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For Page and Carole





“The arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.”

THEODORE PARKER, 1810–1860, UNITARIAN MINISTER AND ABOLITIONIST ORATOR







Foreword



Fire in My Soul is an important book about a remarkable woman, born to the human rights struggle that challenged and changed our country. Eleanor Holmes Norton has always been enmeshed in America’s contradictions. She was born a black child in the nation’s capital when it was a segregated Southern bastion. She grew up in the city that symbolized freedom and democracy, when our government denied its citizens self-government at home and representation in the Congress. And she became a young woman when we all lived in a man’s world.

This book tells the fascinating story of how Eleanor has challenged every barrier designed to contain her and others like her. The capitol and the rest of the country are no longer segregated by law, because her generation of activists—adults and students—would no longer have it. The man’s world is opening to women because Eleanor and her generation of feminists insisted. The District of Columbia has a home-rule government, and the woman the city has chosen to bring complete self-government and full congressional voting representation is Congresswoman Eleanor Holmes Norton, the city’s native daughter.

Eleanor was one of the generation of students who went South, inspired by Martin Luther King Jr. and his philosophy of direct action and nonviolent resistance. I met Eleanor when she was a young woman, and learned that she had gone to Antioch College, where both my sister and I had attended. The friendship between Eleanor and me, however, has been based on more than an old school tie. For us both, our nonconformist college suited our mutual understanding that there was work to be done in a world that needed changing.

With great skill, Joan Steinau Lester uses one exemplary and complicated life to tell the story of a remarkable generation. The author captures Eleanor, fighter for great causes and mediator among diverse groups, part activist, part intellectual. She shows how Eleanor rose from the Civil Rights Movement to enforce the laws she struggled in the Movement to achieve. She takes Eleanor from a foot soldier in the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee to the first woman to chair the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, and from the segregated schools of the nation’s capital to the House of Representatives.

Fire in My Soul captures Eleanor’s life as it tracks and embraces the great movements for justice of our time. Racial justice has been Eleanor’s anchor, but she has used her experience as a black woman in America to set sail to many other shores of injustice as well. As Eleanor says, and as Martin Luther King Jr. believed, “Human rights is all or nothing.”Fire in My Soul is the story of a woman who has lived her credo.

—Coretta Scott King

Founder, The King Center

Atlanta, Georgia








Introduction



In October 1991 law professor Anita Hill stunned the nation by charging that Clarence Thomas, President George Bush’s nominee to the U.S. Supreme Court, had sexually harassed her.

Seven congresswomen strode to the Capitol to demand the Senate hear Hill’s account. One was Eleanor Holmes Norton, Thomas’s predecessor as chair of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, where she had authored the very harassment guidelines he was accused of breaking.

When the women climbed the long Capitol steps, Norton’s erect posture, radiating force, said it all. At the Senate, she and her counterparts insisted on a hearing for Hill. Norton said then, “If nothing happened and the whole thing went away, the guidelines weren’t worth the paper they were written on.”

The hearing electrified the nation: Hill’s dismissive treatment resonated with women accustomed to being disbelieved. And Norton, who has found one flash point after another—from arguing free speech for the most notorious segregationists of her day to battling for the disenfranchised citizens of Washington, D.C.—had once again helped shape a pivotal moment.

 

I first met Eleanor Holmes at Antioch College in 1958, when she was a worldly twenty-one to my green eighteen. Just after the height of the Red Scare, I was thrilled to meet a real-live radical. Not to mention a Negro. This smart-talking, fast-walking woman fascinated me, as she did much of the campus.

Eleanor was skinny and firm and knew what she wanted. I felt fat and round, though photos of the time show me as slender as she. Confused and formless, I felt shapeless, whereas she seemed all form and shape, a steely diamond ready to cut to her clear-eyed goals.

I was flattered when she sought my company; on long walks we discussed politics and life. Soon she went off to Yale Law School; coincidentally, I worked in New Haven and joined her on civil rights picket lines. One Saturday afternoon, picketing Woolworth’s, I invited the mostly black demonstrators over to my small apartment for a party. Minutes after they arrived, carloads of police filed in to clear the mixed-race group. On Monday morning I was evicted. Eleanor said, “Fight it!” That hadn’t entered my mind.

In the forty years since, her strongly expressed opinions—on everything from free speech to war, vitamins to welfare—have both educated and infuriated me, sometimes simultaneously. Passionate, ever ready to argue and armed with statistics to back a point, she’ll take on any subject. Her vehement views still rankle, but ultimately, I’ve discovered, Eleanor is usually proven right.

In writing her biography, my overarching questions were: How did this ebullient debater escape the limitations typically imposed on women to become a national figure? What circumstances molded this “force of nature”? And who, deep down, was she?

My research followed all the usual trails of archives and interviews: scores with Eleanor, almost a hundred with colleagues, family and friends. Their cooperation as I probed, month after month and year after year, rewarded my quest. I have satisfied myself, at least, with answers. To convey them, I have made generous use of Eleanor’s strong voice. Publicly, we still have heard too few voices of African-American women, civic thinkers, and actors; this one I could hardly hold back. Thus I have woven her direct quotations liberally into the traditional biographical form, joining, I hope, the best of my critical eye and others’ perspectives to her first-person story.

During this four-year project I also got a windfall: glimpses of the pure, sweet core referred to by several of her closest friends and relatives. On my birthday this year, I was astonished to pick up the phone and hear a soft alto voice singing “Happy Birthday, dear Joan.” Like other groundbreaking women of her generation, Eleanor has had to be armored and tough, buttressing her naturally argumentative character. But it has been a gift to witness the warrior’s complexity.

I am also inspired by how closely she has stayed the course, lo these forty years. She has never let go of her original goals, or her passion to fulfill them. “It is people like Eleanor who keep my eye on the prize,” affirms Peabody Award winner Charlayne Hunter-Gault, herself no novice at equity efforts.

Twinned with Norton’s extraordinary story is that of her city, Washington D.C., home to her family for four generations. The District’s own long travails, as a unique federal enclave fighting for self-government, congressional representation and statehood, are entwined with those of its embattled delegate. That she is now her city’s voice in Congress is a miracle match.

Over time she will be dissected with other questions; her life will flow from many pens. Let legal scholars, civil rights historians, political scientists and others examine this fertile ground. This is her story as I am privileged to be the first to tell it.

It begins in the late 1850s, deep in the heart of a Laroline, Virginia, plantation, where Richard John Holmes was enslaved with his siblings and parents, Richard and Ann. Our fragmentary knowledge suggests this tale of escape, fleshing out the bare fact of flight handed down in family lore.









Part One

“Full of the Faith That the Dark Past Has Taught Us”










Prologue



All signs were propitious: the plantation owner was away, the overseer and “ole miss” were both in bed with flu, and there was enough moonlight to illuminate the path, but not so much to make him an easy target. Young Richard John Holmes had waited years for this moment. He summoned his will and put a piece of salt herring and ash cake into a bandanna. He slipped his worn Bible into his pocket along with a tiny compass, telling only those who needed to know, so others would not be laden with his secret—forbidden knowledge that could bring any punishment. So many people had recently made the clandestine journey north, especially from Virginia, that measures had tightened. But Richard Holmes had resolved to go, and this would be the night.

All day he gave penetrating looks at friends, longing for good-byes, wishing he could take them with him. Most of those he’d known since childhood had been sold off in recent years, going down with thousands of others into the vast cotton fields of Georgia, Alabama, Louisiana and the Mississippi delta.

Late in the evening Richard crept away, leaving behind the landscape of his birth, fleeing those who fettered his body, but not his ever-active mind. All night he kept to small back roads, some no more than trails, wading through water whenever he could to throw off bloodhounds; he walked ’til morning, when he lay warily in damp bushes near a dirt road, trying to sleep. But as the sun slowly crossed the sky he was alert. Even this little road could carry the ever-present bounty hunters and slave traders.

When dusk finally blanketed the road, Richard left his hiding place and walked again the second night, guided by stars and hearsay. He knew how to read the night and assess weather for direction. His fellow captives had pieced together enough information from conversations overheard and from skilled slaves—harness-makers, tanners and blacksmiths sent out to work on neighboring plantations—that Richard Holmes had a detailed map in his head. He knew what spots to avoid. And although literacy for slaves was illegal, he’d learned to read from a woman who worked in the house, where the white children showed her their daily lessons.

Late on his second night out, Richard made his way to a large house where a cook stayed up, baking and waiting. While the owners of the household slept upstairs in their beds, she took up a plank in the kitchen floor and hid him in a tiny space lined with a quilt, hushing him as she hurried him into his hiding place. Richard slept fitfully all day, and by night was ready to set out again, this time carrying a small bundle of biscuits and a scrap of dried pork, wrapped in old cloth. He walked again through the starry night, each footstep carrying him farther away from all that he knew.

And so he traveled, walking by night, sent from one refuge to another. He shivered in rain, walked across creeks, was dazed with fatigue. Just before dawn one morning, faint with thirst, Richard Holmes saw the dark waters of the Potomac River. It looked exactly as he’d heard it would: muddy and marshy, with narrower spots where brush grew into the water. He crept toward its banks crouching low, for the waning moon still cast his shadow. Spying no one, he paused, then saw the Long Bridge. His heart contracting as much from fear as chill, he managed to keep his wits about him and stole toward it. Reaching its entrance, he stood resolutely and began to walk, not daring to run, should anyone see him at this early hour.

For ten agonizing minutes Richard moved rapidly, his heart thumping with fear and exertion. As the sky crackled pink and dew shimmered on the grass, his heart leapt, this time with joy, when his feet touched land. A shiver went through his body; he stepped off the road into an alley in Southwest Washington, sobs racked his body and he sank to his knees, thanking the Lord who brought him through.









Chapter 1

The Ancestors


I am not what you call me. I am what I respond to.

AFRICAN PROVERB






The city into which Richard Holmes stepped was a city of contradictions. In the heart of world democracy, human slavery was legal. The recently passed Fugitive Slave Act of 1850 had ensured his vulnerability to recapture, for crossing a state line was no longer sure protection: those who captured fugitives would be rewarded and harboring refugees was a crime. If found, Richard Holmes could legally be whipped, resold or even executed.

