his death made the hate and the violence of whites personal to me. It almost sickened me to my stomach that a misunderstanding by white parents could bring premature death to someone I knew. I felt helpless. I felt angry. By the time of my first days at The Washington Post, I had probably started to turn that anger inward, in what would be an ongoing issue in my life, depression. At The Washington Post, I often reported on tough subjects. Anger at injustice and melancholy were a normal part of the work. But the case of Mr. Wilson was an aberration; I was such a young reporter, just twenty. Working for him in Memphis at The Tri-State Defender was my first civil rights reporting experience. I was not a yeller and a screamer. I felt a kind of helplessness to make change at that point.


On February 1, 1960, seven months before I entered Columbia University, four black men from North Carolina Agricultural and Technical College—Ezell Blair Jr., Franklin McCain, Joseph McNeil, and David Richmond—staged the first sit-in in a Woolworth’s in Greensboro, North Carolina. Black college students began sitting in at segregated lunch counters. Old folks and children were soon fighting segregation by gasping for air against the pressure of water hoses and standing stoically as vicious dogs snapped at them, pulled against leashes held by hostile Southern police.


As I was beginning my final semester at Columbia University, before I came to The Washington Post, black activism was exploding in the South:


On January 6, 1961, after a two-year battle by the NAACP, a federal judge ordered Charlayne Hunter and Hamilton Holmes admitted to the University of Georgia. Georgia appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, but two days later, the top court refused to hear the case. When Hunter and Holmes arrived on campus, white students jeered and taunted, “Two, four, six, eight. We don’t want to integrate!” Five days later, after a sports event, a white mob attacked Charlayne Hunter’s dormitory, and police with tear gas had to fend them off. Instead of punishing the white rioters, university officials suspended Holmes and Hunter “for their own safety and the safety of other students.”


University and government officials reportedly hoped to repeat the tactic that had worked for the University of Alabama in Tuscaloosa, when it expelled Autherine Lucy. On February 3, 1956, Lucy enrolled as a graduate student in library science, becoming the first African American ever admitted to a white public school or university in the state. Autherine Lucy attended her first class on Friday, February 3, 1956. On Monday, February 6, 1956, riots broke out on the campus, and a mob of more than a thousand men pelted the car in which the dean of women drove Lucy between classes. Threats were made against Lucy’s life, and the university president’s home was stoned. The police were called to secure Lucy’s attendance. These riots at the university were the most violent, post-Brown, anti-integration demonstration to date. After the riots, the University of Alabama suspended Lucy from school, citing her own safety as a concern. She never reenrolled in the university.


This time, with Charlayne Hunter and Hamilton Holmes, the suspension strategy backfired. A majority of the University of Georgia faculty members, all white, came to the rescue of the two black students. They denounced the violence and suspensions and called for Hunter’s and Holmes’s return.


On February 1, 1961—a year to the day after the Greensboro sit-in—ten young people were convicted of trespassing for sitting-in at the McCrory’s lunch counter in Rock Hill, South Carolina, and sentenced to fines of $100 each or 30 days’ hard labor on the county chain-gang. Using a new “Jail-No-Bail” tactic, they began serving their sentences on February 2. Four days later, leaders of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC)—J. Charles Jones, Diane Nash, Charles Sherrod, and Ruby Doris Smith—traveled to Rock Hill and staged a solidarity “Jail-No-Bail” sit-in that energized the Rock Hill sit-in movement and inspired similar protests in other Southern locations.


Late the following month, after careful planning and training, nine members of the NAACP Youth Council at Tougaloo (Mississippi) College attempted to use the white-only public library in nearby Jackson. They sat at different tables reading books not available in the city’s colored library.


I could relate to the Tougaloo Nine because even though I had grown up with a substandard library, later a black librarian, Louvan Gearing, had helped open the doors to higher education for me. Black Louisvillians were better off than Blacks in most Southern cities because in 1921, Louisville became the nation’s first city to have a public library for colored people. However, when compared with the beautiful downtown library for whites, it was clearly second-rate. As a child, I used the library in Louisville’s all-black West End but felt outraged and second-class by comparison to those who used the white facility. They got new books; we got used ones. Blacks couldn’t go to the white public library in most cities even if it was closer to their homes; Blacks had to travel to the colored library in historically black areas, if they had a library at all. Even in the North, some Blacks had to use the back door of the public library and were confined to a small back room. So I applauded when the nine students refused to leave the white library in Jackson, because they helped start a revolution in public libraries.


