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Comments on T.R.M. Howard

“T.R.M. Howard was a towering freedom fighter. Too often forgotten! The powerful and insightful book, T.R.M. Howard: Doctor, Entrepreneur, Civil Rights Pioneer, corrects the historical record and keeps his precious memory fresh for us!”

— Cornel R. West, Professor of the Practice of Public Philosophy, Harvard Divinity School; Class of 1943 University Professor Emeritus, Center for African American Studies, Princeton University

“T.R.M. Howard: Doctor, Entrepreneur, Civil Rights Pioneer fills a gap. Too often today we conflate the civil rights movement with the legend of Martin Luther King, Jr. If fact there were countless others who fought for racial justice within an indifferent-and often hostile-society. This is the richly detailed story of one such man. T.R.M. Howard, in both his heroism and his human contradictions, is a human face on America’s greatest freedom movement. And, quite beyond its historical importance, this book is a gripping and moving read.”

— Shelby Steele, Robert J. and Marion E. Oster Senior Fellow, Hoover Institution, Stanford University; author, The Content of Our Character, A Dream Deferred, White Guilt, and Shame

“T.R.M. Howard’s wonderfully told story about an important personality sadly unknown to most students of the Civil Rights Movement is a more than welcome corrective. Dr. Howard’s life and accomplishments need to be better known!”

—Julian Bond, former Chairman, NAACP

“Dr. Howard was a history maker, and this book brings him to life as a man of courage whose actions and views on civil rights shaped American history.”

— Juan A. Williams, Political Analyst, Fox News Channel; author, Eyes on the Prize: America’s Civil Rights Years, 1954-1965

“If there was a Mount Rushmore of civil rights icons, it would include Frederick Douglass, Martin Luther King, Jr., and T.R.M. Howard. Howard was that important to the cause of civil rights. The powerful book, T.R.M. Howard, now brings to life this extraordinary figure in African-American history.”

— Jonathan J. Bean, Professor of History, Southern Illinois University; editor, Race & Liberty in America: The Essential Reader

 “The definitive work on the life of T.R.M. Howard. A fascinating narrative that illuminates important aspects of the African American experience in the twentieth century.”

— Adam Fairclough, Professor Emeritus of American History, Leiden University Institute for History; author, Better Day Coming: Blacks and Equality, 1890-2000

“T.R.M. Howard is a necessary biography…Howard played an important part in the Emmett Till story, and in the entire civil-rights era. He deserves to be better known…. One woman in the audience remembered years later Howard’s vivid description of the Till killing. Her name was Rosa Parks, and four days after Howard spoke she answered a Montgomery bus driver, ‘No.’ …”

—Wall Street Journal

“The biography, T.R.M. Howard, is an impressive account of the life and contributions of a neglected hero of the black civil-rights movement. As a doctor, entrepreneur, and activist, Howard risked his life for the betterment of others. I highly recommend this excellent book for anyone interested in learning about forgotten and neglected historical figures.”

— Carol M. Swain, retired Professor of Political Science and Law, Vanderbilt University; author, Black Faces, Black Interests: The Representation of African Americans in Congress

“‘While historians have properly acknowledged the contributions of clergymen and grassroots activists’ to the civil-rights movement, write David T. Beito and Linda Royster Beito, ‘they have too often neglected those made by entrepreneurs and black professionals.”

—National Review

“The great and admirable biography, T.R.M. Howard, displays the early Civil Rights era in all its messiness and grandeur. …To overlook Howard is to miss some important truths about the Civil Rights movement.”

— Terence J. Pell, President and CEO, Center for Individual Rights; former Deputy Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, U.S. Department of Education

 “T.R.M. Howard’s contributions to the civil rights movement are too often neglected by all but the most specialized of scholars. David T. and Linda Royster Beito’s magnificent biography, T.R.M. Howard, should finally bring Dr. Howard his due from Americans writ large. I applaud the Beitos for telling Dr. Howard’s story with such power, honesty, and dignity.”

— Scott Douglas Gerber, Professor of Law, Ohio Northern University; author, First Principles: The Jurisprudence of Clarence Thomas

“Without T.R.M. Howard, we might never have heard of Rosa Parks, Fannie Lou Hamer, Medgar Evers or Operation PUSH. Howard was the crucial link connecting the Till slaying and the rise of the modern civil rights movement. But those who knew T.R.M. Howard still speak about his energy, charisma and commitment. ‘The man was dynamic,’ recalled Mamie Till-Mobley. ‘I just thought he was the greatest in the world.’”

—Los Angeles Times

“T.R.M. Howard: Doctor, Entrepreneur, Civil Rights Pioneer resurrects this important historical figure from undeserved obscurity. It also provides a window to observe the complexity of the southern civil rights movement.”

— Robert E. Weems, Jr., Willard W. Garvey Distinguished Professor of Business History, Wichita State University

“T.R.M. Howard is an engrossing, highly-informative book about one of the most astonishing figures in American history. It’s the story of a unique individual who is not just pivotal to the civil rights movement, but without whom many of the best known leaders of the movement may never have emerged. David and Linda Beito have authored a must-read for anyone interested in American history, civil rights, and colorful, larger-than-life characters. T.R.M. Howard is a meticulously researched, epic biography of one of the most fascinating personalities and consequential periods in American history. It’s an important contribution to America’s understanding of civil rights and the black experience in the United States.”

— Peter N. Kirsanow, Member, U.S. Commission on Civil Rights; former Member, National Labor Relations Board; former Chair, The Center for New Black Leadership

 “One of the best biographies I have read in years. It works both as a revisionist project, challenging our understanding of the nature of black leadership in the South, and as a reclamation project, bringing back into the discussion a colorful and important transitional figure who has received little notice from scholars.”

— Charles M. Payne, Jr., Frank P. Hixon Distinguished Service Professor of Social Service, University of Chicago; author, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition in the Mississippi Civil Rights Movement

“T.R.M. Howard was not everyone’s idea of a civil rights hero, and his accomplishments have been widely neglected. But …, he was in fact one of the most effective black civil rights leaders of his generation and a key figure in bringing civil rights to Mississippi and empowering black voters in Chicago.”

—Harper’s

“It is my privilege and pleasure to have known and worked with Dr. Howard as he was pursuing the cause of civil rights in Mississippi with the same vim and vigor as it was being pursued in New York, Chicago, and other places. I was also afraid of him. This illuminating biography is a must read for anyone seeking to know more about the civil rights struggle in Mississippi in foregone years. Every acre was a drop of blood and every step was a tear.”

—Benjamin L. Hooks, former Executive Director, NAACP

“The husband and wife team of David and Linda Beito have labored nearly a decade to write a biography, T.R.M. Howard, in hopes that they can raise the man’s memory from the grave. The book was worth the wait. Well-written and deeply researched, the authors immerse the reader into Dr. Howard’s world, one that crossed paths with a litany of American greats such as MLK, Jesse Jackson, Malcolm X, Medgar Evers, and Jesse Owens. Four days after seeing Dr. Howard give an impassioned speech at MLK’s Baptist Church, Rosa Parks took her famous stand against Jim Crow. She insisted that it was the thought of Emmett Till, who’s lynching was the subject of Dr. Howard’s speech, which spurred her to refuse to give up her bus seat.…Throughout the book, Mr. and Mrs. Beito do a sparkling job bringing to life Dr. Howard, his energy, his flamboyance, and his personal bravery in battling to establish the rule of law in the South.”

—Daily Kos
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THIS BOOK IS dedicated to the citizens of Mound Bayou, Mississippi, a historical beacon of black mutual aid, business enterprise, and civil rights.



Foreword


Jerry W. Mitchell

DR. T.R.M. HOWARD never forgot. Even if he has been largely forgotten. The larger-than-life physician and entrepreneur began his campaign to end second-class citizenship for African-Americans long before the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in the Brown v. Board of Education case.

In the 1940s, he did his best to improve health care for African-Americans, serving as chief surgeon at a small hospital in Mound Bayou, Mississippi, and also as president of the National Medical Association, formed for black physicians and their patients. By the 1950s, he had attracted more than ten thousand African-Americans to—of all places—the Mississippi Delta to hear such speakers as Congressman Charles Diggs of Michigan.

Howard provided important leadership in the burgeoning Civil Rights Movement, mentoring young African-Americans who became a Who’s Who list of civil rights legends, including Medgar Evers and Fannie Lou Hamer. The Pittsburgh Courier raved that black Mississippians, “long hungry for a militant leadership, [have] found a forceful and fearless man in Dr. T.R.M. Howard.”