“Nor do I exaggerate how I understand my great-grandfather came here,” his great-granddaughter Eleanor Holmes Norton says 150 years later, shaking her head in her plush congressional office. “Walked off a plantation in Virginia, walked across the bridge. My grandfather told me this story, told it with enormous pride, and passed that pride on to us.

“Richard walked across the District line, because there you could get work, and the white man couldn’t get you unless he could find you. They were building Washington and hired people off the streets every day. My grandfather says that, moreover, under the law, you could come here and get your slave and take him back. The city was swarming with all kinds of blacks: you couldn’t tell one from another because Washington had a large number of free blacks. And white people would come from all over looking for their slave.”

 

In the bustling Washington of the 1850s, Richard Holmes, like thousands of fugitives before him, made his way in a shadow economy. Southwest Washington was home to large numbers of fugitives; twenty-seven neighborhood churches provided relief, and the area housed many stops on the Underground Railroad. Escaped slaves were welcomed in this part of town. Probably living in a one-room shanty with a dozen others, he soon found work, according to Eleanor, on a construction gang.

“Remember, he came to a city where the Capitol itself,” she roars, “was built in part with slave labor, and blacks free and slave were used throughout the city to build the official buildings and develop the historic streets. Tough as it was, it beat working for nothing as a slave in Virginia.” Foremen on construction sites, needing ready and cheap workers during a building boom, often didn’t ask questions—especially when they could pay a fraction of what they’d pay their white workers or even their slave labor, hired from local owners.

Depending on the kindness of others and his own well honed wits, crafted for survival, Richard made his way in the city. After only a few weeks, another day came for which he had rigorously prepared. According to family history, handed down generation by generation, while Richard shoveled mud on the side of a road a white man stalked up and shouted, “Richard!”

Richard didn’t flinch, didn’t so much as move a muscle; he simply kept shoveling. His former owner accosted the foreman:

“That’s my nigger! I’d recognize that nigger anywhere!”

“Looks to me like he ain’t your Richard,” the foreman replied. “He didn’t answer to you. I saw him. He didn’t pay you no mind.”

Rebuffed by the insistence of the foreman, the white man finally gave up. With no way to prove his ownership of this particular disinterested black man, he wandered away. Perhaps he had made a mistake.

So Richard Holmes was, by his own hand, a free man.

“It’s enough to inspire anybody,” Eleanor says. “My great-grandfather clearly had been waiting for that day. Yes, he had disciplined himself to know the day could come and he told himself, ‘Wait for that day.’ And when that day comes, make sure that you do not know who that man is. He must have practiced the inner discipline not to instinctively respond, even to what every human being responds to: his name! Here’s a man who thought ahead.”

 

When Richard Holmes arrived in the 1850s, Washington was a city mired in muddy streets and controversy. Founded as a grand symbol of the new republic, the city plan called for magnificent boulevards laid like wagon spokes, ending at public squares designed to inspire patriotic pride. Yet Congress wouldn’t pay to finish the splendid boulevards or maintain the inspirational squares. Author Charles Dickens had recently ridiculed the District as “a City of Magnificent Intentions,” laid out with “broad avenues that begin in nothing and lead nowhere.”

The federal government charged with running the city had a history of rebuffing local requests. Streets were dim; in order to save money, municipal streetlights were lit only when Congress was in session. President Jefferson said early in the century, “We cannot suppose Congress intended to tax the people of the United States at large for all the avenues in Washington.” Yet the District was not allowed to tax its natural base, government property.

The battle over local control, one that Richard Holmes’s great-granddaughter would someday lead, had raged since Congress granted the city its charter in 1802, with a mayor appointed by the president. In the decades since, every power had been contested, from the authority to regulate schools to control the noisy pigs, cows and geese that roamed the town. And although the streets were full of mud in the 1850s, Congress repeatedly turned down petitions to pay for street-cleaning, for fear, as one congressman warned, of giving an “opening wedge to future demands.” The contest escalated. Representatives defended their home interests versus those of the federal District, which would have no advocate in Congress for another hundred years.

In the 1850s Washington was a rough city, with plentiful gambling and drinking. But it was starting to fulfill its promise. After a fire in its library, Congress spent unprecedented money to install citywide water pipes and funded 800 gas lamps, to be lit year-round. Though unpaved streets abounded and the Mall—a touted city park—was only partially complete, Congress began to lay the framework for a modern city.

And its construction required labor.

Richard Holmes emerged into Washington history during a propitious era of growth. Yet the issue of slavery was even more contentious than local control. Washington had accepted the laws of its neighbors—Virginia and Maryland—along with the land they’d ceded to make the federal District just fifty years before. Wedged between these two slaveholding states, the capital was a battleground. Linked to the South as a slave territory, Washington was at the same time uniquely open to the influence of Northern abolitionists and free-state congressmen.

On the eve of the Civil War, the status of blacks—both free and slave—was a sizzling issue. In the District, local newspapers warned about the “unsettling influence” of “free negroes,” with their ambiguous status. By the time Richard Holmes arrived as part of a great migration, Washington severely restricted mobility and occupations. City codes with almost impossible restrictions—monetary bonds to ensure good behavior, registration with the mayor, character testimonials from whites, curfews and certificates of freedom always at hand—had been passed, modified, loosened and tightened during the previous decades. Nat Turner’s 1831 rebellion in neighboring Virginia had not been forgotten; white fears brought corresponding restraints. In 1835, after the so-called “Snow riot,” in which whites demolished black churches, schools and businesses—including a restaurant owned by Beverly Snow, a free black woman—the right of black people to own businesses was terminated. While the restrictions were difficult to enforce, by the 1850s almost three-quarters of all free black people in Washington could find work only as laborers and domestics.

“Oh, they had slave blocks all downtown,” says Eleanor. Congressional policy was noninterference with slavery in the District. In 1850 the slave trade was finally eliminated in the federal city, but this “compromise” included tough provisions for the return of fugitives like Richard Holmes. Violent clashes increased, with some whites and blacks physically resisting the efforts of traders and bounty hunters to seize people on Washington streets. Yet the District would hold onto slavery itself until 1862. If slavery was repugnant, becoming a haven for “free negroes” was worse, in the eyes of many whites. Public opinion was shaped by the city paper, the National Intelligencer, which continually raised the specter of black “mobs” emigrating from neighboring slaveholding states if there were to be emancipation in the District. “No asylum for free negroes!” it thundered. Attacks on blacks increased.

Yet in this perilous situation Richard Holmes prospered. After he had been in Washington just a few years, in 1861 the Civil War erupted. President Lincoln had predicted that: “[Slavery and freedom] are like two wild beasts in sight of each other, but chained and apart. Some day these deadly antagonists will…break their bonds, and then the question will be settled.”

The turbulence of war stimulated even more rapid city growth, and the construction trade that was Richard Holmes’s livelihood exploded. “A stable black middle class had its root established right there,” says Eleanor. “That was the beginning of federal employment, the springboard for the black middle class. For a black person living in and around Washington, government work of almost any kind was good work, respectable work. I give a lot of credit to the government hiring black folks.”

First, regiment after regiment of white soldiers, then thousands of destitute black refugees poured in. Labeled “contrabands”—literally, confiscated property, for they had stolen themselves—these fugitives arrived, as had Mr. Holmes, carrying at most a small sack with a few belongings. Hundreds came each week from nearby Maryland alone. Local whites became alarmed as people crowded into any shelter they could find: former slave pens in the shadow of federal buildings, abandoned schools, or already-bursting tenements. Even some abolitionists urged deportation of these free “darkies,” questioning how they could ever be integrated into American life.

As refugee numbers swelled, the army opened “contraband camps” on both sides of the Potomac River, housing up to ten thousand refugees at a time. Fortunately, the demand for wartime labor kept pace. The federal government hired fugitives; the need was such that wages were often above the $10 a month established by military order. But incredibly, the government also imposed a staggering $5 a month “help-blacks-in-need” tax on these very wages, a burden borne solely by contrabands, until protests eliminated it.

All during the early 1860s arguments over slavery continued in the halls of Congress. Were there any states, abolitionists asked, where a refugee could be safe from recapture or a “mistaken identity” seizure? Finally in 1864 Congress repealed the Fugitive Slave Act. And for the first time Richard Holmes was legally a free man. He no longer had to pretend to be someone else; even if he were identified he at last had the law on his side.

 

Richard Holmes continued to prosper, and on August 20, 1872, he married Lucy Ellen Jones, a woman with her own difficult story of the times. Daughter of a white master and black slave, a young Lucy Ellen, “very fair with straight hair,” her descendants say, had been left by her father in Washington, D.C., right after the Civil War, hours after he dropped off her sister in Baltimore. Lucy Ellen never saw her sister or father again, though later she managed to reconnect with her mother and other sisters, “decidedly different in appearance.” Three generations later, Lucy Ellen Holmes’s great-granddaughter Eleanor would have a vehement explanation for this ancestral desertion. Upon learning the story, her unsentimental response was, “That’s not abandonment! Before the war she was privileged, a house nigger. But what life could she have in the South after the Civil War? There was no space for her. He dropped her off in Washington, where there were other blacks, where people were aspiring, to give her a chance—and I’m sure glad he did!”

As the years went by, Richard Holmes took initiative of a different sort. History shrouds the exact circumstances propelling this laborer to become a student, but he attended the recently founded Howard University Ministerial School while Lucy Ellen supported him, washing, ironing and baby-sitting for the families of Washington Barracks military officers. Although he did not graduate, Eleanor’s great-grandfather became minister of a small church in nearby Arlington, Virginia, to which he and his wife traveled by horse and buggy.

“Leadership appears in the family tradition. Ambition. I can only imagine him, having the guts to walk off the plantation. I see him as a kind of righteous man. The family was always religious, raising children well and right. So I just have a sense of these righteous black people who came to Washington and started churches.”

Family legend variously places Lucy or her husband Richard among the founders of today’s large Vermont Avenue Baptist Church; however, church records list neither as among the seven who created the church in 1866. “Founders are usually persons who sign the legal papers,” Eleanor speculates. “Not everyone who helps start a church would be on the founders document.”

Because Richard Holmes became a minister, he had a freedom unusual for a black man in post–Civil War Washington.