Arrested for disturbing the peace, the Tougaloo Nine languished in jail. Students at the segregated Jackson State College, including two sisters, Dorie and Joyce Ladner, organized a prayer vigil in their support—challenging Mississippi’s ban on civil rights demonstrations and other activities at the school. Hundreds of black people attended the prayer vigil, which was broken up by Jackson State President Jacob Reddix, backed by a squad of cops. Although many presidents of historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs) were white in the earlier years, black presidents increasingly took charge; Reddix was a fair-skinned descendant of slaves.


Three students, the Ladner sisters and student body president Walter Williams, were expelled for their activity in support of the Tougaloo Nine. In response, Jackson State students boycotted classes, retaliated with a defiant rally, and marched toward the jail. They were met by policemen swinging clubs and using tear gas and dogs to disperse them. Simultaneously, Governor Ross Barnett was reviewing several thousand white marchers dressed in Confederate uniforms and waving rebel flags in celebration of the one hundredth anniversary of Mississippi’s secession from the Union in 1861.


When the Tougaloo Nine arrived at the courthouse, they were met by a small crowd of black supporters who had been unable to squeeze into the colored section of the courtroom. As they began cheering the students enthusiastically, the policemen attacked them with clubs and dogs. That night, more than a thousand people—many of them adults—attended a rally in support of the Nine. Myrlie Evers later said: “The change of tide in Mississippi began with the Tougaloo Nine and the library sit-in.” Although many activists challenged segregation laws through writings and individual action, it was not until the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and 1960s that segregated public libraries would be challenged through coordinated, nonviolent protest action.


On May 4 of that same year, 1961, the Freedom Riders emerged. James Farmer, director of the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), led an interracial group of thirteen (seven Blacks, six whites) out of Washington, D.C., on Greyhound and Trailways buses. They planned to ride through Virginia, the Carolinas, Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi to test national legislation outlawing segregation in interstate travel. Their destination was New Orleans. Most of the riders were from CORE—many in their forties and fifties—and a few were young students from the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. As they traveled through Virginia and North Carolina, resistance was minimal. However, three riders, John Lewis, Al Bigelow, and Genevieve Hughes, were beaten in Rock Hill, South Carolina. Local police in Charlotte, North Carolina, and Winnsboro, South Carolina, defied the federal ban and arrested some of the riders.


On May 15 (Mother’s Day), a mob of more than one hundred Klansmen ambushed a Greyhound bus in Anniston, Alabama, smashing windows and slashing tires. The bus driver tried to get the vehicle out of harm’s way, but the attackers chased it, halted it outside town, and then set it on fire. When the mob held the door shut, trying to burn the riders alive, only the presence of an undercover cop from the Alabama Highway Patrol saved the protesters’ lives.


SNCC had joined the freedom rides, and the buses moved deeper into the South, encountering more white mobs. White Citizens’ Council members and Klansmen in Mississippi as well as black groups rejected calls for a “cooling off period” by President Kennedy and Attorney General Robert Kennedy, who condemned the riders as “unpatriotic” because they were embarrassing the nation on the world stage. CORE, SNCC, and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference formed a Freedom Riders Coordinating Committee to keep the rides rolling.


In June, July, and August, more than sixty freedom rides crisscrossed the South. Most of the rides converged on Jackson, Mississippi, where every rider was arrested. By the end of the summer of 1961, more than three hundred freedom riders had been jailed.


The Kennedys again called for a “cooling off period,” and Robert Kennedy was quoted as saying he did not “feel that the Department of Justice can side with one group or the other in disputes over Constitutional rights.” Civil rights supporters retorted that the federal department’s job was to defend the Constitutional rights of American citizens.


It became increasingly clear that only a political movement and political power could force an end to racial and economic injustice. Student activists morphed into community organizers, building popular mass movements for justice.


I was finishing my journalism training at Columbia with thoughts of entering the work force, and I was inspired and energized by these young people, only a few years younger than me, who were challenging and changing the injustice around America.


I had grown up in the Jim Crow system and felt deeply angered by it. I was also encouraged by the emerging action of brave people in the South. But I knew that breaking the hold of segregation would be difficult. I was also saddened by white Americans who hated and feared Blacks even when they did not know any. While I was being trained to be an objective reporter telling both sides of the story, I thought my work for mainstream media, shining light on the history, culture, and activities of Blacks, could help open-minded white people begin to know and understand African Americans and replace some of their fears with facts. Journalism was giving me tools to combat segregation by changing the attitudes of whites. If I could wield reporting and writing tools well, I would no longer be helpless and could channel my anger into powerful print.


