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In memory of my father

Bronson Cooper Jacoway

Who always encouraged me to see the other fellow’s point of view






When the LORD thy God shall bring thee into the land whither thou goest to possess it, and hath cast out many nations before thee,…And when the LORD thy God shall deliver them before thee; thou shalt smite them, and utterly destroy them; thou shalt make no covenant with them, nor shew mercy unto them. Neither shalt thou make marriages with them; thy daughter thou shalt not give unto his son, nor his daughter shalt thou take unto thy son. For they will turn away thy son from following me, that they may serve other gods….

—DEUTERONOMY 7:1-4

Do not weep. Do not gnash your teeth. Understand.

—SPINOZA






PREFACE



AS A CHILD OF THIRTEEN GROWING UP IN LITTLE ROCK, I LIVEDthrough the 1957 desegregation crisis with my eyes closed. My “Uncle Virgil”Blossom was superintendent of schools, but I was more interested in the fact that my cousin was a cheerleader and “popular” than that her father was instituting a dramatic social revolution in my city. I knew of course that Orval Faubus was governor of my state, but I was more impressed by the fact that my older brother made fun of Farrell Faubus’s socially unacceptable, “country” white socks and blue jeans than that the governor was resisting integration. “Brooks” was my father’s old family friend Representative Brooks Hays, whom my congressman-grandfather had mentored in Washington, but no mention was ever made around our dinner table that Dad’s friend was somehow involved in resolving one of the great crises of our time. “Amis” was one of several men to whom my father delivered presents on Christmas afternoon while the Jacoway kids rode in the backseat, at least until Amis Guthridge became the attorney for the Capital Citizens’ Council, an ardent segregationist group. I never noticed that the Christmas deliveries had ceased. “Uncle Dick” was Richard C. Butler, the lawyer who argued the key Little Rock case before the United States Supreme Court, and who had served as best man in my parents’ wedding, but no one mentioned his role in the crisis in my presence.

It did not occur to me that I was being shielded purposely from affairs beyond my limited little world, although my father did explain often that girls should not think about “unhappy things.”The carefully cultivated product of a patriarchal culture, I floated blithely through those days believing that if anything ever went wrong in my world, the men would fix it. A rigorously and self-consciously “good” little girl, I had always worked hard to fulfill my parents’ expectations of me, which included being proper, pretty, and popular, in that order. It did not occur to me until many years later that I had been sealed in an airtight box because female questioning could somehow threaten the established order in worlds beyond my own.

Little Rock’s high schools were closed in 1958–59, the year I was in ninth grade, and in tenth grade I attended a private, Catholic girls school, just in case the public schools failed to reopen. No one talked about the complicated, confusing legal and social problems that swirled around far above our heads. By the time I made it to Hall High School, the men had, indeed, “fixed” the problem in Little Rock, assigning three lonely black girls to attend school with the children of the city’s elite. In a form of unintended cruelty that to this day hurts me to recall, my friends and I ignored those frightened young pioneers.

I started my undergraduate education at a lovely women’s college in Virginia, which was academically rigorous when it came to art history and classical Greece, but where I also encountered my first hard-edged racism in dormitory ditties and “funny”stories. The song I remember most vividly changed “We Shall Overcome”to “We Shall All Be Beige.”Transferring to the University of Arkansas after two years, I majored in sorority life and earned a teaching certificate.

In one of his greatest gifts to me, my Harvard Law–trained father insisted that I go to graduate school, although he envisioned for me a career in secondary teaching if I somehow failed to make a good match in the marriage market. I stumbled into a southern history seminar at the University of North Carolina, taught by a great historian, George Tindall, as a result of a last-minute opening in his class. For the first three weeks I perused the group skeptically, evaluating each class member on the basis of whether she or he would have been invited into one of the elite sororities or fraternities I had so cherished as an undergraduate. But as it began to dawn on me that these strange people were talking about things that mattered, and that they cared deeply about things I knew nothing about, I had a Damascus Road experience.

My intellectual awakening began with the realization that I had mindlessly participated in and benefited from a racist culture. From that point on, the earning of my Ph.D.—and the writing of this book—became a personal quest, aimed not so much toward a career in teaching as toward achieving an explanation of what had happened in Little Rock and why I had missed it. The deaths of some close family friends and relatives freed me to write this story without having to protect individuals whom I loved but who I came to realize had failed Little Rock and its children. Maturity at length emboldened me to say the things that need to be said despite the certainty of a hostile reception in some quarters.

The story of the Little Rock crisis has most often been told as a conflict between state and federal authority, a standoff in which an opportunistic governor defied federal attempts to impose a dreaded cultural change on his unwilling constituents. While power and politics—and high drama—are certainly parts of the story, my years of digging in ever-widening circles revealed that the foundations of the governor’s behavior were enormously complex, and that the subtext of the whole experience was the most important layer. That bedrock was a white fear of miscegenation, or more specifically, allowing black men to have access to white women. In the mannerly, distinctly southern environment of Little Rock, such sexual concerns rarely rise to the level of verbal discourse, and almost never in the company of women, then or now. But with the blinders of traditional racial and gender expectations removed, I began to see patterns in the Little Rock crisis that at last brought home to me some crucial, neglected dimensions of that experience. I offer these now as tools for reassessing the meaning and significance of that landmark episode in American history.

The white fear of what the segregationists called “race-mixing” neither started nor ended in Little Rock. A burgeoning historical literature has noted the operation of this fear in every era and in every section of the country, demonstrating that it is a fundamental animator of American racism, and suggesting, therefore, why it has been impervious to change. Cold War imperatives may have necessitated modifications of American law, putting an end to the formal practice of segregation, but even the heroic sacrifices of civil rights activists and such belated federal initiatives as the Civil Rights and Voting Rights acts failed to change the hearts and minds of white Americans who feared the defilement of their culture. That fear drove legions of whites into the suburbs. Worse, after fifty years of attempting integration, America has resegregated. This countrywide, across-the-board reality reflects much deeper and more pernicious problems than manipulation by greedy or class-conscious elites.

Elizabeth Eckford, the young black warrior whose troubling photograph at Central High School flashed around the globe and became an icon of the Civil Rights Movement, commented at a conference recently that “we cannot have any real healing in this country until we face the truth about our past.” That truth involves not only our actions but also our attitudes; until we name the disease we cannot hope to find a cure. Only a candid examination of our past can open the way toward reconciliation and a new beginning. In that spirit I offer this work, which is sure to be painful to all who read it. My hope is that out of that pain may be born a new clarity about where we have been and where at last we can begin, together, to go.
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Introduction

Miscegenation and


The Beast




FIFTEEN-YEAR-OLD ELIZABETH ECKFORD WANTED TO BE A LAWYER.Thurgood Marshall was her hero, and although she had never dared to hope she might one day meet the man who had argued and won Brown v. Board of Education before the United States Supreme Court, the African-American youngster dreamed of doing the same kinds of daring things for her people. When, however, her principal at all-black Horace Mann High School asked in the spring of 1957 who wanted to help pioneer desegregation at Little Rock Central High School in the fall, shy, serious Elizabeth did not raise her hand. Explaining her hesitation several years later, she recalled that she had thought she could not reach such an important decision without a lot of careful deliberation.1

As a consequence, Elizabeth was not included among the sixteen students Superintendent Virgil Blossom had selected to initiate desegregation in September. She knew she wanted to go to college, however, and she knew that Central High School offered courses she would not be able to take if she stayed at Horace Mann. After thinking about it all summer, Elizabeth finally told her mother in August she wanted to go to Central High. Birdie Eckford hoped her quiet, studious daughter would change her mind.2

In her own childhood Birdie Eckford had witnessed in her hometown the death of a black man at the hands of a white mob that was similar to a gruesome 1927 lynching on the streets of Little Rock. She had felt the same wave of panic wash over the black community, much as it had in Little Rock when a black man captured after the rape and murder of a young white girl had been hanged, riddled with over two hundred bullets, dragged by the head for blocks behind an automobile, and then thrown on the trolley tracks at the intersection of Ninth and Broadway in the heart of the black business district and set ablaze.3

Along with other members of Little Rock’s African American community, Birdie Eckford had absorbed from such experiences the lessons of growing up black in the South, and she feared the white beast that could rise up at any moment and strike her people. Her husband, Oscar, had learned in his Little Rock childhood that any time a white woman came toward him on the street he should cross to the other side, just to remove all possibility of her sensing anything untoward in his glance or manner. For their own survival, southern blacks had to understand and explain to their children, especially their sons, the chemistry that could unharness the beast.4

Elizabeth Eckford had learned from her parents, and from the grandfather who doted on her, the demands and the function of hard work. Her father later told a visiting reporter that he was the only man in Little Rock who worked nine days a week: seven nights at the Little Rock railroad station, and two days cleaning the home of a white Arkansas National Guard colonel. Birdie taught laundry skills at the Arkansas School for the Blind and Deaf Negro, where she had a son enrolled, and she also took correspondence courses in psychology and English literature. Grandfather Oscar owned a grocery store and worked long hours; he catered to an integrated clientele, and Elizabeth had noted he was as forthright and dignified with his white patrons as with his black ones. Of all his grandchildren Oscar Eckford Sr. had a special bond with tiny Elizabeth, apparently seeing in her some of the spunk he valued in himself. As Elizabeth’s father explained, “Maybe Papa felt that he and I didn’t do nothing, so maybe Elizabeth would.”5

Elizabeth persevered in badgering her reluctant mother, and finally Birdie agreed to take her second daughter for an interview with Superintendent Virgil Blossom. Elizabeth had all A’s and B’s and her school record was a model of citizenship. After keeping Elizabeth and her mother waiting for a very long time, Dr. Blossom tried to discourage the youngster, as he had all the other applicants, by explaining she would not be allowed to participate in any extracurricular activities. The determined fifteen-year-old quietly held her own against the imposing former football coach, however, and Blossom added Elizabeth Eckford to the list of students already slated to enter Central High School the next week. As a consequence of her late decision, Elizabeth missed the preparation some of the other students had been receiving at the home of Daisy Bates, state president of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People.6



ELIZABETH HAD PAID attention throughout the summer as an increasingly vocal group of white people, the Capital Citizens’ Council, had mounted a propaganda campaign against the planned desegregation of Central High School. She had been confident, however, that school authorities and the local police would maintain order at the high school, and she felt nervously excited rather than fearful as the opening of the fall term approached. In preparation for that day, in her small, crowded household, she laid out on the living room floor the fabric and pattern for a new dress, a beautiful white shirtwaist with a deep gingham hem, to wear on the first day of school. Her sewing occupied her thoughts in the last few days. Even as Governor Orval Faubus surrounded her new high school with armed National Guardsmen on the night of September 2, Elizabeth fretted over her new white buck loafers and bobby socks, making sure that everything was ready for this exciting new chapter in her life.

Birdie Eckford was terrified by the Arkansas governor’s actions. She thought she heard him say on television that if the black children insisted on pressing their right to attend Central High School at that time, “blood will run in the streets” of Little Rock. The next day the black children stayed home while the Little Rock School Board went into federal court to ask for a temporary delay of its integration plan. Federal Judge Ronald Davies, visiting from North Dakota to clear up a backlog of cases, noted the governor had said his Guardsmen would function neither as integrationists nor segregationists but only to preserve the peace. He ordered the School Board to proceed immediately with its federally mandated plan. The children and their parents had met that same afternoon with Superintendent Blossom, and when they got home Birdie Eckford insisted the family pray together. After dinner Birdie instructed Elizabeth to read Psalms 27 and 4.7

Filled with excitement and a growing apprehension, Elizabeth tossed and turned all night, finally rising early on the morning of September 4 to iron her new dress one last time. When her little brother turned on the television and the announcer blared that a crowd was already forming in front of Central High School, Birdie shouted from the kitchen “Turn that TV off!” Oscar Eckford paced back and forth through the house chewing on his pipe and carrying a cigar, both unlit, and Elizabeth would have laughed if she had not been so nervous. After reading Psalm 27 one last time, the plucky teen told her parents not to worry and boarded the city bus, alone, for the short ride to Central High School.8

Elizabeth did not know that late the night before, Daisy Bates had arranged for the black children to assemble at her home in order to drive them as a group to meet with city policemen two blocks from the school. From that point, a group of black and white ministers planned to escort the children to the school grounds and to offer themselves as a moral shield of protection in the event a hostile crowd assembled outside the school. Working into the early morning hours to call all of the parents, an exhausted Bates realized at length the Eckfords did not have a telephone. She fell into bed making a mental note to find Elizabeth in the morning. The next morning, Bates forgot about Elizabeth in the crush of activity at her home. Meanwhile, Governor Faubus was changing his orders to the National Guard, instructing them not simply to “keep the peace” as he had the day before, but to bar the black children from the campus of Central High School.9



WHEN THE BUS deposited her at the corner of Twelfth and Park Streets Elizabeth could see the large crowd that had formed in front of the massive buff brick school. As she approached the corner of Fourteenth and Park, she felt comforted by the presence of the National Guardsmen ringing the school, and she headed for the sidewalk behind the line of soldiers so they would be between her and the noisy protesters. Elizabeth neared the soldiers and was relieved to see a white girl pass between them. One of the Guardsmen, however, motioned for her to cross to the other side of the street, suggesting she should approach the decidedly unfriendly throng of about two hundred whites.10

Obedient as always, Elizabeth did as she was told, and the whites initially drew back to let her pass. When, however, she heard one man say “Here she comes, now get ready!” she felt the first real fear surge through her. She moved to the middle of the street, walking with the soldiers on her right and the large band of increasingly hostile whites on her left.11

Elizabeth saw some white students pass through the line of soldiers about halfway down the two-block campus, and she headed for that spot. Whites were crowding close behind her saying such things as “Go back where you came from! Go home before you get hurt, nigger. Why don’t you go back to the goddamn jungle!”As she told a local white minister several days later, she began to grow fearful, but the proud and dignified young girl also worried she would “bust out crying and I didn’t want to in front of all that crowd.”12

When the frightened child finally arrived at the midpoint of the campus and tried to pass between two soldiers, they raised their guns and barred her entry. Her knees now shaking, Elizabeth turned to face the mob, hoping to find a friendly or compassionate soul. One grey-haired woman seemed to have a kindly manner, but when the black girl looked at her beseechingly, the woman spat in her face.13

With dignity and composure, Elizabeth turned and walked briskly toward the Sixteenth Street bus stop. As she traveled that nightmarishly long block, an aroused mob trailed closely behind her hurling threats and epithets. “Lynch her!” was the one she remembered. At some point during the seemingly endless journey, a young photographer for the Arkansas Democrat snapped a haunting picture that soon traveled around the globe, later becoming an icon of the Civil Rights Movement. That picture of a stoic Elizabeth Eckford absorbing an outpouring of white rage suggested the depth of black courage, endurance, and hope.14