When the body of Emmett Till rose again in the Tallahatchie River in the summer of 1955, Howard would be changed forever—and so would the nation. When he saw the casket with Till’s body and the face that bore the brutality of the beatings his killers had inflicted, Howard became overwhelmed with anger, vowing that there would be “hell to pay in Mississippi.” He turned his Mississippi home into a “safe house” for Till’s mother, Mamie Till Bradley, and other witnesses, some of whom he had helped track down.

After the all-white jury let the two killers walk free on September 23, 1955, the jury foreman reassured the press that they wouldn’t have deliberated so long (barely beyond an hour) if they hadn’t stopped to sip some soft drinks. The casualness of that remark and the killers getting away with the brutal murder of a teenager proved too much for Howard. He barked to reporters that a white man in Mississippi was less likely to suffer punishment for a murder like Till’s than for “killing a deer out of season.” Some white Mississippians became furious. The segregationist-controlled Jackson Daily News called Howard a “big-mouthed … racial agitator,” describing him as “Public Enemy No. 1.” The next thing the doctor knew, Mississippi was investigating his medical clinic, and he was receiving more death threats than ever before.

Howard lambasted the FBI for refusing to get involved in investigating Till’s murder. (The agency maintained that it lacked jurisdiction.) “It’s getting to be a strange thing,” Howard told a crowd of 2,500 in Baltimore, “that the FBI can never seem to work out who is responsible for killing the Negroes in the South.” Word of the speech made its way to FBI headquarters, where Director J. Edgar Hoover publicly criticized Howard for his “intemperate and baseless charges.” Hoover opened an FBI investigation into the civil rights leader and secretly enlisted the aid of NAACP lawyer Thurgood Marshall, who disliked Howard.

The crowds kept growing for Howard, Bradley, and others as they talked about Till, and the streets filled with marchers. “100,000 Across Nation Protest Till Lynching,” the Chicago Defender declared in one headline. On November 27, 1955, Howard spoke about the Till case at the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama, pastored by a young preacher named Martin Luther King Jr. A member of the church, Rosa Parks, happened to be there, too. Four days later, she boarded a bus and refused to give up her seat, sparking the modern Civil Rights Movement. She said later the whole time she was thinking about Till.

Howard never lived in Mississippi again. The death threats became too much, and he and his family were forced to move to Chicago. When he finally returned, eight years later, it was to deliver the eulogy for his friend, Medgar Evers, who had been assassinated outside his Jackson home on June 11, 1963. Howard relished his moment on center stage, telling the crowd, “Medgar knew he was hated.”

“Yes, yes,” they responded.

 “For 100 years, we have turned one cheek and then the other, and they’ve continued to hit on both cheeks.”

He cried out, “Now the neck is getting tired now of turning from side to side.”

The audience applauded, with some shouting, “Amen.”

“Keep on marching!” he told them.

And march they did that day, into the 103-degree heat, more than five thousand of them, including Martin Luther King Jr. and NAACP Executive Director Roy Wilkins—more than anyone could recall for a funeral in Mississippi.

Howard returned to Chicago and faded again from the national headlines.

In this masterful work, David and Linda Royster Beito have returned the sharp-dressing doctor to his rightful place in history.

JERRY W. MITCHELL is an American investigative reporter for The Clarion-Ledger, a newspaper in Jackson, Mississippi. He convinced authorities to reopen seemingly cold murder cases from the Civil Rights Era, prompting one colleague to call him “the South’s Simon Wiesenthal.” In 2009, he received a genius grant from the MacArthur Foundation.



Introduction


THIS IS MORE than the story of a single man. The life of Theodore Roosevelt Mason (T. R. M.) Howard is also a testament to the largely unsung role of the black middle class during the twentieth century—business and professional people who started community self-help organizations, courageously fought compulsory segregation, pioneered the Civil Rights Movement, and helped fund its development.1

Few individuals contributed more significantly to these achievements than T. R. M. Howard. He loomed large in such major black newspapers as the Chicago Defender, the Pittsburgh Courier, and the Memphis World. Four years before the Montgomery Bus Boycott, he founded a mass nonviolent movement in the Mississippi Delta. From 1952 to 1955, he organized annual civil rights rallies that sometimes attracted crowds of ten thousand, led a successful statewide boycott, and publicly faced down a segregationist governor. He not only hired Medgar Evers for his first job out of college but was instrumental in introducing him to the Civil Rights Movement. So scathing was his criticism of the FBI’s failure to protect civil rights that J. Edgar Hoover took the rare step of denouncing Howard in an open letter. Howard threw himself into the search for evidence to help solve the murder of Emmett Till and gave over his home to serve as a refuge for reporters and witnesses during the trial.2

These activities brought Howard national recognition and praise. Paul Robeson, the singer and actor, lauded him as “an energetic and resourceful leader,” and the California Eagle dubbed him the “most hated, and the best loved, man in Mississippi.” In 1956 the Chicago Defender gave Howard the top spot on its annual honor roll for “arousing the nation to the criminal conspiracy of white supremacists in the state of Mississippi.” Martin Luther King Jr. was not even on the list. Simeon Booker of Jet lionized Howard as an “outspoken, fearless, and cunning … sectional hero” who had become “part of the Delta’s folklore.”3

Prominent black leaders recognized Howard as a peer and friend. Roy Wilkins of the NAACP thought so highly of his rhetorical skills that he underwrote a national speaking tour in the months after the Till murder. “People call Martin Luther King Jr. the Negro orator of the century,” Charles Evers writes. “T. R. M. Howard was as good, or better, and I heard them both in their prime.” Howard’s speeches also impressed Mamie Till-Mobley, the mother of Emmett Till. She stayed in Howard’s home during the trial of her son’s accused killers. “The man was dynamic,” she recalls. “I just thought he was the greatest in the world.” Similarly, A. Philip Randolph, the head of the International Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, saluted Howard’s fight against the “racialism and the tribalism of those who would strike down the Constitution.”4

A wealthy entrepreneur, accomplished surgeon, and fraternal society leader, Howard had a zest for life. He stood out among blacks and whites in the Delta as he sped down the highway in his Cadillac, which was always the latest model. The center of attention in any social setting, Howard was tall, affable, immaculate, and stylishly dressed. Howard’s love of having a good time was infectious, and he incorporated it into his civil rights organizing. Crowds flocked to the annual rallies of the Regional Council of Negro Leadership, a grassroots civil rights and self-help organization he founded in 1951, not just to hear speakers such as Thurgood Marshall and Rep. Charles Diggs of Michigan, but also to see such entertainers as Mahalia Jackson, to compete in sporting events, and to sample homemade barbecue.5

Unlike many of his better-known peers, Howard thrived as a doctor and entrepreneur before he emerged as a civil rights leader. In 1942 he came to Mississippi to become chief surgeon at the Taborian Hospital in the all-black town of Mound Bayou. The International Order of Twelve Knights and Daughters of Tabor, a fraternal organization of nearly fifty thousand members in Mississippi, used the hospital to give low-cost medical care to thousands of poor people. Within five years, Howard had founded there various business and community enterprises, including a housing construction firm, a credit union, an insurance company, a restaurant with a beer garden, and a thousand-acre farm where he raised cattle, quail, hunting dogs, and cotton. He built a small zoo and park, as well as the first swimming pool for blacks in Mississippi.6

Howard left a deep imprint on black social and cultural life in the Delta. Myrlie Evers, who, like her husband Medgar, worked at Howard’s insurance company, came closest to capturing the essence of the man: “One look told you that he was a leader: kind, affluent, and intelligent, that rare Negro in Mississippi who had somehow beaten the system.” Through his Regional Council of Negro Leadership, Howard championed a message of self-help, mutual aid, thrift, and equal political rights. His business connections came in handy after the Supreme Court’s 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision. When the segregationist white citizens’ councils imposed a credit freeze on civil rights activists, Howard found creative ways to fight back. At his suggestion, the NAACP organized a national campaign to urge black voluntary associations and businesses to deposit their money in the Tri-State Bank of Memphis. Tri-State, in turn, made this money available to blacks who were victims of the credit freeze.7

It is not surprising that Howard became a favorite villain of segregationists. The Jackson Daily News, the main newspaper in Mississippi, considered him “Public Enemy No. 1” and a “big-mouthed Negro racial agitator.” Howard had a small arsenal in his home, including a Thompson submachine gun, and kept armed guards around the clock. More than once, Howard ran afoul of Mississippi’s discriminatory gun-control laws, which denied concealed-weapon permits to blacks.8

