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To the memory of my grandmother, Rachel Bryant Graham, the greatest warrior I ever knew

—D. J. R.

and

To the memory of my parents: John T. Burns, who loved the law, and Kathleen Hynes Burns, who loved the dawn; and to both of them, who loved words and taught me to love them too

—K. J. M.






Foreword


Called to Witness


We have all heard that the arc of the moral universe bends toward justice, but during dark and difficult times, it’s sometimes a challenge to see it curving in the right direction. History tells us the stories of the great men—charismatic, brave, and doomed—who gave their lives to the struggle for racial equality. While these men earned our praise, we know that they did not change the world alone. Mighty Justice is the story of a great woman, Dovey Johnson Roundtree, who dedicated her life to moving the United States closer to ideals outlined in the Constitution. Born in 1914 in Charlotte, North Carolina, Dovey Roundtree came into this world with her mind stayed on freedom, as the sixties protest song goes.

This is a love story. Dovey Johnson Roundtree was a patriot, in love with a flawed, unfair, and often cruel nation. One of her earliest memories was the sight of her grandmother’s feet, misshapen and gnarled as a result of violence at the hands of an angry white man. But along with her memory of the damage done her grandmother’s body, she recalls herself on bended knee, kneading and massaging the same feet, providing comfort to the woman who had been brave enough to say no in the face of power and paid the price. Even as a small child, Dovey Johnson Roundtree understood that the ultimate act of love is service.

I wonder how Dovey Johnson Roundtree would want this work to be discussed. I am sure many will read this story, as I did, and marvel that her name and contributions are not better known. Still, I resist the impulse to call her a “hidden figure,” the term coined to honor the black women whose unsung contributions to NASA helped put a man on the moon. But I can’t imagine that Ms. Roundtree would cotton to such a description. While she was no doubt aware that hers was not a household name, I am not convinced she would consider that a tragedy. There is a hymn well-loved in the African Methodist Episcopal Church that proclaims, “Let the work I’ve done speak for me.”

Hers was a life of constant contribution. In the 1940s, she heeded the call of the great Mary McLeod Bethune and joined the first class of African American women to be trained as officers in the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps, lending her skills to support the war effort. These difficult years capture the paradox of her experience as a black woman in the United States. She was a proud American, eager to represent her country in World War II. The term “the Greatest Generation” conjures images of handsome young soldiers storming European beaches before returning home triumphant in uniform, and then another image of these same men, old and wizened, festooned with medals, entering the White House in wheelchairs. But a generation is a vast and diverse marker. Also part of this generation were the women who worked as switchboard operators, mechanics, bakers, whose labors supported the men on the battlefield. And among them were the black women who challenged segregation—and sometimes won, but other times were excluded, penalized, and humiliated for their efforts.

Ms. Roundtree herself faced the pain of being shunned by the country she had so well served. As a young servicewoman, she insisted upon her right to a seat in the white section on a segregated bus. She was thrown off the bus and forced to remain for several hours in a deserted bus depot. This would be a dangerous situation for any woman, but for a black woman the threat was infinitely more grave. This incident stayed with her long after she was safe at home. In the struggle for freedom, Ms. Roundtree was deeply invested not just from an abstract respect for the ideals of the nation, but from her own yearning to live free.

She found her calling as a lawyer. In her own words, “The promise of the law lifted me, when so much else weighed me down.” Careful parsing of Plessy v. Ferguson, the most destructive decision in the history of the Supreme Court, demonstrated “how thoroughly Jim Crow rested on sand.” Law school was demanding: Ms. Roundtree worked two part-time jobs to support her studies and struggled with her health. Still, as someone would say decades later, nevertheless she persisted. As with her experience in the military, she had to fight discrimination in law school. Howard University is a historically black university, but she was one of the few women in her class. Still, she studied alongside the men, winning their respect and in some cases lifelong friendship through a shared sense of mission, a deep faith in the promise of the law.

Ms. Roundtree believed that the route to justice was through the courts. Along with her colleagues she argued cases on behalf of scores of African American citizens who opposed segregation. Most Americans will understand the import of Brown v. Board, argued by the great Thurgood Marshall, toppling Plessy v. Ferguson and ending segregation in public schools. But few people know of the countless other cases tried by lawyers like Ms. Roundtree who were barely paid. They lost more cases than they won. But when they were triumphant, their cases made small cracks in the barrier that separated African Americans from their civil rights. This is not the story of well-dressed, fast-talking lawyers seated in rich leather chairs. This is a story about lawyers as laborers, serving the people.

Ms. Roundtree was exceptional, but she was not an exception. All her life she was surrounded by those who shared her commitment and values—from her grandmother, who insisted that she go to college, to Mae Neptune, the professor at Spelman College who helped Dovey pay for her education. Even as a young woman, she forged relationships with Mary McLeod Bethune and A. Philip Randolph, titans of American history. She saw herself as a member of a mighty army, understanding that she was a participant in a steady movement of dissent that spanned generations.

In addition to its historical significance, Mighty Justice is a pleasure to read. When speaking of one of her clients, Ms. Roundtree invokes the “surety I believe that God gives to persons who are telling the truth.” I will assert here that she expresses herself with the music God gives to the same. Whether she is remembering the Southern lilt of her grandmother’s voice or the ruin of a man wrongfully imprisoned, or even her own longing for love and family, Ms. Roundtree speaks with conviction and eloquence. But more than that, she approaches the story of her own life with the passion of one who is called to witness.

Like its author, Mighty Justice is many things at once. It is a call to arms for those who refuse to allow the nation to be dragged back into the dark days of segregation and blatant injustice. It is a how-to guide for those already performing freedom work. For those who are tired and discouraged, it is a rousing reminder that change will come for those who are persistent. For those who know little about the route from the hard-won battles to end American apartheid, in your hand is an education. But for us all, it is, as Dovey Johnson Roundtree spells out in the final chapter of this remarkable life story: Healing the Brokenness.

Tayari Jones

Atlanta, Georgia

Tayari Jones is the author of the New York Times bestselling novel An American Marriage and three previous novels, including Silver Sparrow. A winner of numerous literary awards, she is Professor of Creative Writing at Emory University. Like Dovey Johnson Roundtree, she is an alumna of Spelman College.






1. Walking Unafraid


Every evening, in the tiny kitchen of the old frame shotgun house where I grew up in Charlotte, North Carolina, my grandma Rachel marked the day’s end by a ritual etched in my memory with a clarity that belies the eighty years since then.

She ceased to rush, as she did endlessly in the hours between dawn and darkness, and she commenced to draw water and lay out clean towels and mix an ointment she made of turpentine and mutton tallow. I would stand, quiet, watching her heat the water on the wood stove, pour it into a metal pan, then remove her stockings and hoist her skirts as she lifted her feet into the steaming bath.

Her feet were broken. They were gnarled and twisted and horribly misshapen, with the bones sticking out in strange ways. As she lifted them into the steaming water, she winced. And I would know, though she had spoken no word and given no sign, that all day long her feet had been paining her.