Elizabeth made her way to the bus stop at Sixteenth and Park and considered sitting on the bench. With the mob at her heels, however, she decided to cross over to Ponder’s Drug Store and use their telephone to call a taxi. As the terrified child approached the store, someone inside locked the door. Elizabeth went back to the bench and sat down, while people around her shouted “Lynch her!” and “Nigger bitch!” A black man she had never met materialized beside her—it was L. C. Bates. He pulled back his coat to show he had a gun in his belt and invited her to leave the scene with him. Elizabeth knew her strict mother would never approve her leaving with a strange man, and she declined.15

Handsome Terrence Roberts sat down beside her, another one of the black students Virgil Blossom had selected who had also been turned away, and he suggested they walk home together. Elizabeth knew he lived closer to the school than she did, and she feared what any whites who chose to trail along behind them might do to her once Terrence went into his own home. She decided to wait for a bus.16

As Elizabeth began to cry, New York Times education editor Benjamin Fine sat beside her on the bench and laid down his notepad, abandoning his role as a journalist. Putting an arm around her he lifted her chin and said, “Don’t let them see you cry.”It helped the frightened child regain her composure. Now the mob descended on the Jewish New Yorker, shifting easily from racism to anti-Semitism, and threatened the small, appalled newsman that if he did not stop interfering they would castrate him. Elizabeth sat frozen, raging in her mind against Virgil Blossom, Daisy Bates, and the other white newsmen and photographers who were doing nothing to help her. When word went through the crowd that more black children were trying to enter the school, most of the newsmen abandoned Elizabeth to her tormentors and dashed the length of the campus to cover the new action.17

While the minutes ticked away, Elizabeth’s pulse began to return to normal as the milling crowd lost interest in her and shifted its attention to events at the other end of the long block. Suddenly a white woman appeared and began to berate the crowd for its mistreatment of Elizabeth. “She’s scared,” Grace Lorch challenged the mob. “She’s just a little girl….Six months from now you’ll be ashamed at what you’re doing.” Cries of “Nigger-lover!” flew up on all sides. Mrs. Lorch, the wife of a mathematics professor at the local black college, Philander Smith College, was also a member of the Communist Party. Elizabeth did not know this, of course, but she thought in terror that the woman was trying to incite a riot. Finally a city bus arrived and Elizabeth rose to board it, as did Mrs. Lorch.18

A few young toughs stood in front of the bus and said to the older woman, “You nigger lover, you are not going to get on this bus.” Mrs. Lorch raised her hands and said, “I am just aching to punch someone in the nose. This is what I have been wanting to do, just waiting for. You stand there and you will get your nose punched in.” The bullies backed down and faded away. Glad as she was to escape the situation, Elizabeth believed Mrs. Lorch demonstrated a lack of sincere concern for her when the older woman got off the bus a few blocks later without seeing the frightened teenager safely to her destination.19

Elizabeth rode the bus to her mother’s school. When she arrived at the laundry area where Birdie worked she found her mother standing by the window with head bowed, terrified after hearing accounts on the radio of her daughter’s ordeal. Elizabeth collapsed into her mother’s arms and wept. As Mrs. Eckford recalled, “I went with her to the rest room, and she braced up and came on home alone.” The two women then did what their survival under segregated oppression had taught them to do: they squared their shoulders, and they raised their chins.20



NATIONAL COUNCIL OF Churches representative Will Campbell, who was in town as an observer, had volunteered to join Ministerial Alliance President Dunbar Ogden in escorting the black children to Central High when Ogden was unable to secure such a commitment from any other white minister in Little Rock. Forty years later Campbell looked at the pictures of that day and said, “‘Where,’ the photographs cry out, ‘are the white Christians in this scene?’” In the same volume of images Hazel Bryan, the young white girl who shouted “Nigger!”at Elizabeth Eckford in Will Counts’s haunting picture, described herself as having been “very religious”at the point in her life when she hurled such slurs. Hazel Bryan’s story complicates the standard narrative seemingly depicted in Counts’s iconic photograph.21

Hazel had grown up in the country close to Pine Bluff, one of the centers of black population and white racism in Arkansas. She had had affectionate relationships with several older black women in her poor, rural community. As a child she was never encouraged explicitly to hate blacks, but as she recalled years later, “…you just somehow knew from the expression or the tone of ‘nigger.’” According to Hazel, both of her parents were “very racially prejudiced,” as were literally all of the whites of their acquaintance. A member of the Church of Christ, which was among the most rigid practitioners of Christian fundamentalism, she never heard directly from the pulpit that the races should be kept separate, but in thinking back to those days, she remembered “…you always got the idea that you weren’t supposed to marry, intermarry….”22

Hazel’s family had moved to Little Rock when she was nine so her mother could take a job at the Westinghouse lightbulb factory. Her father was a disabled veteran who stayed at home and drove the children to school. Hazel had spent the summer of 1957 dancing to rock ’n’ roll music in the numerous lakeside pavilions around Little Rock, and especially on the popular afternoon television program Steve’s Show, where she had gotten to be friends with the other white girl in Will Counts’s picture, Sammie Dean Parker. Parker later became one of the ringleaders of the segregationist students inside Central High School, while Hazel’s parents withdrew her from Central and sent her to one of the county high schools, mainly for what they perceived to be her “protection.” Hazel’s addiction to rock ’n’ roll and her swooning over the highly sexualized, black-influenced sounds and gyrations of Elvis Presley caused her parents to fear, as did so many other white parents across the nation, that traditional cultural norms were giving way to something base and sinister.23

Hazel’s father took her to school on September 4, as did Sammie Dean’s father, and they met in the carnival atmosphere of the crowd outside the school. Boys waved Confederate flags, a man played “Dixie”on his coronet, and a minister with a bullhorn bellowed at the crowd, “They don’t want in your school, they want in your bedroom!”24

Suddenly Elizabeth Eckford appeared in Hazel and Sammie Dean’s line of vision, coming toward them with a crowd at her heels. As she passed, they fell in behind her followed by Sammie Dean’s father, the menacing-looking man in Counts’s photograph. The two girls, both show-offs with an unexpected audience of photographers, and getting swept up into the spirit of the moment, joined the heckling. Hazel had no awareness of the issues involved, and as a typical 1950s teenage girl, she had no interest in the larger world of politics and social concerns. She recalled years later that Mr. Parker was angry with his daughter for placing herself in such a dangerous situation. Instead of heckling Elizabeth Eckford, as countless viewers of the photograph have assumed over the years, he was ordering Sammie Dean off the street.25

Hazel knew immediately she had made a mistake, and as the Civil Rights Movement unfolded and she understood increasingly the depth of her error, she called Elizabeth and apologized in 1962. She kept quiet about her role in the affair for the next thirty-five years, until the fortieth anniversary of the Little Rock crisis in 1997, when she attempted to do penance for her behavior by confessing it publicly and apologizing again to Elizabeth. By that time she had experienced dramatic growth in her religious and racial views. She had left the church and worked for a number of social betterment causes in Little Rock, especially in programs to help black children learn to read. Hazel’s story reveals unexamined dimensions of the struggle for desegregation in Little Rock, and elsewhere. Her experience adds depth and texture to Will Campbell’s oversimplified question concerning the apparent contradiction between Christianity’s central command to “love thy neighbor” and the segregationists’ hate-filled treatment of the black people in their midst.26

The sources of white hatred and rage toward African-Americans were as old as relationships between the two races on the American continent. White racism stemmed primarily from the fear in white minds of pollution, of racemixing, of miscegenation, of “mongrelization.” It stemmed from a fear of the loss of racial purity, the loss of control of white women, the loss of potency, both social and physical. It stemmed from a fear of black sexual exuberance and capacity. That fear was at the heart of white America’s perception of black character and personality. Once aroused, it often became the operant element in unleashing primitive, irrational behavior. Elizabeth Eckford did not know, when she alighted from her bus at Twelfth and Park, that she was walking into the jaws of the beast.27









Chapter One

Defining the Debate



Harry Ashmore


THE “CITY OF ROSES” WAS BEGINNING TO BLOOM. JUNE IN ARKANSAS has always been delightful, and in the early summer of 1957 it was especially so. Temperatures in Little Rock hovered around 75 degrees through clear and balmy days, children played in backyards and collected lightning bugs in mason jars at dusk, and the gifted young editor of the Arkansas Gazette spent long, pleasant afternoons in his downtown office crafting the final phrases of the book about southern life he had been preparing himself for twenty years to write.

Harry Ashmore had come to Little Rock ten years before at the age of thirty-one to direct the editorial page of Arkansas’s leading newspaper. In that postwar decade he had seen the city take on new business vigor under the blandishments of returned World War II veterans such as himself. He had also participated in the realignment of Arkansas politics under the liberal leadership of another young veteran, his friend and ally in numerous causes, former Governor Sid McMath.

By the summer of 1957 the city fathers of Little Rock had reason to believe they were on the threshold of a promising new era in Arkansas’s history and development. Following the leadership of a group of young veterans who had broadened their vision in their sojourns out into the world beyond the South, the Little Rock Chamber of Commerce had overseen the development of an industrial district and had participated in attracting an Air Force base to the metropolitan area. In the summer of 1955 the Little Rock School Board had announced its plans for voluntary desegregation of the city’s public schools. The following year the city’s business leadership had succeeded in changing their community from a mayoral to a city manager form of government, a “reform” that aimed to make the city more responsive to the needs and desires of the business community.1

In the winter 1957 session of the state legislature, the reform-minded young governor, Orval Faubus, had pushed through a dramatic increase in the state’s sales tax that promised to make possible some desperately needed improvements in education and other state services in Arkansas. By all accounts Little Rock enjoyed an earned reputation as one of the most progressive cities in the South with regard to race relations, and visitors from other regions and countries frequently responded with genuine surprise to its beauty, graciousness, and sophistication. In short, all of the elements seemed to be in place for Little Rock’s long-delayed entry into the mainstream of American life.2



IN THIS UPBEAT environment, Harry Ashmore thought he could see the coming together of several themes, or “great impersonal forces,”he had first detected at work in the South Carolina of his youth. He believed he was witnessing the end of an era in the South, and as the pleasant days of an Arkansas June began to wilt into the steam and sweat of midsummer, the celebrated young editor put the finishing touches on an elegant and hopeful study that he titled An Epitaph for Dixie.3

In this slim volume Ashmore prophesied a new order for the South, one he believed was the inevitable result of the passing of the Old South’s “peculiar institutions”of the agrarian economy, one-party politics, and legal segregation, all three of which were tied to the white man’s determination to control the position of the Negro in southern society. In the face of the dramatic population shifts of black Americans from the southern countryside to the cities, especially the northern cities, and as a result of the Brown decisions outlawing segregation in the public schools, Ashmore argued that white southerners would follow their own economic self-interest into a new ordering of race relations. In particular, the New South’s businessmen, “the bustling gentlemen at the local Chambers of Commerce or the state Industrial Development Commissions,” would lead the way into a more democratic and rational future, and they would bring their communities and their region along with them. At last, thought Ashmore, the white people of the South could affirm of their own accord the reality of the accommodation the nation had reached at Appomattox almost a hundred years before. However haltingly such an effort might proceed, the young writer predicted the people of his native region would head in that direction, and the road they would take “leads inevitably to reunion.”4

Harry Scott Ashmore had spent his formative years in the South Carolina piedmont, or the “upcountry.” A member of an extended kin network of respectable farmers, merchants, and politicians, he found abundant opportunities from an early age to develop his twin passions of reading and studying politics. In the stratified society of white South Carolina he developed a fascination with the concept of aristocracy, and perhaps a sense of injustice that his family could not lay claim to the grand traditions of elegance and preference that accrued to their low-country neighbors. An able student, he was undoubtedly chagrined by his father’s bankruptcy during his high school years, a circumstance that sent him into his first journalistic employment as a newspaper boy. He attended Clemson because as a state-supported institution it had no tuition fees, and he joined the Reserve Officer Training Corps because it paid a small stipend to “a chronically broke student.”5

Upon completing college in 1937, Ashmore returned home to work as a cub reporter for the Greenville Piedmont, eventually transferring to the Greenville News and assuming the courthouse beat in the state capital of Columbia. Here he cut his journalistic teeth on the Byzantine intricacies of southern life and politics that compelled and fascinated him until he thought he had captured them in his second book, An Epitaph for Dixie.6

In 1941 the young reporter applied for and was awarded a Nieman Fellowship to study for a year at Harvard. After a semester of reveling in the study of history (and especially southern history) under a variety of challenging professors, the former R.O.T.C. student found himself called to active duty in the Army as a result of the bombing of Pearl Harbor. Ashmore served with distinction on the front lines in France as an officer with the 95th Infantry, and after the victory in Europe he assumed a post at the Pentagon until the war’s end. Always a voracious reader, he devoured Gunnar Myrdal’s newly-released An American Dilemma while still in the Army, and when he returned to the South in 1945 his eyes had been opened by all these experiences to the tragedies of the southern past and the possibilities for its future. He came home with a determination to be a part of shaping that future.7

Ashmore knew he would have greater opportunities to be heard and understood as a journalist outside the South, but he had already decided to pursue his career within the region. In response to an offer to assume Wilbur J. Cash’s old position as editorial page editor of the Charlotte News, Ashmore had written from Europe in 1944, “I’ve come to believe that the important things, the essential freedoms, the democratic processes, are luxuries, not inalienable rights, and the price we must pay for them is high. Sometimes we fight to preserve them with guns, sometimes with typewriters, but always we must stand ready to fight.”8

Ashmore understood that the nature of the postwar fight in the South would be a struggle for the long-denied civil rights of the region’s black population, but he was not yet committed to the goal of social equality. Like other southerners of his place and time he had grown up wearing blinders to the plight and condition of the blacks among whom he lived. In his youth, he wrote some years later, he believed “Negroes handled menial chores and performed personal services and were to be treated with tolerance and even affection, but were not exactly people. Negroes, I understood, were inextricably bound up in the Southern Way, but in that simple time they had not even risen to the status of a Problem.”9

By the time he returned from the war against Hitler’s armies, Ashmore saw things differently. Although he was still willing to take a gradualist approach to the solution of the South’s racial problems, the young editor was now clear-sighted about the need to prepare for the demands of the future. His next move took him into the very heart of the struggle to shape that world.10



