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FOREWORD by Andrew Young



Back in 1982, when I was mayor of Atlanta, Rick Allen came by my office at city hall one day to ask a favor. He was taking a year off from his job as political columnist for the Atlanta Journal-Constitution to go on an international trip with his wife, Linda. He asked me if I would write a letter of introduction for him to use in foreign ports of call. I told him I’d be happy to. He returned that afternoon and picked up an envelope with a letter I’d written that began, “To Whom It May Concern: The bearer of this letter is an enemy of freedom-loving peoples everywhere and should be arrested on sight.” The look on his face was priceless! Then he found the second envelope underneath, with a proper diplomatic greeting, and heaved a big sigh of relief.


I tell that story for several reasons. First, I was fond enough of Rick to play a practical joke on him and be pretty sure he’d take it well. More important, I admired the sense of adventure that sent Rick and Linda on their journey. I had dinner with them in London a few months later and they were obviously broadening their horizons. Last, Rick has an openness to new ideas and different ways of thinking that have served him well in his career as a journalist, author, TV commentator, historian, and now in this book that chronicles his journey of learning about race and racism.


As Rick will be the first to tell you, he is not a civil rights activist. He is an observer with a sense of fairness and a willingness to look at things through the eyes of others. His career spans a half century, from the early 1970s, when he covered the election of Maynard Jackson as the first African American mayor of Atlanta, to now, with raw divisions testing our nation in the aftermath of George Floyd’s murder and Donald Trump’s presidency. Rick has told me he fears he may have been slow to recognize some of the chronic, unresolved issues that continue to hinder racial equality and healing in our society; I told him he was not alone in that. We’ve lived through wrenching times that have forced us all to learn more, think harder, and see more clearly. I reminded him that during the most trying days of the civil rights movement, Martin Luther King Jr. would turn to me in places like Birmingham, Alabama, and say, “Let’s find some white folks we can talk to.” Rick is White folks we can talk to.


I think two key moments in his newspaper career illustrate Rick’s growth on matters of race. In 1975, during Mayor Jackson’s first term in office, the Atlanta Constitution ran a series called “City in Crisis” that lamented the end of White political control in Atlanta. Rick was part of the team who wrote the series. In this memoir Rick shares his regret for his role in reporting stories he now calls “one-sided, deaf to the voices of the Black community, and highly unsettling to many in the city.” I’d have to say he’s right about that.


The second key moment came a dozen years later, in 1987, when Rick came to my defense during another period when his newspaper was embroiled in an ugly episode that involved me. He covers the details in the chapter “Julian Bond and John Lewis”—how the Atlanta Journal-Constitution repeated unfounded accusations against me, how the sources Rick had cultivated over the years exonerated me, and how he resigned in protest when his editors declined to report what he’d learned, which turned out to be absolutely accurate. Rick had come a long way in his dealings with Black leaders. Needless to say, I appreciated what he did, and I was glad when he went directly to CNN to be their national political analyst.


Rick has also shared with me a concern that his book may not offer much in the way of insights for Black readers, or worse, that it may revisit painful issues that we would rather not rehash. He has learned in recent years that sympathetic White people who want to have “the talk” with Black friends can come across as seeking absolution for themselves rather than making a deeper commitment to taking actions to make things better. I told him he had a point. It’s tempting at times for us to say, “What took you so long?” Certainly, we can do a better job teaching Black history and educating ourselves about the continuing biases that hold Black people back.


But Rick has done a lot more here than discover the obvious. His digging into some issues—redlining, environmental racism, White privilege, reparations—is painful to read about at times but also enlightening. And he has found plenty that was new to me. As a proud alumnus of Howard University, for instance, I found his chapter “Reconstruction”—about our founder, Oliver Otis Howard, the first head of the Freedmen’s Bureau after the Civil War—to be fascinating. Ever the newsman, Rick has found fresh material on characters ranging from Lyndon Johnson, to my old colleague Hosea Williams, to Joel Chandler Harris and Uncle Remus.


As a student of the “Atlanta Way,” the longtime coalition of White business executives and Black political leaders that helped make Atlanta the capital of the New South—and brought us the Olympics—Rick appreciates the need for people of diverse backgrounds and interests to talk with one another, even if it’s difficult, because that is the only way out of no way.










AUTHOR’S NOTE


The scene was a dinner party in Buckhead, the finger bowl district of Atlanta, one night in the 1980s. Our hostess was Jeanne Ferst, a prominent liberal Republican, and the guest of honor was a freshly appointed distinguished professor of something or other at Emory University. What, he asked at one point, did we consider the greatest issue confronting Atlanta? I caught the eye of Michael Lomax, one of my tablemates, an elegant Black man who served as chairman of the Fulton County Commission. “Well,” I said, “there’s race.” Lomax had a twinkle in his eye. “Yes,” he added, “and then there’s race.” I finished: “And of course, race.” We chuckled, pleased with our cleverness. Looking back, I’d say we were right on the money.