Objectivity in the media has become a big subject. On the one hand, people say there is no such thing as being an objective reporter; then on the other hand, readers clearly don’t want to be subjected to the reporter’s opinion. From the 1950s black press, I learned to translate that to: Tell both sides of the story and you wield the power of the media to make change. At Columbia Journalism School objectivity meant learning how to tell both sides of the story; how do you definitely not ignore certain aspects of the story? I could use that training, those same journalist tools, to tell the whole black story, the integration story. The goal was truth telling, to the extent that you could uncover the truth. Accuracy was the aim, learning who, what, when, where, how. Much of what I learned at Columbia was, of course, how to do everything more quickly and the importance of how good reporting and writing must be done. One professor would walk through the classroom and say, “Go with what you got.” We couldn’t get any more information. We had to go with as much as we could verify. We were taught to check out facts. One of my colleagues used to say, “If your mother says she loves you, check it out.” I felt I could bring these tools of fair reporting to stories about the black community, educate Blacks about each other, and change the way white people perceived us.


Meanwhile, countries in Africa and Asia were freeing themselves from colonial rule, and sent diplomats to Washington and the United Nations in New York City. Dark-skinned ambassadors traveling between New York and D.C. through segregated Maryland were denied service and subjected to the same Jim Crow humiliations that African Americans were. The owner of one establishment explained after refusing to serve the ambassador from Chad and then physically assaulting him: “He looked just like an ordinary nigra to me.” Such incidents embarrassed the U.S. government, damaging efforts of the State Department to attract the new nations to the West and reduce the possibility of their turning to the Soviet bloc.


U.S. 1 and U.S. 40 were the major highways used by travelers driving to and from Washington. Spurred by the actions of the Freedom Riders, the feds pressured restaurants on those routes to serve African diplomats, and gas stations to allow them to use the white restrooms, which were starkly different from the black ones. White restrooms had toilet tissue, working toilets, floors with covering like linoleum, clean sinks, working soap dispensers, and paper towels. Colored restrooms were often dirty, sometimes with toilets that did not work, bare floors that were smelly and damp with leaked water from damaged washbowls, and broken paper towel dispensers. I first encountered white and colored restrooms and water fountains in the train station in Louisville. The colored facilities were horrible and degrading.


The government did not want foreign dignitaries to be exposed to segregated facilities, and protesting students had a plan. To be taken for foreign dignitaries, students at nearby black colleges dressed as Africans and received service. CORE started its Route 40 Project, systematically protesting at highway restaurants up and down the state, demanding desegregation for all Blacks regardless of what they wore.


Those events foregrounded what life was like for many Blacks in America in 1961. Whether they experienced them firsthand or watched the confrontations and violent white resistance on TV or followed them with a black perspective in the Negro press, Blacks were aware of what was going on.


The black press has been an important factor in America for almost two hundred years, since the first Black-owned newspaper, Freedom’s Journal, was started in 1827—nearly fifty years before slavery was abolished—with Samuel Cornish and John Russwurm as founding editors, declaring that they “wanted to plead our own cause.” They challenged bigotry in white newspapers, spoke out against slavery, and appealed to the country’s 500,000 freed Blacks.


In the years since, some five hundred black newspapers of varying importance began publication. Among the leading ones were The Chicago Defender, The Pittsburgh Courier, and The Atlanta Daily World. Black newspapers, most of them weeklies, have been an important vehicle for keeping African Americans informed, advocating for justice, and challenging the status quo, as they publicized pivotal events, such as the murder of Emmett Till.


Northern black papers that made their way to the South are even credited with fueling the Great Migration. In recent years, black papers’ numbers and influence have waned. I am grateful that I got my start in the black press and for the experience I gained, since the atmosphere within The Washington Post felt unwelcoming to me at times. The Washington Post was like a factory; it included not only the press room but also the production facilities where the paper was printed, and some African Americans worked on those lower floors. But the fifth floor, where reporters worked, was a world apart—with only three black reporters on a floor of whites. I felt isolated, but my emotional pain was light years removed from the experiences many young Negroes my age were having in the Civil Rights Movement in the South.


In my first few weeks and months at The Washington Post, I met the legendary top boss, Philip L. Graham. A 1939 graduate of Harvard Law School, Graham came to Washington to clerk for Supreme Court Justice Felix Frankfurter, one of his mentors. In 1940, after a brief courtship, he married Katharine (Kay) Meyer, daughter of publisher Eugene Meyer. She had recently returned to the nation’s capital after working as a reporter in San Francisco.