MOVING TO LITTLE ROCK in 1948 to accept the position as editorial page editor and later executive editor of the Arkansas Gazette, Harry Ashmore found an ally and a lifelong friend in another recent addition to the top tier of the Gazette hierarchy, Hugh B. Patterson. Patterson had married owner and editor J. N. Heiskell’s daughter, Louise, in 1943, and had joined the newspaper’s staff on the business side after completing his military service in 1946.Although he was the boss’s son-in-law, from the beginning of his tenure Patterson insisted on playing an integral role in the life of his paper, and he proved to be much more than a figurehead when he assumed the business direction of the Gazette. Possessed of a merry disposition and an ability to tell a good story, Patterson complemented Ashmore’s forceful personality and mordant wit, and the two became constant companions. Significantly for the future of the paper, Patterson also functioned as a loyal advocate with Mr. Heiskell—one longtime staffer remembered that “Hugh ran interference for Harry”—in behalf of the advanced positions of the celebrated newcomer who now graced the editorial page of the Arkansas Gazette.11

One of Ashmore’s early challenges came in his first discussion with Heiskell of a specifically racial matter, when he addressed the Gazette’s customary practice of refusing to use courtesy titles such as Mr., Mrs., and Miss when referring to blacks. “It simply had not occurred to him,”Ashmore wrote years later, “that the conventional address he had used all his life was offensive, and no one had ever called the matter to his attention.” Ashmore suggested dropping Mr. for whites as well as blacks, and to use Miss and Mrs. for all women, largely to clarify their marital status in news stories. Heiskell listened carefully and then agreed, but not, thought Ashmore, “as a matter of correcting an injustice, but because he was a meticulous grammarian who could see that the style forced clumsy convolutions in the use of his beloved English language.”But the Gazette continued to separate its obituaries for whites and blacks, it did not carry pictures of black brides, and it identified Negroes as such in many news stories, including police news. Although Harry Ashmore was not yet an advocate of complete social equality, he must have chafed under these constraints.12



JUST A FEW WEEKS after Ashmore joined the Gazette in the fall of 1947, he found himself embroiled in “political combat, Arkansas style.” In an effort to secure the Democratic Party’s 1948 presidential nomination, Harry Truman had adopted the political strategy of wooing northern and black voters, and he had in 1946 appointed a special commission to study and make recommendations regarding minority civil rights. When the commission released its report in October 1947, titled To Secure These Rights, a firestorm of protest erupted across the southern states. The following spring Arkansas Governor Ben T. Laney, believing that the presidential commission’s recommendations represented a major threat to the South’s racial mores, assumed the chairmanship of a regionwide faction—soon to be called Dixiecrats—committed to opposing Truman’s nomination.13

As editor of Arkansas’s leading newspaper, Harry Ashmore soon charged into battle with the governor of his adopted state. In a radio debate with Governor Laney in May of 1948, Ashmore hammered away at his insistence on party loyalty, while Laney emphasized his opposition to the president’s endorsement of anti-lynching, anti–poll tax, anti-segregation, and Fair Employment Practices Commission legislation, calling all of it unconstitutional and even communistic. Ashmore was convinced that nefarious economic and political considerations lay behind the Dixiecrats’ use of the race issue, as they had in many other instances in the southern past.14

In the question-and-answer period after the radio debate with Laney, Ashmore deflected a question along the lines of “Would you want your sister to marry a Negro?”attempting to prevent the dialogue from descending into a discussion of the horrors of miscegenation. This line of argument seemed to him to be so irrational that he dismissed it as one of the “absurdities” he railed against all his life. He also thought it was an emotional smoke screen that southern whites used to cover their opposition to any alteration of the racial power relationships from which they had always benefited.15

Harry Ashmore believed the region’s rejection of the Dixiecrats indicated the South might be willing to accept a softened version of the Truman civil rights package. Senator J. William Fulbright and Congressman Brooks Hays were working feverishly on just such a proposal, soon to be known as “The Arkansas Plan.” Ashmore endorsed the Hays-Fulbright effort in an editorial titled “The Area of Compromise,” arguing that there was a difference between segregation and discrimination, and that southerners would accept proposals to modify some practices, such as the poll tax, that discriminated against blacks.16

But Ashmore also argued there were limits beyond which the South could not be expected to go, and that the region “for many years to come will continue to reject anti-segregation and fair employment laws.” Unfortunately, Senator Fulbright proved unwilling to press for the changes Ashmore was advocating. As one biographer noted, “Fulbright did not have the political courage to put his public stamp of approval on even as modest a plan as this [the Arkansas Plan].”17

As a result, mild-mannered and conciliatory Brooks Hays stood boldly alone in presenting his compromise package in a speech to the Congress on February 2, 1949. Exactly one year to the day after Harry Truman had proposed legislation drawn from To Secure These Rights, Hays pointed out that Congress had not approved any of the president’s major recommendations, and his compromise proposals eliminated all of the Truman recommendations that did not provide for voluntary, state-controlled mechanisms of enforcement. This toothless approach met with derision on the floor of the House of Representatives, and so Harry Ashmore and his allies went back to square one in their effort to avoid a southern split and keep the South in the embrace of the Democrats.18



THE NEXT SPRING, at Governor Sid McMath’s invitation, Harry Ashmore stepped up to the microphone at the Southern Governors’Conference to deliver what he hoped would be the fatal blow to the third-party threat. The Dixiecrat movement had been born at the 1948 Southern Governors’ Conference, and President Truman had gotten wind of the fact that many of the still-disaffected southern leaders intended to use the occasion of the 1951 conference to plot their strategy for the next election, hoping to prevent Truman’s renomination and eliminate civil rights from the 1952 Democratic platform. In a move to control the tone of the conference, Sid McMath invited Harry Ashmore and House Speaker Sam Rayburn, another Truman loyalist, to give the two key addresses.19

Rayburn’s speech emphasized party loyalty and raised a few Dixiecrat hackles. Ashmore’s speech addressed southern race relations directly, and it was met with stony silence. “We went through a tragic and divisive internal political struggle in 1948,” he reminded his audience, most of whom had been participants in that struggle. “The makings of another great political rebellion are here in this room, and again it is the peculiar institution of the one-party South—with its roots in the basic problem of race relations—that is its cause.” Finding his stride, he continued: “The practical problem before the South is to preserve social segregation while at the same time meeting the conditions of a Constitution and a national tradition which demand that full civil liberties and full equality of opportunity be extended to all citizens without discrimination….”20

Ashmore argued that in all activities supported by tax funds, “the Negro must either be treated without official prejudice or in absolute, incontrovertible fact be provided with separate but equal facilities.” When the South had done these things, the young editor suggested, “we may then insist that matters involving the private relationship between the two races are, and should be, beyond the reach of the law.” Attempting to allay his listeners’ fears about miscegenation, Ashmore added, “I happen to be one who believes that segregation in the relationships that are essentially private in character can endure in the South without violation of any of the real civil rights of members of either race.”21

Despite his attempts at diplomacy, Ashmore recalled years later that two of the southern governors, Jimmy Byrnes of South Carolina and Herman Talmadge of Georgia, walked out in the middle of his speech, and when he concluded his remarks only Theodore McKeldin, Republican governor of Maryland, applauded. In reaction to a question from the New York Times’ John Popham, Governor Byrnes could only sputter “Why, I believe I know that boy’s family!” The press contingent in the back of the room, however, who had turned out in full force expecting fireworks from the meeting, were elated. As John Popham wrote six days later, “I can’t begin to tell you…just how enthusiastic all the newspaper boys were in expressing in their little groups for several days the high regard they had for you and your speech….You were one hell of a hit with the gang, Harry, and that’s as much bouquet as I’m going to give you from now on.”22

Emboldened by the reactions of Popham and others, Ashmore actively sought a wider audience for his views. Less than a week after his speech he sent a copy to his friend Charles Morton, editor of the Atlantic Monthly. Ashmore responded enthusiastically to Harold Fleming’s invitation to publish the speech in the Southern Regional Council’s New South, and to Louis Lyons’s request to include it in Harvard’s Nieman Reports. Harry Ashmore had now tasted the heady wine of influencing national policy and had found it addictive. He would never retreat from the impulse to be involved in the shaping of national public affairs.23

One secret to Ashmore’s remarkable productivity seems to be his ability to write quickly. Louise Patterson was accustomed to watching her father “give birth” to his editorials, but she remembered that “Words just poured from Harry like liquid.”Journalist Roy Reed, who was a young Gazette reporter at the time, described Ashmore’s abilities with awe. “We used to see him come into the newsroom and just hang around, talking, gossiping, telling jokes,”Reed recalled, “and suddenly an editorial would come upon him…and he would commandeer some reporter’s typewriter and just sit down and bat it out right there. And of course, it would read just perfectly the next morning.”24

Some of this ability to write quickly came from the fact, as Reed described it years later, that Ashmore had “perfect pitch with the language.” Probably the greater part of Ashmore’s facility with writing stemmed from his great assurance, when he sat down to give voice to an idea, that he was right. Unburdened by self-doubt, and possessed of immense powers of persuasion, Ashmore was unaccustomed to finding himself challenged effectively.25

This gift carried with it an equal and troublesome sting: as charming and as forceful as he was universally acclaimed to be when speaking from the podium, in personal exchanges Ashmore was widely perceived in Arkansas to be intellectually arrogant and disdainful of points of view that differed from his own. A description he wrote of one of his reporters probably applied with equal force to himself: “he…has little tolerance for fools and he considers himself outnumbered.” This disdain was not reserved exclusively for Dixiecrat politicians or people he dismissed as “rednecks.” He was especially impatient with the country club set, whom he called the “establishment,” perhaps because he believed he should be able to expect more enlightened views from them, perhaps because he felt himself to be a natural aristocrat and he mocked their pretensions, perhaps because he sensed that they looked down on him.26

Although his office correspondence shows a high level of professionalism in dealing with people who challenged his editorials, in his personal interactions with people who disagreed with him Ashmore’s haughtiness and dismissive tone prevented his having an effective voice within the social circles where community decisions were made. This was a real failing by his own standards, for as he wrote in the Introduction to his first book, one of his “cherished theories” was that “journalism should serve as a two-way bridge between the world of ideas and the world of men.”27

Harry Ashmore felt a passionate commitment to the Democratic Party, but he was always more of an elitist than a populist. As he told his friend and fellow journalist John Egerton toward the end of his life, “the only justification for democracy” is that it “puts a constraint on the elitists who are going to run the damn government anyway. But, as far as effecting a policy change, it won’t do that. It will probably go the other way. The best you can hope for is when they are quiescent, when they let a little progress happen, which is what happened in the South.”28



WITHIN HIS PROFESSION Ashmore had legions of admirers, and a stature and reputation that Little Rock citizens did not realize. His elegant and accessible writing style, his persuasiveness with pen or microphone, and his forthright stands on a variety of tough issues caused his journalistic peers to regard him as a leader. His gifted storytelling, unfailing mirth, and prodigious capacity for alcohol made him a valued companion, whether entertaining visiting journalists and singing hillbilly songs on his patio in Little Rock, or sitting around smoky hotel bars and swapping tales from the front at journalism conventions. His lifelong friend Bill Emerson described him this way: “Ashmore was a warrior. He would join in battle against the enemy with fierce glee. He laughed when he fought like the Celt that he was…If you search for Ashmore in the bosky dell—that is in the grove of academe—he might appear in the distance to be half scholar, half Dionysus, but on an editorial mission that would take no prisoners.”29

Ashmore prided himself on having helped turn the tide at the Southern Governors’ Conference at Hot Springs in 1951. At the Democratic National Convention in Chicago the next summer the southern states stayed within the fold of the Democratic Party, and even the inclusion of a strengthened civil rights plank in the platform did not occasion a fight on the convention floor. By this time Ashmore had become enamored of the sophisticated Adlai Stevenson, who was destined to become the Democratic nominee, and he worked behind the scenes to secure the vice presidential nomination for his friend Bill Fulbright, whom President Truman had recently branded “an overeducatedS.O.B.” Disappointed in this effort, he returned to Arkansas with a renewed commitment to the Democratic faith and ready to train the heavy artillery of the Arkansas Gazette’s editorial page on the Republican Party and its nominee, Dwight Eisenhower.30



THE 1952S PRIMARY season in Arkansas also brought with it the defeat of Ashmore’s friend Sid McMath, who was swept from the governorship by a combination of popular outrage over questionable dealings in his highway department, opposition from the mighty Arkansas Power & Light Company, and a revulsion against Truman. As an article in the Arkansas Democrat-Gazette explained years later, “Toward the end of McMath’s second term in office, the Highway Audit Commission concluded that there was an ‘apparent practice’ of requiring businessmen to contribute to a political fund under [Henry] Woods’ control to get state contracts.” An associate justice of the Arkansas Supreme Court wrote to Francis Cherry, the new governor, “One of the most tragic phases of the McMath fiasco was that he followed, blindly and eplicitly [sic], the Harry-Harry (Truman-Ashmore) philosophy of socialism….I predict that your worst headache will not be with the Legislature, as Mr. Ashmore assumes, but rather with the Gazette and its policy of higher taxes and more socialism.” The justice’s comments reflected a skepticism that was spreading throughout Arkansas about the reformist ideas of the liberal Mr. Ashmore.31

Early in 1952, the Ford Foundation–sponsored Fund for the Advancement of Education invited Ashmore to chair a project assessing the state of Negro education in the South, in preparation for the expected Supreme Court decision concerning segregation in public education. When the Ford Foundation’s director approached Ashmore about overseeing this effort, the young editor wondered why someone with academic credentials was not being given the job. As he soon learned, “no university administration was prepared to face the political heat an impartial appraisal of the disparities in the dual school system was bound to engender.” Although intrigued, his first concern was the risk to the Gazette his involvement in such a project would incur. In a meeting with Heiskell and Patterson in which he laid out the possibilities, his boss “said dryly that this was a financial matter and he would leave it to the publisher.” Hugh Patterson, who had become the second in command at the newspaper, replied immediately, “Of course it is. It would be an act of fiscal imprudence if we didn’t insist that Ashmore accept. When that Supreme Court decision comes down every newspaper in the South is going to have to deal with the consequences, and we’ll have the best-informed editor available—at Ford Foundation expense.”32

In theory the Ford Foundation project, which quickly came to be called the Ashmore Project, was to be strictly a fact-finding mission conducted by a team of forty sociologists, economists, educational experts, and legal scholars, with Ashmore compiling the results into an objective appraisal of the needs and deficiencies of black education. In fact, as Ashmore soon wrote to a confidant, the goal of the project was to find out “what happens in the South and everywhere else in the country for that matter if the Supreme Court knocks out segregation in the schools. Part of it is pure research; we hope to find out by examining existing sources what the problems really would be….”The other part, however, “is necessarily a quiet public relations job intended to line up some of the big wheels in the South to step forward [if] the blow falls and urge everybody to count up to ten before they start talking about blood in the streets.”33

Ashmore may have realized he had taken on far more than an editing assignment, but he also found that he enjoyed the work immensely and that he was able to bring to bear on a real-world problem all the thinking, studying, and caring he had invested in the southern region over the last twenty years of his life. Upon surveying the findings of his team of researchers, the logical Ashmore felt confident that anyone who “considered the implications of the changing demographic patterns revealed by the pages of tables and graphs, could not doubt that time was running out on the rigidly segregated society hammered into place eighty years before.”34

The conclusion to his study reflected his optimism, as well as his lifelong desire to be seen as a prophet. “In the long sweep of history,”he wrote, “the public school cases before the Supreme Court may be written down as the point at which the South cleared the last turning in the road to reunion—the point at which finally, and under protest, the region gave up its peculiar institutions and accepted the prevailing standards of the nation at large as the legal basis for its relationship with its minority race.”Even more hopefully he wrote, “This would not in itself bring about any great shift in Southern attitudes, nor even any far-reaching immediate changes in the pattern of bi-racial education. But it would re-define the goal the Southern people, white and Negro, are committed to seek in the way of democracy.”35

Ashmore finished The Negro and the Schools and sent it off to the University of North Carolina Press in January of 1954. Imposing an extraordinarily streamlined publishing schedule, the press worked feverishly to publish the volume before the announcement of the Supreme Court’s decision on segregation. With remarkable timing the press actually released the book on Sunday, May 16, 1954, the day before the United States Supreme Court handed down its decision in Brown v. the Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas.