Howard also had his share of black enemies. Future Supreme Court Justice Thurgood Marshall, who was busily cultivating the goodwill of the FBI, disliked Howard’s militant tone and maverick stance. Marshall became so alarmed by Howard’s support for a proposed march of a million blacks on Washington, D.C., that he secretly conspired with J. Edgar Hoover to discredit him. According to an FBI report, Marshall had “no use for Howard and nothing would please him more than to see Howard completely crushed.”9

During this period, Howard reached the height of his national influence, both professionally and in civil rights. In 1955, black doctors from around the country elected him head of the National Medical Association (NMA), the black counterpart to the American Medical Association. He used this position to promote civil rights as well as to expose second-class treatment in health care. One of the most important accomplishments of his term as NMA president was the Imhotep National Conference on Hospital Integration. Howard was also chair of the board of directors of the National Negro Business League, a black chamber of commerce founded by Booker T. Washington.10

In the absence of a predominant local black leader, civil rights activists often turned to activists from other states for inspiration. Few of these were more prominent than Howard. His speeches on the Emmett Till case throughout the country drew thousands and received prominent coverage in the national black press. One of the stops on his speaking tour was at the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama, on November 27, 1955. His host was Martin Luther King Jr. Rosa Parks was in the audience. Howard’s speech was still headline news in the local black press four days later when Parks refused to give up her seat on a segregated bus. Parks later reported that she was thinking of Emmett Till, a focal point of Howard’s speech, when she made her decision to act.11

A defining feature of Howard’s life was that he remade himself, again, again, and yet again. He was a surgeon, entrepreneur, civil rights leader, and community builder. After his move to Chicago, he became a big-game hunter and party-giver on a grand scale. He dazzled the black social set by staging elaborate and expensive New Year’s Eve parties that featured live bands and the best soul food. The guest list often included his friends Jesse Owens, the former Olympic gold medalist, and Robert E. Johnson, publisher of Jet and Ebony. Howard’s unapologetic display of wealth and abundant self-confidence inspired many ordinary blacks in Chicago. They appreciated the fact that he was able to cross boundaries that few other black people could. Dick Gregory, then a struggling young comedian, commented that when Howard’s car appeared, “everybody waved … it was like Queen Elizabeth driving down the street in London…. When Howard walked into a night club, everything stopped. It was like the president walked in.” Howard’s big-game exploits took him on hunting expeditions to Africa, India, and Alaska. All this added to the mystique of a black man who dared to do the extraordinary.12

During the last twenty years of his life, Howard and controversy were always close companions. He worked with individuals in groups dedicated to help women secure abortions, such as the Chicago Clearly Consultation Service and the feminist-oriented Jane. His career culminated in 1972 with the founding of the commodious Friendship Medical Center valued at over $1 million. Blacks on the South Side went there for a broad range of medical services, even podiatry. The center was the largest privately owned black medical facility in Chicago. The comfortable and attractive environment anticipated the patient-friendly health care of later decades. Featured were bubbling fountains; wall posters of Martin Luther King Jr., Isaac Hayes, and Angela Davis; comfortable waiting rooms; a display of Howard’s trophies; and soothing music. After Roe v. Wade in 1973, many changes occurred at the Friendship Medical Center. A firestorm of criticism ensued when Howard’s picture appeared on the cover of Jet performing an abortion.13

Howard spoke for a civil rights tradition in the South that prevailed before the rise of Martin Luther King Jr. It was a tradition that relied on local talent and preexisting networks of black businesses and voluntary associations. These early activists bore the brunt of initial white opposition to Brown v. Board of Education in 1954. In contrast to many of those who came later, Howard used business success as a launching pad into civil rights. In Mississippi, black entrepreneurs, large and small, were more prominent than the clergy as leaders. Business and professional success gave them a degree of independence from white control and pressure that other blacks did not have. In this respect, groups such as the Regional Council of Negro Leadership, the Knights and Daughters of Tabor, and the National Negro Business League represented the fruition of Booker T. Washington’s long-term strategy for black improvement. Washington had depicted business, property ownership, the professions, and voluntary associations as the necessary foundation on which to build a movement for political rights.

Howard’s life also brings to the surface an older philosophy of civil rights that emphasized the importance of armed self-defense. While he advocated a general stance of nonviolence, he, along with such allies as Medgar Evers, always carried guns “just in case.” As one historian put it, these activists combined a strategy of “God, Gandhi, and Guns.” Howard anticipated the later campaigns of Robert F. Williams, the head of an NAACP chapter in Monroe, North Carolina, who applied for an NRA charter to form a civil rights– oriented gun club, and the Deacons of Defense in Louisiana, which deployed armed patrols to protect activists during the 1960s.14

While historians have properly acknowledged the contributions of clergymen and grassroots activists such as Martin Luther King Jr., Fred Shuttlesworth, Fannie Lou Hamer, and Ella Baker, they have too often neglected those made by entrepreneurs and black professionals. In Mississippi during the 1950s, and probably in other states, they provided the funds and formed the core leadership that kept the movement alive. The story of T. R. M. Howard brings to the forefront the heroic contributions of these men and women to black economic improvement and to the struggle for civil rights.



1


Up from the Black Patch

IT WAS JANUARY 1956. As T. R. M. Howard looked back, he had many reasons to feel a sense of pride. He was one of the wealthiest blacks in Mississippi, had treated thousands of patients as chief surgeon in two of the state’s largest black hospitals, and had won election to the presidency of the National Medical Association, the leading black medical society in the United States. His national reputation as a civil rights leader seemed secure. As the founder of the Regional Council of Negro Leadership, he had mentored an emerging generation of activists, including Medgar Evers and Fannie Lou Hamer. In September 1955, Howard had played a pivotal role finding witnesses and evidence in the Emmett Till murder case. At the beginning of 1956, his prospects for a greater future on the national stage looked bright. The Chicago Defender had just ranked him first in its annual honor roll.

At age forty-seven, Howard had risen far from his humble origins living in abject rural poverty amid pervasive racial violence. These characteristics set him apart from most of his approximate peers in age and prominence on the national civil rights scene just before the rise of Martin Luther King Jr. They were far more likely to come from middle-class and urban backgrounds. He was born as Theodore Roosevelt Howard on March 2, 1908, in Murray, Calloway County, Kentucky. His parents were Arthur Howard and Mary Chandler Howard. Like their parents before them, they were unskilled tobacco-factory workers. As an article in Howard’s college paper later stated, Arthur, inspired by a “spirit of patriotism,” had insisted that their first child be named after President Roosevelt. It proved an apt choice, for Theodore’s life would often mirror that of his famous namesake.1

The Howards had lived for decades in the Black Patch area of western Kentucky and northwestern Tennessee, so named because of the highly prized olive-colored dark-leaf tobacco grown there. They initially labored to grow the crop but later worked in the factories to refine it for chewing purposes. The Black Patch had cast its lot with the Confederacy and segregation was rigid. In the Tennessee portion, blacks almost completely lost the franchise after Reconstruction, but in Kentucky they continued to vote, usually for Republicans, and to serve on juries. But these rights were tenuous and circumscribed by whites, who voted overwhelmingly Democratic.2

The Howards originally hailed from Henry County, Tennessee, just south of Calloway County. Theodore’s paternal grandfather, Richard Howard, was born a slave in 1863 or 1864. In common with most blacks in the region, he never advanced beyond the economic margins of society. Like his wife, Mary Lassiter Howard, he could neither read nor write. Her father, Andrew Lassiter, was about twenty years old when the Civil War ended. He was Theodore’s most direct link to slavery. Theodore may have had Lassiter in mind when he later referred to a story from his “grandfather” who “just before the Civil War … had begun to ‘feel something.’ It was something that works just like religion. He didn’t explain what it was, but he said, ‘There was something in there that made me feel the war would soon be over and I would soon be free.’”3

In 1907 Arthur Howard, then only seventeen, married Mary Chandler, who was a year younger. Like the Howards, the Chandlers had an uninterrupted family history of grim poverty and backbreaking toil. Mary’s father, Henry Chandler, was born in May 1865, only a month after Robert E. Lee’s surrender to Ulysses S. Grant at the Appomattox Court House in Virginia. He left the farm to be a laborer in a nearby tobacco factory, a typical occupation for blacks in Murray. His wife, Almeda, was a washerwoman in a private home. She was the first of Howard’s known ancestors to read and write. Like their parents, Arthur and Mary drifted into semiurban unskilled labor. Arthur secured employment as a twister of chewing tobacco in a factory in Murray, but he may have supplemented the family income through moonshining. Roughly one-third of the town’s 2,139 inhabitants were black in 1910, a proportion much higher than the county average.4