How frightened I was the first time I saw those poor broken feet. I was five years old, and my mother and my three sisters and I had just moved to my grandparents’ home after the death of my father, James Eliot Johnson, in the influenza epidemic of 1919. My grandmother had scooped us up and taken us under her wing, whisking us from my parents’ house to the little parsonage where she lived with my grandpa. All day long, she hovered over us, even as she flew about the house and garden, baking communion bread and hauling water and starching altar linens. Like a tiny whirling dervish she moved, and so, when I first saw her grow quiet, I was startled.

Then I saw her feet, so large and misshapen they seemed to belong to another woman entirely, and I drew back, frightened. Every night after that, I’d look at her scarred, twisted feet, at the skin stretched taut over the jutting bones, and I’d want to ask her what had made them that way. But something in her silence warned me not to.

Over time I grew to cherish this part of the evening, for it was one of the rare moments when I could actually be of help to my grandmother, who appeared in daytime hours, so far as I could tell, to hold the whole earth and sky under her command. I learned to wait by her side as she began the bathing process and watch for the moment when her face began to relax, the sign that the steaming water had done its work. I’d stir the ointment, and gently as I could, I’d rub her feet, taking care not to hurt the sores and bruises and bleeding places. The salve, like most of my grandmother’s homemade medicines, smelled worse than sin itself, but it had mighty healing powers. For in the morning, she was moving once again about the house and garden, swaying and swinging on the outsides of her feet, awkwardly, but swiftly.

The day came, finally, as I was just beginning to mature into womanhood, when Grandma took me to her in private and spoke to me of what had happened to her feet.

A white man had broken them.

It had happened a very long time ago, Grandma said, when she was a young girl, just coming into womanhood herself. She was only thirteen years old, but she had developed early, and she had seen the man watching her with a look that told her he meant to do her harm.

“The slave master,” she called him, though in point of fact the days of slavery ended ten years before my grandmother was born. He was the overseer on the farm near Henrietta, North Carolina, where her father worked, and when she spoke of what he had tried to do to her, a look of anguish crossed her face unlike any I had seen before or would see after.

“He was meanin’ to bother me, Dovey Mae,” she told me, in the delicate way she had of speaking about things sexual. “I ran and fought every way I knew how. And I hurt him. Then he grabbed hold o’ me and he stomped, hard as he could, on my feet—to keep me from runnin’ for good, he told me. But I kept on runnin’.

“Wasn’t nothing to do but fight him, hard as I could,” she said. “He wasn’t goin’ to have his way with me.”

Grandma’s mother had wrapped her smashed, bleeding feet in cloth and rubbed them with the mutton tallow and turpentine ointment Grandma would use for the rest of her days. But the bones had been so crushed that her feet were forever misshapen, and so twisted that for a while she could not walk at all. When she did, it was with a swaying awkwardness that late at night became a limp.

And yet, for all of that, she had won. He had not, as she said, had “his way” with her.

I saw my grandma Rachel fight everything with that same fierceness—poverty, sickness, injustice, and even despair. Like a mighty stream, her courage flowed through my childhood, shaping me as rushing water shapes the pebbles in its path.

She was not, of course, the only influence upon me in my early years; my mother, with her keen intelligence and her quiet ambition, and my grandpa, with his passion for books and education, set me on my way toward learning and goodness. But my grandmother was the warrior in the family. It was she who armed me for battle, with weapons both soft and fierce, imprinting me with a mark so deep it seemed to go down into my very soul.

There was, to be sure, nothing of the warrior in her tiny person, for she was small of stature and ever so feminine. Many a time as a girl I would study the faded old photograph of Grandma on the parlor wall and wonder how the delicate black-eyed young woman who looked part African queen and part Indian princess had fought that white man with such ferocity, whence came the iron that carried her through the sorrows that befell her in the years after that portrait was made. She had married, given birth to my mother and her two brothers, and then in the way of so many black women of her time, she’d had to stand by helplessly as the wrath of the Klan fell upon the head of her young husband. No one knew what had incited their rage, nor did Grandma ever learn the particulars of his fate after she bade him farewell in the woods outside Henrietta. She’d sent him on his way with all the money she had in the world—a quarter she’d kept in her apron pocket—and had never seen him again. Somewhere in his flight northward, he’d met his death at the Klan’s hands.

She had to push onward after that, to do what generations of black folk had done before her—to “make a way out of no way.” I am persuaded, thinking on it now, that my grandmother spent all her days making a way out of no way. And she’d done it with no more than a third-grade education. She’d picked herself up after the loss of her young husband and rebuilt her life with the great man who became my grandfather, the Reverend Clyde Graham, but that, too, had its hardships. Again and again she had to uproot her family, for the life of an itinerant preacher in the South meant endless movement from one country church to another. At last, Grandpa’s reputation as a preacher won him an appointment as pastor of East Stonewall AME Zion, one of Charlotte’s largest black churches. Grandma settled with Grandpa into the parsonage, watched her daughter, Lela, marry, give birth to me and my sisters, make a home of her own.

And then my father was stricken.

I was too young to grasp the terrible sweep of the influenza epidemic that the returning soldiers brought home after World War I. I understood only that my tall handsome papa, who one moment had been riding me on the handlebars of his bicycle in the autumn sunshine, was gone, and my mother was crying. The next thing I knew, we were in my grandmother’s home, to stay. So ferociously did she take on our sadness that if grief had been a wild animal at large in the house, she could not have attacked it with greater vengeance.

I have thought many times since then how defeating it must have been for Grandma—a woman who knew what it was to lose a husband and be left with young children—to watch my mother disappear into a netherworld right in front of our eyes. My beautiful mother, so young she seemed more like a big sister, the playmate who loved to beat us at jacks and hike up her skirts and jump hopscotch with us, grew silent and thin. She took no care of her person, wore her long wavy hair in a tangle down her back, and refused to eat. It was terrifying to me and my sisters, and surely my grandmother must have been horrified.

Yet she took us in hand so fiercely and so firmly that for the rest of my life I have remembered that time as one when I was swallowed up in love. Against the tidal wave of sadness, Grandma pushed back with a tidal wave of her own, launching what amounted to a one-woman assault on despair. In such things as the baking of cinnamon pastries and the pounding of herbs and the serving of sweet potatoes and the setting of bread to rise she undertook to push the darkness out.

Soft weapons, those, and yet in my grandmother’s hands they were as formidable as any I have seen in my time. Only someone who has lain in the early morning darkness breathing in the smell of bread baking and beans and ham hocks bubbling, as I did every day of that long winter of 1919, can know the potency of such small things to heal. It was not simply the food, of course. It was my grandmother herself, all five feet of her, that filled the house from morning to night, her fiery spirit that displaced the darkness.

The stiller my mother became, the more quickly my grandmother moved, rushing back and forth between the kitchen and the bedroom, serving up tea, endlessly tempting Mama with treats for weeks on end, until finally, one day, Mama laughed.

It was not a little chuckle, but a great loud laugh. When the rest of us heard the sound of my mother’s laughter coming from the back porch where she and Grandma were stringing beans, we all burst out laughing—Grandpa, who’d been studying over his Bible as he prepared his Sunday sermon, my older sister Beatrice and my younger sister Eunice and even baby Rachel in her high chair. I had no earthly idea what the joke was, nor did I care. I joined right in with the laughter, too, and in that moment, the world righted itself.