“The more segregated [the] society, the more the church was the leader in the community, because the minister, in any real sense, was the only free man. He didn’t have to depend on anybody except his parishioners. He wasn’t dependent on the white man.”

In a sea of white control, churches formed critical networks. Ministers often took up an “after collection,” a second offering distributed during the week to those most needy. In the trauma of exodus and relocation, churches stabilized communities, inspiring worshipers who sang, “Order my steps in your Word, dear Lord. Lead me, guide me, every day.” Soon these anchors attracted grocery stores, cafés, barbershops and offices; community sprang to life.

In the chaos of the post–Civil War migration, much of Washington’s black population viewed education—with religion—as the way to freedom. After the cultural wilderness of slavery, when literacy was severely punished, a thirst for knowledge propelled the founding of school after school. Unable to use public facilities until after the war (though they paid taxes), black Washingtonians supported more private schools than any other city. This educational emphasis would later have a direct impact on Eleanor Holmes.

“Washington’s premier schools for Negroes,” she would boast of her schooling in the 1940s and 1950s, “were unparalleled in the nation. Washington was a mecca for aspiring blacks. A critical mass of institutions nourished black intellectual life.”

Beyond public schools, themselves unusual, Howard University, created after the war by contraband camp commander General Howard, was established in the heart of Washington’s black community. A magnet for nationally renowned artists and intellectuals, Richard Holmes’s great-granddaughter would grow up in its orbit, ever-aware of its luminous presence.

During these post–Civil War years Richard Holmes and his wife Lucy, remembered by a namesake granddaughter as “kind and busy, a good cook making wonderful fruit pies,” had five children: another Richard, Alfred, Isaac, John—who died at age seven—and Irene. The offspring of this independent couple “were very clear that they didn’t want to function in a ‘less-than’ role, that it was important to ‘Be Somebody,’” another great-granddaughter says. “They wanted their children to excel. High academic standards were important.” This drive for educational excellence—a way to escape the crushing conditions—would continue down the generations.

While the family grew and each of its members figured out how to “Be Somebody” in a culture that frustrated that possibility, official Washington swelled in size and polish. When the United States emerged as an imperial power in the 1890s its capital city correspondingly gained stature. Historian Constance McLaughlin Green describes senators of that era, “conscious of the new prestige attaching to the men who ratified or rejected international treaties, [who] abandoned the broad-brimmed hats and string ties of yesteryear and adopted high silk hats and frock coats as standard daytime attire.” This was white federal Washington, with grand conventions, hotels and fine restaurants.

The other Washington, where most black people lived, was still the city of back alley shanties, desperate poverty and daily humiliations. Yet amid the indignities, a new middle class flourished. Near the end of the century, civil rights giant Mary Church Terrell wrote in her autobiography, Colored Woman in a White World, “There are more well-educated colored people to the square inch in Washington than in any other city in the United States.”

After the war the radical Republicans who controlled Congress used the capital as a model city, legislating unprecedented civil rights. Calling this a time of “Reconstruction,” they opened public accommodations. On Washington streetcar lines, for instance, the Holmes family could now ride inside the car, rather than sit on the roof in rain, snow and burning sun.

Richard John Lewis Holmes, son of the man who walked off a Virginia plantation and the woman dropped in Washington by her slave-owning father, was one of the handful who made it through the narrow Reconstruction window of the 1870s and 1880s into the new black middle class. His siblings, like others in Washington, had steady work with the federal government. Alfred mowed grass and cleared snow, Irene cleaned, and Ike, who attended Howard for several years, worked in the government printing office.

But Richard secured a plum city job. In 1902, at the age of twenty-five, he became one of only half a dozen black D.C. firefighters—a secure, high-paying position that blacks would still have trouble attaining fifty years later. Yet Richard grew frustrated. As one of the few colored men scattered throughout the Fire Department, he could not rise to become an officer; there was an unbreakable ceiling above his head.

“You could not have black men over white men in a paramilitary environment.”

The post–Civil War window of opportunity was closing. Repeatedly discouraged as he sought promotion, Richard Holmes joined several others to petition the Fire Department for the first all-black company. Successful in their mission, on January 28, 1921, Private Richard John Lewis Holmes was promoted to sergeant, paid “$1,700 per annum.” Two decades later he would retire as a lieutenant.

Like his father, this Richard would live to be an old man past ninety, but he died before his granddaughter would help eliminate such segregated units as the one he proudly started; no fire department should have to be segregated for a black man to be an officer. Almost a century later, she, equally proudly, displays in her congressional office a picture of Grandfather Richard standing with his all-black firefighting company.

 

As the twentieth century dawned, restrictive laws everywhere eroded civil rights gained in postwar Washington. Mary Church Terrell recalls that in the 1890s “a colored person could dine anywhere in Washington.” But the devastating 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson Supreme Court decision signaled the end.

The case arose from a Louisiana citizen—Homer Plessy—who refused to sit in a “colored” railroad car. He lost on appeal to the Supreme Court, which ruled that “separate but equal” facilities could be provided. The decision gave the green light to a resegregation that would stand until the firefighter Richard Holmes’s granddaughter Eleanor was almost grown. Using Plessy, the city ignored District Reconstruction codes mandating nondiscrimination—in fact, they “lost” those codes—and created two distinct, racially divided cities.

Soon Mrs. Terrell, wife of a judge, could walk the sixteen blocks from the Capitol to the White House and find not one restaurant “in which I would be permitted to take a morsel of food if it was patronized by white people.” She recalled being ravenously hungry and weary downtown, unable to replenish anywhere unless, in an occasional concession, she was offered the option of eating behind a screen. (Imagine the noted school board member, international lecturer on suffrage and president of the National Association of Colored Women, clad in her elegant attire, coming from a meeting at the Capitol. She takes off her white gloves, sits and places her napkin in her lap as a screen is placed next to her table to shield other diners from her presence.) In real life, Mrs. Terrell rarely submitted to the indignity, even when hungry or with out-of-town colleagues needing a meal.

Housing and schools resegregated, many hospitals no longer accepted black patients and most black people became even more firmly relegated to humble work. “There is no way for me to earn an honest living in the National Capital, unless I am willing to be a domestic servant, if I am not a trained nurse or a dressmaker, or unless I can secure a position in the public schools,” Mrs. Terrell fumed. Teaching was often impossible since the supply of colored teachers exceeded demand.

Yet while the city soon had separate schools, churches and clubs, the turn-of-the-century black community, one third of the population, developed a vibrant cultural life with its own movie theaters—the Lincoln, the Republic, the Howard, and the Booker T—in the U Street area. Despite segregation, Washington’s public schools were known as extraordinary and the city harbored a burgeoning intelligentsia. The federal government, though offering mostly menial jobs, still contributed a modicum of economic stability.

As the twentieth century opened, aspiring blacks—including Richard the firefighter and his wife Nellie, daughter of the immaculately starched midwife Matilda Jackson Coleman and her husband Frank—clustered in the near Southwest and Northwest neighborhoods. Living on a muddy street at 913 3rd St., SW, in a little four-room house, the Holmes clan expanded. First child Selena was followed by a baby boy, who, according to family lore, died from eating a piece of meat inadvertently given him too young by his father. Then Frank and another Richard were born, each exactly four years, nine months apart. On April 17, 1912, at 2:10 A. M., when his parents were thirty-five years old, the last baby, Coleman Sterling, was born.

Richard provided well for his family. Years later his ex-wife Nellie would tell her granddaughter Eleanor, “We had fifty-pound bags of flour, twenty-five pounds of sugar, kegs of every kind of food. Richard was a man who did right by his family.”

And she did right by him, speaking nothing but praise for his “right-minded” ways even after they divorced, though she did later tell Vela, her daughter-in-law, that on her wedding night her husband’s behavior was a shock. Richard undressed and dropped his clothes on the floor, clearly expecting his new wife to pick them up.

“Why have you left these clothes for me to hang up?” the proud woman asked her surprised husband. But she remained married to Richard for twenty-five years.

Hardworking, independent-minded folk, Richard and Nellie Holmes were faithful Baptists like Richard’s father, the man who walked away from slavery: they didn’t drink or smoke. With their middle-class neighbors—postmen, teachers, shoemakers, Pullman porters, and barbers—they helped build a flourishing community that founded its own businesses and inaugurated holidays celebrating black achievements, like Douglass Day on February 14. These self-sufficient institutions at least partially protected their children from racial insults, yet Washingtonians also fought discrimination, organizing an early NAACP chapter to protest Jim Crow laws.

Within this vibrant, segregated environment, Coleman Sterling Holmes grew to adulthood. A tall, handsome young man who dressed impeccably, he both read music and played piano by ear, enjoyed fine foods and was a true son of his upwardly mobile, independent-thinking family. His father, Richard, the firefighter, got an unheard-of Mexican divorce, Uncle Ike played the violin, and Uncle Alfred had a farm in Maryland—something most blacks didn’t do.

Called “Coley” at Cardozo Business High School, “the first business high school in the history of Negro education,” Coleman was a member of its first graduating class. An editor of that historic yearbook, he also figured prominently in it. Coleman was everywhere: acclaimed as an oratorical contest winner, vice president of his home room, chair of the Recreation Committee, one of four student speakers at commencement and a football player who played in his own patent leather shoes because the new Athletic Association had no size elevens.

In 1931, as the Depression gripped the country, this young leader of his class determined to leave the protection of home and set off north for Syracuse University, where he had received a scholarship.

“Very unusual for that day, especially for black men,” declares Eleanor about the role model who would be her father. Alone among his schoolmates, he made the arduous trip to Syracuse to begin his odyssey, constantly scraping together money for school.

 

During the years that Eleanor’s paternal family made their way in the nation’s capital, her maternal root flourished farther south. Great-grandparents Emily Johnson Fitts and William Fitts, enslaved in northern North Carolina, near Warrenton and Macon, faced different hazards. There was no possibility here of crossing a river to a city filled with free blacks and abolitionists. No chance here of passing by a town square as Frederick Douglass poured forth his vision, or stumbling into an antislavery lecture given by young Susan B. Anthony and her father. Deep in the hills of North Carolina, the black Fitts (named after their white owners) labored on the Fitts plantation, far from urban networks or hopes of flight.