Ashmore clearly believed that one of his responsibilities in conjunction with the Ford Foundation project was to prepare a wide range of southern leaders for the effects of the upcoming Supreme Court decision. As he wrote to George Mitchell of the racially progressive Southern Regional Council, “There is going to be much work to do in the wake of the Court decision….I like the term Jonathan Daniels used…to the effect that the white and Negro people in the South now have important business together.”36

Ashmore was making quiet contacts in Arkansas as well. His membership on both the statewide Citizens’ Steering Committee for Public Schools and the Arkansas Department of Education’s Special Committee on Negro Education put him in touch with a wide range of community leaders, and in these and other forums he had access to the kind of “big wheels”who he hoped would step forth to speak for calm and reason in their communities. He also met frequently with the Little Rock School Board’s new superintendent, Virgil Blossom, to whom he became “very close.”As he recalled years later, “I was taking the position that this was not going to create any fast, rapid, social change. That it was the beginning of a process…that we were at the end of a historical epoch and we were just going to begin come what may….”37



ON THE FOURTH Monday in May the Supreme Court handed down its historic Brown decision, mandating an end to segregation in the nation’s public schools. Governor Cherry announced almost immediately that Arkansas would comply with the Supreme Court mandate, as did the Little Rock School Board. At this point Hugh and Louise Patterson had to take J. N. Heiskell “by the hand” and drag him into the new order in the South. Years later Louise recalled that her father’s devotion to the rule of law caused him to bend before this new dispensation. “You’ve got to realize that he was born in 1872,” Louise Heiskell recalled, and “in [the] post–Civil War [era], the bitterness was very strong. He grew up with that attitude….I don’t think he changed his mind; I just think he knew he had to accept it.” The reluctance and dismay of the old editor reflected the majority sentiment in the white South, and as Harry Ashmore eventually realized, the “road to reunion” stretched far beyond the horizon.38

Ashmore was momentarily euphoric. His book received glowing reviews in newspapers across the nation, and he found himself “rushing around the country” to promote it. He also found himself being praised and criticized at the same time, and he took obvious pleasure in writing to his old friend Tom Waring of the Charleston News and Courier that the reviewer for the Saturday Evening Post detected “a current of bias against the South’s pattern of school segregation” and yet the reviewer for the San Francisco Chronicle “charged that despite my best efforts at objectivity there flowed through the work a definite bias against integration.”39

As Hugh Patterson had predicted, Harry Ashmore was now the recognized authority on the new demands facing the South’s schools and communities. Ashmore also put the finishing touches on a new agency he had helped the Fund for the Advancement of Education to design and staff, the Southern Education Reporting Service (SERS). Overseen by a blue-ribbon, interracial board of editors and educators, SERS was touted as an objective, nonpartisan reporting agency that would monitor the progress of desegregation and disseminate that information through the publication of a new weekly, Southern School News. From the first SERS attempted “to meet the needs of the communications media,” and as Ashmore later explained, it became the primary means by which the press was “able to make any sense at all out of this dark and tangled tale….”40

Ashmore’s old Little Rock nemesis, John Wells, editor and publisher of the conservative weekly the Arkansas Recorder, took immediate exception to The Negro and the Schools, and to SERS. The Wells-Ashmore feud dated back to the Dixiecrat crusade and continued through Wells’s brutal and effective assault on the McMath administration. Wells’s initial reaction to the Brown decision had been to cry, “If freedom is to be preserved, or rather reinstated, as the first consideration of our government, a new party must rise to carry the burden of disciplined self-government that both Democrats and Republicans have cast off in bidding for votes of organized minorities. It’s time the majority organized.” Charging that SERS was designed to be “a Southwide propaganda mill,” the unhappy Wells thought the Supreme Court would simply “wait for the propaganda to take hold before it renders its final decrees in the segregation cases.” Far from being an isolated crackpot, Wells’s views mirrored those of many concerned citizens across the South.41



ORVAL FAUBUS HAD considered running for governor in 1954, but when he went to Little Rock to explore the possibilities, the political kingmaker who was backing Governor Cherry, Witt Stephens, told him “You wait two years and we’ll be for you,…You run this time and we’ll beat your ass.”Stephens also informed Faubus that if he ran, “they” would find an opponent for his friend and mentor, Congressman Jim Trimble. Taking Stephens’s advice to heart, Faubus went home to the Ozarks and bided his time until the day before the filing deadline, then he slipped into Little Rock and filed his candidacy just minutes before the office closed, thereby preventing a challenge to Trimble. This kind of wily maneuvering offered a taste of how the next twelve years of Arkansas politics would be flavored.42

Sid McMath had brought Orval Eugene Faubus into Arkansas politics. Another returning GI, Faubus had delivered his home county to the victorious McMath gubernatorial campaign in 1948, and McMath had rewarded him by making the mountaineer a member of the powerful Highway Commission (and later its chairman), and then his administrative assistant. In these capacities Faubus had worked closely with Sid McMath and especially with his executive secretary, Henry Woods. In the process he had learned a great deal about the people of Arkansas and the functioning of their politics, and he had come to the conclusion in 1953 that Governor Francis Cherry was beatable.43

Henry Woods had opposed Faubus’s entering the gubernatorial race. Woods knew that in the same campaign season McMath would be attempting a political comeback by challenging Senator John McClellan, and he believed a Faubus candidacy would draw energies and funds away from the McMath network he had so carefully constructed. Faubus persisted despite Woods’s opposition, and in the first primary he surprisingly made it into a runoff, while McMath met defeat.44

A flustered and increasingly desperate Governor Cherry made a strategic error when he bowed to the lead of some of his advisers, primarily John Wells, and launched a McCarthy-like attack on Orval Faubus. Waving papers before television cameras that purported to show Faubus had once been a student at the “communist” Commonwealth College in Mena, Arkansas, Cherry brought the red menace home to a people who had heretofore felt insulated and safe.45

Henry Woods was incensed by this smear campaign and distressed by Faubus’s apparent inability to deal with it effectively. Woods told Faubus he had run into Harry Ashmore and Harry was disgusted by the whole incident, so disgusted in fact that Woods thought he could get Ashmore to write a speech for Faubus to deliver. Henry Woods and Harry Ashmore and their liberal compatriot Edwin Dunaway spent the whole afternoon preparing the Faubus defense. First they wrote a double-page newspaper ad, and then while Dunaway solicited donations for television time, Woods supplied the facts and Ashmore wrote the candidate’s speech. As Henry Woods remembered it, “we handed him the damn speech, and…he read it in the damn car from the damn airport going to the damn station….the truth of the matter is that Ashmore and I elected the son of a bitch.”46

Harry Ashmore wrote a brilliant speech that made Orval Faubus the governor of Arkansas. In it he sounded all the themes the populist candidate had employed in his campaign against a stuffy establishment lawyer. He explained that in his callow youth as a poor mountain boy he had found his way to the left-leaning college, but that he had been offended immediately by some of the things he heard there and he had not stayed. One of Ashmore’s phrases stuck in the candidate’s mind for the rest of his life: “When I went out from the green valley of my youth….”Midway through it, as Faubus’biographer told the tale, “Faubus glanced up from his text and saw the spectators moving closer. They made no sound, but he saw women wiping away tears.” He knew then that his campaign had turned the corner. From that day forward, Orval Faubus knew he owed Harry Ashmore a great debt, a debt that he acknowledged many times through the rest of his life. He even told Ashmore he owed the editor “a blank check” that could be redeemed at any time. Ashmore never collected.47



FOR HARRY ASHMORE, the real excitement of the busy summer of 1954 was his own emergence on the national scene as a commentator, expert, and guide. To his great pleasure he was now called upon with increasing frequency to share his insights with a world that felt a new urgency about understanding the South. As he realized, the “accidents of birth and occupation” had “thrust upon me a singular concern”with understanding the intricacies and implications of American racism, “the issue that holds the undisputed American course record for public and private ambivalence.”48

The time now seemed to be right for Ashmore to write a book of his own, one that would elucidate his understanding of America’s racial dilemma and the prospects for escaping the grip of that ancient curse. Writing to Howard W. Odum, the venerable Chapel Hill scholar whose work had first introduced him to the academic study of the southern region while he was an undergraduate at Clemson, Ashmore responded to the older man’s praise for The Negro and the Schools by saying, “…having been now well bitten by the bug, I am toying with the notion of a book developing the theme of an epitaph for Dixie. This one, heaven preserve us, would be a personalized volume in which I would present all sorts of splendid generalizations totally unbuttressed by scientific research.”49

Within a matter of months Ashmore had secured a contract from W. W. Norton & Company for just such a book, and now his busy days took on an even more urgent, if pleasantly rewarding, feel. In the meantime, The Negro and the Schools went on the bedside table of Chief Justice Earl Warren, and undoubtedly those of many southern school officials and editors who carried the major responsibility for the coming changes.50

About this time Ashmore took another step he hoped would contribute to smoothing the transition in Little Rock: he went on the founding board of the new Arkansas Council on Human Relations (ACHR), an interracial offshoot of the Southern Regional Council, in which capacity he developed a good working relationship with the young president of Arkansas’National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, Mrs. Daisy Bates. As a board member of the Southern Regional Council in 1953, Ashmore had helped secure a large grant for that organization from the Ford Foundation’s Fund for the Republic. Ashmore believed that without help from outside the region, funding for organizations such as the Southern Regional Council would dry up in the South, especially as ultraconservatives began to draw an equation between communism and the threat to segregation.51

Ashmore’s decision to join the ACHR board simply confirmed the suspicions of many in Little Rock that he was an “integrationist,” as did his decision to join the national board of the aggressive and well-endowed Fund for the Republic. As Ashmore described the loosely formulated goals of the Fund for the Republic, it aspired to “guarantee freedom of thought.” With characteristic irreverence, Ashmore wrote an inquirer: “What the Ford people did was give the Fund $15,000,000 and run for the high ground.” The Fund became an ardent supporter of civil rights, especially in the South, and in affiliating himself with this effort Ashmore placed himself directly in the line of fire of people such as John Wells, who felt certain that Ashmore was the agent of a vast communist conspiracy to undermine southern institutions, especially segregation.52



ON MAY 31, 1955, the United States Supreme Court handed down its implementation guidelines for desegregation, known widely as Brown II. Harry Ashmore wrote what he called “a fan letter” to Chief Justice Earl Warren. “It is my considered opinion,” the young editor suggested, “that the Court’s handling of the complex and explosive school segregation cases may very well rank as the greatest act of judicial statesmanship in the nation’s history….”Writing withunbridled enthusiasm Ashmore continued, “The unequivocal initial ruling, the year’s cooling off period, and the moderate procedures outlined in today’s orders remanding the cases have enabled the South to see the issue in perspective. It will take time, of course, to end segregation in the schools. But we are on our way, and thanks to you and your colleagues, we are proceeding in reasonably good order.”53

The Little Rock School Board had announced its plan for desegregation a week before Brown II appeared. Called the Blossom Plan for its creator, Superintendent Virgil T. Blossom, it was a limited, phased program that intended to start at the high school level and proceed downward through the grades over the succeeding six years. Ashmore and Blossom envisioned it as a “pilot project” that could show the South how easily desegregation could be accomplished. Ashmore did have doubts about the burly, high-strung superintendent whom he described as “a natural-born Rotarian” (not intended as a compliment), but he kept his reservations to himself and hoped for the best.54

Ashmore was pleased with the immediate response of Governor Orval Faubus, who, as the editor wrote years later, “greeted Brown II with as moderate a statement as any made by a major Southern officeholder.”As the Arkansas governor suggested, “Our reliance now must be upon the good will that exists between the two races—the good will that has long made Arkansas a model for the other southern states in all matters affecting the relationship between the races.”The progressive young governor’s stance boded well for the future of the desegregation effort in Arkansas, and for this reason Ashmore did not think it necessary to lobby Governor Faubus and secure his support for compliance with the two Brown decisions, as he was doing with other decision-makers in the state.55



ANOTHER PRESIDENTIAL election was shaping up. An invitation arrived to join the campaign of Adlai Stevenson to secure the Democratic Party’s nomination, and Ashmore could not resist. He announced his intention to take a year’s leave of absence, signed on as Stevenson’s press secretary (and as it turned out, his speechwriter and adviser on civil rights), and moved his family to Chicago. The next year was a whirlwind of purposeful activity and a refreshing change from the pace of life in a newspaper office. As Ashmore described his role in the campaign, “I was…expected to provide a conspicuously non–Ivy League persona in Stevenson’s immediate entourage, and establish an informal relationship with the media. The term had not yet been coined, but as the correspondents began to arrive at our downtown headquarters I soon realized that I had become a spin doctor.”56

Stevenson’s main challenge in the 1956 campaign was to figure out how to reconcile the country’s divergent views on race, or in other words how to be a “moderate,” in a year in which race had become “an absolutely critical issue.” Stevenson supported the Brown decisions, and one of Ashmore’s key assignments was to make that support palatable to southern audiences. The young editor hoped to fashion a stance for Stevenson allowing him to be a statesman in a situation that necessitated embracing widely conflicting loyalties and commitments. At one point he even suggested Stevenson consider Arkansas’s progressive young governor, Orval Faubus, as his running mate.57