Philip Graham became publisher of the Meyer family paper in 1946 and assumed a major and highly effective role in crafting the paper’s future. In 1954, after a merger with The Times-Herald, he made the cover of Time magazine, which called the newspaper “the… most influential paper… in the world’s most influential city.”


Graham and some of his top editors had access to the highest level of government, and they used it to help shape American politics and society. Graham had extraordinary access to the Kennedy White House, as Post historian Chalmers M. Roberts, a longtime diplomatic correspondent for the paper in the 1950s and 1960s, wrote in his book “The Washington Post”: The First 100 Years (1977):




For John F. Kennedy and his good friend Philip L. Graham inauguration day 1961 was a moment of triumph. Not since the days of Warren Harding and Ned McLean, 40 years earlier, had The Washington Post been so “in” at the White House. Once again, triumph turned into tragedy for President and publisher.





Graham had a manic-depressive illness, which manifested in cycles of frenetic activity and devastating despair. By the time I was hired in late 1961, Graham was said to be desperately ill. I met him a year and a half before his shocking suicide in August 1963.


During many of his periods of depression Katharine Graham spent weeks with him at their country estate, but when he felt better he made occasional visits to the office. He made a point of knowing everyone who worked at the paper, especially new employees. He couldn’t miss me sitting at my typewriter on the west wall of the newsroom. Occasionally, when he made his rounds on the fifth floor, he would stop by my desk, sit on its edge, and ask how I was doing.


Graham looked to me like the quintessential wealthy WASP (White Anglo Saxon Protestant) I had seen in movies at the segregated Lyric Theater in Louisville. (While some Blacks in the South sat in segregated sections reserved for colored people in white theaters, in Louisville we had separate theaters, where I watched white movie stars—never people who looked like me.) Tall and slender, with pleasant features, Graham exuded confidence and was comfortable with power. His manner when he spoke to me gave no hint of his illness. I would later learn about the strong moral core he exhibited, and in these brief early visits to my desk, I felt he genuinely wanted me to thrive just as he had desired success for his newspaper’s first African American hire—Simeon Booker. In his 2013 memoir, Shocking the Conscience, Booker said Graham had told him, “Don’t hit anybody. If you get mad, just come up to my office and sit down and cool off.”


Graham didn’t give me such explicit advice, but his brief, sporadic chats provided helpful moral support in the daily trials of working in a segregated city and socially chilly newsroom.


Managing Editor Alfred E. (Al) Friendly, who had also been instrumental in the decision to hire me, was running the news and feature operations by the time I arrived. He was a slight man of medium height who was learned, sophisticated, and imaginative. I didn’t have much daily interaction with him in my first year, but that changed at the start of my second year, when I received the assignment to cover James Meredith’s integration of the University of Mississippi. Roberts said Friendly “gave both the news pages and the Sunday Outlook section a liberal tone and an intellectual cast with a new emphasis on analytical pieces.” I later learned Friendly was a longtime close friend of Phil and Katharine Graham and part of the tight inner circle that helped make the paper the powerhouse it would later become.


The newsroom was divided into local desks covering the paper’s circulation area—Washington, D.C., Maryland, and Virginia—and editors for each jurisdiction shared the big desk in the center of the room. I quickly took in the dress code of the deskmen—suits and ties—which they shed or loosened as they worked.


Ben Gilbert, the city editor, was a central figure in all issues at the newspaper involving Blacks, according to Roberts’s history of The Washington Post. Roberts described Gilbert as a “bright, perceptive and conscientious city editor, tireless in his determination to build a great newspaper. However, he was humorless, abrasive, and without patience for error or incompetence. His city room enemies were numerous. Some couldn’t ‘take his pressure and quit. At least one squared things by threatening loudly to punch him in the nose.’ He became city editor at 27 and held the post for 21 years, longer than anyone else.”


Despite Ben’s ferocious reputation as crotchety, I liked him from the start. He had been city editor a dozen years when I arrived at The Washington Post. One thing I learned from him was how social and business events merged completely. Editors gave cocktail parties and intimate dinners as occasions to meet leaders, those aspiring to move up the ladder as well as newsmakers. Social occasions were opportunities to get information for developing stories and dig out kernels of information that might lead to news stories. Ben Gilbert was the first editor to invite me to a cocktail party in his home on Grant Road N.W., west of Rock Creek Park. There, I met his personable wife, Maureen, and some of black Washington’s movers and shakers. Among them were Walter Washington, director of the National Capital Housing Authority, his wife, Benetta Washington, principal of Cardozo High School, and Sterling Tucker, executive director of the Washington Urban League—all of whom would be leaders after the city gained a degree of political autonomy in 1967.