I came to Atlanta in 1972, a couple of years out of the University of North Carolina, where I studied journalism and admired the steadying hand of Ralph McGill at the Atlanta Constitution during the civil rights movement. After weeks of pestering the editors, I got myself hired as a cub reporter in December 1972, right on the cusp of interesting change. Jimmy Carter was governor, Lester Maddox was lieutenant governor, Sam Massell was mayor of Atlanta, and Maynard Jackson was vice mayor. In the space of the next three years, Carter would be president, Jackson would defeat Massell to become the city’s first Black mayor, and Maddox would be rejected by Georgia’s voters, once and for all. I began to cover race, a subject that would intrigue and often confound me for the next half century.


Not only was race wickedly complicated, I found, it was also a moving target. Once, doing research in a college library, I came across a copy of Ebony magazine from February 1953. The cover showed a formal photograph of Eleanor Roosevelt under a headline that announced, “Some of My Best Friends Are Negroes.” I disrupted the decorum of the reading room as I let out a whoop of laughter. What was taken as an earnest expression of liberal goodwill a year before Brown v. Board of Education would, in the relative blink of an eye, become a clumpy cliché no White person would dare utter. What struck me then, and still does, is how difficult the races have found it to understand one another and empathize.


I look back at my career as a journey, by a latter-day de Tocqueville, or perhaps Gulliver, traversing the South in search of understanding how two races could share a history at once so intimate and so wicked that love and hate reside side by side, intertwined. As a reporter, columnist, television commentator, and author, I had a front-row seat to the drama, and I mean to review it in this book, for my own benefit and, I hope, for yours.


I have organized this book into three arcs. The first six essays describe events I covered for the newspaper, giving me insights into race and how the subject was evolving before my eyes in ways both subtle and dramatic. Next, starting with “Presidents,” I have five essays that deal in a wide variety of ways with US presidents and issues of race. And then, beginning with “Colorblind,” I have written about my later efforts, as an author and observer, to study race more closely and dig deeper beneath the surface, even as race relations in America were shifting rapidly in real time. I hope these later essays convey a sincere—and coherent—effort to resolve some of the questions that continue to devil us.


I was well into retirement, in October 2015, when I attended a charette—that’s a fancy term for a daylong gabfest—at the Atlanta History Center, held to solicit ideas for updating an exhibit on the city’s history. As we gathered in the members room around a large, four-sided table, I was struck by the diversity of the scholars. I knew some of the other older White men, but there were lots of new faces as well—young, female, African American, Latina—who would not have been invited just a generation before.


I found a seat next to a well-dressed young woman, and the session began, as these things often do, by our going around the table introducing ourselves. I explained that I was an old newspaperman who had discovered after twenty years in journalism that I hated news and took to writing books instead. My seatmate turned out to be Gabriela Gonzalez-Lamberson, an aristocratic Mexican émigré with an impressive résumé in corporate public relations, diplomacy, and philanthropy.


Once the formal session began, we discussed Atlanta’s history in predictable terms of Black and White, but eventually the conversation turned to the city’s growing Hispanic community, and it was then that Gabriela spoke up. To illustrate how closely the cultures of Mexico and the United States are interwoven, she told the story of Joel Poinsett, a South Carolinian who served as the first US minister to Mexico after it achieved independence in the 1820s. Poinsett was an amateur botanist, and he was beguiled by the red flower that Mexicans used in their celebration of Christmas. He sent samples back home, and in short order the US adopted the flower as a seasonal decoration of its own—and named it poinsettia in his honor. A charming story, but it was interrupted by a very loud voice from the other side of the table, demanding: “You mean Poinsett… the slave owner???” The voice belonged to an African American woman, a scholar from Duke University, and I’ve never forgotten it. So rude. So abrupt. So final. So much for Poinsett! He was a slave owner, and that defined him in his entirety, stripping him of any worth whatsoever. Gabriela fell silent, looking chagrined.


I will confess that I said nothing at the time because I had barely heard of Poinsett and knew almost nothing about him. Perhaps that was true of others as well, because we quickly dropped the subject. But later that night, I looked him up—well, I googled him—and discovered an intriguing figure. Poinsett was widely traveled, erudite, a state legislator, a congressman, a diplomat, a conniver in South American politics (he tried to buy Texas, unsuccessfully, several years before the US took it), and more to the point, he was an ardent Unionist who stood up to John C. Calhoun during the nullification crisis of the 1830s. He owned slaves—and I understand why that’s the end of the discussion for many—but he also advocated the gradual abolition of slavery. He opposed secession. He served with a group of gentlemen scholars who were the precursors of the Smithsonian Society. If one wanted to dismiss Poinsett with a thumbs-down, it would be for his role as President Martin Van Buren’s secretary of war, when he oversaw the western removal of vast numbers of Native Americans on the Trail of Tears. The point, of course, is that Joel Poinsett was a good deal more complicated and consequential a character than can be conveyed simply in the phrase “slave owner.”