Mary Howard brought her son Theodore into the world at a time when tensions in Murray were especially high. The year 1908 was probably the most violent in the town’s history. As the tobacco wars encroached on Calloway County, locals felt compelled to choose sides. The trouble had started after 1904 when leading Black Patch farmers formed the Planter’s Protective Association. The goal was to counter the buying power of the big tobacco companies by pooling their crops in association-owned warehouses. By selling collectively, they hoped to get a higher price than what the tobacco trust usually paid. Within a year, seven out of ten farmers in the Black Patch pledged their crops to the association. But even this level of cooperation did not bring enough market control to determine the price. Independent growers throttled the association’s plan by continuing to sell at lower prices directly to the companies. In 1905, frustrated by the failure to establish a cartel to oppose the big companies through voluntary cooperation, some members of the association turned to terror by forming the Night Riders.5

Hooded and prowling by night, the Night Riders terrorized all those who did not toe the line for the Planter’s Protective Association. Night Riders traveled in mounted patrols that burned crops, warehouses, and factories, destroyed seedbeds, and, in some cases, committed murder. For a brief period, race was not an issue and some black farmers even joined the association. This changed as resentment mounted against the big companies who flaunted “racial etiquette” by purchasing tobacco from blacks at lower prices. The association discovered that blacks might be convenient scapegoats to hide its failure to coerce independent growers. By 1907 many Night Riders in western Kentucky went on a rampage, determined to drive out black farmers. An incidental goal was to make a killing of another sort by snatching up abandoned black property at bargain rates. In desperation, Governor Augustus E. Willson took measures to enforce law and order. He went so far as to take the serious step of announcing his intention to pardon individuals who shot Night Riders.6

At the beginning of 1908, the epidemic of violence edged perilously close to Murray. In February and March, whites inspired by the Night Riders attacked blacks in Marshall County (bordering Calloway on the north). Local blacks pleaded in vain for legal protection as they bore the brunt of a sustained campaign to expel them. The Louisville Courier-Journal reported: “encouraged by the failure of the Marshall County officials to prosecute whitecaps who have warned and whipped blacks, 100 men rode into Birmingham on March 8, and shot seven men and whipped five others.” Blacks fought back—killing three assailants—but this provided only a temporary respite. Overwhelmed by superior numbers, they began to flee. The black population in Marshall County plummeted from 348 in 1900 to 135 in 1910. Less than three weeks after the attacks, the Night Riders lynched a black farmer in Trigg County (just east of Calloway) on the pretext that he packed tobacco for a big company.7

One day after Howard was born, the press reported that the first “real night riders have appeared in Calloway county” and were intimidating independent growers and burning barns. A few tried to scare blacks into leaving Murray. The attackers played on white fears that blacks, who had begun to move into white neighborhoods, were “getting out of their place.” Violence escalated later in March when more than two hundred masked Night Riders assembled in the eastern part of the county in preparation for a direct assault on Murray. They called it off only after hearing that citizens were carrying guns and determined to resist. On April 2, County Judge A. J. G. Wells of Murray, the nemesis of the Night Riders, warned that he had “direct information from the riders themselves that before the moon changes, they will swoop down on Murray and burn property and beat her citizens and continue to beat and bruise the farmers over the county.” Although the announced targets were prominent buyers and bankers, Murray’s five hundred or so blacks had every reason to expect an orgy of racial slaughter.8

The planned sack of Murray fell apart after the arrival of a detachment of state troops, sent by the governor. This time the Night Riders had gone too far: law-and-order forces in Murray, backed by the governor, rounded up most of the ringleaders. Despite this, a local observer commented that “hardly a farmer comes to town without being heavily armed, and the sale of pistols, rifles and shotguns by local merchants recently has been unprecedented. Many women, also, are armed, practically every housewife has a rifle handy.” After a mysterious fire destroyed several stores, the city council passed a law allowing citizens to shoot on sight any suspected Night Riders. The Night Riders were a spent force by the end of 1908. In their wake, they had left a trail of death and destruction, marking these years as the bloodiest in Kentucky since the Civil War.9

While the demise of the Night Riders gave some breathing space to the Howards and other blacks, the violence of 1908 left a lasting imprint on Murray’s black community. The younger generation, brought up on stories of the Night Riders, embraced armed self-defense. During the 1890s, the famous anti-lynch activist Ida B. Wells had highlighted how blacks in Paducah had successfully used guns to ward off racist attacks. In comments that would have resonated with blacks in Murray, she recommended that “a Winchester rifle should have a place of honor in every black home, and it should be used for that protection which the law refuses to give…. The more the Afro American yields and cringes and begs, the more he has to do so, the more he is insulted, outraged and lynched.”10

For young Theodore, however, the most immediate physical threat was in his own home. Jealousy, fear, and violence had tainted the Howard marriage almost from the beginning. Arthur beat his young wife repeatedly and, on at least one occasion, broke open her lip with his fists. Mary left Arthur for good in December 1910 after he threw a smoothing iron at her that, had it hit with full force, could have killed her. When her father, Henry Chandler, testified at the divorce hearing, he described his son-in-law as a man of “quick and ill temper. Get mad at nothing. He’s got a temper like this: He don’t want his wife to go nowhere nor say nothing to nobody nor speak to nobody, and do just as he says all the time.”11

Although Arthur stayed in the community for several more years, he did not show up at the hearing when the judge granted a divorce. Mary and three-year-old Theodore moved in with her parents. Her life took a happy turn when, in 1913, she married Morris Palmer who, like her previous husband, worked in a tobacco factory. They had six children together. Morris was apparently a hard worker and good husband and was respected in the community. The marriage brought her young son some stability.12

The poverty of Theodore’s childhood was typical of blacks in the area. Almost no middle class existed among them. The vast majority rented their shacks and toiled in unskilled occupations, mostly in the tobacco industry. The family subsisted on a regular diet of biscuits and little else. If any meat was available, the eldest child ate first. Theodore was expected to contribute to the meager family budget and was resourceful in turning up ways to make money. He shined shoes, sold newspapers, and perfected his hunting skills. He later recalled that when he was ten his mother gave him twenty cents each Sunday to buy four shotgun shells. Her instructions were to return with either two rabbits, two squirrels, or one of each for the family table. She warned him not to waste shells on quail because “there wasn’t enough meat on ’em.”13

Theodore grew up in the close-knit black neighborhood of “Pooltown,” derisively nicknamed “Darktown” by local whites. It was also home to his great-grandfather, and four grandparents. He was particularly close to Almeda Chandler, his maternal grandmother, who had helped to raise him after the divorce. She imparted a sense of history and nurtured his prodigious work ethic. In later years, he often referred to her high expectations and encouragement. The annual Emancipation Day festivities in August reinforced the traditions instilled by Theodore’s family and community. Blacks throughout the region flocked to the annual celebration in Paducah. There they heard speeches about their history, feasted on picnic lunches, and participated in sporting contests. Reflecting the stereotypes of the period, the Paducah Evening Sun reported in 1913, “several thousand dusky celebrators of Emancipation Day invaded Paducah today for their annual joy-making…. At least eighty coaches filled with Negroes from Western Kentucky and Tennessee were brought to the city.”14

Although Emancipation Day was a reminder of liberation and opportunity, whites never let Theodore forget that he was a second-class citizen. Black people had more rights in Murray than in Mississippi or Alabama, but they still were subject to Jim Crow. Theodore attended the Murray Colored School, later called the Douglass School. Despite poor facilities, including weathered, hand-me-down textbooks, the black teachers often boasted a better record in attendance and enrollment than their white counterparts. The fact that blacks in Kentucky continued to vote, occasionally served in Republican conventions, and sometimes tipped the scales in close elections gave some solace. Even so, they took care not to give whites a pretext to use the specter of “Negro domination” against them.15

The color line was somewhat more permeable in the tobacco factories where Howard’s parents and grandparents worked. His grandfather, Henry Chandler, eventually rose to the job of classer. His duties were to assess the quality of the tobacco product for later sale—a task rarely entrusted to blacks. But Chandler always had to be on guard. In 1910, for example, white workers at the Griffin and Pitts tobacco factory in Murray went on strike after management hired a black classer. The white classers refused to work with him. Their immediate subordinates, four black rousters, in turn, vowed not to perform their duties. In an open letter, six of the striking white classers took special note of the “impudence of these four negro rousters” and angrily reminded their employers “that 95 per cent of the tobacco deliverd [sic] to this firm is raised by the sweat and toil of the Anglo Saxon.”16