But like Richard and Lucy Ellen Holmes, these were people of strong wills. Eleanor’s mother Vela Holmes sits in her comfortable Northwest Washington living room and tells a tale of hardy ancestors.

During the Civil War, when the white Fitts men raced off to battle in the Confederate Army, the plantation mistress, “ole miss,” was left in charge. Eleanor’s mother carefully emphasizes her choice of words—“My mama, who told me this story, always called her ‘ole miss,’ never said Mrs. Fitts”—as she grimly recounts a story she heard many times growing up.

“I don’t know whether my mama added a little juice to this or not,” she says as she begins. Ole miss, anxious about her sons at war, carefully followed Confederate troop reports, foraging scraps of news from neighbors, letters from the front and deserters who rode by with tales of burning and carnage.

“Well, naturally,” Mrs. Holmes explains, “they were listening for if any of their children were hurt.” In fact, one of ole miss’s sons was eventually wounded in the war raging nearby. She ordered her slave, Eleanor’s great-grandfather, to find the wounded Confederate soldier and bring him home.

“I know the thing my mother resented the most,” says Mrs. Holmes, “was that when the message reached ole miss that her oldest son had been shot, ole miss said right away, ‘William, you’ve got to go get him, you can’t let him die!’”

Mrs. Holmes grimaces. “Evidently ole miss thought my grandfather, William, was a giant.”

Ordered off on this dangerous mission, William Fitts set out with two horses. When he managed to track Confederate troops and find the injured soldier, William hoisted the man onto a horse and trotted back to the plantation. Someone shot his own horse out from under him; eventually he arrived home walking, his hands pulling the bridle as he led the other horse carrying the Confederate soldier.

“My mama said,” Mrs. Holmes relays, “that her mother, little ninety-pound Emily, took the roof off the house to her husband when he brought the white man home. I understand that the tiny grandmother, Emily Fitts, said to her husband William, ‘Why didn’t you shoot him and the horse?’

“After that rescue from Sherman’s army, when the Confederate son got home to recuperate, he raped William’s wife, my grandmother, and that baby was born. He became Shepherd Fitts, my uncle, who got to go to college and read law, because who do you think got him in there?

“His father, the white man. And you see how they tried to pay up. Human beings are peculiar beings, and the owners ran things.

“But that Emily Fitts, she raised sand,” Mrs. Holmes repeats with a smile of satisfaction. “Yes she did. She had a will. And all of Eleanor’s ancestors did.”

After the Civil War, the black Fitts family remained near Macon, farming. Emily and William Fitts’s daughter Lucinda, who would be Eleanor’s grandmother, was at first thought to be lazy because she liked to read all the time.

“My mother Lucinda was a very bright young person,” Mrs. Vela Holmes reminisces. “When she got to be about sixteen or seventeen, the Plummers, a historically free black family, wanted somebody to help with their children’s studies. You see, they didn’t have schools. So they asked my mother if she would come and live with them.” In late nineteenth-century North Carolina, Lucinda Fitts became an educator, although there had been little opportunity for her own education. “The county tried to give you a certificate. That’s what you strived for. Every time, you got a little bit more here, and a little bit more there too. And Mama talked about her first-grade certificate.”

While Lucinda taught the Plummer children, she met a young carpenter, Mark Lynch, who came into Warrington on business and had to stay overnight, tying his horse at Plummers’ livery stable. Mark’s father had been another North Carolina rarity—a free black man during slavery. After courting, Lucinda Fitts and Mark Lynch married and built a house on land given them by Mark’s parents, Dudley and Mary Silver Lynch.

First a son, Bernard, was born. Then on September 7, 1909, Emily and William Fitts’s daughter Lucinda gave birth to a baby girl, Vela, who would become Eleanor’s mother. Two more boys—Fitzhugh, and, in 1919, Nathan—completed the family.

Born less than fifteen miles from the old Fitts plantation on a Littleton farm that raised cotton, corn, peanuts, cane, sweet potatoes, and tomatoes, Vela remembers tending “everything that grew.” On the red, rocky land, everything grew but tobacco, and every crop was worked by the family. Vela’s father’s and mother’s people all lived nearby, forming a large extended family.

Like their neighbors, Vela’s family dined on food it harvested, wore clothes its women made, and relied on its men to build the shelter they enjoyed. Vela regularly ate a country breakfast: fried chicken and gravy, rice, biscuits, and corn bread—though Vela, as a girl, got only the feet of the chicken. At midday dinner, she had a pot of cabbage with potatoes and “middling meat”—pork cut from the middle, between the shoulder and the hip of the hog. At supper, the family had a light meal of fried potatoes, a fresh-picked vegetable and leftovers from midday dinner.

The family worked from before dawn until after dusk, raising crops, tending animals and making virtually everything they used. Vela’s cousin Ara Walls remembers vividly, “We worked on the farm from the time you was big enough to walk. Mama put a five-pound sugar sack around your neck for cotton, Mama had her bag, you had your bag, you know you wanted to do everything your mama did. As you grew, it turned to a meal bag, and then you’d fill that up. By that time, you’re almost able to have your own row in the field.” The family worked cotton with a hoe, thinning seedlings row by row and “when you finished one job Papa had another one for you.”

Finally Sundays came. Vela did up her hair and dressed in Sunday slippers and middy blouse, with her white pleated skirt “starched until it could stand up by itself.” The family set off by horse and carriage for the little junction of Essex and Pine Chapel Baptist Church, the home church for grandfather Dudley Lynch and his six grown children, each a prosperous farmer he’d started out with a piece of land. When they’d made the journey, hoping to avoid skirt-soaking rain, Vela greeted her aunts, uncles, and cousins; together they went in to sit on the long hard benches.

Every Sunday evening when chores were done, after the family had prayed at Pine Chapel and eaten dinner, when the cows and horses were where they should be, “Papa would take his children and we’d go to his father’s.” Vela Holmes smiles at the memory. “Grandfather Dudley always had a hug for us. Then he would say, ‘Go look up there, and whatever is in that thing bring it to me.’” Grandfather had a sweet potato treat or a piece of hard candy tucked away. “And that was what he had been saving all week for us. So you see you can’t help but have a lot of affection for people like that.”

Vela saw her entire family on important occasions. A few had cars; a drive across the mountain was an all-day event. On dirt roads, if it was raining, they were mired in mud. If it was dry, they got stuck in sand. But several times a year, they made it.

Mrs. Holmes reminisces, “knowing my mother’s cousins, they were also slaves indentured to a similar family. In fact, they all had the same last names, as all slaves did [who worked for a family]. And it was Fitts. As I grew up I remember looking at these Fitts men, my uncles and cousins. They were tall and strong and fine-looking men. And they seemed to be very happy people.”

A generation later, these hard-workers would have their legacy in Eleanor. Raised by her country mother Vela, the daughter would herself labor from dawn to dusk and beyond, just as her North Carolina relatives had done. Eleanor would emerge the heir to both sides of her family, twining the legacy of independent-minded, urban paternal ancestors with that of her even-keeled, industrious Southern roots, both sides joined by a love of education.

After Vela Lynch completed sixth grade at Jerusalem School, she left her close-knit kin to go off to Bricks Junior College, since no public high schools were open for “colored” in North Carolina. Run by people who looked white (“but known as colored,” Vela recalls), the school was founded by the American Missionaries, a Northern group. The few who attended these private high schools became the educated leaders of the next generation. Amongst this vibrant group of seekers, Vela has fond memories; the boarding school also provided relief from the city school, where white children had pushed her off sidewalks.

“You’d have to hold your own,” she recalls with a shake of her head, “or they’d bump you off.”

After just three years at Bricks, Vela was yanked from her comfortable second home. At the age of fifteen, she was summoned by the school principal to receive fearful news: her mother was gravely ill. Vela hurried home just in time. Within days, Lucinda Lynch died, leaving four children. On her deathbed she specified that her only daughter was to be sent north, away from the harsh conditions of Southern farm life. Almost immediately, Vela was sent to Auburn, New York, to live with her mother’s older sister, Elizabeth, after whom Vela Elizabeth had been named.

“It was a very heartbreaking thing,” Mrs. Vela Holmes remembers, leaving her family behind on the farm. “I’ll never forget the day. I had never seen all my aunts and uncles. I knew my uncle was a lawyer, his daughter had gone to Howard University, and she was supposed to be musical. She had a piano, I’d heard. But I had never seen them before. It was such a dreadful day.”

The difficulty of her leave-taking was magnified by her treatment in the “colored” waiting room at the train station. Although she arrived early with her family, she was kept waiting at the ticket window until all in the white waiting room purchased their tickets, moments before the train pulled out. But the spirit of her grandmother, the indomitable Emily Fitts, came to Vela in a most unexpected form.

“My uncle Shepherd [the offspring of Emily Fitts’s rape] walked by, and he hugged me and kissed me on my cheek and threw five dollars in my hand.” Vela Lynch was thus fortified to start her journey alone to the chilly unknown, way up north.

On the train Vela sat in “a little cubbyhole” of a Jim Crow car, right behind the engine. “It was the only place black people were put in front of the white,” her cousin says, laughing at the irony seventy-five years later. With the window open to relieve the stifling heat, smoke blew in Vela’s face all the way to Syracuse, covering her with soot. Allowed in neither sleeping cars nor dining room, she sat up all night and ate food her family provided. Every few hours the young woman untied the twine around her shoe box, crammed with chicken, ham sandwiches, biscuits, cake and apples.

“Travel,” Vela Holmes understates, “was very difficult then.”

In Syracuse, stepping off the train with her cardboard suitcase, she was greeted warmly by Aunt Elizabeth and Uncle Alfred, thought by Vela to be a relative of Harriet Tubman. Vela arrived wearing her mother’s old coat.

“I remember my aunt took that coat, sewed it, hemmed it, and I threw that thing.

“‘Aunt Elizabeth,’ I said, ‘I’m not going to wear this old coat!’

“So she said to me, ‘Yes you will. Yes you will.’

“Uncle Alfred, who is no relation to me, said, ‘Fittsie, go downtown and take her into Witherow’s and get her a coat. You’re not going to have her walking down Genese Street in that old coat.’” The following Saturday Vela’s uncle and aunt took her into Syracuse for her first city-bought coat and a city outing.