The sadness never completely vanished, of course. It never does, after death. My father’s passing left a hole in my heart that was to stay with me for the rest of my life. Even to this very moment, the emptiness remains with me. But after my mother laughed at whatever little joke Grandma made that day, our family was able to move forward, to get on with the business of living, in all its goodness. And my childhood, which had begun with the terrible darkness of my father’s death, opened up at the hands of my grandmother into a time shot through with light.

Everything Grandma did seemed woven with magic. Even before dawn, summer mornings came alive for me, as I trailed behind her into the woods in search of blackberries. They grew along the creek, amid stickers and bushes, and Grandma knew how to find the ripest, the best. She knew how to follow the birds to the places where they grew thickest. And in some otherworldly way I could not fathom, she could read the darkness simply by listening to the sounds that came out of it.

With autumn came the time for the making of lye soap, a rite that drew the neighbors from blocks around to our backyard as Grandma turned fat drippings into soap that bleached clothing so white the ladies had a name for it: “Miss Rachel’s clean.” It was made, my grandmother said, by the “right sign of the moon,” and she alone among all the women knew when that sign came. I’d dart in and out among the fig trees that grew tall around our property and breathe in the cool air as Grandma lit the fire beneath the great cauldron. Moving in as close as I dared, I watched as she poured boxes of Red Devil lye into the mixture of cooking grease she’d collected all year from the neighbors. The liquid in the cauldron boiled, the ladies sang and gossiped and laughed, Grandma ladled foam from the top, and then all at once, the bubbling mass cleared. Closely as I watched I never could tell the precise moment at which that filthy mess turned beautiful. But the white cakes of soap, gelled and molded and placed on butcher paper for the neighbors to take home, were as perfect and pure as the liquid in the cauldron was greasy and dark and foul smelling.

Enfolding it all, week in, week out, was the Sunday ritual that pulled us up tall with pride, my sisters and me, as we rushed to take our places with Mama in the grand procession Grandma and Grandpa led from the parsonage to East Stonewall AME Zion, where Grandpa pastored. Behind us marched the whole world—the dozens of families who made up Grandpa’s flock, wending their way through the clay streets and alleyways of the neighborhood known as Brooklyn. At the head of the parade walked Grandma, starched altar linens draped over one arm, the other linked with Grandpa’s, as she led the crowd in the chorus of the hymn she loved best, the one she hummed from morning to night.


Blessed Assurance, Jesus is mine.

O what foretaste of Glory Divine.

This is my story, this my song,

Praising my Savior all the day long.



People came to Grandma—people whose faces were heavy with sadness, mothers worried about their children, girls in trouble of one kind or another, men who’d gotten mixed up with the bootleggers or card sharks who preyed on the desperate. For all of them Grandma had something—a sermon with plenty of scorch, or as the occasion required, what she called “some straightnin’ out.” For sick folk she bottled up doses of the cold medicines she pounded from gypsum weed and herbs she found in the forest, the paste that stung and smelled but that somehow sucked the pain from your chest.

So powerful a force was my grandmother in our home and in the neighborhood at large that it never occurred to me as a little child that there was anything she could not shape, or mold, or fix, any darkness she could not chase away. But the day came, as it had to, when I grew old enough to venture forth from the cocoon I inhabited. And I saw for the first time an ugliness Grandma could not banish. On that day, I looked Jim Crow full in the face.

Nothing about that morning, in the spring of my sixth, or perhaps my seventh year, betokened ill. The sunshine warmed the earth beneath my feet the moment I stepped outside; the birds called, and the forbidden creek beckoned. Before I’d even had a chance to weigh the prospect of chasing butterflies against the possibility of a whipping, though, Grandma surprised me.

“Dovey Mae,” she said, using the name she herself had given me at birth, “you may come with me to town this morning.”

I nearly jumped out of my skin. The prospect of accompanying my grandmother on such an adult errand as business in town sent me ripping into the bedroom to change into a dress and a sunhat as fast as I could go.

As Grandma and I came up the block, I could hear the Biddleville trolley clanging and squeaking its way down McDowell Street, the thoroughfare that connected the city’s Second Ward, where we lived, with the neighborhood known as Biddleville. Wild as a buck to begin with, I was so excited on this occasion that Grandma had all she could do to keep me by her side, no matter how much she threatened to wear me out if I didn’t hold tight to her hand. The minute the trolley doors swung open and I spotted an empty seat behind the driver, I shot up the steps and settled right into it. There I was, with a perfect view of just about everything worth looking at on that trolley car, so far as I was concerned. I sat up straight in the cane-bottomed seat and grinned at Grandma.

But she wasn’t smiling, and neither was the driver, who had turned around to look at me. The color rose in his face, and when he spoke, he spat.

“Get that pickaninny out of here!” he shouted at my grandmother, with such venom that my cheeks burned. “You know she can’t sit there.”

I had never heard the word “pickaninny” before, but I could tell immediately from my grandmother’s face that she had. It was a moment that was replayed hundreds, perhaps thousands of times across the country in the years when segregation held the South by the throat. More than three decades would pass before Rosa Parks refused to move to the rear of a Montgomery, Alabama, bus and launched a movement.

In the twenties, such behavior was unthinkable. My grandmother, a middle-aged black woman abroad in a North Carolina town with a small child in tow, did the only thing she could do and still hold on to both her dignity and her life. She got off the trolley.

In one motion she grabbed me by the hand, whirled around and yanked the cord so hard I thought it would snap. The moment the trolley stopped, she pulled me down the car’s back steps and turned, face set, toward town.

Then she began to march.

Block after block we walked, round the corner of Brevard, past Meyers Street Elementary School, across Alexander Street, half a mile to town. There was no sound but the rustle of Grandma’s stiffly starched apron, and there was no stopping. She had me tight by the hand, all the way up the steps of the brick insurance building where she did her business, and back again. We crossed the square and made our way down East Trade Street, heading for home.

That was the longest mile I ever walked. I had to run to keep up with my grandmother, who quickened her pace with each block. And the faster she walked, the more awkwardly she swung her legs, rocking and swaying from side to side the way she did at night when she was very tired. Though trolley after trolley passed us, my grandmother never slowed or even turned her head. What frightened me more than anything was her silence.

It wasn’t until after dinner that she finally spoke about the trolley car. Just as she did every night, she lit the kerosene lamp in the sitting room and cleared a space for my grandfather to open the old family Bible. Then she disappeared into the kitchen to take her cinnamon and butter pastries—“stickies,” she called them—from the oven. It seemed to me that she was gone an unusually long time.

When she came back, she set down the tray and wiped her hands on her apron.

“Something bad happened to Dovey Mae today,” she said.

I felt my cheeks grow hot, and I looked down.

“The mean old conductor man on the trolley car called her a bad name.” No one spoke. In the lamplight, I looked up into Grandma’s face, and I knew she was almost as angry as she’d been that morning.

“I want to tell you all something,” she said. She looked around the table at each of us. Her gaze rested last on me.