During the charette, I decided I wanted to meet the scholar with the booming voice. At the next break, I went over and introduced myself, and she turned out to be perfectly cordial and friendly. We chatted briefly about this and that, and later we corresponded via email, trying to sort through some of the persistent, unresolved questions of race in America. Obviously, I do not agree with the wholesale dismissal of every figure in our nation’s history who owned slaves for the simple reason that slavery was legal and a fact of life from 1619 until Emancipation, and White men who owned slaves were prominent among our Founding Fathers. But neither, I have learned, can we possibly come to terms with our past or present if we ignore the raw reality of slavery and its legacy.


My purpose in this book is to dial down the loud voices. I am fully aware that for much of our history, Black men and women have had to shout to be heard—have had to march, protest, suffer, and too often die to be heard. African American readers of this book will find the subject matter painful, often infuriating, and they may question the tone of detachment I’ve tried to maintain. Partly it’s a matter of my training as a reporter, an instinct to be an observer and not a participant. There is a cynical old adage that the job of the journalist is to sit in the hills above the field of battle, and when the fighting is over, go down and shoot the wounded. It’s funny when applied to covering ordinary politics, not funny at all when it comes to covering race. I do not mean to shoot the wounded.


As an author, I have always tried to trust the reader. If I set out the facts properly, you get to draw your own conclusions, without me perched on your shoulder telling you what to think and how to feel. As a rule, if something I write makes you angry, it’s because I hoped it would but left it up to you. But there’s more to it than that. The injustices inflicted on Black Americans have not been inflicted on me. I cannot, as President Clinton famously liked to say, “feel your pain.” I can try to empathize, but I am unable to know what it feels like to experience racism. Indeed, I know that in the hearts and minds of many African Americans, I am part of the problem simply by being White and enjoying the White privilege that entails. “You learned yesterday what White privilege means?” Damon Young wrote in a scathing op-ed in the New York Times. “Great! Welcome to 1962.”


Another Black writer, Aisha Harris, described attending a screening of the movie 12 Years a Slave. “As the mostly White audience trickled out at the end,” she wrote, “I heard a man expressing relief to his companion: ‘I couldn’t last 12 minutes of all that, never mind 12 years!’ ” She called it a “gross comment.” I think I know what the man meant—that he found the cruelties of slavery so unspeakable he could not imagine enduring them. But what Harris heard was a White man failing to realize that he would indeed have lasted twelve years because he would have had absolutely no choice to do otherwise.


There are books by White authors—America’s Original Sin, by Jim Wallis, is one of them—that convey a fully “woke” sensibility, a renunciation of “whiteness,” and a redeemer’s vow to make things right. This is not one of those books. As a good friend chided me, gently I hope, “Rick, I’m not sure your eyes are as open as you think they are.” I am telling my own flawed story here, and it’s about my efforts to listen and learn. Readers will have to judge whether I have succeeded.










ESSAY ONE “BUNCH”



Mama King’s funeral.


On July 3, 1974, a torch-hot summer Wednesday in Atlanta, the funeral for Mrs. King was held at her family’s historic church, Ebenezer Baptist. As a reporter for the morning newspaper, the Atlanta Constitution, I was assigned to cover the ceremony, and I took my place in the front row of the balcony with a handful of other journalists.


The mother of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. had been playing the church organ during Sunday services four days earlier when a lunatic gunman sprang forward and shot her in the face, killing her, an act that added another layer of unimaginable sorrow onto a family that had suffered on an epic scale. Daddy King already had lost both of his sons, Martin to an assassin and A. D. to drowning, and now his beloved wife, Alberta, had been taken too. The Kings were called “Mama” and “Daddy” by all Atlantans, Black and White alike, because they had come to seem like the city’s first family. Journalists like to say we write the first draft of history, and I felt a sharp sense of the weight of the moment and my duty to record it properly.


I’m still not sure how he managed to gather himself, but Daddy King gave one of the eulogies. With three family members steadying him, he told the congregants, “I knew I was going to be strong today. I’m not going to quit. I’m not going to let nothing stop me.” And then, in a moment I will never forget, tears began to stream down his face, he raised his eyes to the heavens, and with a wavering voice, he said… well, that is the point of my story. I had no idea. I could not understand what he said.