“I was well treated,” Mrs. Holmes says, her face softening as she remembers the kindness of her uncle and aunt. “They were wonderful teenage years,” made more marvelous by the arrival of her brother Fitzhugh, who secured a nearby live-in job as a chauffeur.

After graduating from Central High School in Syracuse in 1930, where all the other students in her high school yearbook were visibly white, the young woman worked her way through two years at Syracuse Normal School by being “in service.” Always groomed with gloves and purse, she cooked in white folks’ kitchens and lived as a maid in their homes until, like her mother before her, she received her teaching certificate.

Vela began to teach in the public schools. Yet twenty-five years later another African-American woman, Marjorie Carter, would be heralded as the first to break the city’s teaching color bar. Perhaps, Vela’s niece Dolores Brule now speculates, “it’s possible they didn’t know she was African-American. If they did a face-to-face they might not have known. She was light enough that it may not have occurred to them, and if they didn’t ask she may not have told. I’ve always thought that’s what happened.”

“New York State would not have had a question on the application form,” Eleanor concurs. “My mother graduated from Normal School where they didn’t ask you what you are, she applied for a job where they didn’t ask you what you are.

“There’s no question that my mother was very light, but she wasn’t passing. She said, ‘Here’s a job, I show up for the job, hire me.’ Passing was if someone asked you and you said ‘No.’ Passing is literally passing over; a large number did it in the oppressive climate of the early twentieth century. They lost their identity as blacks, disappeared from the black world, lost their friends.”

However Vela secured her early 1930s teaching job, she found pleasure after-hours in the company of her brother Fitzhugh and his wife Gwenderlin. In 1931 she was delighted by the arrival of their first child, Dolores; Vela spent hours combing the child’s hair and pushing the carriage while she talked to friends.

Soon the sedate young woman encountered a debonair student at Syracuse University, Mr. Coleman Holmes.

“One way they had of integrating everything at the university was, I think, they all assumed that the men could sing.” Vela describes the fateful meeting with a wry smile.

“I had a good friend, Fanny, who [later] stood up to be Eleanor’s godmother. And she would say, ‘Well, let’s go on up to the university and see if these colored boys can sing. They’re going to sing tonight.’ So we’d go up there. They could usually sing. We’d go, and Fanny’s husband Robert would go with us. He was also a friendly person and he got to know Coleman. After that, quite often, when I’d go to Fanny’s house, Robert would say, ‘Oh, Coleman was here. He wants to meet you.’”

Coleman Holmes was just beginning his college career when he met the light-skinned Vela Lynch. Upwardly mobile Washington had made its mark on the young man with high ambitions. “Coleman was very color-struck,” his daughter Eleanor would later concede. “Part of the legacy of middle-class Washington was a pronounced color consciousness within the race. Although it wasn’t like New Orleans, there was a color hierarchy for which Washington was well-known. Today we’ve gone through ‘Black Is Beautiful,’ but Coleman hadn’t.” Years later his mother Nellie would laugh about her dark brown son, “Coleman said he would never marry anybody as dark as he was.”

The romance between Coleman and Vela blossomed as he struggled to complete Syracuse University.

“Lord,” Mrs. Holmes exclaims, “we’ve had a hard way to get through school. That scholarship ran out, and before he could go back, he went to work, and he had to come back and beat it through.”

 

On July 14, 1936, Vela Elizabeth Lynch and Coleman Sterling Holmes pledged their union in Syracuse, New York. After saying their vows the couple left for Washington D.C., where the Holmes family had established deep roots since Richard Holmes first walked across the Long Bridge from Virginia eighty years before.

In August, Coleman and Vela moved into a small apartment on Lamont Street, Northwest, and began life together in the nation’s capital.

Washington, D.C., in the Depression-era 1930s was a modern city. Gas lanterns were mourned by some but had been almost universally supplanted by the new electricity that lit up nearly every building.

And it was a segregated city. Even white-owned stores in black neighborhoods wouldn’t employ colored people, triggering the New Negro Alliance to form, with the slogan “Don’t Buy Where You Can’t Work!” Thurgood Marshall and other lawyers were filing federal complaints for access to rest rooms and lunch counters.

Coleman Holmes arrived home to the District with his shy, attractive bride as his community cheered one “first” after another: people huddled around radios to hear the news when Jesse Owens racked up four gold medals at the Olympic games in Nazi-led Berlin. They cheered as Joe Louis pounded white opponents in the boxing ring with satisfying thuds, and little boys shadowboxed like their idol. Singer Lena Horne describes the “Brown Bomber”: “Joe was the one invincible Negro, the one who stood up to the white man and beat him down with his fists. He in a sense carried so many of our hopes, maybe even dreams of revenge.”

In the city of his birth Coleman was well connected. Finding work as the Depression deepened was a day-to-day challenge when those “last hired and first fired” got the hardest, dirtiest work, the so-called “Negro jobs.” Urban black unemployment climbed to over 50 percent; white women competed for jobs as maids and cooks. The new Social Security Board established a Bureau of Public Assistance to help an increasingly destitute populace. But Coleman’s people, hardworking and self-reliant, tightened belts in a time when even porter jobs became difficult to find.

Coleman’s father, Richard (“Papa”), a tall dignified man, married his second wife, Miss Olivia. The grown Holmes children—Coleman, Selena, Frank, and the third Richard—regularly went out to Papa’s house for Sunday evening dinners after lengthy services at the Mt. Mariah Baptist Church. The aroma of fried chicken, ham, fresh corn and beans, black-eyed peas, greens, cornbread and sweet potato pie, all blended into one sweet smell of home. Soon, however, Coleman and Vela broke from this tradition of Holmes family life.

“In their search for upward mobility,” Eleanor says, they left the clapping Baptists of their youth and on December 18, 1936, joined Saint George’s Episcopal Church at 2nd and U Streets. “They always said they were determined to get out of the long day of church services.” After a brief sermon the couple enjoyed their own small family dinner at home.

Coleman, a witty and sociable man, also enjoyed the fellowship at several local clubs. Coming alive at night, he played cards—whist and bridge—with his wife and other up-and-coming couples, and soon hatched plans to go to law school at night while driving a cab during the day.

The young couple sparred. Vela Lynch Holmes was still, in her husband’s eyes, the North Carolina farm-girl-turned-teacher. When she scooped grease off a plate with a piece of bread he teased her about being “country.”

“That’s straight out of North Carolina!”

Coleman scoured secondhand stores, looking for antiques and Oriental rugs to furnish their little apartment, “to keep North Carolina from getting in here.”

If Coleman was elegant, Vela was thrifty and practical, captivating her husband and friends with steady, no-nonsense ways and a friendly manner. Determined to once again make the best of another move to a strange city, Vela ignored her husband’s barbs and threw herself into work and family life. She began to think about night school, perhaps at Howard, where she might complete her bachelor’s degree and get a District teaching license.

Barely four months after their move to Washington, as President Franklin Delano Roosevelt was elected to a second term and cold fall rains chilled the air, the new couple got the news: Vela was pregnant.

All that winter and spring they prepared. As snow piled up around their front door, Vela put away what money she could. By the time daffodils opened, she was cutting old clothes into blankets, sewing up baby dresses and knitting tiny caps.

While Vela stitched and saved, Coleman the dreamer found the perfect name, one that honored a relative—his grandmother Lucy Ellen—and preserved tradition, but also invoked another woman, prominent and daring: the president’s wife. She had begun publishing “My Day,” a widely read newspaper column. This “exquisitely right name,” as its holder would later declare, signified both a grounding in Coleman’s family past and an anticipation of a future that would be different. In the hot, humid, early June days of 1937, Vela and Coleman anxiously awaited the arrival of their first child.

They would name her Eleanor.









Chapter 2

A Warrior Is Born


Thank God I’m a Negro born in 1937 instead of 1837. Indeed, thank God that I’m a Negro, for it is an experience in itself that gives meaning to life. There’s always a tomorrow when you’re a Negro.

ELEANOR HOLMES, ANTIOCH COLLEGE ESSAY






The sun was shining brightly on June 13, 1937, the day I was born,” Eleanor wrote in an eighth grade autobiography. “This ‘blessed event’ took place in Washington, D.C. My father named me Eleanor Katherine. My mother would have named me had I been a boy.”

Prewar Washington was strictly segregated, but people objected where they could, filing NAACP suits or picketing movies like Gone with the Wind over Hattie McDaniel’s mammy role. Pressure built until a pivotal event ignited release. When Eleanor was two years old, in 1939, the Daughters of the American Revolution denied “colored contralto” Marian Anderson, the classically trained diva, use of their Constitution Hall.

“Every African American sees it as one of the great moments of the twentieth century,” Eleanor describes the furious response. First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt resigned from the DAR (which Franklin called the BAR, for “Bitches of the American Revolution”) and used her White House connections to open the Lincoln Memorial for a concert. On a cold day fraught with symbolism—Easter Sunday, April 9—Marian Anderson stood dramatically wrapped in fur on the steps of the monument to the Great Emancipator. The Mall was jammed with a racially mixed crowd of over 75,000. She walked up to six microphones and, with her exquisite voice, sang the National Anthem.

“It somehow fits the black story,” Eleanor smiles. “One of the great lessons about racism and democracy was taught: she never said a word, she only sang about our country.”

Eleanor’s relatives and neighbors shivered, wept, and were inspired in the cold air. Thousands more listened at home. The watershed day rippled for years. “I remember it was particularly talked about in my house,” says Eleanor, echoing conversations in thousands of black homes. “You always knew about it, you knew it in your mother’s womb. We talked about civil rights all the time—race, constant talk about politics at the dinner table.”

 

“There’s something larger than life about being born in the nation’s capital when it was segregated, as World War II was about to liberate the world from fascism.” On December 7, 1941, when Eleanor was four and a half, Japan bombed the U.S. fleet at Pearl Harbor and the country mobilized. She remembers the war coming into her grandmother’s home when Aunt Selena’s son walked in one day.

“We were sitting in the kitchen, and Albert opened the door. He had obviously just gotten the mail. He said, ‘I’m in the army now.’ And grandma said, ‘Boy, what are you talking about?’”