“Now hear me, and hear me good,” she said. “My chillun is as good as anybody.”

Only from a distance of years is it possible for me to fathom the courage required for my grandmother to pick herself up from such humiliation and speak those words. I believe, now, that in the long moment when she vanished into the kitchen, Grandma was crying. Certainly she was reaching down into her heart’s core, for she was wrestling with the greatest curse of segregation: the horror of having to watch one’s own children and grandchildren face its degradation.

In the course of my life, I have heard black people say they got used to the pain of segregation, eventually. I weep for the numbness of mind and the brokenness of spirit that motivates statements like that. Let me say here for all time that never for one moment of my life under Jim Crow did I grow accustomed to being excluded, banned, pushed aside, reduced. I was never to take a back seat on a trolley or bus, drink the rusty water that trickled from the “Colored” fountains, smell the garbage in the back-alley entrance to segregated movie theaters, or scratch myself on the rough toilet paper in the black restrooms but that I felt personally violated. And I know, having seen the look on Grandma’s face that night, that she felt the same way. Powerful as she was, she could not protect me from the thing she most hated.

But she could arm me. And arm me she did, with words that lifted me up and made me forever proud: “My chillun is as good as anybody.”






2. Making Somethin’ of Yourself


In the 1920s, the most famous black woman in America, if not the world, was Mary McLeod Bethune—educator, activist, and consultant to President Coolidge. That such a woman should have called upon my grandmother, should have huddled with her in close conference upon the broken-down sofa at our house at 905 East Boundary Street, should have consulted with her on the future of Negro children, defies the laws of chance and, indeed, every reality of the social hierarchy, at least as we know it today.

Yet consult with Grandma she did. The first time I laid eyes on the great woman, I was perhaps ten years old. She was nodding gravely as my grandmother spoke and sipping a tall glass of Grandma’s homemade locust beer. Though Grandma’s schooling had ended at the third grade, and Dr. Bethune presided over the education of college students at the Florida institute she herself had founded, they addressed each other in the manner of old acquaintances and trusted allies. She called Grandma “Rachel,” and Grandma in her turn called her renowned visitor “Mary.”

I never did come to know precisely how the two of them met, but this was the era of the black women’s club movement, which cut across class lines in a way that has no modern counterpart. Any one of my grandmother’s connections—her close friendship with Charlotte’s NAACP president, her relationships with wealthy black ministers’ wives, her office in the prestigious Order of the Eastern Star—might have placed her in Dr. Bethune’s path as she barnstormed through the South in the twenties, recruiting women for the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs. Whatever their initial connection, I am entirely persuaded that having met once, my grandmother and Dr. Bethune were drawn together in the way kindred spirits are in great struggles. No two women I have ever known—and in adulthood I would come to know Dr. Bethune very well indeed—fought for justice quite so fiercely as those two.

Even as a child of ten or twelve, I sensed in Dr. Bethune something powerful, almost regal. Ebony-skinned and crowned with an enormous feathered hat that matched her silk suit, she spoke in a voice so rich, so cultivated, so filled with authority that it held me fast. By the time my grandmother knew her, she was already a figure of legend, a woman who had done the unthinkable: she had defied the Klan, alone. I knew what that meant, for I carried with me from one terrible night in my earliest childhood the shadowy memory of men howling and whips lashing and horses’ hooves pounding outside our house, of hot darkness pressing on my neck, of the muffled sound of my sisters’ sobbing, of Grandma’s feet dragging on the floorboards as she paced, and the clear awareness that not even my grandmother for all her boldness could have protected us if the men in the white hoods had determined to do us harm.

That Dr. Bethune had taken on that nameless horror stunned me. But she had, rather than abandon her campaign for black voting rights. She’d faced down the Klansmen who’d threatened to burn her college to the ground, so the story went, turning the campus floodlights upon the horde of hooded men with their torches and leading her girls in the singing of spirituals, one after another, until at last the men turned their horses around, and rode off into the night.

And there were so many other stories, told and retold among church folk and the ladies’ societies Grandma entertained. They spoke of the world-renowned woman who’d begun life as Mary Jane McLeod, daughter of freed slaves. Alongside her sixteen brothers and sisters she’d picked cotton in the fields of Mayesville, South Carolina, until with her brilliance she captured the attention of a black missionary who’d seen to her schooling. Barred because of her race from the missions of Africa to which she felt called, she’d taken on the fight for Negro advancement as her life’s work. In a tiny cabin with five pupils, she founded the Florida normal school that would eventually become Bethune-Cookman College, and as a child I loved to hear the tales of how she’d used packing crates for desks and elderberry juice for ink and raised funds by selling sweet potato pies. Later, when poll taxes shut blacks out of the voting booth, it was said she took to bicycling around the countryside collecting money to pay them.

No church paper in those days failed to mention her, and when the weekly newsletters arrived from the AME office, Grandma would scan the headlines in search of Dr. Bethune’s name, then command Eunice or Bea or me to read the article aloud, often more than once. If Dr. Mary McLeod Bethune, child of slaves, could rise from poverty to command the attention of presidents, Rachel Graham’s granddaughters could do the same. In fact, Grandma insisted, we would do the same—or she’d know the reason why not.

“Girl, you are goin’ to make somethin’ of yourself, if I have to beat it into you,” Grandma would tell me when I’d come home dripping wet from my forays into the forbidden creek. In her eyes, the world was locked in a mighty battle between good and evil, and the line between the two was as sharp and clear as the fence that separated our nest of shotgun houses and good church folk from that place of sin and damnation on the other side, the black ghetto known as Blue Heaven. So vile were the goings-on in its speakeasies and brothels that Grandma judged the mere sound of it dangerous, and she’d whisk us girls off the porch on summer evenings, lest we drink too deeply of the raucous jazz music and wild laughter floating on the breeze. Satan himself, Grandma insisted, walked buck naked down the streets of Blue Heaven on Saturday nights, and her folk would have no truck with it—not even at a distance.

It was a way of looking at the world that entirely suffused my sisters and me, for my grandfather and my mother lived by the same iron law of decency and hard work and goodness. And they held us unflinchingly to the goal of a college education, which was, after all, the “way out” for black people.

We heard that like a mantra all day long during the week, and on Sundays my grandfather sounded the theme from the pulpit at East Stonewall, weaving it together with the dozens of other threads of his elaborate sermons. From the books he spread out on the kitchen table in the evenings came ideas about freedom and democracy and education and hope for a better future, all tied into his biblical text for the week. A man with only a high school education, my grandfather was nevertheless a person of true greatness of mind, and what he was preaching, in his own way, was a brand of religious activism that would come to be known during the civil rights period as the “social gospel.” Nobody called it that back in the twenties, of course, but that is precisely what it was—a rich tapestry of Holy Scripture and political protest, all strung together in a way that shot through you like something electric.