In March of 1956 the Stevenson candidacy suffered a crippling blow when ninety-seven southern Democratic congressmen, and three Republicans, signed a Declaration of Constitutional Principles questioning the legitimacy of the Brown decision. Popularly known as the “Southern Manifesto,” this document proclaimed: “We regard the decision of the Supreme Court in the school cases as a clear abuse of judicial power. It climaxes a trend in the Federal Judiciary undertaking to legislate, in derogation of the authority of Congress, and to encroach upon the reserved rights of the States and the people….”Ringing onthe coveted southern theme of states’ rights, it went even more directly to the heart of southern fears of Yankee force when it concluded, “We pledge ourselves to use all lawful means to bring about a reversal of this decision which is contrary to the Constitution and to prevent the use of force in its implementation.”58

With this action the candidacy of Adlai Stevenson had been, in Ashmore’s words, “very nearly submerged.” The Arkansas editor remained convinced ever after that the Republican victory in November was a result of “the default of the Southern political leadership,” and that Stevenson’s statesmanship in trying to fashion a moderate course “had been rewarded by an act of Southern sabotage.” Ashmore was chastened by this experience, and also by his failure to deliver his own state’s delegation at the Democratic National Convention. Orval Faubus had received word that Averell Harriman was considering him as a possible running mate, and he refused to go for Stevenson on the first ballot. Ashmore returned to Arkansas with an abiding sense of grievance against the young governor who owed him so much.59

J. N. Heiskell had major surgery in the summer of 1956, and Hugh Patterson summoned Ashmore home. And so after the Democratic Convention and the successful nomination of his candidate, Harry Ashmore returned to Little Rock and resumed editorial direction of the Arkansas Gazette. In the year of his absence he had missed the buildup of a spirit of massive resistance to desegregation in his city, especially the birth of the Capital Citizens’ Council. He had missed the 1956 political season in Arkansas, and as a consequence he had not paid close attention to the charged racial currents that swirled around his state, particularly in the race for governor between the progressive incumbent, Faubus, and the fiery states’rights advocate, Jim Johnson. His inattention to the tone of that campaign hobbled him in his attempts to understand what happened in his city the next year.60

But for the present he had his hands full reestablishing his routine as an editor, dealing with his disappointment about Stevenson’s anemic candidacy and eventual defeat, and writing a book. By early 1957 he was ready to capture on paper his analysis of the forces that were shaping a new South, insights that had led him to believe the time had come, at last, to begin the preparation of an epitaph for Dixie.61

After spending the winter and spring of 1957 deeply engaged in his book project, Ashmore and his family left Little Rock for a month of vacation and rest in July. He returned in August to discover that his city editor had been out for weeks caring for his fatally stricken wife. Ashmore at this point assumed control not only of the editorial but also of the news-gathering functions of his paper, and in the crush of work resulting from the addition of this commitment to the backlog of work accumulated during his vacation, he failed to take notice of the escalating tensions in Little Rock. And so, imperfectly informed about affairs in his city, the self-styled “prophet” was completely taken by surprise when a racial confrontation of national and international proportions erupted under his very nose.62

With characteristic haste and assurance, Harry Ashmore immediately suspected Faubus of using race, “the old black magic,”cynically to further his political career. Within days he was writing about “The Crisis Mr. Faubus Made,”and soon he charged that the governor was seeking nothing nobler than a third term in the statehouse. With his immense powers of persuasion, his carefully nurtured prestige within his profession, his strategic placement as an expert at the heart of the action, and his preconceived theories about the sources of resistance to desegregation, Harry Ashmore fashioned over the next months an interpretation of events in the unfolding “Little Rock Crisis” that traveled around the globe, and that stood, practically untouched, for the next fifty years.63









Chapter Two

Massive Resistance



Jim Johnson


LIKE SUMMER THUNDER, JIM JOHNSON ARRIVED ON THE ARKANSAS political scene seemingly out of nowhere, challenging the progressive, modernizing forces at work in his state, dragging into the political arena the oppressive attitudes and values of an older, vanishing South. In the summer of 1957 he was preparing himself for a second run for governor. Darkly handsome, slim and courtly, at thirty-three he was one of the youngest talents on the Arkansas political horizon, and yet in his command of a rhetoric that expressed the fears and anxieties of a largely rural electorate he was one of the most accomplished. Johnson had run for governor in 1956 and had pushed the incumbent Orval Faubus far to the right. Only once in Arkansas history had a governor been elected to a third successive term in office, and Jim Johnson fully expected Orval Faubus to aspire to a higher office in the summer of 1958.1

Johnson was a master of the rhetoric of “massive resistance” to desegregation. A protege of former Arkansas governor Ben Laney, who had spearheaded the Dixiecrat effort in 1948, Johnson had in the ensuing years established close working relationships with many of the regionwide leaders of the southern resistance movement. In part at their urging, but more directly in response to both his political ambition and his genuine fear of the impending destruction of white supremacy, Johnson employed every weapon in his arsenal to cause Orval Faubus to hold the line against desegregation in Little Rock.

Throughout the late spring and summer of 1957, Johnson used his influence and contacts to augment the program of intimidation Little Rock’s Capital Citizens’ Council (CCC) had undertaken. Targeting Governor Faubus and School Superintendent Virgil Blossom, the CCC initiated a barrage of anonymous telephone calls threatening violence if Little Rock Central High School were to be integrated in September as planned. These calls became increasingly ominous to both the governor and the superintendent, who began to meet with escalating frequency to discuss plans and contingencies for the integration process. They were so concerning to Blossom, in fact, that he persuaded the Little Rock School Board to send its attorney to Washington to seek assistance and direction from the Justice Department, and he also made arrangements for his daughter to attend school in another town.2

Jim Johnson’s most important contribution to the campaign to intimidate Orval Faubus was his invitation to his friend Governor Marvin Griffin of Georgia, to come to Little Rock and address a huge Citizens’ Council gathering in a last-ditch effort to forestall integration before the schools opened in September. Griffin brought his friend Roy Harris, firebrand director of the States’ Rights Council of Georgia. They came in August, and their visit had the desired effect, demonstrating to Arkansas’ first poll-watching governor that “the people”would not support integration at Little Rock Central High School. The day after the Georgians’ speeches to the Capital Citizens’ Council, Jim Johnson had breakfast at the Governor’s Mansion with Faubus, Griffin, and Harris, and he observed with great pleasure the dilemma he had created for his old foe.3



JAMES DOUGLAS JOHNSON came into this world in 1924 in the Arkansas delta town of Crossett, just eight miles north of the Louisiana line and less than seventy miles west of the Mississippi River. His was a rowdy sawmill town, a company town that was “owned” by the bosses of the Crossett Lumber Company. His father despised the system that made his neighbors the virtual slaves of the company. They were paid in scrip, which they could then redeem only at the company store. Jim Johnson’s father operated an independent grocery on the edge of town, often forcing prices down at the company store. Johnson later remembered his father’s store as “a little pocket of freedom in a sea of control.” And as he commented more than half a century after that boyhood, “I just detest control.”4

Jim’s mother, whose maiden name was Long and who thought herself to be related to the legendary Huey, one of his political heroes, complained bitterly about the pennies in sales tax “the government” forced her to assess and then record. His father preached daily about the virtues of being free to work for a fair wage and then to spend one’s wages in a free and open market. These early lessons hit their mark with the boy who, as captain of the football team and president of the student body, had the gift of leadership, and they were themes that later emerged time and again in a political career spent fighting the intractable forces of an expanding federal government. In these early years of living “beyond the pale” in a company town, Johnson also forged a conception of himself as an outsider, a self-image he carried into politics, and one that served him well with a constituency that increasingly felt itself to be outside the main currents of American thought.5

In 1948 Jim Johnson was twenty-three, a veteran of World War II and a newly minted attorney. On the advice of a trusted older lawyer whom he admired and emulated he had skipped college, a decision he always regretted, and gone straight to Cumberland University Law School in Tennessee after serving in the Marines. He returned to his hometown of Crossett to establish a law practice. At the invitation of former Governor Ben Laney of nearby Camden, another of his and his mother’s political heroes, he jumped into Arkansas politics as a district manager of Strom Thurmond’s presidential campaign on the Dixiecrat ticket. In that heady experience, Johnson cut his teeth on the conservative issues that had been the hallmarks of the southern political tradition: small government, states’rights, and white supremacy. Laney put into his hands a copy of President Truman’s Commission on Civil Rights report titled To Secure These Rights, and Johnson studied it religiously, finding it to be an alarming assault on traditional patterns of both Democratic Party politics and southern race relations.6

The young Johnson also studied and absorbed uncritically an address Thurmond had made to a Democratic Party rally in May of 1948, recalling later that this speech “was literally scripture to me.”In this speech, Thurmond excoriated the “party bosses and ward heelers who have kidnapped the Democratic Party and deserted its principles,” laying out the course the Dixiecrats eventually followed in an effort to convince the Democratic leadership “that the South’s electoral votes are no longer in the bag for the Democratic Nominee.”In the process of working for Thurmond and the Dixiecrats, Johnson learned the language of resistance and the stance of using high-toned rhetoric to mask his darker obsession with the threat of black defilement.7

A major theme of the Thurmond speech, and of Johnson’s subsequent career, was its conspiratorial, paranoid line of argument. Holding that powerful forces in the North had long worked to keep the South in economic subjugation, Thurmond suggested that freight rate differentials and tariffs were instruments of economic exploitation that had been imposed when the South was in a weakened state after the Civil War, and that any time the old Confederacy began to improve economically, northerners pulled out the race issue and used the threat of civil rights or “Force” legislation to whip the South back into line. By 1948, for example, it was the South’s successful industrialization that caused Congress to debate civil rights legislation that was “calculated to throw us into confusion and distract our attention from our industrial program, in which our efforts have been succeeding so markedly in recent years.”8

Similarly, Johnson made frequent allusion to the threat of communist subversion. He echoed Mississippi’s Senator James O. Eastland, another of Johnson’s mentors, who as chairman of the Senate Internal Security Subcommittee developed an obsession with the communist menace as a source of the movement for desegregation. With these twin engines of paranoia, Johnson began to envision for himself a political future as a deliverer of his people and his region from the evils abroad in the land. A self-styled defender of traditional conceptions of constitutional government, Jim Johnson embarked on what proved to be a lifelong career as a champion of the past.9



TWO YEARS AFTER his colorful introduction to the exhilaration and the narcotic power of the political process, Johnson ran for the Arkansas state legislature at the age of twenty-five, securing a seat in 1950 as the youngest state senator in Arkansas history. He began immediately to distinguish himself as an activist legislator, sponsoring eighty-five bills in his first term, all of which he and his wife, Virginia, wrote themselves. Finding himself unopposed at the end of his first term in the Senate, in 1952 Johnson and his wife went to work as “Cherry Pickers”in the gubernatorial campaign of Judge Francis Cherry against Sid McMath. Cherry declined to return the favor two years later when Johnson ran for attorney general and lost, but the young senator had made an outstanding record. Senate President Ellis Fagan stated that Johnson “had introduced and sponsored more constructive and progressive legislation than any senator in his memory,” and Johnson clearly had a bright future in Arkansas politics.10

Two months before Johnson’s race for attorney general in the summer of 1954, the United States Supreme Court handed down its decision in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas. While he made minimal use of the race issue in that campaign, Johnson was profoundly disturbed by what he perceived to be the Court’s assault on the constitution and the nine justices’ willingness to use judicial means to accomplish legislative ends. He agreed fervently with Senator Eastland’s assessment of the Brown decision as an act of judicial tyranny, and in time he realized he had found his issue.11



ALTHOUGH ARKANSAS is not a Deep South state, portions of its Mississippi River delta area, the Arkansas black belt, can be considered Deep South in outlook as well as in geography. Jim Johnson’s home in Crossett was south of Atlanta, south of Birmingham, south of the Sunflower County of his neighbor and friend, Senator Eastland of Mississippi. Johnson’s outlook was much more closely aligned with the Old South sympathies of Jackson, Mobile, or Charleston than with the bustling, progressive hopefulness of Little Rock. Something about his ideas and presentation of himself appealed to a colorful character with a shady past named Curt Copeland, who observed Johnson in his 1954 race for attorney general and was impressed. Copeland found his way to Crossett after the election and persuaded the young state senator that the newly elected governor, Orval Faubus, could be beaten in 1956, and before long Jim Johnson had set his sights on a new goal. He soon found himself in the vanguard of another crusade to save the southern way of life, at least as many whites defined it.12

Contemporary observers often wrote of the apparent quiet and calm that descended on the South after the Brown ruling. In truth, the lull presaged a storm. In the black belt areas of the Deep South, a counterrevolution was in the making; a cauldron was being readied that would boil over with heated fervor after the Court spelled out its implementation decree in May of 1955, with Brown II.13

In the summer of 1955, resistance groups began to spring up all across the southern region; foremost among them was the Citizens’ Council movement, which came into being in Senator Eastland’s Sunflower County, in Indianola, Mississippi, just across the river from Jim Johnson’s home in Arkansas. A grassroots movement of respectable small-town citizens, the Citizens’ Councils eschewed the methods and the violence of the Ku Klux Klan, seeking instead to arouse white public opinion to the threat of desegregation and to dissuade southern blacks from seeking to exercise their newly articulated rights.14

By the end of the summer of 1955, Jim Johnson and Curt Copeland had organized the White Citizens’ Council of Arkansas, a thinly veiled vehicle for Johnson’s campaign in the upcoming race for governor. They were also preparing to launch a new publishing effort for former editor Copeland; to be titled Arkansas Faith, ostensibly a Citizens’ Council publication, it was actually the rallying cry of the Johnson gubernatorial campaign.15

A small group of white men in heavily black Pine Bluff beat Johnson to the punch in establishing a segregationist resistance organization in Arkansas. Calling their group White America Inc., they proclaimed that the Brown decision “was not, in our opinion, a democratic process, but was handed down in a dictatorial manner….”They organized White America to “perpetuate the white race and endeavor to have this and future generations remain free of contamination of Negro blood.” Integration of the schools would mean that “in a few years we wouldn’t be able to identify ourselves as either white or black.” White America soon established chapters in communities throughout the delta region of Arkansas, as well as in Little Rock, where the Capital City Chapter became a forceful advocate for maintaining segregation in that city. Foremost among the leaders in the Little Rock chapter of White America was lawyer and furniture dealer Amis Guthridge, perennially unsuccessful candidate for public office in Arkansas. By the end of the year Jim Johnson and Amis Guthridge joined forces.16

Jim Johnson launched his career as a public speaker in September 1955, in the Arkansas black belt town of DeWitt, a region in which blacks often outnumbered whites two to one. Handbills posted around the county summoned citizens to a mass meeting on the courthouse square on September 12 for “a frank discussion” about segregation. When the crowd gathered on the courthouse lawn, and also in later meetings at Lake Village, Walnut Ridge, Dermott, England, Sheridan, Forrest City, and Hamburg, they heard a recording of what was supposedly a speech by “Professor Roosevelt Williams of Howard University” at a “secret NAACP meeting in Mississippi in December of 1954.”17