Even in the forces fighting fascism, apartheid reigned. Many of the million black soldiers filled familiar cook and porter jobs. A handful—notably the Tuskegee airmen and Buffalo Division infantry—are remembered for combat, but even they couldn’t enter a post exchange to buy coffee or a stamp. Civil rights groups drove home the irony.

In Washington, cheek by jowl with new government buildings, black people lived in shacks. “Colored” and “white” marked public benches. Some department stores, remembers a friend of Vela’s, served Negroes only if a white sponsor called in advance. “My maid will be in tomorrow evening for a lamp.” Then the prospective buyer had to go to the children’s shoe department, where a clerk brought the desired item.

“Middle-class black parents went to great pains to indoctrinate their black children, to mitigate the effects of all this,” recalls Eleanor. “They attempted to give you a feeling of specialness.” And they laughed over the dinner table about their subversion of whites.

“One of the funniest stories my father told was about how somebody came across one bridge in Washington and said to him, in the deepest Southern accent, ‘Boy, which way do you get to this certain place?’ And my father said, ‘What you do is you take this road right here, and you travel right there, across that bridge.’ That was the way to go right back South! He loved to tell that story. He turned the man right around back to where he came from! You could see how few outlets there were for protests.”

Civil rights leaders pressed President Roosevelt to open the services and defense firms that advertised, “Negroes hired as janitors.” The president, with the fear of powerful Southern Democrats licking at his heels, had opposed all rights legislation, like the antilynching bills introduced almost every year. But when A. Philip Randolph, the legendary organizer of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters and Maids, threatened a massive march on Washington, “a hundred thousand strong,” Roosevelt had a sudden change of heart. One week later, on June 25, 1941, he issued historic Executive Order Number 8802, banning discrimination in government and defense plants. The order also created a monitoring mechanism, the Fair Employment Practices Committee, the forerunner of an Equal Employment Opportunity Commission that Eleanor Holmes would one day head.

 

In the warm days of June 1941, when the order was announced, Vela Holmes was a printer’s assistant in the Bureau of Engraving and Printing, making sixty-six cents an hour to examine crisp new money as it rolled off the press. The young mother worked the evening shift, 3:30 to 11:30 P.M., so she could be home days with her three little daughters: Portia Coleman, born a year after Eleanor, and Nellie Carol, one year later. Vela and Coleman, now a public health inspector, staggered schedules. He also drove a taxi at erratic hours. When work overlapped, they hired care from neighbors.

The growing family moved to a larger apartment at 1424 W Street, Northwest, where Vela and Coleman created a strong family unit that drew into themselves. Though Coleman was often “gone with his buddies,” he and his wife played bridge or pinochle with other couples and occasionally saw horse races together. North Carolina cousins complained that Vela rarely brought her children to family reunions and wondered “if the husband has a status thing.” Coleman, a proud, protective man, hated to place his daughters in situations of deference to whites, an obedience then required on Deep South trips.

Vela’s Washington area relatives ascribed their lack of contact to Coleman’s blunt, status-oriented personality; they sometimes visited Vela alone. Many of his local relatives were also put off by what they considered his snobbish attitude, believing that, as a college graduate, he put on airs. And Vela and Coleman were upwardly mobile; their choice of church, profession and neighborhood all indicate their relentless climb.

The result was that Eleanor grew up with little connection to most cousins, uncles or aunts. But for a crucial decade her parents created extended family with Grandmother Nellie, Coleman’s mother and Grandfather Richard’s first wife. In 1942, Coleman and Vela moved to a rented house at 712 Kenyon, Northwest, a neighborhood of well-kept homes where their large backyard met Grandmother Nellie’s. She lived with her daughter Selena, also divorced. Eleanor affectionately remembers the warm home of this deeply religious woman, who was “brown like Coleman, dark brown.” And “growing up in color-struck Washington, a town known for skin color prejudice, my grandmother would just laugh about how Coleman, my gorgeous, black father, was not going to marry anybody dark-skinned.” In a house where Grandmother “didn’t resent her color, but laughed at those who did, it was pretty hard for me to be color-struck.”

Her beloved grandmother’s early training to responsibility, sweetened with the small privileges of power, laid the groundwork for Eleanor’s entire life. “That goes back to being a firstborn. You’re supposed to take control of events. You’re not supposed to let events take control of you.” As the oldest of three girls, with no brothers to pluck the leadership role, she was groomed by her grandmother to be the hope of the family. Aunt Selena openly told neighbors and friends, “Eleanor is Mama’s favorite.”

The training was deliberate.

“My grandmother sent me to the Safeway store a block away. I must not have been more than six, at a time when to get meat you had to go to a long counter and ask for it. I got three lamb chops, brought them home, and she said, ‘Well, Eleanor, tell me, did you get good lamb chops?’ And I said, ‘I certainly did, because when he pointed to one, I told him ‘Not that one. I want this one.’”

For days, whenever Eleanor’s grandmother greeted passersby in the evening, as she rocked on her front porch, she responded to their polite queries, “How are you, Miz Holmes?” with a gesture, beckoning them over.

“Come on up here. Do you know what this child did? I sent Eleanor to the store and the man tried to give her a lamb chop that wasn’t good. Do you know that this child, only six years old, said she didn’t want this one, she wanted that one.

“Yes indeed,” the older woman boasted with a happy laugh, “Only six years old.” In the joyful repetition Eleanor learned the assertiveness she was expected to show in public. “Child said she didn’t want this one, she wants that one.” At age six, Eleanor had made a white man in a Safeway do what she said to do.

To this day Eleanor credits her grandmother with formative instruction, carefully delivered in the many hours spent at the “wonderful house” with no toys or television, but “a back porch on which my dolls were kept, and upstairs another porch, enclosed and cool in summer.” This grandmother with the “pretty face and soft, wonderful skin, who bragged she had all her teeth until she lost one or two at the end of her life,” deliberately molded her favorite grandchild. “I was absolutely groomed, regarded as a source of great pride.” Less than a year older than Portia and not three years Nellie’s elder, she regarded them as “the kids.”

“In the tradition in which my grandmother grew up, the oldest was given great responsibility. I’m telling you, I went over there, pulled up weeds in the garden, swept off the front yard, brushed down the stairs from the second floor to the first floor with a brush and a dustpan.” Eleanor used a little shovel to put coal into the furnace by the back door. “Everybody did it. Keeping heat was a major enterprise.” Or she ran upstairs to fetch a hat for her grandmother. The reward was a favorite strawberry ice cream cone or a trip to the store with Aunt Selena.

After chores were done, Eleanor sat in the living room and listened to her grandmother hum the old hymns while Aunt Selena played the piano. The sound, carried forward from another time, soothed grandmother and granddaughter alike. Together they sang at the old home church, Mount Mariah Baptist back in Southwest, where they traveled by cab on Sundays. The heavyset woman walked up the church steps laboriously on arthritic legs.

“The emotion of the black community is in the black church,” Eleanor remembers, visioning dark pews inside the dim, cathedral-like stately Gothic church. “My grandmother got happy, filled with emotion during the sermon.” As choir and congregation sang, the girl added her voice to her aunt’s contralto and her grandmother’s alto. “I come to the garden alone. While the dew is still on the roses…And He walks with me, and He talks with me, and He tells me I am His own.”

Coleman reinforced Grandmother Nellie’s lessons in leadership. When Eleanor or her sister returned from the corner store with a bare loaf of bread or other unbagged item, Coleman chided, “You go back and tell the white man, ‘We don’t take bread without a bag.’ Tell him, ‘Don’t send any bread that you’ve paid for here, without putting it in a bag!’” Eleanor reluctantly turned around, demanded her rights, and came back home with the requisite brown bag. Never tolerate less than one’s due, she learned the hard way from her father’s pride.

Eleanor speaks with great love about this man who stiffened her backbone, even when depicting what she calls his flaws. A “character,” Coleman, talented, vocal and insistent, “was quite argumentative with his children, as well as devoted to us,” Eleanor says, smiling broadly. “And my mother said I was just like him!” She laughs.

“Undisputed head of the household, his word was the last word. The house that we lived in was chosen by my father, the furniture was chosen by him. He certainly didn’t trust Vela’s taste. For some good reason. My mother, for example, would put on too much jewelry. ‘Please Mother, take that off. You don’t need but one of those things on.’ I learned everything about taste from him.”

The tall, large-boned Coleman, dressed to the nines, was as extravagant as he was witty and playful. When the girls played double Dutch, he’d run out to jump. He’d buy a baby grand piano, opera records and expensive antiques, while Vela bought twenty-five savings bonds a year.

“My mother wore the kind of steadiness that comes from having grown up on a farm; farm life is a very tough life. So I think the hard work part of me has a lot to do with Vela.”

Coleman had urban roots and “was at pains to indicate he was a sophisticated man,” Eleanor says, decades later mirroring his concern. Her eyes still shine when she describes him: “charming…elegant…urbane…brilliant” and above all, worldly.

“My father was just right for a feminist family. My sense of going through the world and making it on my own comes from my father.” Coleman was “forever cuddling, bundling us against the cold,” Eleanor happily remembers. “I was wrapped and warm and secure. Whenever he sensed I was cold he would wrap me in greater and greater warmth.”

In an effort to polish his girls, Coleman admonished, “See what your mother is doing now, putting milk bottles on the table. That’s straight out of North Carolina. We do not do that.” When he combed his daughters’ hair, they were wreathed in Shirley Temple curls. “My father would take that straightening iron and make something perfect and unique, where our mother would put us in three braids and a barrette.”

The young Vela often seemed intimidated by the dapper Washingtonian, yet sometimes she stood her ground. When she inherited a diamond ring after Uncle Henry Fitts died in Baltimore, Coleman shouted, “I’m the one that deserves that ring!” However, she refused to hand it over and wore it, though her husband screamed and threatened, stomping out, slamming doors. He was often contentious, especially after overimbibing, his daughters say. At such moments, Vela “knew how to handle him,” says Portia.

But more often, she acceded. When her husband came after she decorated the Christmas tree with tinsel and recast her work, Vela moved silently away, “because he knew just how it should be,” Eleanor says sharply. “She didn’t react personally! Because we were family. He had artistic talent, an extraordinary aesthetic sense. Where did this taste come from? Probably from being a third-generation urban person. From having been exposed at an early age to taste, something quite possible in Washington. Blacks worked in the White House, in rich people’s kitchens and homes.” When dinner guests were to arrive, Coleman put the finishing touches on the table, making sure it was set just right.