There was nothing abstract about any of it, in Grandpa’s mind—particularly not about the need for what he called “an educated black youth.” His four granddaughters were the youth he was bent on educating, no matter what else he had to give up. We pieced out our existence in pennies, it seemed to me, and had it not been for the donations of food we received as a minister’s family, we might not have made it at all. Still, by the time I was in the fourth grade, Grandpa had managed to buy us the entire set of The Book of Knowledge, one volume at a time, on the change he eked out from the proceeds of the little store he ran in town. How I loved those red leather–bound books with their maps of faraway places and their color illustrations of all the insects and birds and creatures I was forever bringing home for study and nurturing. On the appointed day each month, I waited for the newest volume to arrive in the mail, ripping open the brown paper wrapping and diving into a corner to devour the contents. The books held the answers to questions I hadn’t even thought of asking. All this, from a man who was no kin to me.

That was the way of things in our house—and it had been long before I was born, from the time Grandma married Grandpa and he took my mother and her brothers to raise as his own children. When Mama married my father as a widower, she had in turn taken his daughter, Beatrice, to raise. No daughter—or sister—could have been more beloved than Beatrice, for blood ties counted but little with my folk where love was concerned. Bea was a born teacher, our reading coach and tutor from the time Eunice and Rachel and I could hold a book, and when she set her sights on Winston-Salem Teachers College, Mama and my grandparents found a way to send her there, using the small inheritance Grandma had received upon the death of her brother. College was as essential to life as breathing in our family. And Bea was family.

In all the ways, great and small, in which a group of people living under one roof bond tighter than glue, the seven of us were bonded. Nothing that happened beyond the reach of that table ever broke the bond among us, though the terrible times that came with the Great Depression pushed our family almost to the breaking point. Chaos descended on Charlotte following the stock market crash in the fall of my sophomore year, and our little world disintegrated as well. The bankers who’d brought their shirts to Grandma no longer sought out her laundering services, and the food donations dwindled to almost nothing. My grandfather’s little store went under. Crushed by the hopelessness of our situation, he began to drink; his parishioners began to whisper; the bishop called for his removal from East Stonewall. Finally, the day came when we were forced to vacate the parsonage.

That was when I learned how great a thing love is, that it is greater even than shame. And there was shame in those years. I saw it in my grandmother’s face when we were turned out of our home, when Grandpa was shunted from one church to another, first in the city and then out in the country, until finally he lost his stature as a minister altogether. As we moved from the parsonage and struggled to pay rent with the money Mama earned cleaning houses, Grandma aged before my eyes.

Still, she never gave up, and neither did Grandpa. The year we moved from the parsonage, they took in two foster children, in the hope that the stipend from the county would help us to pay the rent in our new home. It was, Grandma said, a way to survive, and yet, even in that, she and Grandpa and Mama transformed it into something more. No other family in Mecklenburg County wanted Tom and Pete, the eight-year-old twin boys my grandparents took to raise, for they were the product of that most despised of all unions—the one between a white woman and a black man. Boldly, my grandparents and my mother embraced those two sad, bewildered little boys. On the one occasion when I heard a neighbor whispering about Tom and Pete’s parentage, Grandma turned on the woman, her black eyes snapping fire.

“I’ll tell you exactly whose children they are,” she said. “They’re mine!”

When all was said and done, I am not sure the allowance my grandparents received from the county ever did much more than cover Tom and Pete’s expenses. As the Depression deepened, my grandfather opened yet another store. So often, as I saw him struggle to provide for all of us, I thought of what he’d said to my sisters and me the night he’d brought our family to live in his home. He had drawn us close, lifted Rachel into his lap, and promised that so long as he was alive, we would never go hungry. In spite of everything, he kept that promise.

During those years when Grandma fought with fire and Grandpa with tenderness, I watched my mother emerge from the shadows in the wake of my father’s death as a woman of steel in her own right. I’d known even as a little girl that it was quite a thing, in Charlotte, to be the daughter of Lela Bryant Johnson, to sit in the front row at East Stonewall as she led the choir with her rich alto, to walk down the street and watch heads turn at her delicate beauty. Her fingers teased the most beautiful music from the creaky old upright piano we inherited with the parsonage, and her voice danced over the hymns Grandma hummed from morning to night, filling in the tunes with the words that became such a part of me they would forever shape the way I conceived of things spiritual.

But there was far more to my mother even than that. As my sisters and I advanced in school, I discerned in her a deep ambition. She was the one who brought in the bulk of our income during the Depression, working long hours as a domestic for one of the wealthiest white families in Charlotte. I, too, began working for them on weekends as a nanny to their little boy, but it was Mama who carried the load. Every night after dinner, she marched off to night school to study dressmaking and tailoring, turning those skills to such account that we were able to hold our home when others were losing theirs. Had the times been different, she would unquestionably have pursued higher education. The times being what they were, she held to that vision for us.

Mama was a woman who could see things where others could not, who could conjure up in her mind’s eye the entire picture of a tailored, lined, and finished coat or suit from a length of fabric lying folded on a table. How she turned a bolt of crepe or wool into something that fit the curves of a person and swished and swung when that person walked, I never knew. It was a process as fascinating to me as the making of lye soap, and every bit as impenetrable. Grandma, I reckoned, had secrets; Mama just saw.

In her eyes, we girls were women of destiny, with futures as golden as if we’d been daughters of privilege. How proud Mama was when Beatrice set out for Winston-Salem Teachers College, at that time the only black institution in the country which granted not merely a teaching certificate but a baccalaureate degree in education. Her oldest daughter was a young woman of exceptional talent, Mama said; she deserved no less.

I was the child who put Mama most in mind of Papa. I spoke like him, she told me often, used my hands in the way he did, had his ability to command the attention of a roomful of people. Someday, my mother told me, I would live out his legacy, walk where he could not, do the things of which he’d only dreamed.

From out of her dresser drawer one day came a tiny black book of devotions, in which my father had written one simple sentence. Mama called me to her, giving me the book to keep—as a reminder, she said, of Papa’s deepest passion.

“By all let it be known,” my father had penned on the flyleaf, “that I, James Eliot Johnson, have loved the teaching of Sunday school.” I read the proclamation aloud, puzzled at the import my mother assigned to it. In those words, as in all things, Mama saw something beyond what lay before her. My father, she told me, was brilliant. Had he lived, she believed he would have become far more than a Sunday school teacher. His gifts would have made him one of the great ministers of the black community, a man who would have changed the lives of people far and wide. She insisted that I would do the same—whether as the doctor I aspired to be, or in some other profession. I was destined, she said, for my own brand of greatness.

The college upon which my mother set her sights for me was truly an impossible dream, and would have been even if the Depression had not wiped out our savings: Spelman College, the elite undergraduate institution for girls of wealth and privilege, in Atlanta, Georgia. Had the person who brought it to our attention been anyone other than my beloved eighth-grade teacher Edythe Wimbish, the notion would have been discounted immediately. But Edythe Wimbish was no ordinary woman. She hailed from one of the most influential black families in Atlanta, a family that traced its lineage to Reconstruction days, when her father had wielded political power as a Republican Party “wheel” and federal customs inspector. That someone of Edythe’s breeding and education had come to Charlotte to teach at Meyers Street Elementary, the broken-down old frame building where I attended grade school, was a stroke of remarkable good fortune. That she then took me under her wing and came out to our home to speak to Mama and my grandparents about my future seemed downright miraculous.