In the office, Gilbert anticipated some of the difficulties he sensed I’d face, and he tried to soften them. For example, he asked veteran reporter Elsie Carper to become a buddy and take me to lunch sometimes. Elsie had started at the paper during the war, was one of the few women on the national staff, and had covered some of the events of the Civil Rights Movement. I was relieved when the two of us would occasionally go to Sholl’s Colonial Cafeteria or one of the few unsegregated restaurants because not many of my white colleagues asked me to lunch. She was warm and friendly and became an ally.


One of my favorite assistant city editors, whose job was to give out daily assignments and follow them to their completion, was Steve Isaacs. He was the son of a newspaperman and was the antithesis of the night city editor, John Riseling. A small, slight, old-school editor, Riseling was in his final years before retirement. I recall overhearing Riseling refusing to publish stories about murdered black persons because he did not believe black lives mattered. He called them cheap deaths. This made me so angry I wanted to lash out but I didn’t. Controlling my temper, I made a mental note that I would someday find a way to fight against such arrogance, ignorance, and white supremacy. And later, as editor and columnist, I did.


By contrast, Isaacs was young, open-minded, and respectful of me as an African American woman, and he appeared to be sensitive to issues involving Blacks and women.


The nation’s capital at that time was virtually a colony. Run by an appointed three-man board of commissioners, it had only gotten its first black commissioner when President Kennedy named former D.C. recorder of deeds John B. Duncan to the board in 1961. The commissioners were limited in what they could achieve because they ran the city under the hawkish, often cruel oversight of Southern lawmakers like Senator Robert C. Byrd, Democrat of West Virginia, a former Klansman. D.C. had no mayor, no city council, no member of Congress. But some local citizens were fighting segregation at every turn. A dozen years before I arrived, for example, Educator Mary Church Terrell had sued to desegregate Thompson’s Restaurant, a cafeteria near the White House.


By the time I arrived, Washington, D.C., had a small but long-established black middle class—not as economists might define the term but as defined by such values as strong, intact families, home ownership, dedication to education, necessity of hard work, and individual enterprise. This had been made possible in part because in these families both parents usually worked in low-level government jobs that provided security, or they taught school or worked in black businesses.


Blacks were a majority of the city’s citizens—53.9 percent of the total population, according to the 1960 census. The D.C. schools had been officially desegregated in the year before the 1954 Supreme Court ruling against segregated schools. But by 1961 the city’s schools were predominantly black, as the dwindling white population continued its flight to the Maryland and Virginia suburbs, creating de facto school segregation. Dunbar High School, the nation’s first public colored high school, had long graduated students who became distinguished black professionals, and many of its teachers had doctorates.


When school segregation officially ended, Dunbar students and faculty began scattering to different schools. Howard University was a venerated institution located in D.C. with highly regarded professors and the famous graduate of its law school Thurgood Marshall had made the winning argument in the Supreme Court case that legally ended segregated schools across the nation. Still, D.C. citizens were voteless and voiceless, although some progress had been made; many Blacks lived under harsh socioeconomic oppression rooted in slavery and then legalized in the Jim Crow era that followed. I knew firsthand the economic challenges they faced.


During my first year, under my byline then as Dorothy Butler, I enthusiastically wrote general assignment features. Later, I chose to write stories about poverty, welfare, juvenile courts, and youth crime. For variety, it was interesting to cover stories about routine activities of the president that didn’t merit the attention of the White House correspondent. The first time I stood within a few feet of President Kennedy at the White House to cover a very routine story, I thought I would faint from the excitement of seeing the great man up close! Fortunately I didn’t.


Later, I enjoyed covering a speech by President Kennedy in which he encouraged 3,500 American college students to pursue public-service careers. I shared the excitement of the students, which seemed to herald a new day, when young people were ready to do new and different things. JFK spoke to the students at Constitution Hall, and the speech reminded me of his inaugural address, when he had spoken his famous words, “Ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country.”


I covered a Walk for Peace demonstration in which marchers calling for world peace were arrested near the White House. Protests against the Vietnam War were growing.