Professor Williams said, among other things, “…the whole world knows that the white man strongly prefers the Negro women with [their] strong, rich ancestors and warm, full-blooded passions than recline in the spiritless women of his own race….”Furthermore, according to Williams, Negro men “…have long known that the white woman is violently dissatisfied with the white man…”In response to this dissatisfaction, he continued, “we demand the right for any Negro man or woman to marry a member of the white race if he [or she] can find one fit to marry….”18

Citizens’ Council chapters played “Professor Williams’” speech across the South through the fall of 1955 and the spring of 1956, until a small Georgia newspaper reported there was no Professor Roosevelt Williams on the faculty of Howard University, and there never had been. When contacted for comment on this situation, its originator replied, “We never claimed it [the speech] to be authentic.” Jim Johnson, nonetheless, maintained as late as 2002 that he never was convinced the recording was a fraud.19

Enthusiastic letters of support began to pour in to Johnson’s law office in Crossett. Johnson and Copeland made an effective team on the stump, starting with a little gospel singing by the Jeffress Quartet from Crossett, then with Copeland warming up the crowd with racist invective that Johnson later admitted made him “cringe.” At length Johnson rose to the microphone, taking the high ground and thundering against the mounting threats to constitutional government and the southern way of life.20

Johnson always claimed in these speeches that he did not hate black people. African-American reporter Carl Rowan heard him speak in Montgomery, Alabama, in January of 1956, and reported Johnson’s message. “‘You know,’ he said as he built up his case against race-mixing, ‘it’s not within my make-up to hate, but I’ll tell you one thing: I love some people a helluva lot more than I do others.’” Johnson then launched into a full-blown attack on miscegenation, asking “…do you think that children who attend integrated schools with integrated faculties will think it is wrong to intermarry?”He also played on the white southerner’s darkest fears about desegregation when he suggested restricting integrated swimming pools to boys one day and girls the next. “Then you won’t find ’em [Negroes] going to your swimming pools if they don’t think they’re going in swimming with your white daughters.”21

Johnson had a winning smile and an easy manner in one-on-one encounters, but from the courthouse steps or the back of a flatbed truck he took on the persona of an Old Testament Jeremiah, railing against the sins of the federal government, the communists, and the NAACP. One observer described him as “altogether the most effective wielder of the language that Arkansas had seen in many years.”22

Jim Johnson delivered one of the most significant speeches of his career at Walnut Ridge in September of 1955. The school board of neighboring Hoxie had voted to stop busing its few black children twenty-five miles away to Jonesboro and instead to integrate them into Hoxie’s formerly all-white schools. The summer term had opened in July with twenty-five black children attending, and despite some grumbling, things had gone smoothly for three weeks. Yet after an article appeared in Life magazine entitled “A ‘Morally Right’ Decision,” white supremacist literature began to pour into the little farming community, and soon outraged local citizens formed a protest organization and selected local farmer and auctioneer Herbert Brewer to lead them. At their first meeting this group decided to defeat desegregation by boycotting the school, which they did beginning on August 4. Brewer claimed a 50 percent absentee rate the first day. Within days, the Brewer group petitioned the school board to restore segregation in the Hoxie schools. The board refused.23

On August 13, Amis Guthridge, the newly appointed executive secretary of White America Inc., went to Hoxie to speak at a segregationist rally and declared “integration will lead to intermarriage; they want in the white bedroom.” Herbert Brewer reported he had been to Mississippi to meet with Senator Eastland, who had promised to come to Hoxie in September, and a Missionary Baptist preacher remarked in his invocation he thought God would condone violence in Hoxie if it were necessary to preserve the purity of the white race. By the end of the week, Guthridge presented the Hoxie School Board with a petition signed by almost 1,100 citizens requesting the resignation of the board. Instead, the board suspended the summer term two weeks earlier than planned, ostensibly to let tempers cool.24

The board’s attorney, Bill Penix, soon sought assistance from the United States Department of Justice, where his friend and fellow Arkansan Arthur Caldwell was head of the Civil Rights Section. His father, Roy Penix, also wrote to U.S. Attorney General Herbert Brownell that a “well organized and well financed”movement based in Mississippi was trying to force the board to abandon integration, and that anyone who stood up for law and order had been subjected to “all forms of intimidation.” Roy Penix reported, “The matter has gone so far that many thinking people in the community are afraid to speak up for the School Board and officials, resulting in the situation that the board and Superintendent stand virtually alone and undefended.”25

One of Brownell’s lieutenants, Warren Olney III, wrote a memo to his boss suggesting “it would have a beneficial effect if the Bureau were requested to send immediately a group of agents into the Hoxie area and interrogate as large a number of people as possible concerning the activities of White Americans [sic] Inc., the White Citizens Councils, and any other organizations attempting to interfere with the rights of colored children to attend non-segregated schools.” Brownell approved, and by early September the Civil Rights Section replied to Roy and Bill Penix that it had authorized a full FBI investigation.26

Johnson and Copeland arrived in Hoxie in September and located Brewer’s home after dark. It was surrounded by cars. Brewer greeted them at the door with a look of alarm, put his finger to his lips as if to suggest they not say a word, and then led his intrigued visitors into the yard.

Brewer had circulated a petition, and within days a gaggle of FBI agents had descended on Hoxie. Armed with photocopies of the petitions, agents went from home to home, flashing their FBI credentials to the alarmed housewives and farmers. The agents told these simple country folk that inasmuch as they had signed a petition opposing the supreme law of the land, the agents had come to take a statement, which could be used against them in a court of law. As Jim Johnson recalled, the citizens of Hoxie were not only in awe, they were literally “scared to death that they had committed some grave wrong.” Herbert Brewer was persuaded his home had been bugged. The sight of such intimidation among American people, in Johnson’s words, “shook every fiber of my being.”27

In Jim Johnson’s recollection of that episode, he was absolutely thunderstruck. All his paranoid tendencies came to the fore, and he felt a deep, smoldering anger forming in his gut. He spent a sleepless night in a cheap motel, and well before dawn he was up and girding himself for battle. As soon as the sun was up Johnson and Copeland set out, with a loudspeaker atop their car, and Herbert Brewer showing the way. “I covered every highway, street, road, and pig trail in the school district begging the people to meet with me on the Lawrence County courthouse square at 2 o’clock that afternoon. Without taking time to eat or wash our face we promoted the meeting right up to the starting time.”28

When the crowd began to form, and Johnson was setting up his microphones and loudspeaker equipment, various citizens pointed out to him FBI agents in the crowd, saying, “There’s the one who came to my house…and there’s one…and there….”Johnson was simply furious, and by the time he began to speak, he was shaking. He told his listeners they were citizens of the United States of America, they had the right to petition their government for redress of grievances, they had done nothing wrong, and if the FBI came to their homes again, these simple rural folk should tell the United States government to “go straight to Hell!”

The crowd erupted. Johnson felt that a boil had been lanced, and that these people’s citizenship rights had been returned to them. The United States government did not see it that way. Within weeks they had branded Johnson an “outside agitator”and enjoined him from interfering further with the attempts of the Hoxie School Board to integrate.29



JIM JOHNSON HAD reason to be paranoid about the role of the United States government at Hoxie. Arkansas native Arthur Caldwell was chief of the Civil Rights Section of the Eisenhower Justice Department at that time, and despite the president’s reluctance to get involved in the civil rights struggle, Caldwell had hoped to make moderate Arkansas an early example to the rest of the South of the federal government’s determination to implement and enforce the spirit of the Brown decision. As Warren Olney wrote to the U.S. solicitor general, “Because of the importance of this one case to the success of the integration program in the entire South, Mr. Caldwell and members of his staff have endeavored to assist Mr. Penix, unofficially, as much as possible.” Although President Dwight D. Eisenhower was not committed to the required changes in civil rights, and his failures of leadership in that arena contributed to southern recalcitrance to the acceptance of desegregation, Arthur Caldwell maneuvered without Attorney General Herbert Brownell’s approval to allow the Justice Department to participate in the Hoxie case.30

In time the case of Brewer v. Hoxie School Board was resolved in a manner favorable to the school board’s efforts to desegregate, and Arthur Caldwell could report that the United States government had played a role in supporting this voluntary effort by a group of “small town merchants and farmers” when they “stood up and fought for what they believed was right, and won their battle without any help from the NAACP.” What Caldwell did not report was that he had called the NAACP’s Thurgood Marshall and asked him to stay out of the Hoxie case. The wheels of justice turn very slowly, however, and by the time the final decision was handed down two years later the forces of massive resistance had hobbled the federal government’s will to act decisively and its ability to do so. More immediately, the episode fueled Jim Johnson’s determination to combat what he perceived to be an escalating federal juggernaut, and it persuaded Senator Eastland that a regionwide organization was needed to coordinate the counterrevolution.31



IN THE LATE FALL of 1955 Jim Johnson set out in his aging Chevrolet for Virginia, to consult with James Jackson Kilpatrick of the Richmond News Leader, and then South Carolina, to visit Tom Waring of the Charleston News and Courier. This trip introduced Johnson to the emerging doctrines of massive resistance. When the fiery fighter arrived back in Arkansas, he proposed an amendment to the Arkansas Constitution:

From and after the Adoption of this Amendment, the General Assembly of the State of Arkansas shall take appropriate action and pass laws opposing in every Constitutional manner the Un-Constitutional desegregation decisions of May 17, 1954 and May 31, 1955 of the United States Supreme Court, including interposing the sovereignty of the State of Arkansas to the end of nullification of these and all deliberate, palpable and dangerous invasions of or encroachments upon rights and powers not delegated to the United States nor prohibited to the States by the Constitution of the United States and Amendments thereto, and those rights and powers reserved to the States and to the People thereof by any department, commission, officer, or employee of such department or commission of the Government of the United States, or of any government of any Nation or Federation of Nations acting upon the apparent authority granted them by or assumed by them from the Government of the United States. Said opposition shall continue steadfast until such time as such Un-Constitutional invasions or encroachments shall have abated or shall have been rectified, or the same shall be transformed into an Amendment to the Constitution of the United States and adopted by action of three-fourths of the States as provided therein.32


In later years Johnson described his amendment as “damned near a declaration of war against the United States. It’d kill corn knee high. It was strong.” It came to be known as the Interposition Amendment, or the Johnson Amendment. In the spring of 1956 the still-undeclared candidate sold his idea all over Arkansas, explaining to enthralled audiences that if massive resistance worked properly, “there wouldn’t be enough jails” to hold all the state and local officials who were willing to show the federal government what they could do with their “unconstitutional” Supreme Court decision.33

Before putting his amendment in final form, Johnson drove over to Ruleville, Mississippi, and shared it with Senator Eastland, thinking he had hit on a solution that would work for the whole South. Eastland was at that moment working on a project that had captured his interest for almost a year, and he invited young Jim Johnson to join him in that work. Early in 1955 Eastland had begun to formulate plans for an effort to be called the Federation for Constitutional Government, and in December of that year he had formally inaugurated this enterprise at a large meeting in Memphis. Boasting a distinguished roster of one hundred senior political figures from most of the southern states, the Federation aimed to serve as a clearinghouse for the ideas of the emerging massive resistance movement. In many ways a continuation of the Dixiecrat crusade in personnel as well as ideology, the Federation appealed to some of its members as a potential third-party force in American politics, and from the outset it aimed to extend its message to conservative groups beyond the southern region.34

The Federation for Constitutional Government played a major role in Jim Johnson’s career, placing him on a first-name basis with such southern luminaries as Senators Eastland and Thurmond, Governor Marvin Griffin and Roy Harris of Georgia, Leander Perez and Willie Rainach of Louisiana, Judge Tom Brady and Congressman John Bell Williams of Mississippi. Many of these men came to his aid in his gubernatorial bid, and all of them were significant sounding boards for his ideas about a constitutional amendment. Among the most important of the many contacts Johnson made through his participation in Federation activities was Dean Clarence Manion of the Notre Dame Law School. A leading conservative thinker, Manion endorsed the idea of the Johnson Amendment and even attended a rally in El Dorado, Arkansas, to watch Johnson make his pitch to voters.35

Unfortunately the young crusader made a fatal error in calculating the means by which to get his amendment onto the ballot. Lacking funds, a tested political base, and anything resembling a machine to assist him, Johnson used little more than race-baiting. As he has explained in numerous interviews over the years, always with an apology and a candid acknowledgment of his responsibility and guilt, he believed that the necessary thousands of names on hundreds of petitions could only be inspired by rank emotion. In his words, “I meant to stir everything up that I possibly could to make these people react in a way that would be positive toward this petition…. Now there are things you can do with money and there are things you can do without money, and we had to do it without money; and the way you did it without money was emotional.” Johnson succeeded in securing the necessary thirty thousand names, and the Johnson Amendment went on the Arkansas ballot in 1956.36

Johnson’s campaign publication, a series of six issues entitled Arkansas Faith, left an even more damaging legacy. Distributed initially free of charge to ten thousand Arkansas homes in November of 1955, it was blatantly racist and tasteless in tone. The same themes reappeared throughout the series: the illegalities of the Brown decision; the threat of communism; the dangers presented by the left-wing Arkansas Gazette and especially the “pinko,”foundation-funded Harry Ashmore; the horrors of miscegenation, demonstrated by photographs of black men dating and kissing white women; the inadequacies of Orval Faubus (Awful Fabalouse) and his Yankee, Urban League–supporting friend, Winthrop Rockefeller; the glories of interposition; and the ultimate salvation of the Johnson Amendment. Orval Faubus branded Arkansas Faith “the vilest, most dissolute, neo-pornographic publication it has ever been my disgust to see.”37

Every issue of Arkansas Faith included quotations from leaders of the southern resistance. The inaugural issue contained the classic protest from James Jackson Kilpatrick of the Richmond News Leader. “In May of 1954, that inept fraternity of politicians and professors known as the United States Supreme Court,” Kilpatrick wrote with feeling, “chose to throw away the established law. These nine men repudiated the Constitution, spit upon the tenth amendment, and rewrote the fundamental law of this land to suit their own gauzy concepts of sociology. If it be said now that the South is flouting the law, let it be said to the high court, You taught us how.”38

The March 1956 issue of Arkansas Faith included the complete text of the “Declaration of Constitutional Principles,”or the Southern Manifesto. This was the high-water mark of the massive resistance effort in the South, the moment at which success in defying the federal government seemed to be within reach. Jim Johnson was jubilant that the region’s political leaders had so forcefully endorsed the position he had been advocating with fervor for months. Arkansas Faith immediately editorialized, “the Congressmen and Senators from the South have taken the pro-segregation movement to a new sphere…. With this action by the Southern lawmakers comes the strong probability that the South will win a reversal of the Court’s political decisions.”39