In the early 1940s, Vela started school part-time while still working at the Bureau of Engraving. Teaching was highly respected though it wouldn’t pay more than she already earned. The family always needed cash. Coleman was “not responsible with money, frequenting the racetrack and likely to be out in the street with his sophisticated buddies.” Coming up with money for household bills and children’s clothes often fell on Vela’s shoulders. “We would have been more comfortable had he been better with finances. He took care of the part of the household that didn’t involve credit; not only was his own record poor, but at one point he messed up my mother’s credit. His father [Richard] helped her with credit. So Coleman bought food and other items where you had to pay cash.”

But at five o’clock when the girls were hungry, Vela sometimes said, “Well, we’re still waiting for your father to bring home the groceries.” Now and then he had them; other times he promised them next day.

“We’d get a little angry at him for being late bringing home the food. But I think of my father and what people go through today who have no father, who don’t bring home anything. You know it was a flaw. But he was also very affectionate.

“And he was an extraordinary cook. My mother usually cooked; when he did, it was a feast.” In her descriptions Eleanor shares a common bent of daughters, particularly of that period: the tendency to adore a proud and nurturing father while casually accepting an equally devoted, less self-confident mother.

Coleman was the leader, concerned with “knowing which fork to pick up, how to hold our hands around a teacup, and the niceties that young ladies were supposed to do.” For both parents, presenting a cultured, dignified appearance was critical, but to Vela internal virtues counted even more. Once when Eleanor’s visiting cousin Dolores confided unhappiness with her large feet, her aunt Vela sat her down. “You are lucky to have feet that work. Big feet are a good foundation for a big life. You can’t have a big house on a small foundation.” Such moral lessons twined, for Eleanor, with the grand gestures of her dashing, brilliant father. Integrity was sacred; so was sophistication and pride.

Her parents’ complex relationship also shaped Eleanor’s view of marriage. “They were married forty years. That certainly taught me that you didn’t have to be alike. They were very different people.” Subtly, she absorbed the habit of turning a blind eye to transgressions and accentuating the positive.

 

In the fall of 1942, little Eleanor, wearing an ironed-to-within-an-inch-of-its-life plaid dress tied with a sash in back, entered kindergarten around the corner at Monroe Elementary. The public laboratory school for Miner Teachers College, it radiated racial pride. Ralph Bunche’s daughter had sat in these seats. Role models like General Benjamin O. Davis and Mary McLeod Bethune, “a colored lady that talks like white people,” came to speak.

“I remember being very nervous, wanting to do well in school from the beginning.” The teachers set high standards, focusing on study and field trips to museums. The children knew they were in segregated schools, but sensed no lack. “Our teachers and parents never portrayed us or themselves as victims.”

Every fall teachers sat students down at their desks with used texts from white schools and big soap erasers, announcing, “Let’s clean them up!” With elbow grease, brown paper and glue, the students erased marks, made new covers and had new books. But, despite the secondhand texts, “This was a place where people believed that people who segregated us were inferior in some sense. Pitiful and ignorant.”

In this environment, where all the students were prepared, Eleanor was more so and willing to prove her point. “I couldn’t imagine going to school without doing homework. I never missed a day. You went to school!” Even at seven, classmates remember, she marshaled facts and debated anyone who disagreed, teachers or students. In her brown-and-white saddle shoes and plaits, dressed in cleanly starched dresses—some secondhand from Vela’s friend Frances Nails—Eleanor was contentious and insistent. “My mother would say, ‘Where did this child come from?’ She didn’t understand my drive.

“There’s a lot to be said for how much life is a matter of will: just deciding it’s going to happen and not taking ‘No’ for an answer…. You were reminded from the time you were a little child that you were in a segregated world, so deal with it—just try to be smarter than the rest.”

An early awareness of her ability to mold circumstances to her will came when Eleanor wanted a seventh birthday party. She asked for one, the kind she’d attended at other girls’ homes, with singing, presents and cake. Her parents equivocated. “They didn’t say No and they didn’t say Yes.” Taking matters into her own hands, the six-year-old invited friends and cajoled her grandmother, announcing, “There are going to be twelve children.” When Grandmother Nellie didn’t forbid it either, Eleanor told her friends the time and the place, and had the glorious birthday she had imagined.

Eleanor drew significant insight from this victory, discovering that a wedge could be forced into the smallest opening; determinedly pried, it could open most situations. “I could not have made the ice cream and cake. But I knew there was going to be a cake anyway. I invited the people. It didn’t take a lot more. What were they going to do? It was my birthday. Not that there was any permissiveness in my life and family. But I pulled it off.”

 

“My elementary school days were good days,” Eleanor would later boast in her eighth grade autobiography. “I remember serving as president of the Glee Club and as president of the Junior Red Cross. I also recall being treasurer of the Student Council, assistant secretary of the citywide Junior Red Cross and a junior librarian. While in elementary school I also won second place in a spelling bee, which was attended by most of the colored elementary schools, junior and senior high schools. I came out of Monroe with honors.”

Fifty years later Eleanor sits in her upstairs family room, just off the phone from a constituent call. After working her usual fourteen-hour day, the congresswoman is in her accustomed spot, curled up in an easy chair surrounded by papers, books, pens, telephone. A large television blares nonstop news. “It was so colored,” Eleanor comments on her eighth grade essay, “You talked about what you’d achieved, not who you were.

“I grew up before affirmative action. ‘You’ve got to work with what you’ve got.’ That meant education first. A lot of what the white man was doing to you, you could overcome. When we went on trips to public buildings, the teachers would say, ‘Now I want to make sure that we behave ourselves, because that’s what they say about Negroes, ill-mannered.’ They were trying to make us conform to good behavior by invoking a racial stereotype. Well, the stereotype was outrageous, but in a real sense what they said to us had a salutary effect.”

Yet there was a heavy cost to constantly proving one’s worth. As Eleanor would acknowledge later in a college application, she was a tense child. Dutifully following family and school injunctions to shine, she did, but the price was her peace of mind.

In the strict environment, with dress codes mandating white shirts, ties and dresses, with spotless hallways and neatly clipped grass, Eleanor was an all-A student. “I remember blushing because when they called names to stand up, indicating the child who had done this, that and the other, I stood up a lot and was proud of it. I was told, ‘You’re supposed to stand up a lot.’”

Pride, discipline, faith and hope held her community together, with common values refracting from home to school. Students were hit with rulers at school for infractions just as at home. “I remember being spanked and switched with a switch from the bush by my parents and grandmother.” Accountability was unavoidable. Older students watched younger ones cross streets; misbehavior could rarely be hidden. In Eleanor’s close-knit neighborhood, if a child acted suspiciously, someone would come outdoors and ask, “Who is your mother?” Parents were called; concern was palpable.

School assemblies—with the Lord’s Prayer, Pledge of Allegiance, flag salute, national anthem, “Lift Every Voice,” and appearances by eminent Negroes—embodied the atmosphere. Patriotism, especially during and after World War II, was evidenced in the decision not to call “Lift Every Voice” the Negro national anthem; there should be but one national anthem. “We are Americans.” Nonetheless they sang the stirring song so often it was impossible not to know the words by heart.

Whereas a good education was viewed as the ticket to prosperity everywhere in black America, in the District it was more available. Eleanor’s pride in her hometown is unmistakable. “If you had to be black in racist America before 1960, a good place to be was Washington.” High-caliber teachers with advanced degrees came to this mecca where, uniquely, they were paid as well as their white counterparts. Howard, the flagship university of black America, exerted an umbrella of influence; its scholars, also excluded from white academia, were first-rate. “Growing up black in Washington gave a special advantage. This whole community of blacks was very race conscious, very civil rights conscious.”

In this education-rich environment, Eleanor pushed herself and flourished. Like her namesake Eleanor Roosevelt, who believed she was ugly and worked to make up for it by good manners and good works, Eleanor Holmes was convinced she was “not pretty, not light enough and didn’t have straight hair, good hair.” But at least in Washington, “brains could trump anything, even skin color.”

Natural ability imposed hard work. She studied and conquered every spelling, oratorical and Negro history competition in sight, with her sisters following behind to scoop up honors in their classes. A member of all the clubs, often as president, by the time she graduated from Monroe Elementary at eleven, Eleanor was friends with everybody and on her way to being in charge. “Oh, I was a leader in everything, a natural leader.”

Just as music had permeated the lives of her ancestors, so did it move through Eleanor’s world. “We couldn’t go to the Warner Theatre, for God’s sake! We couldn’t go to Constitution Hall.” In Howard University’s small chapel, the choir sang Handel’s Messiah and spirituals in packed Christmas concerts. At school, hymn singing, chorus and Glee Club were daily events. At home, records, singing or the sound of Coleman’s piano filled the house. “If you could hum it he’d play it: Gershwin, Rachmaninoff, everything.”

The girls took piano and the three sang together, carried by Portia, “the only musical talent among us.” The hit song “Now Is the Hour, We Must Say Good-Bye” was a favorite. “There was great regard for the piano as an instrument. Many children took lessons and recitals were common.”

But Eleanor did not fritter away hours practicing piano. Instead, she read or, in summer, played outdoors, inventing games with her sisters and friends on the block. “I was a politician from the beginning. I played with everybody. It was important to be liked, very important to be popular. You don’t get to be president of the class or an officer in clubs by staying up in your room and not playing any games.”

Soon she developed her own routine, arising at 6:30 to take a bath in privacy before others awoke. Then she dashed downstairs for breakfast, a no-frills, self-made meal in the Holmes household. Usually milk on cereal sufficed.

Dinner was family time around an old dining room table picked up on Coleman’s antique store wanderings. Sometimes her working parents alternated cooking, but mostly “mother cooked. My father wanted his meals cooked his way. One of the reasons I can’t cook is because my father said to my mother, ‘I don’t want these children cooking for me.’ Let me tell you though, he was an extraordinary cook. This was a Renaissance man. If he had been born today, God knows what he could have done.”

With the aroma of chicken and potatoes filling the air, the three daughters told about their school days and reported on projects, while they ate with proper “young lady” manners. They also heard and engaged in active political talk. Current affairs—often racial—were thoroughly dissected.