I was also inspired when I went to the Lincoln statue in the Capitol rotunda for the second unveiling of the statue of Lincoln in honor of its newly restored Emancipation Proclamation scroll, which was placed in Lincoln’s hand.


A few months into my first year at The Washington Post, I recognized that I was naive to want to be only a general assignment reporter. I had felt it would be limiting to write stories about the black community, but it turned out I was limiting myself. I had, at first, wanted to say I could cover any story and prove that. It was important to me to demonstrate that I could write, and although I wasn’t the best writer in the room, I stayed in the room. Poverty was emerging as a national issue, and stories on welfare and poverty received front-page display, while my feature stories were carried in the Metropolitan section. So I asked for—and enthusiastically received—assignments to write those stories. I got the D.C. Juvenile Court beat and wrote stories almost daily. Some were, frankly, bizarre but reflected the poverty that permeated the city. One of the oddest stories I wrote appeared in the paper on November 1, 1962. Here’s an excerpt:




An 11-year-old District boy who for several months this year traveled nights on all fours with a pack of dogs is scheduled to appear Friday in Juvenile Court.


The boy, who also barks like a dog, has been in a detention home for the past two months awaiting the court hearing. His parents told the court that he was beyond their control.


Because the District has no in-patient facility where an emotionally disturbed adolescent such as this can get long-term care, this boy will likely end up in a welfare institution with problem children, law violators or waifs.





I couldn’t sleep thinking about this little black boy who was so emotionally disturbed. I was bothered that the city had no adequate placement for him. Running with dogs was shocking and strange, but he was just an extreme example of a more common problem I was encountering: the many poor black children living in the capital of the richest nation in the world, who were literally castoffs, segregated in poverty-stricken neighborhoods and housing projects. While I had grown up in a low-income neighborhood, my family was insulated from poverty because my father was the pastor. We lived in the parsonage and had food to share. When we lived in the country later, we experienced the full effects of rural poverty, but the boy’s emotional disturbance and the fact that there were no facilities for his treatment were new to me. Maybe having so many handicaps of race that I had to endure growing up, gave me a lot of empathy and love for the African American community.


Welfare was a big story in the District when I arrived, and Eve Edstrom, an experienced and resourceful writer who was sympathetic to the black poor, was covering it. After a few months of general assignment, I wanted a part of it. Racial strife was rising in the city, and I wanted to write about these critical social issues because I hoped black residents would share deeply and openly with me. I asked the editors to let me cover and seek out these stories. My stories soon began to reflect the tension between the city’s haves and the have-nots. I wrote about complaints that welfare recipients were buying luxury items—televisions, stereo phonographs, and radios—with their public assistance. I interviewed the people involved. Some insisted their welfare checks hadn’t paid for the items. Others said the items kept their children off the streets or calmed their own nerves.


On October 8, 1961, a front-page article detailed welfare cuts. Another front-page article, on October 22, 1961, was headlined “Grownups Can Mask Hunger but Children Scream.” It was about local activists’ urging a delay in cutting welfare so children would not go hungry. District welfare authorities invoked the “man-in-the-house” rule, which denied aid to mothers who lived with employable men. Even if the man didn’t have a job, the family was not eligible for aid. District commissioners wanted the rule changed to help poor children. Placement is based on what is well written and newsworthy, and although it was not uncommon for a news writer to get front-page stories, it made me feel good to get front-page stories so soon after being hired, because it demonstrated that I was an asset to the paper.


The excitement of the Kennedy era drew to Washington dynamic black trailblazers who had experience working as the lone Black in a white newsroom. I reached out to Carl Rowan, whom Kennedy appointed deputy assistant secretary of state in 1961. Rowan had been a reporter for The Minneapolis Tribune a few years earlier, when, as he later wrote in his autobiography, “no more than five Blacks could claim to be general assignment reporters, and few were writing anything serious about the American social, political or economic scene.”


Rowan had covered the civil rights battles in the South, including the effect of the Supreme Court’s decision requiring school desegregation in Little Rock. He wrote so passionately on race relations that he became one of the nation’s most highly visible and vocal black men, and Kennedy tapped him to help integrate the State Department. Rowan would become a delegate to the United Nations during the Cuban missile crisis, ambassador to Finland in the Kennedy administration, and director of the United States Information Agency in the Johnson administration, which in 1964 made him the highest-ranking Black in American government.