What Miss Wimbish said about Spelman and its opportunities took such hold of my mother’s imagination that she did something no one in the family had ever dared to do: she took a position against my grandmother. In our household, Grandma’s word was law; in all things great and small, Grandpa and Mama deferred to her. But in this matter, my mother pressed and pushed as I had never seen her do before.

“It’s such a wonderful chance for Dovey Mae, Mama,” she’d say to Grandma, who would nod, and grow quiet, and turn and stir her pots when Mama talked of the ties Spelman had to the other black universities in Atlanta, the doors it would open for me, the preparation I’d get for medical school at such a college. It was not that Grandma wanted anything less than the very best for my sisters and me; she’d held us to the example of Mary McLeod Bethune from the time we could think. And no one was prouder than Grandma that a woman like Edythe Wimbish had taken such an interest in me. When she appeared at our door, Grandma received her with almost as much awe as she did the great Dr. Bethune. When Miss Wimbish praised my academic achievements, Grandma’s face shone.

But Spelman troubled Grandma, for two reasons. First, the cost of attending such an elite four-year institution staggered her: the yearly tuition was $75, room and board $225. That came to $1,200 for four years—more than eight times what it had cost to send Beatrice to Winston-Salem Teachers College, where the state paid the tuition and students had only to cover their living expenses. Then, too, for all its prestige and opportunity, Spelman was in Atlanta, the heart of Klan country, a place torn by race riots so terrible in 1906 that twenty-five years later, black folk of Grandma’s generation spoke of them as though they’d just happened. To send her “chillun” 250 miles into the Deep South, to a city where blacks feared to walk the streets, even in the daytime, was more than my grandmother could contemplate. Silent as Grandma was on the subject, I well understood what terrified her.

And yet, I yearned with all my being to go to Spelman. Even the prospect of grave danger did not wipe out the feeling that came over me when I sat studying, late in the evenings, pondering the things Miss Wimbish had said about the school before she’d left Charlotte for her native Atlanta at the end of my eighth-grade year. She herself had graduated from Atlanta University, but she viewed Spelman as the ultimate academic institution for women. At Spelman, she told me, I would learn at the feet of extraordinary professors both black and white, study not only premed subjects but the classics and music, perhaps pursue the study of the French horn I’d begun in high school. As a Spelman student, I’d have access to the facilities of Atlanta’s other fine black institutions, even of its graduate schools. Danger paled, in my eyes, alongside that prospect.

A strange turn of circumstance opened the door to Spelman shortly before my graduation from high school. The family for whom Mama and I worked, the Hurleys, were moving to Atlanta, Mama announced one night. Mr. Hurley had been offered a new job, and Mrs. Hurley had asked Mama and me to accompany them. We would have a place to live, with good, decent white people, Mama told Grandma and Grandpa. Sheltered from the horrors of the Depression in the safety of their home, we could survive even in Atlanta. And in two years’ time, if all went well, Mama believed we could save enough for my first year’s tuition. Then she would return home.

At that, Grandma shut her eyes and shook her head. We all grew quiet, for every one of us, even little Tom and Pete, knew what she meant. Our family would be split apart. Mama would have to leave behind Eunice, a year younger than I, and Rachel, just finishing elementary school, and Tom and Pete, coming up right behind her.

The thing that Grandma had always feared was about to happen. Through all the years when she and Grandpa had moved from place to place as a young couple, when my papa had died and we’d left our home, even when the church conference had turned us out of the parsonage, Grandma had managed to keep us all together. Nothing was more hateful to her, the child of slaves, than the prospect of breaking up her family.

My mother, too, looked sad. But she did not back down. It would be for only a little while, she argued in her quiet way, just long enough to save up tuition money for my first year at Spelman. There was no work in Charlotte, no chance for us at all. Grandma knew that as well as Mama did.

For several weeks, I said my own silent prayers as I watched Grandma struggle and heard my mother’s quiet, persistent arguments: that Edythe would be there, that the Hurleys were good people, that we would not be alone.

At last Grandma relented.

“Well, Lela,” she said one evening. “I reckon you and Dovey Mae won’t be alone down there in Atlanta. I’ll be at the Throne of Grace, prayin’ all the time.”






3. “Pass It On”:

Spelman and the Legacy of Mae Neptune

I thought I had arrived at the Throne of Grace the first time I saw Spelman.

When Mama and I visited the campus not long after our arrival in Atlanta in the fall of 1932, we stood staring—staring, without saying a word—at the stately white-columned buildings, the magnificent Sisters Chapel, the lush green lawns ringed by dogwood and magnolias, all so flawless they looked like they’d been painted. That such a place lay within my grasp—I, who’d begun my education in a rotting frame building with rickety outdoor stairways and privies and a play yard of bare clay—seemed barely comprehensible. Right then and there, I decided Spelman was God’s answer to the prayers of the world.

Yet twenty feet from the place where the trolley stopped, that vast expanse of sheer perfection changed into a filthy, poverty-stricken, hate-filled city. Atlanta had always been a racial hell, just as Grandma had told us, but the grinding poverty of the Great Depression made it worse. Whole families—black as well as white—lived on the streets and in the alleyways; men walked aimlessly about looking for jobs that didn’t exist; women foraged for food in garbage cans. What few pockets of goodwill might have existed between blacks and whites before the Depression, the fear of starvation and homelessness killed. Each time Mama and I boarded the trolley, we took seats all the way in the back and held our breath at every transfer point on the fifteen-mile route from the city to the Hurleys’ home in the town of Decatur. I watched the black and white passengers crowd onto the cars, jostling and elbowing their way down the aisles, my whole body stiff with dread until we reached the Hurleys’ home, a safe haven in the midst of that awful city.

At least, that was the way Mama and I perceived it in the two years it took for the two of us to save the seventy-five dollars for my freshman tuition and see to my admission to Spelman. Had my mother sensed anything amiss in the home where I was to live, she would never have departed for Charlotte in the spring of 1934. It was in fact only after Mama left that Mrs. Hurley began to change toward me, to grow ever so slightly cooler and more distant. At first, I told myself I was misreading her. She had, after all, taken Mama and me under her wing, done us a hundred kindnesses over the years. I knew, too, that she held me dear for the care I showered on her little boy, Bailey Hurley, Jr. But on the afternoon when my official letter of admission arrived from Spelman and I held it out for her to see, excited and proud, I sensed that all was not well.

“Well, my goodness gracious,” she said, raising her eyebrows and looking straight at me and not at the letter, “why on earth do you want to go to Spelman?”

There was a coldness in her genteel voice I’d never heard before. I stared at her, wondering if I’d understood her question correctly.

“Mama wants me to go,” I finally answered. I had never imagined that anyone as lovely as Mrs. Hurley could sneer, but she did. Her pretty mouth twisted, and without another word she turned and left the room.

Though she made no move to stop me from beginning classes, I walked on tenterhooks in her presence from that day forward. I felt her eyes upon me as I did my chores, watching me, as though trying to puzzle out something she truly could not comprehend.