“My parents were always politically conscious and we had a very intellectually alive household. My father was a dyed-in-the-wool New Deal Democrat.” Vela, modeling independence to her daughters, “voted on occasion both Socialist and Republican in protest against the Democrats’ racial policies.”

Food was not overabundant, so the resourceful oldest child figured out early how to get an extra piece of chicken. Since no one liked the neck, she chortles, “I always asked for it, and got it. Just wasn’t a lot of meat.”

While Portia and Nellie shared a bedroom, Eleanor had her own small room at the front of the house. With the bed and wooden dresser taking up most of the space, Eleanor sat on the bed to do her homework, her thin legs dangling over the side as she sat reading, hour after hour, while her little sisters laughed and played in their room. Devouring fairy tales such as Hansel and Gretel and Rapunzel, her fertile imagination was nurtured by the rich fantasy world of myth and legend, existing adjacent to the harsher reality of the Negro history that also drew her passionate interest.

“My instincts were broader [than surrounding values]. I don’t know if it came from reading. A lot of who I am came from being a first child who learned to think by herself. I embraced the basic black middle-class values, but ultimately rejected the pomp and the imitation of white people. I can only say that I had an inquiring mind and wanted to get way beyond what I could see in my all-black community.

“Part of my individualism, my apartness, began very early in life.” Her skeptical approach formed before she was ten. “If you have a curious mind you may be disinclined to take things at face value.” As the first child, her responsibility implied thorough investigation: “You’d better know all you can about what lies where you cannot see.” Growing up with the mythology of racism around her, the gifted youngster quickly puzzled out the contradiction. Her own lived experience, with well educated parents and neighbors, was utterly at variance with the popular image of unkempt “darkies.” Thus she learned the necessity of scanning all popular wisdom, assessing it for a fit with the evidence. And she trusted her own eyes first.

At the same time, “I never wanted to be rejected or alone. I always wanted to be part, if not leader, of what was happening.” Simultaneously independent and enmeshed, outside home Eleanor formed a close unit with Portia and Nellie. “No one could say anything about my sisters. Don’t talk to me about my sisters.” Yet, just as she maintained a zone of privacy with other girls, Eleanor didn’t disclose feelings to her sisters, who confided in each other, giggled and “hang on the phone with each other to this day.” Eleanor kept doubts deep inside, especially as she grew older and entrusted less of her thoughts to her one confidante, Grandmother Nellie. “You could tell her things. I didn’t know where babies came from. She said, ‘Babies come in the same way they come out.’ It was a startling revelation. Yet somehow immediately comprehensible.”

But “part of being the oldest child is you don’t go around saying, ‘Here are my problems.’” And sharing gushy secrets was hardly suitable for a girl trained by her mother’s example to maintain the dignified privacy of her emotions. Nor was it appropriate for a young achiever. Those aspects of her interior life at variance with her public self—her worries, her sorrows—were not on display. “I was a religious child. I would resolve problems, mostly having to do with school, by praying over them and thinking about them.”

At home as at school, Eleanor was clear about her rights. The three girls shared one bicycle. When it was Eleanor’s turn to ride, if she was inside reading, she still made her younger sisters wait to use it until she finished what she was doing.

“These are the rules,” she’d proclaim. “You have to leave the bicycle alone during my time, until your turn.” Her sisters argued furiously that they should split up her time. But in the end, the bicycle sat idle while the clock ticked off their big sister’s turn.

 

By the late 1940s, Vela Holmes, like thousands of others, paid $1 annual dues to the NAACP for its “Struggle for Full Emancipation for the American Negro.” Legal victories overwhelmed losses. In 1948 the Supreme Court found restrictive housing clauses unconstitutional. Yet real estate agents still showed buyers only “their kind” of neighborhood; banks didn’t lend outside racially coded areas. In fact, Washington grew even more segregated. Until the black middle class started to press its new legal advantage, it essentially had to remain where it was, squeezed into narrow corridors like the Northwest area centered around Howard, Miner Teachers College, and, for Eleanor, Monroe and then Banneker Junior High. But dreams were kindled. Coleman, who always had an old car, took his family for Sunday drives through beautiful white neighborhoods and declared that someday they would have a house amongst these fine old trees and large lawns.

The push increased in every sphere.

“You couldn’t go into theaters or restaurants outside of U Street, the center of black downtown. There were whole parts of Washington I’d never been inside, like the Capitol, until I came back at age forty to chair the EEOC…that’s how much of a colony D.C. was.

“All Congress meant to me was [Mississippi Senator] Bilbo on the floor using the word ‘nigger.’…There wasn’t any Congress for me. There was no mayor, no city council, there certainly wasn’t a member of Congress. I didn’t have any sense of the Congress except as another discriminatory body; every committee was controlled by Southern Democrats. They were sent because of their racism, since blacks couldn’t vote. As long as you talked your anti-Negro talk, you were going to be there for life. They were sent back until they gained seniority, whereas Northerners, every once in a while, got thrown out.”

Eleanor may not have known about Congress but she was well aware of Mrs. Mary Church Terrell. The tall, regal woman “is who I think of as a Washingtonian. Mary Church Terrell was at once an aristocratic and militant woman, the kind of role model I had for what the civil rights movement should be about. I wanted to enlist in any movement a woman like that was running!”

When Eleanor entered Banneker Junior High in 1949, Terrell was about to make headlines. The eminent educator and rights leader would try, with three others, to eat at Thompson’s Restaurant, a cafeteria near the White House. Howard students, including Pauli Murray, had unsuccessfully satin there six years earlier.

“We don’t serve colored,” the manager said once again.

Terrell sued, using the District’s 1872 and 1873 open-accommodation laws. For three years a Coordinating Committee for Enforcement of the D.C. Anti-Discrimination Laws sent test-eaters to restaurants. Many opened. When Kresge’s didn’t, Mrs. Terrell put on her ankle-length fur coat, wrapped her head in a scarf and, cane in one hand, sign in the other, led the first picket line in a snowstorm. In eight weeks, Kresge’s capitulated. Then, remembers Eleanor, “Terrell put a picket line around Hecht’s department store on 7th Street, because you could go in there, use your charge-a-plate, but couldn’t go to the bathroom. That was a consciousness-raising moment for me as a child.” At Hecht’s, musician Josephine Baker dropped by the picket line. Soon the cafeteria opened up, though without stools, forcing people to eat standing.

Eventually, Thompson’s also folded. On June 8, 1953, Chief Supreme Court Justice William Douglas, in a unanimous ruling, affirmed the District’s old nondiscrimination laws. When Mrs. Terrell returned to Thompson’s, the manager personally carried her tray to the table.

*  *  *

But schools remained segregated. At Banneker Junior High, another prestigious colored school, Eleanor was in the top track with children of doctors and lawyers. The demands were fierce. In this high-pressure environment, Eleanor, while often strained, did what she was used to doing. Her first semester grades—seven As and one B—led the class; her ability to jump out in front of a crowd got her elected president of her class and the Honors Club.

“I have made the decision to become a journalist,” she wrote in a school paper, “though knowing that Negroes have not gone in for ‘big writing’ as yet. That is, writing famous books, working for big newspapers, and play and poem writing is something the Negro has not done on a large scale. This is mainly, I think, because we have not had the opportunity to investigate this profession…However, now that we are getting more advantages every day more of us will go into the fields that prohibited us.

“I tried reading when I was four years of age and by the time I was five, it really interested me. To be another Dickens, Longfellow or Alcott is the ambition of every journalist or journalist-to-be. So is it my ambition,” she wrote at twelve.

Reflecting the lack of black authors introduced at school, Eleanor didn’t mention a desire to be another Richard Wright, though Native Son was published ten years earlier and Zora Neal Hurston’s novel Their Eyes Were Watching God, about a woman’s quest, was available.

Eleanor’s narrow choice of literary role models was not surprising, for while she sang “Lift Every Voice,” had black dolls and studied black heroes, black Washington surrounded its young with white literature, and society bombarded them with white images. Her birthday and Christmas cards depicted white, apple-cheeked girls, mostly blond. School scrapbooks and magazine cutouts all featured whites. The very covers of the scrapbooks came with pictures of teens, pink and smiling, pasting items into their scrapbooks. Sketches and models in the newspapers of her colored schools depicted only whites, as did every text she used.

“This was pre–Black Studies!” Eleanor says heatedly. “Nobody read anything but the classics. My dolls were all black because by that time there was a black doll industry. But there was no black ad industry, nobody had us read black literature. There were very few blacks who had been able to be published…in the fifties Wright was still a struggling author. Then, it was not exactly what you would expose junior high school students to. There was no breakthrough of that kind until the late sixties.

“Where there was black availability blacks embraced it. Ebony magazine, the Afro newspaper, black dolls. I’m running out of places that you could buy black things when I name those three.”

But if her literary models were monochromatic, her political heroines were diverse: citing Mary Church Terrell as the woman she most admired, she pasted Eleanor Roosevelt’s “My Day” columns in her scrapbook. At thirteen she already straddled worlds, retaining her deepest roots in one while getting ready to navigate another.

In the summer of 1950, between seventh and eighth grades, Eleanor attended an almost entirely white girls’ camp. Coleman arranged for a friend to meet the gangly thirteen-year-old in New York City, seeing her onto the bus with her suitcase, headed for Fern Rock, a YWCA camp in Bear Mountain, New York.

“I was surprised, because I was desperate to go to this camp. And right away I was very, very homesick.” Eleanor was racially self-conscious, as she confided in a letter to a cousin. But the two weeks were extraordinary.

“Made my first white friend, first white child I ever knew, quickly became my best friend at camp. Loved her. We hit it off immediately.” For years she would correspond with Lee, from Three Bridges, New Jersey. Eleanor remembers her with a smile fifty years later. “Such a fast friend.”

Utilizing a trait that would become lifelong, Eleanor overrode her intense longing for home with action. She organized a fashion show and produced a variety program, including a skit she wrote herself. The sketch, starring “Good Campers” and “Bad Campers,” had a moral: cooperate with counselors, walk quietly and promptly, and pass food at meals correctly. “Lazy girls” lounged in the morning, acted rowdy and slid food along the dining table.
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