IN THIS ATMOSPHERE of euphoria Jim Johnson decided the time had come to make his candidacy for governor official, but not until he had established that his friend and mentor, former Governor Ben Laney, had no interest in trying to reclaim the post. In what one journalist has described as “a triumph of theatricality,” Johnson staged a “draft” of himself to run for governor. He arranged a “states’ rights constitutional rally” with Governor Marvin Griffin of Georgia as the featured speaker and Ben Laney as master of ceremonies. Before an emotional audience of two thousand Arkansans, the thirty-two-year-old Johnson “agreed” to run after Herbert Brewer came to the stage at the end of the program and “suggested” it. As the Arkansas Gazette reported the story the next day, “The suggestion touched off a demonstration that lasted more than 20 minutes. People streamed down the aisles to toss money into the orchestra pit to make up Johnson’s $1,500.00 filing fee. They crowded onto the stage and milled around Johnson shaking his hand and wishing him luck.” Years later Johnson recalled that Robert B. Patterson, executive secretary of the Mississippi Citizens’ Councils, was so impressed by the performance he told the young campaigner he should go to Hollywood.40



JOHNSON HAD THOUGHT Orval Faubus to be vulnerable ever since the new governor had failed to mention segregation in his January 1955 inaugural address, and especially after he failed to get involved in the Hoxie situation the following summer. Although Faubus had toyed with playing the race card in the 1954 gubernatorial election, he backed off that strategy when the Arkansas Gazette scolded him for an early pronouncement that segregation would be the most important issue in the campaign. After that Faubus tried to operate on the theory that the less said about desegregation the better.41

Jim Johnson would not let him get away with lying low. Arkansas Faith had made Faubus furious, but as a careful political observer he knew that it resonated with a significant element of his own constituency and that the concerns it voiced could not be ignored, especially in light of Johnson’s campaign slogan, “Think Right…Vote White” and his campaign song, “Dixie.” After employing a private pollster, Eugene Newsom, to conduct a poll regarding Arkansans’ attitudes toward desegregation, the formerly moderate Faubus announced on January 27, 1956, that 85 percent of the people of Arkansas opposed integration, and that consequently “I cannot be a party to any attempt to force acceptance of a change to which the people are so overwhelmingly opposed.”42

Soon Faubus appointed a blue-ribbon committee of east Arkansas political leaders to go to Virginia and study that state’s plan for resisting implementation of the Brown decision. They returned with two proposals: a pupil placement plan that assigned students to schools without mentioning the criterion of race, and a watered-down version of the Johnson Amendment. Jim Johnson had begun to shape the 1957 gubernatorial campaign before he even declared himself a candidate.

Orval Faubus lobbied hard and successfully to persuade both Brooks Hays and his old mentor Congressman Jim Trimble to sign the Southern Manifesto, ostensibly in an effort to dampen the power of the Citizens’Councils, but probably also in an effort to shift the momentum and responsibility for the integration debate from the state to the national level. In the spring 1956 atmosphere of escalating support for massive resistance, Faubus, always the shrewd political analyst, noted with alarm the rising power of the Johnson effort. As he wrote years later, “To sit still and become known as a do-nothing governor in the face of this tide of public sentiment, especially after the issuance of the Southern Manifesto, would be inviting disaster. If Jim Johnson with his zeal, eloquence and diligence, should attract some able and respected assistants, he could well be the full recipient of this strong tide of sentiment.” And so however reluctantly, Orval Faubus found himself being pushed to the right on the very issue he had hoped to avoid.43

After Jim Johnson formally declared his candidacy, Faubus claimed lamely that he did not think segregation would be “too much of an issue” in the campaign. “So long as I can keep the faith and confidence of the ordinary people,” the governor stated wishfully, “I will not be too concerned with the political maneuvering of others.” This was for public consumption, of course. In private, Faubus was terrified by his personal attorney’s assessment that if he did not secure enough signatures on the petitions to get his pupil placement and interposition initiatives on the ballot, the Johnson campaign would sink him.44

Faubus was trying to steer a perilous course between the unyielding dogmatism of Jim Johnson on the right and the pragmatic, gradualist stance of Harry Ashmore and Faubus’s black supporters on the left. Personally devoid of the racist mentality that infected many white residents of the black belts, and consequently lacking the passion to maintain segregation, he did not genuinely care about or understand the southern determination to defeat the Brown decision. What he did care about was poor people, black and white, and he apparently hoped he could wiggle through the narrow passages of the desegregation debate so he could survive to improve the educational opportunities and the public services of a desperately impoverished state. Jim Johnson shut off Faubus’s wiggle room.45

At the traditional Fourth of July picnic and political rally at Portia, a command performance for all Arkansas politicians, Johnson vowed that if elected he would close down the schools at Hoxie, Charleston, and Fayetteville, the three Arkansas school districts that had integrated voluntarily, “forcing the children to apply for readmission under a student assignment plan.” He also accused Faubus of “pussy-footing” on the integration question, charging the governor with “waiting for sentiment to develop before taking a stand on the issue.” Faubus responded by questioning Johnson’s own commitment, countering that Johnson “didn’t mention the [integration] issue when he ran for attorney general two years ago” and suggesting that Johnson was trying to make money out of the campaign.46

Two weeks later, after a punishing schedule of campaign appearances, Faubus took off the gloves and charged that Johnson had “made a living for the last year as a purveyor of hate.”Warming to his subject, he continued, “Not until he was sure that there was a marginal market for hate did he find anything of consequence in such a vital matter….”Faubus, by contrast, promised “I shall strive with every personal resource, and with every resource vested by law and tradition in the office of governor of Arkansas to maintain segregation in a calm, orderly, thoughtful and completely legal manner.”And then the governor found himself making a promise that he could not have imagined just a few months before. “There will be no forced integration of our public schools and institutions as long as I am governor.”He continued with words that later came back to haunt him: “Nor will races be pitted against each other for political advantage.”47



ORVAL FAUBUS WON the election overwhelmingly, carrying sixty-seven counties to Jim Johnson’s seven. As one Faubus biographer wrote, Faubus had “successfully co-opted the segregationist doctrine and superimposed it on his own moderate image.” Although Johnson took comfort in later years from the realization that his vote total was the highest amassed by any Faubus opponent in Faubus’s last five primary campaigns, he also found himself deeply in debt, and he reluctantly suspended publication of Arkansas Faith. Nonetheless, his amendment was on the November ballot, so he could not step all the way to the sidelines, though he thought it was “almost unseemly for the person who has been defeated to still be hanging around.”48

Harry Ashmore was now back in Arkansas after his service to the Stevenson campaign, and he editorialized frequently against the Johnson Amendment, even on the front page. This opposition inspired Johnson to stay active in the campaign, and it may even have contributed to the ultimate success of the amendment, especially among the many people who believed Ashmore and the Gazette were agents of the “leftwing conspiracy” to integrate Arkansas schools. In the November election the people of Arkansas approved the Johnson Amendment by a significant margin: 185,374 for and 146,064 against. Arkansas voters also approved Faubus’s two proposals to maintain segregation, convincing Jim Johnson that this election was a turning point in Orval Faubus’s thinking, that it was “one poll he didn’t have to pay for.” Johnson believed ever after that the politically astute Faubus saw what the people of Arkansas wanted at that point, and then he simply waited for an opportunity to get out in front and lead the parade. Johnson always believed that opportunity arose at Little Rock Central High School.49

Jim Johnson knew his amendment would be meaningless if the governor in power refused to implement its provisions. Consequently, the defeated candidate went to work immediately to keep the pressure on Faubus to maintain segregation. Before the Arkansas General Assembly came into session in the winter of 1957, Johnson and other segregationist leaders drafted four bills to maintain segregation, all of which passed the legislature. The House passed them with only two dissenting votes.50

In the Senate the segregation bills ran into a stumbling block, apparently in part because Faubus waffled in his support and acceded to demands that they be given a public hearing. In a forum staged before nine hundred spectators, numerous religious leaders spoke against one bill to create a State Sovereignty Commission, designed to “resist the usurpation of the rights and powers reserved to this State or our sister states by the Federal Government….”Opponents of the bill seconded Winthrop Rockefeller’s concern that it would create “an Arkansas gestapo.”51

Daisy Bates, Arkansas president of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, had spoken earlier against another bill that required “certain organizations” to register their membership lists with the Sovereignty Commission. Bates remarked that the legislation “obviously is aimed at destroying the NAACP in Arkansas. I frankly don’t know what the outcome will be because I still can hardly believe that the sovereignty commission bill says what it does.” The other two bills provided legal assistance for any school board that wanted to resist desegregation and waived the compulsory attendance law for any child in an integrated school.52

All four bills ultimately received Governor Faubus’s endorsement. Commentators at the time and since have speculated that Faubus traded his support of the bills for east Arkansas (black belt) legislators’ votes for his $22 million dollar tax increase. Faubus biographer Roy Reed concluded that no such deal was necessary, however, because the east Arkansas legislators remembered with gratitude the governor’s efforts of the previous fall “to try to stall integration.” William J. Smith, the architect of the legislative package and Faubus’s personal attorney, also denied in a candid interview many years later that any deal had been struck.53

The Senate amended two of the bills, and Faubus signed them into law within a week. Faubus later recalled that he was merely trying to avoid “the detriment of being classified as an extreme liberal in order to survive in Arkansas politics.” The specter of Jim Johnson still lurked in the shadows.54



THROUGH THE SPRING of 1957, Johnson tried to keep a low profile, although he kept in constant telephone contact with friends and allies. The immediate concern of all Arkansas segregationists was the upcoming fall integration of Little Rock Central High School. Johnson knew agitation in Little Rock was in the capable hands of the newly formed Capital Citizens’ Council, and since he had had a political falling out with the CCC’s Amis Guthridge, he watched from the wings while that group initiated an escalating assault on both school Superintendent Virgil Blossom and Governor Faubus.55

After stumbling in the March school board elections and seeing both of its candidates lose to men who had pledged to uphold the district’s desegregation plan, the CCC found an effective tool in an open letter to Governor Faubus, published as an ad in a local newspaper in April. It argued that Faubus had the ability to prevent integration through the employment of his police powers. The CCC republished this letter and others like it throughout the summer, always with the suggestion that citizens should write to the governor and ask him to exercise his police powers to prevent integration.56

The height of Citizens’ Council agitation came when Jim Johnson persuaded Governor Marvin Griffin of Georgia to come to Little Rock for a CCC rally. Before an audience of 350 “handsomely dressed Arkansas segregationists” at a ten-dollar-a-plate dinner, Griffin declared that the public schools of Georgia would not be integrated as long as he was governor. Griffin’s friend Roy Harris took up the refrain, bellowing that the “second Reconstruction” was already under way, and that it had as its object “the mixing of races.” At speeches’ end, as inspired Citizens’ Council members made their way out of the Hotel Marion ballroom, a smiling Jim Johnson greeted them at the exit, trying to shake hands with everyone who passed through the door. Someone asked Johnson’s aide and friend Phil Stratton if Johnson was “running again.” “‘He hasn’t stopped running.’ Stratton said.‘He knows how to win now.’”57









Chapter Three

Paternalistic Gentlemen



Archie House and the Establishment


IN THE LATE SUMMER OF 1957,HARRY ASHMORE GLANCED OUT HIS office window and spied Archie House loping south on Louisiana Street, undoubtedly headed to lunch around the corner at the Little Rock Club. It was a steamy summer day, and Archie had on his signature seersucker suit and flat straw hat—both from Brooks Brothers and both decades out of style. Archie House was an institution in Little Rock, a central figure in the downtown establishment, a welcome and sought-after guest in the city’s leading social circles, a somewhat eccentric, lovable old bachelor with one of the best law practices in town. Local lore had it that as a young man in the 1920s, when he was president of the Boat House down on the Arkansas River where the Peabody Hotel later stood, he had done a back-flip off the top of the Main Street Bridge, landing safely in the water below to the applause and delight of an admiring throng. In 1957, as attorney for both the Little Rock School Board and the Arkansas Gazette, Archie House found himself vaulted into a different kind of gymnastics.1

Born in 1892 and bred in elegance and privilege in Little Rock, Archie House at sixty-five embodied the values and ideals of a vanishing age. The senior partner in the city’s premier law firm, the venerable old Rose firm, House was universally admired for his integrity and was described in later years by one of his partners as “the soul of honor.” This same partner characterized him as “always honest, open and fair with everyone in business and personal relationships,”but also a man who “did not hide his disapproval of those who were dishonest, devious, mean, lazy or greedy.” And as would be expected of such a southern gentleman, “He treated women with great courtesy and respect, and abhorred off-color language in their presence.”2

Despite the youthful leap from the Main Street Bridge, Archie House’s mature behavior always expressed a strong sense of propriety. In his one hundredth year, he continued to dress in coat and tie even in the nursing home. At about that same time he also confided to an interviewer his shock at Lyndon Johnson’s behavior and language as portrayed in Robert Caro’s Means of Ascent. Fundamental to his notion of propriety was his conviction that the control of civic affairs should reside in the hands of the elite, those who were best suited by breeding, education, and character to decide which courses of action were most expressive of “the public good.” As he explained to a student in 1972, describing the role of the extreme segregationists in “igniting” Little Rock in 1957, the masses needed to be “suppressed” by keeping the right people in control.3

House’s paternalism was csertainly benign. As his old friend Harry Ashmore commented at the time of House’s retirement from the practice of law in 1970, “Among his peers Judge House has a deserved reputation as an uncompromising adversary of public and private wrongdoers, and a witty and merciless deflator of the self-important.” And yet at the same time, “to the humble, maimed victims of society he has accorded a boundless compassion. In court and in the private places of power he stood up for the poor and the black and the scorned, and I suspect a true reckoning would show that he had given away more legal services than he ever billed.” Compassionate as he was, however, House’s sympathy for the ignorant and the downtrodden did not include the notion that they should govern themselves.4

Instead House espoused an approach to public affairs that one student has called the “civics” mentality of the Little Rock elite. The customary approach was for a small group of civic leaders to identify a preferred course of action and then use the existing machinery of government, quietly, toward the accomplishment of that end. So in the case of the School Board elections, which the business and professional leaders deemed vital to the economic well-being and growth of the community, the proper authorities complied in holding elections at times when turnout promised to be light, and the “right” people could be counted on to go to the polls and ratify the candidates the businessmen had selected and endorsed. In this way the civic elite controlled the affairs in their community, as Archie House believed they should.5