“Just look at Mrs. So-and-So’s girl,” she’d say out of nowhere, naming some young woman who worked in service for one or the other of her lady friends. “She’s just doing fine now, isn’t she? Without any old college.”

Always, she spoke softly and gently. But there was nothing soft about the snatches of conversation I overheard when her friends came to call, as I bustled about, serving tea or entertaining Bailey.

“I certainly wouldn’t keep her around,” I heard one woman say. Another, eyeing my stack of textbooks on the dining room table, shook her head as I passed through.

“The impudent little thing,” she said, so loudly I heard her from the kitchen. “I’ll tell you, I wouldn’t have it. No indeed. Not in my home.”

Something inside me began to harden. I watched Mrs. Hurley as carefully as she watched me, saw her nodding at the pronouncements of her friends. And I understood that in all the years when she’d talked so proudly of how she would “make something” of me, she had not imagined I would actually try to make something of myself. In her mind, I had broken a sacred trust.

Never in my life had I hidden my thoughts and feelings, but now, alone in a house where I was despised, I drew up a mask and I took care never to let it slip while in Mrs. Hurley’s presence. Only late at night, alone with my books, and in the hours I spent with six-year-old Bailey, did I feel the heaviness lift. I’d taken delight in children from the time Tom and Pete had become my little brothers, and bright and curious as Bailey was, I found no end of joy in reading to him, working with him on his letters and numbers, entertaining him by playing my French horn, and teaching him a bit of music in the process. I sang almost as badly as I played, but Bailey took no notice. We loved each other, that little boy and I. But in Mrs. Hurley’s presence I ached with a tension so overpowering that had it not been for my visits to the Wimbishes on Sunday afternoons, I doubt I could have survived.

Sundays were a feast—and not only on the food Edythe’s mother served up in heaping portions in her elegant dining room. In the home of Mrs. Maggie Wimbish gathered Atlanta’s most distinguished black citizens—lawyers, doctors, professors, educators, and clergymen like the great James Madison Nabrit, pastor of Mount Olive Baptist Church and one of the South’s most prominent black preachers. Wide as my grandmother’s reach had been in Charlotte’s black community, I’d never been exposed to a world remotely like the one in which the Wimbish family moved—one marked not only by wealth but by a deep drive for education. Edythe’s brother, C. C. Wimbish, Jr., renowned by the late 1920s as an assistant state’s attorney in Cook County, Illinois, had earned a law degree from Northwestern University at a time when few black men reached beyond Howard University for their legal education. When Edythe and her sisters had trained as teachers at Atlanta University, they’d followed in the footsteps of their mother, one of the city’s most esteemed high school principals.

Mrs. Wimbish took me to her bosom like a daughter, and her circle of friends did as well, all of them urging upon me the care and caution required to stay alive in Atlanta. No black person—not even folk as privileged as the Wimbishes’ inner circle—could walk the streets in safety. Some years before my arrival in Atlanta, the family said, Edythe’s brother had been beaten unconscious by a group of white men and left for dead—not in a rough section of the city, but right at the edge of the elegant black neighborhood where the Wimbishes lived. But though they warned me constantly to take care, to assume that danger lurked everywhere, to watch my back at every turn, Edythe and her friends made it clear that I must allow nothing to get in the way of my studies at Spelman. Spelman was a college that reached back to Reconstruction days, I learned from Rev. Nabrit, whose mother, Margaret Petty Nabrit, had been in the school’s first group of students in 1881. A freed slave, she’d entered as a newly married woman, along with ten others who attended class at what was then known as Atlanta Baptist Female Seminary, in the basement of Friendship Baptist Church. The pride that filled Rev. Nabrit’s voice when he told me of his mother, determined to learn to read the Bible and to write at a time when such abilities posed actual danger to her person, spoke volumes to me about the tradition of which I was a part. My anger, my bitterness toward Mrs. Hurley, my fear of the streets of Atlanta—none of that mattered, really, in comparison with what it meant to attend a place like Spelman. I made up my mind I’d finish if I died in the process.

And so I kept quiet and tread carefully in Mrs. Hurley’s home. Each afternoon, I returned to the Hurleys’ at exactly the appointed hour, saw to the serving of supper and to Bailey’s bedtime, then retreated to my room and buried myself in my textbooks for the night. I nearly ran from the house each morning, I was so eager to board the trolley that would take me to Spelman. There, inside those great iron gates that shut out a white world that loathed me for having ideas of my own, I discovered another sort of white person entirely—a person who held thinking so sacred a right that she put her very life on the line for it.

Nothing Edythe had told me about the white professors at Spelman prepared me for Mary Mae Neptune, professor of English literature, as much a warrior with her Shakespeare text and her red pen as my grandmother was with her broom. She was six feet tall, or close to it, and every bit of sixty years old, with her white hair done up in a bun, but for all her old-fashionedness, Mae Neptune was without question a revolutionary, decades ahead of her time.

What she pulled from Shakespeare’s Othello and Merchant of Venice made me squirm, at first. “The stuff of life,” she called it, but no one I knew had ever spoken so forthrightly of race hatred or interracial love. That was the stuff of pain and sadness. Only in private did people of either race refer to the shame of sexual unions between blacks and whites, even as Grandma had spoken behind closed doors to the poor outcast soul who’d earned the contempt of both races by giving birth to my foster brothers, Tom and Pete. To hear a white woman not only speak of such things as miscegenation and racism, but to push and prod us into doing so, and in the bold light of day, stunned me. It seemed nothing was out of bounds: the pain of Shylock, the lone Jew in a Christian world; the isolation of Desdemona, despised for loving a black man.

Just what had brought a northerner like Mae Neptune to the South in the thirties I could not imagine, and it was quite some time before I learned that her journey from her native Ohio had begun forty years earlier when she lost the young man to whom she was engaged. His death nearly broke her, she later told me, but it also set her on some kind of quest—a quest that first led her westward, to Iowa, where she was dean of women at an Iowa university, and then to Columbia University in New York, at the height of the Harlem Renaissance.

She was a distant relative of John Brown and perhaps that, mingled with her Quaker roots, drew her to the black intellectuals of Harlem, particularly to the Atlanta University scholars who spoke of the revolution afoot in the black colleges of the South. How mightily they must have moved her, for she was a middle-aged woman when she pulled up stakes and took a position at Spelman. “The black Vassar,” they called the college John D. Rockefeller had deemed worthy of funding in 1884, when he’d moved it from its basement quarters and renamed it for his abolitionist in-laws, the Spelmans. But for all the elegance of its magnolia- shaded campus, Spelman was a bed of insurrection and had been since its founding. To train young black women to think, to hold jobs, to become leaders: that was Spelman’s mission. And of all the professors I knew in my years there—black or white—Mae Neptune was its most fiery exponent.