Racial violence was the most terrifying reminder of white supremacy. Whites lynched fifty-four blacks in Kentucky between 1900 and 1919. The Murray Ledger, published by Night-Rider sympathizer O. J. Jennings, added fuel to the fire. Its news coverage was racist, even for western Kentucky. The stories ranged from condescending to inflammatory. The double standard was all too evident in its coverage of a twenty-year prison sentence for a white man who killed a “negro wench.” With obvious disgust, an article called it one of the “severest sentences ever given by a Calloway county jury” for a white killing a black person. When the Ledger reported killings of blacks by other blacks, the general approach was to make light of the circumstances with such headlines as “Another Negro Emancipated” and “Another Murray Coon Is Dead.”17

In 1916, the Murray Ledger reprinted an unusually long story about a nightmarish double lynching that took place in broad daylight in neighboring McCracken County. The events were of more than passing local interest because one of those lynched was Brack Kenley, a native of Murray who had moved to Paducah but occasionally returned to take part in bootlegging. The authorities in Paducah had locked him up on a charge of violent “criminal assault” (which seems to have included alleged rape) of a white woman who lived on a farm. An enraged mob, identified as Illinois Central Railroad employees, broke into the jail with sledgehammers and crowbars and marched Kenley two miles to the alleged victim’s house, where she identified him as the culprit.18

As they prepared to string him up to a tree, Kenley’s cousin drew a pistol and threatened to shoot into the crowd, now numbering as many as ten thousand. The mob proceeded to hang him as well: “Both bodies were riddled with bullets from the pistols of the enraged members of the mob, a fire built under the negroes and their bodies burned to ashes. Then the mob disbursed [sic], leaving the charred remains of the two negroes to the solitary buzzard, which slowly circled above the grewsome scene.” When the flames died down, spectators picked over the bone fragments and other remains for souvenirs. The Louisville Courier-Journal called this “exhibition of bestiality too disgusting to be described adequately…. Everyone knew the possibility of it happening in Paducah was great, yet no effort was made to take the prisoner out of danger or to offer real protection. Those features make the degradation of Paducah complete.” Blacks in Paducah did not react passively. At least fifty attempted to purchase guns and ammunition from local hardware stores after news reached them about the lynching. Several weeks later, a grand jury adjourned without an indictment when more than one hundred witnesses pled ignorance when asked to name members of the mob.19

Many whites in Kentucky condemned the lynching as barbaric, but it seems only to have stoked racist emotions in Murray. Just three months after Kenley’s death, a mob of local citizens almost dealt the same fate to Lube Martin. In contrast to Kenley, who had a “bad reputation” and was often on the wrong side of the law, Martin’s white and black neighbors held him in high regard. The trouble began when Martin discovered an affair between his wife and Guthrie Diuguid, the white deputy town marshal. Martin filed a sworn statement to the city council complaining that Diuguid was harassing his wife. Diuguid, who lost his job as a result, demanded that Martin retract the statement. Martin did his best to steer clear of possible trouble; he even fled for a time to Henry County, but, in December, he happened on Diuguid on a Murray city street (only a few blocks from Theodore’s home). Martin shot and mortally wounded Diuguid, who died the following day. Martin fled the scene but was arrested and charged with murder. Despite compelling evidence of justifiable self-defense, local whites clamored for blood.20

Their outrage spiraled out of control when, in January 1917, Judge Charles H. Bush, worried about a repetition of the Kenley lynching, transferred Martin to the jail in Hopkinsville. In retaliation, a mob surrounded the judge, who was staying in the New Murray Hotel, shouting, “We’ll hang the nigger or we’ll hang the judge.” Bush, thoroughly intimidated, ordered the prisoner returned to Murray. Governor Augustus O. Stanley, a committed opponent of lynching, intervened. When the news reached him, he immediately countermanded the order. Then, in a courageous act, he caught the next train to Murray, wiring that he would give the mob a chance “to hang the Governor of the Commonwealth first, and then wreak their vengeance on the negro later.”21

When the governor arrived, he won over a hostile crowd of four hundred by proclaiming, “I am here without troops, without police protection, practically alone, absolutely unarmed, but I am hedged about by that which is stronger than a cordon of bayonets—the majesty of the law.” He ordered state troops to Murray for the duration of the trial. The national office of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People sent congratulations and funded an article praising Stanley’s action. For Martin, the reprieve was only temporary. In February, a jury convicted him of murder and, after several appeals, he died in the electric chair in 1919.22

Three months after the governor’s showdown with the mob, Murray’s blacks cautiously asserted their rights. Showing considerable bravery, a “mass meeting” representing the “colored citizens of Murray” assembled at a local Baptist church. They elected a committee to speak for them that included a teacher at Theodore’s school and drafted a carefully worded “law and order” resolution. In language crafted to be as nonthreatening as possible, it expressed “a deep and abiding interest in the welfare of our city” and condemned “all forms of vice and crime.” Obviously referring to the recent violence, it pledged to “lend all in our power to aid the officers of the law.”23

When Theodore was twelve, he experienced a classic life-defining moment during a conversation with Dr. Will Mason, the white head of Murray’s main hospital. Mason was no stranger to Theodore’s family. He had delivered him and had employed Mary Howard Palmer for several years as a cook. Mason’s brother had hired Theodore to look after his two-year-old son as a “white boy’s nurse guardian and playmate,” a common southern practice. As Theodore was tending his young charge, Mason asked if he wanted to be a doctor. Without hesitation, he answered yes.24

Impressed by the boy’s ambition and mental quickness, Mason decided to test him. He put him to work in the hospital, first at washing dishes, then, when he was fifteen, as hospital baker. “I used to bake thirty-two loaves,” Howard remembered with pride more than two decades later, “sixteen white and sixteen brown, every afternoon between two-thirty and nine o’clock.” Later, Mason assigned him such jobs as fireman, head of the laundry, janitor, and orderly. In the meantime, Theodore fixated on the final goal. A decade later, an article in his college newspaper reported that he had honed his medical skills diagnosing and treating the ailments of pets and other animals. The reporter, probably relying on Howard as his main source, included the nugget that at age sixteen Howard had “removed a dog’s appendix, successfully both from his standpoint and the dog’s.”25

Theodore could not have found a better patron and conduit to the outside world than Dr. William Herbert Mason. As a role model, he had a profound and lasting influence. Mason, better known in Murray as “Dr. Will,” came from three generations of physicians and had deep roots in Calloway County. His father had achieved a distinguished medical career in nearby Hazel and, like most western Kentucky men of his age, was a Confederate veteran. Soon after graduating from Vanderbilt University, Mason came to Murray to assist during a smallpox epidemic. Although an outsider, he immediately took command. Mason put the infected under quarantine in a pest-house that he had erected on the outskirts of town. The epidemic rapidly waned, and he had a ready-made practice.26

In 1910 Mason became a founder of the Murray Surgical Hospital. All the while, he added luster to his professional reputation by speaking at national and international medical conferences and taking classes at the Mayo Clinic. One of his more legendary accomplishments was a successful operation to reattach a man’s severed arm. After it was over, the man once again had use of his arm. In 1920, about the time he hired Theodore, Mason opened the seventy-seven-bed William Mason Memorial Hospital, named after his recently deceased father. He recruited his brother, Dr. Robert Mason (“Dr. Rob”), to assist him.27

Will Mason also demonstrated unusual accomplishments and creativity aside from medicine. He excelled in the state’s favorite aristocratic pastime, horse breeding. His large stable of prize-winning horses included a son of the famous pacer “Dan Patch.” He also raised dogs for fox hunting. Adjacent to his hospital, in 1916, Mason anticipated Howard’s future behavior by establishing a “zoo” in Calloway County that became a regular attraction for sightseers in western Kentucky. He stocked it with an array of wildlife, including parrots, several kinds of pigeons, peacocks, coyotes, and wolves (constrained by leashes). The most exotic specimens were an alligator in an open cage penned by an iron fence and two buffalos, who occasionally escaped from their corralled pasture to wreak havoc in the neighborhood. He crossed one of the male buffalos with a cow that produced an offspring known as a catalo.28