Rowan and I sometimes spoke of Ted Poston who, as a reporter for The New York Post, a white-owned daily, had written riveting stories on the Little Rock Nine and other triumphs and tragedies of the Civil Rights Movement. Poston had impressed me greatly when I was a rookie working at The Tri-State Defender and had met him briefly. Orrin Evans, who worked for The Philadelphia Bulletin, which ceased publication in 1982, and Thomas Johnson, who was the first black reporter at Newsday and later joined The New York Times, had been the examples that encouraged me and other Blacks to apply to the white-owned dailies.


The black women journalists I admired were in the African American press. I met Ethel I. Payne of The Chicago Defender, known as “first lady of the black press,” who was occupying what she called her box seat on history in Washington in the early 1960s. She had risen to prominence in a segregated America. While women in the white newspaper business often occupied inferior positions, the Negro press was less male dominated. For example, anti-lynching activist Ida B. Wells was a newspaper editor, and Era Bell Thompson was the editor of Ebony when I worked at JET.


Working with The Defender since 1951, Payne was its Washington correspondent and the second woman in the black press to be assigned to the White House press corps. I admired Alice Dunnigan, who was the first black woman to cover the White House. (Harry McAlpin had integrated the White House press corps in 1944 as a correspondent for the National Newspaper Publishers Association.) In 1948, Dunnigan, while working for the Associated Negro Press, had traveled with Truman, covering his presidential election campaign. One of my first forays from The Washington Post to seek out other black journalists was to the Keith-Albee Building, where JET magazine’s Washington bureau was located. The fast-growing news weekly had started a Washington bureau in 1956, and Simeon Booker, who had been The Washington Post’s first African American hire, was named to head it. Simeon had left The Washington Post in 1953 after only a year and a half because he was “becoming neurotic.” He said “coldness and hostility replaced the support usually volunteered newcomers.” Outside the newsroom, Booker encountered questioning of his credentials, cab drivers who would not pick him up, the overtly racist chief of police… who once physically threatened him, and a lack of welcoming eating places. Booker later said, “God knows I tried to succeed at The Washington Post. I struggled so hard that friends thought I was dying. I looked so fatigued after a year and a half, I had to give up. Trying to cover news in a city where even animal cemeteries were segregated overwhelmed me.”


I certainly understood what he meant. D.C.’s bias against black business was so great that White House aide Max Rabb had to intervene so JET could rent the space in the Keith-Albee Building.


The community of black journalists helped sustain me. I was fortunate to have already been mentored by Frank Stanley of The Louisville Defender and L. Alex Wilson, editor of The Tri-State Defender, who was a veteran reporter of so much of the Civil Rights Movement. Many of the stories had not gotten wide attention from white society, but a lot of black Americans were paying attention. Wilson had opened the door for me to a very respected band of black reporters who shared what was a very dangerous beat in the South. This band included Clotye Murdock of Ebony magazine, Francis Mitchell and Mark Crawford at JET magazine, Simeon Booker and Larry Still of JET’s Washington bureau, and many others. These black reporters were true trailblazers. JET published the picture of Emmett Till in an open casket, and it was one of the seminal moments, one of the horrifying events, that ignited the Civil Rights Movement. I learned so much when I lived in Chicago from 1957 to 1959 and worked for John H. Johnson, the founder and owner of JET and Ebony. I also began to connect with Blacks in Africa and think beyond the black experience in America when, through JET, I met and became friends with Tom Mboya, the charismatic Kenyan labor leader and freedom fighter.


But my dream was to work for a daily newspaper and I took seriously Dr. King’s urgings to young people to enter corporate America and make a difference. For the nearly one hundred years since Emancipation, Blacks had been so systematically and cruelly shut out from white corporations, that it took Dr. King’s soul-stirring messaging to spark my faith that a career in daily newspapers was even remotely possible for a Negro woman. There were few Negro or women examples, role models, or mentors I could look to in the white media. The black press had nurtured my talent early, then provided me opportunity and moved me quickly up the ranks. It was a risk to choose the path Dr. King helped my generation dare to dream, although my choice to work for a white daily was made a bit less difficult by the fact that The Atlanta Daily World was the only black daily, and, once I had moved North, to Chicago, I had resolved not to live in the segregated South again. But, the position at The Washington Post had not come with community.