Had life treated her differently, she might have been simply a well-educated farm wife with a fierce heart, or, if a professor, one who ministered to her own people in the colleges of the Midwest. But events had conspired to make of Mae Neptune something of an outsider. She was a woman uprooted by her own choice, a person who seemed to draw her strength not from the beloved family she’d left behind in Ohio nor from her colleagues on the Spelman faculty, but from bonds of the spirit. Such a bond she forged with me. Whether she sensed from the beginning that I was in my own way an outsider—a poor working student in a sea of black privilege—I do not know. I felt, somehow, that she reached out directly to me, with her penetrating gaze and her relentless questioning. The first time she asked me to commit to a position in writing, in an essay on democracy, I felt that gaze upon me even in the privacy of my room, pushing me to say what I really thought.

Spilling out onto the paper came things I’d heard black people talk about in the quiet times, in the quiet places, when there were no white people around to hear them. And there were no white people to hear me now, for when I locked myself each night in my bedroom at the Hurleys’, I breathed as freely as if I’d actually been sitting in Miss Neptune’s classroom. Alone with my thoughts and the paper before me, I could shed the hated mask of servility I wore in Mrs. Hurley’s presence, forget the fear that suffocated me when I entered her home, forget that at any moment she might decide to throw me out and put an end to the dream of Spelman. I forgot everything but the task before me. And I saw, as I scribbled furiously far into the night, that ever since I’d been old enough to eavesdrop on Grandma’s church ladies whispering about lynchings and Klan burnings and black men disappearing for who knew what reason, I’d been soaking up one long lesson in democracy gone wrong. I wrote as though someone had opened the floodgates, about the uneven hand of justice in the “land of the free” and the grotesque thing called “separate but equal,” putting into words thoughts I hadn’t known were mine.

Miss Neptune answered me in three lines of red ink. Even now, I can see her beaming down at me as she handed the paper back, a few days later. “Would you like to write for the campus newspaper?” she’d penned at the bottom of the paper, in handwriting that looked like copper plate. “You think well enough to. See me.”

She had framed it as a question, but I could see in her face that she expected only one answer. When I walked into the Campus Mirror office that afternoon, she turned me over to the editor-in-chief, who had an assignment slip waiting for me, with a two-day deadline. At that moment, I ceased to follow the university president’s dictates about the measured, graceful way a “Spelman woman” was supposed to walk, running and ripping across the campus at such a pace that Miss Neptune—a lover of Homer and mythology—took to calling me “far-darting Apollo.”

Lord knows I was no Apollo. I was more like a half-crazy rabbit turned loose in a briar patch, so wild with excitement at the things that were mine for the taking I barely knew what to grab first. I’ve had glorious times in my life as a lawyer and minister amidst the headiness of legal theory, of theology and biblical studies, but Spelman was my baptism into the life of the mind, and at twenty years old, I was fairly drunk with it. Most of the time, I was ten feet off the ground, gulping in everything afforded me as a double major in literature and biology in great heady doses, always racing to whatever awaited me at the next corner.

Even the trolley rides I had hated and feared for more than two years turned, abruptly, into something downright wonderful, when one morning in November a young man named William Roundtree took a seat next to me.

He was so tall and so handsome that I’d taken note of him the first time I saw him in the early fall, boarding at the stop near Emory University. Each day after that, I’d find myself looking up from whatever textbook I’d been buried in as the trolley neared the Emory stop, scanning the crowd of passengers climbing aboard. With his satchel of books and his serious demeanor, he seemed to me to have all the marks of a student at Morehouse College, Spelman’s brother school.

One morning right before Thanksgiving, as I sat studying biology, I saw him heading towards the back of the car, passing a number of empty seats and taking a seat next to me. He mumbled something about the hateful sign that separated the colored from the white section. Then he cleared his throat.

“I’m William Roundtree,” he said. “I see you go to Spelman.”

Without looking up from my biology book, I answered, “I’m Dovey Johnson. I see you go to Morehouse.”

We both laughed. I looked up at him, grinning down at me, and I promptly decided he was even handsomer up close than he was at a distance. Bill, or “Buster,” as he said folks called him, spoke in such a friendly way as he asked me about my studies at Spelman that I blurted out, in a rush, not just the answer to his question about my major, but my plans for medical school. I’d wanted to be a doctor from the time I was a young girl, I told him, and I was going to get myself to medical school no matter what it took.

Bill shook his head, amazed.

“Well,” he said after a moment, “I’ll tell you the truth. I have absolutely no idea, right now, what I want to do.”

All my life I’ve been drawn to people who tell it just the way it is, without pomp or pretense. Bill was a straight shooter; that I knew immediately. And he understood what it meant to come from plain working folks, though his manners were so refined that at first I thought he hailed from a wealthy background like the typical Morehouse man—or Spelman woman, for that matter. Most of the stylishly dressed, beautifully spoken girls in my classes had been born into the “blue-veined” black world of cotillions and coming-out parties and summers on Martha’s Vineyard, a world so different from mine I could scarcely comprehend it. With Bill I didn’t have to. His mother worked in service for a white family, just as mine had, and he lived with her in their home.

With his easy laugh and his gentle ways, Bill filled the emptiness I’d felt after Mama returned to Charlotte. We began timing our afternoon trolley rides to coincide, and soon we were seeing each other on weekends, squeezing in a movie, or, every once in a while, a Sunday picnic. Whenever we could, we arranged study dates together at the Atlanta University library, located across the street from Spelman. I loved Bill’s company, loved the way he looked at me so intently when I ran on about my courses and Miss Neptune and the newspaper office, the way he laughed when I told him stories of home, but the truth was that when I was surrounded by my books, everything fell away. Looking back on those heady times from a distance of years, I see so clearly that my real love affair at Spelman was with ideas. And what a wild, desperate love affair it was.

There are those, I know, for whom ideas are cold and lifeless. Never have I found them to be so. Writing that first essay on democracy had pierced me, forced me to unleash ideas I’d never before acknowledged, and each day, when I arrived, breathless, at the door of the Campus Mirror office, I found more of the same awaiting me. The juniors and seniors who ran the paper were brilliant, serious types, and the place was alive with discussion not just of campus issues, but of the turmoil of the Depression and the tension in Europe in those prewar years, all viewed in minute detail through the telescope of the dozen or more newspapers to which Miss Neptune subscribed. The New York Times was our Bible, and she expected everyone who crossed the threshold of that room to read it—not quickly, not at a glance as we typed up our stories, not on the run, but closely and carefully and analytically.

I needed no pushing. I was hungry. I followed the track of Miss Neptune’s red pen through the columns of the Times, and slowly, I began to grasp the sheer enormity of the Great Depression. I had known it in pieces—in the closing of Charlotte’s banks; in the failure of my grandpa’s little store; in the faces of the men who wandered the streets of Atlanta and the deafening sound of dynamite blasting the city’s black ghettoes to rubble to make way for the New Deal’s first housing projects. The newspapers stacked on Miss Neptune’s desk turned my eyes outward on a whole country that seemed to me to be despairing. Two years into President Roosevelt’s first administration, the Supreme Court had declared his National Industrial Recovery Act unconstitutional. People fought bitterly in the newspapers about the wisdom of the New Deal’s programs, and the front pages were filled with pictures of the dust storms and floods that were destroying the West.
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“Dovey Johnson Roundtree set a new path for women and proved that the vision and perseverance
of a single individual can turn the tides of history.” —MICHELLE OBAMA
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