Mason had other qualities, however, that defied the stereotypes of a Kentucky gentleman. Chief among these were his church affiliation (Seventh-day Adventist) and his political loyalties (staunchly Republican). He was chair of the county Republican Party and a delegate to the 1916 national convention. Mason also broke from tradition when he married Ora Kress in 1917, a fellow Seventh-day Adventist, a physician, and the daughter of two medical doctors. She had recently graduated from the Women’s Medical College of Philadelphia. Her parents, Dr. Daniel and Dr. Lauretta Kress, had worked alongside the late “prophetess” and Adventist founder, Ellen G. White. The Kresses had served for several years on the staff of the Battle Creek Sanitarium headed by the famous Dr. John Harvey Kellogg. Kellogg’s treatment methods, lampooned in the novel and film “Road to Wellville,” included hydrotherapy and cornflakes, later marketed for great profit by his entrepreneurial brother. Daniel Kress had achieved renown outside the church as a relentless crusader against the evils of tobacco smoking.29

Upon her marriage, Ora had intended to give up medicine and stay home to care for their newborn daughter, but that ended after the onset of a flu epidemic in 1922 when the hospital needed her assistance. She became a permanent member of the medical staff, in charge of both obstetrics and the nursing school. She fully shared her husband’s partisan loyalties. She was a delegate to the 1924 Republican National Convention and two years later ran a credible campaign for Congress but lost in the solidly Democratic district.30

Theodore had originally attended Murray’s AME Church but gravitated closer to Seventh-day Adventism during this period. While Mason had prepared the way for his conversion, Charles M. Kinney, the legendary black evangelist, finished the job. Kinney stood out as a compelling example of how Adventism could be a force for improvement and opportunity for blacks. Born a slave in Virginia in 1855, he was instrumental in building up black membership. The Seventh-day Adventists found a receptive audience among blacks, who liked the emphasis on clean living, health, hard work, and personal regeneration. By 1923 the black contingent in the United States had grown to seven thousand, mostly in segregated churches. Kinney spread the faith in the small communities of western Kentucky by distributing tracts and selling religious books. Because he was very light-skinned, he moved with relative ease between blacks and whites. He made a stop in Murray during one of these forays and, probably through Mason’s influence, met, counseled, and baptized Theodore. Converted or not, Theodore’s race barred him from the only Adventist church in the area. For the time being, he maintained a membership, along with his mother and stepfather, in Murray’s AME church.31

When Kinney heard that Mason supported Theodore’s dream of a college education, he recommended Oakwood Junior College, an all-black Adventist institution outside Huntsville, Alabama. Mason readily agreed to help with financial aid. In his letter of recommendation in 1924 to the president of the college, Mason praised Theodore as a “splendid boy…. You can trust him to do what he says and [he] is a good work[er] a bright smart boy.” Mary Howard Palmer also wrote, pledging to do “all I can by the help of the Almighty God to make his years work a success” and asking to be apprised “if he is doing well and if he is not.” In his application, Theodore, then only sixteen, promised in words that would have fit as a lifetime motto to “work as much as possible” to help pay expenses. He began classes in the high school portion of the school in September 1924.32

In the 1890s Ellen G. White had given her blessing to the establishment of Oakwood for the religious education of blacks. Thirty years later, the whites in the General Conference still held the reins of power. Joseph A. Tucker, who took over as the college’s president in 1923, held more liberal views on racial issues than many local whites. He recruited blacks to the faculty and by 1929 they were just shy of a majority. Tucker also broke precedent by visiting the families of students in their homes and entertaining black faculty in his home. This was a difficult balancing act. When local whites warned against seating black professors at his table, Tucker tried to appease them by having the guests eat from trays instead. Even this did not pass muster with suspicious segregationists. When a friend asked Tucker’s wife about the couple’s social standing in Huntsville, she replied, “We don’t have any. We don’t even pretend to have any.” Geography gave some protection. Huntsville was five miles distant, and the lack of reliable transportation and strict rules kept both its temptations and racial problems at bay.33

When Howard arrived in 1924, Oakwood had 146 students and was struggling to define its place. The college catalog restated White’s initial hope that the school would “supply the ten million colored people of the country with gospel workers.” At times, this goal ran at cross-purposes with an equally strong concentration on “industrial education” based on the Tuskegee model. As did Tuskegee, Oakwood required students to pay for their education through work. According to the college catalog, “Physical labor is conducive to health and study, and of large practical value. All labor assigned should therefore be religiously performed, just the same as if it were a lesson assigned in the class room.” Typical jobs for men were in the machine shop and on the farm while women were employed in the print shop, laundry, and tailor shop. In addition to liberal arts courses, Oakwood required church history and Seventh-day Adventist doctrine with a special emphasis on the role of prophecy. Unfortunately for many students, the combination of these courses with industrial training and the liberal arts made it almost impossible to complete the required classes unless they took extra semesters.34

It is not surprising that Oakwood students always seemed to be on the go. The day began at 5:30 a.m., with the rising bell, followed by “silent hour” at 6:00 a.m. and breakfast at 6:20 a.m. Classes began at 7:00 a.m. After that was chapel and lunch. Classes or work filled the afternoon, finally ending at 5:30. Then came dinner, evening worship, a two-hour study period, and lights out. A former student commented that a day had barely a wasted moment. Any free time was highly regulated. Institutional rules prohibited students from visiting each other’s rooms during study time and required the college president’s permission to attend “social gatherings.” Other rules proscribed “improper association” between the sexes “such as sentimentalism, flirtation, courtship, and strolling about the campus.”35

Howard thrived under this Adventist regimen of hard work, discipline, and an exacting moral code. By the end of his first semester, he emerged as the top student leader on campus. At seventeen, he was a founder and the president of the Young Men’s Betterment Society. The vice president was his roommate D. J. Dixon, a future black leader in the Adventist Church. The stated purpose of the society was “to inspire young men to love God, respect teachers, and have a greater sense of chivalry.” It launched a campaign to raise money for a new administration building. Naturally, this agenda brought the wholehearted cooperation of college officials. One indication of just how much they approved was the appearance of Howard’s photo alongside that of President Tucker in a special issue of the Oakwood Junior College Bulletin devoted entirely to promoting the society. But Howard never forgot the importance of appealing to students. The society established as adjuncts an oratorical club “to train students in the art of debating and forensic oratory” and a musical club that offered free public concerts. Attracted by these extra services, a majority of all male students soon joined.36

As he sought to build up the society, Howard discovered and honed his talents as a public speaker. He laced his speeches with flowery prose and favored such conservative themes as self-improvement, evangelism, and school spirit. Howard’s leadership talents and energetic work habits were not the only advantages that gave him a leg up on his classmates. Unlike many, he was comfortable in the presence of powerful whites, as they were with him. In both Murray and Oakwood, Howard had learned to cultivate this ability and put it to good use. He won the confidence of President Tucker, who, according to a classmate, “treated him like a son.” Howard helped to look after Tucker’s severely handicapped and intellectually disabled young son.37

Still intent on a medical career, Howard went to work in Oakwood’s small sanitarium. He took courses from the married couple, Drs. M. M. and Stella Martinson, who managed the institution and supervised an attached nursing school. Their methods reflected the Adventist emphasis on diet and water cures instead of conventional drugs and surgery. The class on hydrotherapy featured lessons on sweat baths and radiant heat and the catalog description stated that a “knowledge of [these] simple treatments has been found to be a most excellent means of opening doors for the entrance of the gospel worker.”38

While at Oakwood, the bonds between Howard and Will Mason only deepened. Howard returned nearly every summer to work in the Mason Hospital. The relationship between this young black man and the older white man was so close that people began to talk. Rumor had it that Howard was Mason’s illegitimate or “outside” child. According to a nurse at the Mason Hospital, coworkers told her during his visits that “Dr. Mason’s son is here to see him.” In the late 1920s, Howard raised eyebrows when he legally changed his name from Theodore Roosevelt Howard to Theodore Roosevelt Mason Howard. Mason’s behavior in personal life made the rumors seem even more credible. Although Howard later called his mentor “a saint,” nurses in the hospital knew that there was more to the story. Mason’s aggressive sexual overtures were notorious.39

The rumors that Mason and Howard were father and son made for juicy gossip, but they were probably not true. Howard, for one, apparently never said anything to give them credence. He was not exactly on intimate terms with Arthur Howard after the ugly divorce, but he always acknowledged him as his father. When Arthur moved to Nashville sometime before 1920, Theodore visited periodically and treated the children from Arthur’s second marriage as his siblings. Until Arthur’s death in 1965, Theodore was a source of extensive financial support in his old age. Perhaps one reason the gossip persisted was that most of those who repeated it had never met Arthur Howard, for he had not lived in Murray for many years.40