I would sometimes experience panic attacks when I was walking to work, fearing what was happening at the office, what I would encounter there, who would not speak to me as I was walking from the bus stop. I would feel humiliated by not being acknowledged by my co-workers. I felt rejected, helpless about my situation. My colleagues hurt me, and the self-pity and resentment I felt were horrible. Many years later, I discovered I had turned a lot of my anger inward in what became depression, and someone close to me at that time later told me, “you didn’t know how much bondage you were in at The Washington Post.” I felt I was battling against enormous odds, odds I couldn’t conquer because it was a segregated city and a segregated world. Another black female reporter who came to The Washington Post much later, Jill Nelson, stayed only about three years and called her time there volunteer slavery.


What sustained me those first months and years in Washington and enabled me to stay the course and experience the gamut—from endurance to enjoyment—in thirty-three years at The Washington Post was the small group of journalists from the Negro press in the early years and the multiracial band of diversity warriors with whom I worked in later years.


Simeon Booker was welcoming and lively, but it was E. Fannie Granton, his reporter, office manager, and eventually associate editor who later became my mentor and friend, introducing me to key people. Middle-aged and a professed “old maid” with a huge heart and love of people, Fannie invited me several times to the home she shared with three other family members in the Anacostia section of southeast D.C. I enjoyed Sunday dinners of her signature cinnamon beef roast and other tasty foods. Fannie knew all the important black people in Washington because they frequented JET’s headquarters where they shared news in hopes of appearing in JET, attending holiday parties, or joining in some of Booker’s evening poker games.


One tradition I enjoyed was the annual JET Christmas Party attended by my former boss John H. Johnson, publisher of Ebony and JET. Booker and Fannie also clued me in to U Street, the famous Howard Theater where leading entertainers such as singer Jackie Wilson and the entire Motortown Revue—including the Miracles, the Supremes, Marvin Gaye, and Mary Wells—appeared in the fall of 1962. All were typical of black cultural life at the time.


Fannie helped me find housing—twice. First, she told me about a young black woman on Capitol Hill who worked as a secretary and was seeking a roommate. The arrangement worked well until I was the victim of a mugging one night when I was coming home from work. Soon I was looking for another home. I shared my plight with Fannie. She told me about a middle-aged couple, Mr. and Mrs. John Griffin, who lived at 1358 Jefferson Street N.W., a neighborhood of modest black middle-class homes known as Petworth, who wanted to rent a room and bath. My move to the Griffins’ placed me in a community that provided a measure of comfort and distance from the high-pressured newsroom.


For seven years, I had kept in touch with Sam Gilliam Jr., an artist and college student I had met on a city bus in Louisville and begun dating when I was a seventeen-year-old student at Ursuline College. Sam, born in Tupelo, Mississippi, had spent most of his life in Louisville, but had done a stint in Japan in the U.S. Army, from 1956 to 1958. Already showing talent as an artist, he earned his master’s degree in fine arts from the University of Louisville. The school was integrated and had a good art program. He lived at home while pursuing his degree, so he did not have to pay room and board. He visited me in Chicago while I was at JET and a couple of times in New York when I was at Columbia. In June 1961 when I was leaving the States for a postgraduate school trip to Africa, he had lent me a badly needed $100—a very large sum at that time. Although we had known each other for seven years, ours was a loose dating arrangement; we both saw other people.


Sam had been talking for a long time about the possibility of getting married. For me—a preacher’s imperfect daughter—these were not days of casual sleeping around. In that era, a reputation for doing so would have been shocking. Birth control was neither reliable nor readily available, and an unintended pregnancy would have been the death knell of a young woman’s education or career.


I turned twenty-four during my first year at The Washington Post and Sam turned twenty-seven, and I guess we both were ready to settle down. He had been asking me about marriage, and we had talked about it soon after we met. But I had said, “I’m not ready yet.” We didn’t fall in love a traditional way. We got to know each other over time and got to know other people and saw the value of each other. At Christmas 1961, I accepted his engagement ring, and we were married in Louisville on September 1, 1962, in Youngs Chapel A.M.E., the church my father had built.


I rented a wedding dress for $50 from a formal rental store in Washington. My brother Adee gave me away, and my sister Evelyn and my sister-in-law Margaret were bridesmaids. We had a reception at an upscale black club in Louisville. We loaded all the gifts into the back of Sam’s Volkswagen Beetle for the trip back to D.C., stopping one night for a honeymoon stay at a hotel in Cincinnati.


Sam already had a job lined up to teach art at McKinley High School, a predominantly African American arts public high school, where he would work for the next five years. We started marriage in a one-bedroom apartment on Summit Place N.W. in Adams Morgan, the city’s diverse, Bohemian section. I began my second year at The Washington Post, still one of only three black reporters, and still the sole black woman.
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