As an upper-class gentleman, Archie House shunned publicity, never even writing a letter to the editor. But although he confined his maneuvering to the shadows, he played a major role in the drama that unfolded in his city in the fall of 1957. He had grown fond of Harry Ashmore, and he found himself agreeing with Ashmore’s assessment of the “inevitability” of desegregation in a changing South. Over long lunches at the Little Rock Club or in the Men’s Grill at the Country Club of Little Rock, or during elegant dinner parties in lovely, sophisticated homes, Archie House used his wit and intellect to persuade the city’s leadership to accept the coming changes in southern racial patterns. As attorney for the Little Rock School Board, House was a key player in the deliberations that led to his city’s stepping forth voluntarily with one of the earliest desegregation plans in the South.6

By all accounts the majority of Little Rock’s citizens had resigned themselves to accept in the fall of 1957 the School Board’s plan for desegregation. Former Governor Sid McMath reflected years later that Little Rock “was the last place in the South where [a crisis] should have happened, because we were making so much progress, and the people had been accepting this thing in a proper frame of mind.” Arkansas Education Association Executive Secretary Forrest Rozzell recalled that even though most Little Rock people opposed the Brown decision in principle, they were willing to go along. Most educators, Rozzell noted, worried about the impact of desegregation on educational standards, but most also believed that the transition could be effected with a minimum of disruption.7

The front person selling the School Board’s plan, the person who worked the hardest to create it, stood to benefit the most from implementing it, and for whom the plan was named, was Little Rock School District Superintendent Virgil T. Blossom, whom Archie House described as “a wonderful man.” Harry Ashmore claimed that Archie House was the source of Virgil Blossom’s strong stand for compliance.8

Virgil Blossom moved to Little Rock in January of 1953 from Fayetteville, Arkansas, where he had enjoyed great success in his eleven years as superintendent of schools. In Fayetteville Blossom had undertaken a massive building program, persuaded the citizenry to double the school budget, and annexed seventeen adjoining school districts to the Fayetteville district. He wrote proudly of his time in northwest Arkansas: “Fayetteville became a kind of showplace that was studied by many educators from other parts of the country as an example of what could be done to improve the school program and school facilities ‘in the backwoods.’”9

Blossom arrived in Little Rock filled with expectation, and he immediately sought to consolidate all three school districts in Pulaski County (including North Little Rock). He planned a major new building campaign, and he worked toward the merger of Little Rock Junior College with the University of Arkansas. By 1955 the Arkansas Democrat had named him Little Rock “Man of the Year,” and his office mail routinely contained congratulatory, supportive letters from a broad spectrum of Little Rock’s citizens. Everyone agreed that Virgil Blossom was very capable, and for a time he was very popular.10

The Brown decision did not catch Blossom by surprise. A professional educator, he had monitored the court cases calling for the equalization of black and white teachers’ salaries, and especially of those providing greater opportunities for blacks in public education. Within twenty-four hours of Brown, Blossom had assembled his six-member School Board to discuss its implications, and within three days he had convinced his somewhat reluctant board to issue a statement announcing they would comply with the new “Federal Constitutional Requirements.” As Archie House recalled later, Virgil Blossom “thought that he could talk all of his Board members into acceptance and the right philosophic attitude, and move forward with the new ideas and everything would be wonderful. And he convinced me that he could.”11

Harry Ashmore had to have been pleased with Blossom’s success in persuading his board to step out front with a positive response to the Brown decision. Ashmore’s close friend and publisher Hugh Patterson recalled years later that Blossom was in and out of the Gazette office very frequently, and that Ashmore, Patterson, and Blossom were plotting the strategy to implement desegregation. Archie House was one of the strategists, and his perception was that he and Blossom were “the real supporters of compliance with the law.” Orval Faubus, however, wrote of Blossom’s reaction to the Brown decision in terms that reflected a more widespread sentiment in Little Rock. “Soon after the original U.S. Supreme Court decision of May 17, 1954,”Faubus recalled in his memoir, “the Little Rock School Board and Supt. Virgil Blossom announced they would integrate the Little Rock schools. It was as if they welcomed the opportunity to try the new social experiment.”12

Virgil Blossom threw himself into devising a plan of integration for his city with characteristic vigor. His initial inquiries around town had persuaded him that the white citizens of Little Rock would accept only a bare minimum of integration, and that he would have to proceed slowly. His primary concern, and that of his board, was to maintain educational “quality” (presumably for white students, since the low quality of the black schools had activated the Court). As one of the School Board members recalled, “We didn’t set out to integrate the schools, we set out to continue education during the integration process, and we were much more interested in the education process than we were in integration.”13

Blossom spent the remainder of 1954 researching the problems of integration, attending a wide variety of community meetings to discuss the issue, and taking informal polls. He eventually concluded that while some in the black community believed integration should begin immediately, and some in the white community believed it should not begin at all, most Little Rock citizens, black as well as white, understood the necessity of going slowly. One of Blossom’s major concerns was his fear that if integration proceeded too rapidly and encountered too much opposition in Little Rock, the state legislature would abolish the public schools. As he explained in his memoir, “Our purpose was to comply with the law in a manner that would be accepted locally, not to wreck the school system.”14

In time Blossom came to believe he had devised a workable solution to the South’s desegregation problem, and he grew increasingly excited over the prospect of his city’s becoming another “showplace.” As one observer put it, Virgil Blossom envisioned Little Rock’s desegregation as “the prototype for the rest of the South.” Being in the spotlight was a position Blossom had always enjoyed.15



VIRGIL BLOSSOM WROTE in his memoir, It HAS Happened Here, that he had originally believed desegregation should begin at the elementary school level. “It seemed to me,”he recalled, “that six-year-old children would be the least concerned about the color of the skin of classmates.”Although this plan looked good on paper, Blossom’s meetings with PTA groups quickly convinced him that the parents of small children opposed integration more strongly than the parents of older youngsters. His surveys of the school district also demonstrated to him that in the eastern section of the city, black children in some elementary schools would outnumber whites by as much as fifty to one. Based on widespread reports of educational difficulties in the nation’s capital, he was convinced that integration had failed in Washington, D.C., because many classrooms had a majority of black students, and he was determined to keep Little Rock from repeating that mistake.16

The determining factor, however, in Blossom’s decision to start integration at the high school level, an issue Blossom and his board discussed at great length, was the widespread fear of miscegenation. School Board president William G. Cooper explained decades later, “We went back and forth on that forever. We thought that people would be more liable to accept their daughters, females, being put with black men at the time when they were competent adults. That was what swung us to do it. As far as practical results are concerned…I think it would have worked better…if they had started out when they didn’t know any better. We were pretty solid on our decision at the time.”17

The official explanation the School Board gave for the decision to start integration at the senior high level was that there were fewer buildings and fewer students at that level, and presumably there would also be fewer problems. The real explanation, of course, was that Blossom was responding to white parents’ desires that their children develop “appropriate” racial attitudes before they were thrown into daily contact with black children. As the line in the popular Broadway play South Pacific made clear at about that time, children have to be “carefully taught” to love and hate.18



IN SEPTEMBER OF 1954, the executive board of the Little Rock NAACP met with Virgil Blossom and the School Board. Blossom outlined the plans the board was contemplating. He explained that the school district was in the process of building two new high schools and that upon their completion, probably in September of 1956, integration would begin at all four of Little Rock’s high schools. He also suggested that integration would be complete, based on attendance zones. He said junior high school integration would commence the year after that, and somewhat later, integration would proceed at the elementary level.

Reaction from the NAACP board was mixed. The more militant members opposed the plan “on the grounds that it was vague, indefinite, slow-moving, and indicative of an intent to stall further on public-school integration.” The majority, however, argued the School Board “should be given adequate time to demonstrate their good faith in effectuating the plans drawn up by Mr. Blossom.”The dominant moderate faction on the NAACP board hoped “Little Rock might show the rest of the South that peaceful and voluntary compliance with the Supreme Court decision could be realized.”19 Virgil Blossom hoped the same thing.

Between September of 1954 and May of 1955, the Little Rock superintendent changed his mind about key elements of what came to be called “The Blossom Plan,” undoubtedly in part as a result of the reaction to the first Brown decision in Washington. President Eisenhower refused to draw on his enormous popularity or moral authority to endorse the mandated changes in public education, and Congress also failed to offer vigorous and principled support for the position the Supreme Court had espoused. When Blossom encountered vocal opposition in the local white community, he backed away significantly from the position he had outlined to the NAACP executive board the previous fall. Among the concerns of many white citizens, apart from deep-seated racism, were fears that desegregation would lower academic standards in the schools, impede the progress of white children, decrease community support for public education, cause a shift to private schools, displace Negro teachers, and curtail social activities as well as create social problems in the schools. Whatever the explanation for the change, the School Board unveiled a very different plan in May of 1955 from the one it had contemplated in the fall of 1954.20

Although the School Board plan announced on May 24, 1955, did not say so, it apparently started from a premise articulated in a later draft, which stated: “The reorganization of a school system that has been racially segregated from its beginning presents major problems of creating ‘teachable groups’ of children for instructional purposes in an integrated system of Public Education, if it is done too quickly.” Therefore, the district proposed a “phase program” of school integration, with the process to begin in grades ten through twelve, probably in the fall of 1957. Upon completion of a successful program of integration at the senior high school level, grades seven through nine would become involved; upon successful completion of the program at the junior high level, the program would begin in the elementary schools. The later draft of the plan specified that even though the entire process might take as many as six years, “To move faster than the ‘deliberate time schedule’ outlined could easily result in placing our system of Free Public Education in danger.”21

The element that caused the most consternation among critics was the introduction of a system of transfers, by which children did not have to attend the school in their designated zone if such attendance placed them in a racial minority in that school. As critics quickly noted, only Central High School faced significant integration. The faculty at the new Horace Mann High School, in a predominantly black zone, remained all black; the faculty at Central High, Technical High, and the new Hall High remained all white. Most alarming of all, from the perspective of the NAACP, Horace Mann, slated to open in February 1956, was described as a segregated black institution, without even the pretense of voluntary integrated attendance.22

On May 31, 1955, nine days after Virgil Blossom announced the “Little Rock Board of Education Plan of School Integration,” the United States Supreme Court handed down Brown II. In highly ambiguous terms, the justices called for changes “with all deliberate speed” and for a “prompt and reasonable start” toward integration. The justices set no deadlines for the initiation of integration, and they offered no guidelines for compliance. They placed responsibility for administering the changes in the hands of southern federal judges, who had no enforcement machinery, and local school boards, who were directed to craft their plans based on local needs.23

Many members of the Little Rock chapter of the NAACP understood that Blossom and his board “now intended to integrate the public schools only on a token basis, if at all.” The Blossom Plan was a flawed attempt to achieve white acceptance by retaining as much segregation as possible. NAACP state president Daisy Bates expressed the dominant view when she wrote, “Superintendent Blossom was more interested in appeasing the segregationists by advocating that only a limited number of Negroes be admitted than in complying with the Supreme Court decision.”24



IN JULY, THE BOARD of directors of the newly formed Arkansas Council on Human Relations, a biracial group, requested an audience with Virgil Blossom. Daisy Bates, Harry and Barbara Ashmore, Fred Darragh, and Reverend J. C. Crenchaw all pressed the superintendent to tell them why the schools could not be integrated immediately. Rumblings began to spread through the Little Rock chapter of the NAACP that the group should bring a lawsuit to enjoin the School Board from opening Horace Mann as a segregated school. Many members concluded that “without a court order the Board would never integrate a single school.”25

The NAACP’s regional field office in Dallas advised against pursuing a lawsuit, thinking it would bring adverse publicity, and the Little Rock leadership renewed its attempts to meet again with the School Board in an effort to resolve their differences. The School Board refused all overtures to meet. In the white community, the NAACP was seen as an “extremist” organization. Therefore in December of 1955, with Horace Mann High School scheduled to open the following month, the local branch of the NAACP voted to file suit against the Little Rock School Board if three conditions could be met: if students could be found whose parents would allow them to attempt to register at Central High School, if sufficient funds could be raised to pay a lawyer, and if a lawyer could be secured for the fee the branch could afford. To the surprise of the local branch, it was able to meet all three conditions with relative ease.26

Pine Bluff attorney Wiley Branton, one of the first black graduates of the University of Arkansas Law School and chairman of the Arkansas NAACP’s Legal Redress Committee, agreed to represent the Little Rock chapter when its usual attorneys declined to participate. Georg C. Iggers, the white chairman of the Education Committee, raised considerable money through an appeal to family and friends in other parts of the country, and he also secured donations from a tiny cadre of supporters in Little Rock’s white community. Finally, Iggers, L. C. and Daisy Bates, and other representatives of the NAACP visited black homes throughout the district, seeking parents willing to attempt to register their children at white schools.27

On the day that Horace Mann opened, January 23, 1956, twenty-seven black children and their parents appeared at four white elementary, junior high, and high schools seeking to register. When they were rebuffed, Daisy Bates took a group of the children to Virgil Blossom’s office, where he formally denied her request for immediate integration. In a statement to the press after the meeting, Bates told reporters, “I think the next step is obvious. We’ve tried everything short of a court suit. How soon we can file a suit depends on how busy our attorneys are. It could be a week and it could be a month.” Two weeks later, on behalf of thirty-three black children, Wiley Branton filed suit against the Little Rock School District, its officers, and its superintendent in the United States District Court for the Eastern District of Arkansas. The case became known as Aaron v. Cooper.28

Virgil Blossom immediately put together team of lawyers he called a “brain trust” to meet the NAACP’s challenge. Hoping to demonstrate the practicality of the Blossom Plan and foster public support for it, he selected a cross-section of the city’s best legal talent, four lawyers from leading firms, to work under the supervision of Archie House: Leon Catlett was widely regarded as the best trial lawyer in the state; Richard C. Butler, a member of U.S. Senator Joe T. Robinson’s old firm, was a recent president of the Little Rock Chamber of Commerce and one of the leading lights in the movement to attract industry to Arkansas; Henry Spitzberg was a highly regarded attorney and a leader in the Jewish community; Frank Chowning was a socially prominent, socially conservative proponent of continued segregation who reluctantly recognized the need to obey “the law of the land” as expressed in Brown. House initiated a series of meetings and communicated with his team regularly through formal memoranda.29



ARCHIE HOUSE, like Blossom, reflected the limitations of Little Rock’s “Establishment.” He accepted the fact that integration had to occur, yet he tried to appease opponents by moving slowly, and he relied entirely on procedural maneuvering. House noted in his early memoranda that no local black attorney had signed the complaint initiating the suit, and he believed if he could demonstrate that dissension existed within the local chapter he could weaken the NAACP’s case. He worked to show that local conditions had been subordinated to the aggressiveness of the NAACP’s national leaders and that therefore “reasonableness”resided on the side of the Little Rock School District. In keeping with Brown II’s demand for a “prompt and reasonable start,”Archie House argued that the only question in the case was whether the Blossom Plan was “reasonable” in light of local conditions.30
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