Relationships like the one between Will Mason and T. R. M. Howard were not unusual. Many successful blacks both in Kentucky and in the South had benefited in similar ways from white patrons. Moreover, Howard did not get a free ride. He worked to earn this trust. He reaffirmed Mason’s confidence by passing every test with flying colors and by showing an earnest interest in Seventh-day Adventism. In one respect, the perception of a father-son relationship was accurate. Will Mason’s marriage had not produced a son and helping Howard partially compensated for this gap. Ora Mason fully shared her husband’s enthusiasm for aiding Howard in his career. Both had good reasons to feel proud. Howard was a highly intelligent and unusually likeable young man.41

Howard did not hesitate to fulfill his Seventh-day Adventist obligation to participate in missionary activities. Like hundreds of other college students, black and white, he was a “colporteur” during the summer months. The colporteurs represented the backbone of the church’s annual “Harvest Ingathering,” which raised money for foreign missions. They traveled throughout the United States hawking books and spreading the gospel. Howard generally worked in the western parts of Tennessee and Kentucky. The colporteurs had personal incentives because they kept a percentage of the book sales. In a typical campaign, about fifty students and teachers met each Sunday morning to pray and receive instructions. Then they broke into “bands” of four or five to canvass their assigned communities.42

Howard easily and quickly mastered the arts of colporteuring. Reporting from Tennessee in 1926, he wrote to President Tucker, “Everyone is very proud of the start I have made in life.” Two weeks later, after a successful effort in Ridgely, Tennessee, he had greater cause for enthusiasm. After clearing $160 in orders, he exulted “that the Lord is going to wonderfully bless me…. for I am out for the purpose of winning souls and I feel that the scholarship will take care of itself.” His younger coworkers already looked upon him as a leader. Mason gave his encouragement and loaned the use of his car. During another successful effort in 1928, Tucker was indulgent (perhaps too indulgent) in accommodating Howard’s request to start classes late in October so he could stay in the field.43

For three summers, Howard continued to perfect his skills as a colporteur. He usually canvassed with four or five Oakwood students and sometimes members of the white faculty. Howard visited all around the Tennessee River Valley, including the small black communities in Alma, Jackson, and Ridgeley. It was a tough sell. The impoverished blacks in the area had little extra money to spend, especially on books sold by representatives of an exotic, and white-dominated, sect like the Seventh-day Adventists. Numbers offer an early indication of Howard’s unusual entrepreneurial spirit. In a single summer, he sold hundreds of books and magazines, raising more than $1400. His nearest competitor was not even close. In a report to the Southern Union Worker, Howard exclaimed, “I truly believe that some of the seed fell on good ground…. The boys are of good courage.”44

Howard’s activities nicely complemented his career plans. Beginning with Ellen G. White, Adventist leaders regarded “medical missionary work” as the “right arm” of evangelism. Calvin Moseley, a classmate at Oakwood who later rose to prominence in the church, described health lessons as the “chief entering wedge” to reach converts. When canvassing for the Seventh-day Adventist Church, Howard and his fellow colporteurs held forth on the moral perils of caffeine, nicotine, alcoholic beverages, and “unclean meats” such as pork. In line with White’s message, they touted the physical and spiritual benefits of “nature’s” healing methods over drugs for the treatment of disease. They served vegetarian “hygienic” meals to potential converts. White had once written, “Among those who are waiting for the coming of the Lord, meat eating will eventually be done away.” The colporteurs combined these lessons with a prophetic message that mankind was living in the “last days” and a time of judgment before Christ’s return.45

When Howard graduated from Oakwood College in 1929, it was logical that he would continue his undergraduate work at another Adventist school. There was little doubt that he would select Union College in Lincoln, Nebraska. It was the alma mater of his two main white mentors, Will Mason and Joseph Tucker. Just as important, Leo F. Thiel, one of Howard’s favorite professors, had recently served as the college’s president and could help open doors. As he prepared to leave, Howard anticipated the transition with his typical exuberance and self-confidence. He soon found out, however, that life at Union College was far more complicated than he had expected. While his experiences created opportunities to excel, they also left him with a different view of the world and his place in it.46
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The Education of a “Race Man”

T. R. M. HOWARD’s attitudes about religion, politics, and life changed in major ways during the decade after he left Oakwood. He continued to be a leader among his peers, a confidante of powerful whites, and to stand out in the crowd. But by the end of the 1930s, religion was no longer his main priority. His attention turned to more worldly goals such as personal advancement, black economic empowerment, and civil rights. By 1942 virtually all ties to old friends, allies, and patrons had broken or frayed. This evolution was predictable. Howard’s intense ambition and restlessness were too overpowering to be confined permanently under the small umbrella of black Seventh-day Adventism.

When Howard arrived in Lincoln, Nebraska, in 1929 to begin classes at Union College, he did not show outward signs of discontent. Still determined to become a doctor, he enrolled in the premedical program. With the help of former college president Leo F. Thiel, he secured a job in the college cafeteria. He must have felt a sense of familiarity as he strolled the grounds. Like Oakwood, Union College had been founded by Ellen G. White in the late nineteenth century to nurture Adventist youth in the faith. Both schools had small student bodies, were located on the edges of larger cities, and had working farms on campus.1

From Howard’s perspective, the main contrast between Union College and Oakwood was that he was the sole black student. He was only twenty-one, but he was not completely naïve about what this meant. A few weeks after his arrival, he reported to Thiel that as a southerner, he understood the “color line, and I am determined to stay well on my side of the line…. I never go in the dining hall and set down at a table where there are others, but I set at a table where there is no one, and other[s] come and eat with me. If ‘staying in my place’ will cause me to get through Union with friends, I sure mean to do that.” For the next two years, Howard did precisely that. A classmate recalls that he consistently, but politely, demurred when asked to dine with her and her friends: “He was not going to disturb the peace…. He just very quietly went along his way.”2

Howard did not face segregation in the classroom, at least overtly. As a part of his premedical training, he examined patients regardless of race. This rarely led to any conflict, but Stanley Hilde, a classmate, witnessed an exception when Howard came to a treatment room to examine a black woman. Says Hilde, “She got on her heel and left! And I saw the whole show. And I said to him, “what about that?” And he said he didn’t mind that. He said she’s probably pretty much that way, racist and all. And he didn’t seem upset about it.”3

Howard carefully navigated around potential racial trouble, but he had no intention of staying in the background. It was not in his nature to do so. The only question was when and how he would assert himself. He seized the opportunity presented by the annual oratorical contest of the Anti-Saloon League of America at Union College. Normally, Adventist educators discouraged debates as fostering the “strife of competition,” but they made an exception for activities that might strike a blow against liquor. Howard’s oration, “Ten Years of Prohibition,” touted the benefits of the Eighteenth Amendment for blacks. He was in his element on any rostrum. Competing almost entirely against white students, he easily cleared every hurdle. He took the top prize at the college, state, and regional competitions.4

Howard’s greatest triumph was yet to come. In January 1930, he won the national finals in Detroit speaking before four thousand mostly white spectators as well as a large radio audience. He tried to be modest, but it was hard not to boast. Writing to Thiel, he bragged that applause interrupted his speech eleven times and that at the conclusion, “every one in the room rose to their feet.” The league’s published proceedings support Howard’s version of events. It reported that when he finished “the entire audience rose in a great demonstration which lasted several minutes.” Letters of praise flowed in from radio listeners in several states. The Chicago Defender ran a story with Howard’s photo. He won kudos from Adventist periodicals too. “Like Alexander,” one declared, “he has won everything in sight. It is a remarkable achievement and the Outlook extends hearty congratulations to Theodore Howard.”5

The aftermath of his triumph gave a foretaste of life as a national celebrity. Howard loved every minute of it. He later boasted (not implausibly) that he had addressed “more people in the state of Nebraska than any other colored man in the United States.” Temperance leaders, hoping to beat back the wet offensive, knew a winner when they saw one. Dr. Ernest H. Cherrington, the secretary of the Anti-Saloon League of America, offered a contract for a ten-state speaking tour for what must have seemed a princely sum of $125 per month plus expenses. But Thiel advised against it, warning that it would sidetrack Howard’s medical career and violate his promise to work for Mason in the summer. He counseled Howard not to get the idea “that your life work has been accomplished…. Three or four months speaking experience, pleasant though it may be, can not measure up with the four or five years at Medical College.”6

Although Howard heeded this sensible advice and returned home to Murray for the summer, a discordant tone had crept into his letters to Thiel and Tucker. Howard bristled “that segregation is becoming an administrative policy of the school” and that the faculty showed no interest in him. Finding it harder to turn the other cheek, he confessed “that some of these things are awful hard to drink down.” Howard tried to shrug off racial slights but sometimes fell into despair. He feared “for our boys and girls who are to come up here from down there who have not the age and Christian experience to pass through some of the trials that one of color must pass through.”7

Howard’s suspicions that segregation was becoming official school policy were not far wrong. President Paul L. Thompson had a far less tolerant attitude on race than Joseph A. Tucker. Furthermore, Thompson was under pressure from southern white parents ready to pounce on any compromise with the color line. During Howard’s second year at Union College, Thompson required that black students sit at a separate table in the dining room. Howard had informally followed this practice, of course, but it was galling to have it imposed officially. Thompson’s edict was a slap in the face of Union College’s only black student who, despite his accomplishments, had to toe the color line.8

While petty discrimination in the college cafeteria was demoralizing, Howard had far more serious brushes with racial injustice during this period. He witnessed the aftermath of two lynchings, experiences he mentioned in an article for the California Eagle in 1933. The first was in Emelle, a town in western Alabama in 1930. The catalyst was an argument over payment for a car battery between Clarence Boyd, the son of a white planter, and Tom Robinson, a black man. A gun battle ensued between members of the two families, killing Boyd. A white posse shot one of Robinson’s sons when he tried to flee and hanged another son. The posse then killed two other blacks while hunting down surviving members of the family. Howard’s recollections were brief but pointed. Traveling through Emelle (misspelled as “Amelia”), he saw “two mutilated bodies of members of my race dangling from the limbs of trees.”9

More horrific still was a lynching in Maryville, Missouri. In December 1930, the authorities arrested Raymond Gunn on charges of murdering a local schoolteacher. Just before the trial, a crowd of whites, said to have included members of the Ku Klux Klan, abducted the prisoner from jail. The mob, by then increased to more than two thousand, dragged Gunn to the school where the murder had taken place. The sheriff failed to call on a detachment of the National Guard in town, claiming that it would incite more violence. Members of the mob tortured Gunn by attaching pincers to his ears. They chained him to the roof of the school, doused him with gasoline, and set the school on fire. Spectators heard groans as the flames consumed him. After the fire cooled, the crowd picked at the remains of teeth, pieces of bone, and other grisly souvenirs. Howard stated that he had visited the scene one day later: “I went to the spot and with my own hands picked some of the ashes of this man’s body with a prayer on my lips to Almighty God as to how long would my people have to be the prey of hooded klansmen.”10

As Howard approached graduation in 1931, he began to harbor serious doubts about a medical career. He wrote of “being told almost daily” that the ministry, rather than medicine, suited his talents. Lincoln’s largest black church offered him its pulpit. He was tempted. Howard confided to Tucker that he had a greater interest in national issues than in “following a reaction in Chemistry.” Another reason for the indecision, which he did not mention, was his mediocre grades. In his first year at Union College, he had a B- average, but in the second this slipped to a borderline C-/D+. His best grade during the entire two years, an A in speech, could also be taken as a sign to forsake medicine for a preacher’s life. Just as seriously, Mason was in some financial straits and might not be able to extend more assistance.11

Howard had some other options, at least for the near term. Tucker offered him a position as dean of men at Oakwood. He prefaced the proposal by emphasizing the dangers of “continually associating with people outside of the Truth.” The Methodist Board of Temperance and the Anti-Saloon League of America dangled the possibility of a permanent speaking job. Howard procrastinated but ultimately decided to stay on track with his original plan. He applied to the College of Medical Evangelists of Loma Linda, California, the Adventist Church’s main medical college, but went on the protemperance speaking circuit one last time during the summer.12

Another issue weighed heavily on Howard. His girlfriend in Murray was pregnant with his child, a child conceived during his summer visit in 1931. Like Howard, the mother, twenty-one-year-old Arzalia Wilson, came from a modest background. Her father worked in a garage and her mother was a laborer in a tobacco factory. Theodore and Arzalia had grown up together. She was quite attractive, and many locals thought marriage was imminent. But Howard did not want to take this step. He left his pregnant girlfriend at the end of summer and arrived in Loma Linda to begin classes in the fall. Their daughter, Verda Wilson, was born in April 1932. Although the truth was well known in Murray, he kept it secret from his white patrons and California friends. The birth of this child was the beginning of a pattern of sexual irresponsibility, selfishness, and deception.13

Howard’s new school, the College of Medical Evangelists (CME), was the pride and joy of Adventist higher education. Ellen G. White had created it to fill the gap left behind after the church severed ties in 1907 with John Harvey Kellogg’s Battle Creek Sanitarium. The CME had initially received a C rating from the American Medical Association (AMA). The AMA was expectably skittish about an institution founded by Ellen G. White and dedicated to training “medical evangelists.” It had always distrusted the SDA homeopathic approach to diet and natural healing methods.14

As he had at Union College, Howard maintained a cordial, if somewhat distant, relationship with white classmates. More than six decades later, they described him as gregarious, dignified, and hardworking. The CME usually had one or two black students per graduating class. The first was Ruth Temple, who became a respected practitioner in Los Angeles in the 1920s. More blacks would have attended but quotas kept them out. In 1934 Arthur E. Coyne, the dean of the medical school of the Los Angeles campus, defended this policy because of the difficulty of getting work for black students. Under the school’s cooperative system, students alternated between a month of study and one of employment (usually in a medical facility of some kind). Because discrimination often prevented black students from obtaining these positions, the CME employed them in the pharmacy of the Ellen G. White Hospital in Los Angeles. Coyne also cited the obstacles to placing black interns. Many northern hospitals had informal rules that barred them. The few available slots in the South and border states were in all-black institutions such as Meharry in Nashville, City Hospital #2 in St. Louis, and the Freedman’s Hospital in Washington, D.C.15

One other black person was in Howard’s class, Louis E. Johnson, and another, Archie Hairston, was in the class just behind him. The three often came as a group to black Adventist weekend social events in nearby communities such as San Bernardino. These alcohol-free gatherings featured musical chairs and other innocent amusements. They allowed Howard to pleasantly reconnect with black peers in the Adventist Church. In Lincoln, by contrast, the black Baptist and Methodist churches were his main social outlets. Yet Howard was not one to confine his activities to social gatherings, religious work, or medical studies. He wanted to change the world.16

At the beginning of his second year at the CME, he finally had his chance. Howard enlisted in the remarkable U.S. Senate campaign of white preacher Robert “Fighting Bob” Shuler, the first of many politically incorrect choices. A native of Virginia, Shuler had risen to prominence as a fundamentalist Methodist preacher in Paris, Texas, during the 1910s. His charismatic, witty, and caustic sermons against liquor and other vices made him something of a statewide political kingmaker. In 1920 Shuler had tried to break up an imminent lynching of two blacks held in the county jail. While on his way to the scene, he and the sheriff were “literally trampled down” by the crowd that went on to burn the prisoners at the stake.17


OEBPS/toc.xhtml



			Cover


			Title Page


			Copyright


			Dedication


			Contents


			Foreword by Jerry W. Mitchell


			Introduction


			1 Up from the Black Patch


			2 The Education of a “Race Man”


			3 Fraternalist, Entrepreneur, Planter, and Segregation-Era Pragmatist


			4 A “Modern ‘Moses’” for Civil Rights in Mississippi


			5 “The Most Hated, and the Best Loved, Man in Mississippi”


			6 “Hell to Pay in Mississippi”: The Murder of Emmett Till


			7 “Time Bomb”: Howard, J. Edgar Hoover, and the Emmett Till Mystery


			8 Taking On the Machine in Chicago: A Republican Campaign for Congress


			9 Triumph and Tragedy: The Friendship Medical Center


			Afterword


			Notes


			Acknowledgments


			About the Authors







Landmarks



				Cover


				Title Page


				Table of Contents


				Start of Content









OEBPS/images/v.jpg







OEBPS/images/9781598133141_cover.jpg
HOWARD

Doctor, Entrepreneur,
Civil Rights Pioneer

David T. Beito and
Linda Royster Beito

Foreword by Jerry W. Mitchell
With an Afterword by the Authors

INDEPENDENT INSTITUTE





OEBPS/images/vii.jpg
TR.M.

HOWARD

Doctor, Entrepreneur,
Civil Rights Pioneer

David T. Beito and
Linda Royster Beito

Foreword by Jerry W. Mitchell
With an Afterword by the Authors

INDEPENDENT

OAKLAND, CALIFORNIA





OEBPS/images/vi.jpg