I felt a stab of panic, my pen frozen over my reporter’s notebook. I was seated next to Kathryn Johnson, the Associated Press’s legendary civil rights reporter, who knew the King family intimately, and I asked her what had just happened. She explained to me that he had said, “I’ll be joinin’ you soon, Bunch.” I hadn’t known that his pet name for Mrs. King was “Honeybunch,” nor that he was promising to see her in heaven. I will always be grateful to Kathryn for bailing me out. It is a plain truth that journalism is a learning process, and it begins, not ends, when one graduates from J-school. For a White man learning to cover race in the South, I found it was often a steep curve.


I chuckle ruefully sometimes when I encounter the phrase “White privilege.” It is meant to convey the myriad advantages that accrue to those born White in America—which is certainly true—but I was born with considerable privilege over other White people as well. My family was wealthy and well-connected. I grew up in Bronxville, New York, a village of about six thousand comfortable souls perched in large houses on small, hilly lots in Westchester County, just north of New York City. There was not a single Black family living in my hometown. I attended Phillips Academy, in Andover, Massachusetts, with a handful of Black classmates I barely knew. At the University of North Carolina, in the late 1960s, I came to embrace the liberal politics of the era, including civil rights, but I did so largely in the abstract because the student body was still overwhelmingly White. We marched in protest of the treatment of Black cafeteria workers on campus, but I never met any of them.


There is a cliché about the regional difference in White peoples’ attitudes toward Black people: In the North, it goes, White people tend to like Black people as a group but not so much individually, while the reverse is true in the South, where Whites disdain Black people collectively but have warm relationships with individuals. Like most clichés, it contains a large kernel of truth. De facto segregation in the North often kept Whites so far removed from Black people that they knew few if any of them and were stiff and uncomfortable in their rare encounters. In the South, on the other hand, segregation was de jure—White supremacy encoded as the law of the land—but Black and White people lived near one another, interacted frequently, and had close, even loving relationships. As a White man from the North, I have spent a half century trying to understand how Black and White people in the South manage these relationships when they are freighted with such inequality. In the early going, though, I just tried to understand what Black people were saying. There was no foreign language course at Chapel Hill to train my Yankee ear, and so I had to learn on the job.


Of course, there was no shortage of erudite Black people in Atlanta when I began work at the Constitution in 1972. Maynard Jackson was elected the city’s first Black mayor in 1973, and he had a vocabulary that he wielded like a lightsaber. A preacher’s son with a law degree, Jackson was equally adept at sermons and summations, delivering both in a booming baritone. I vividly recall an early press conference when he was asked a sticky question and responded, “I find such assertions to be specious, illogical, vapid, inane—and juh-joooon.” I understood each word clearly, although the last one, jejune, sent me to the dictionary. Jackson once ended an interview with me by saying, “In the words of Tea and Sympathy, Rick, when you think of me tonight—and you will—be kind.” Another time I bumped into him at the Atlanta Civic Center during the intermission of a Richard Pryor concert and asked what he thought. “Scatological,” he answered, enunciating each syllable, “but a comic genius!”


My problem was understanding poorer Blacks, especially in the rural areas of Georgia. I was no longer a cub reporter when I covered the case of the Dawson Five, in 1977, but I had not made much progress with translation. Largely forgotten today, the Dawson Five were an earlier, South Georgia version of the Central Park Five. Five young Black men had been charged with the murder of a White customer during a holdup in a country store in a remote corner of Terrell County. Their defense lawyer, Millard Farmer, was a prominent opponent of the death penalty from Atlanta, and his strategy was simple. He planned to put the city of Dawson on trial for racism. My involvement began when Farmer, who was White, drove me out into the countryside of Terrell County to visit the family of two of the defendants, who were brothers. Their mother granted me an interview, and when it was over and Farmer and I were walking back to his car, he looked into my reporter’s notebook and began laughing. I hadn’t written down a single word because I could not understand a thing the woman said. Farmer assured me that she had professed her sons’ innocence, but otherwise had not provided any material information about the case.


As it happened, though, the point of our visit was not so much her words as the abject poverty the family lived in. Their house was a crude shack, and I can still see the flattened, rusted snuff tins that dotted the wooden floor, covering its many holes. Of course, being poor did not absolve the defendants of murder, but Farmer meant for our trip to set the stage for what was to come. In a pretrial hearing a few days later, he put a former Dawson policeman on the stand who testified that a fellow officer had questioned one of the defendants, seventeen-year-old James Jackson Jr., by cocking his pistol, placing it between the boy’s eyes, and saying, “Okay, nigger, where’s the gun at?”


The hearing was a feast of horrors. The former policeman also testified that two officers on the Dawson force regularly amused themselves by feeding arsenic-laced dog food to Black people’s pets, an accusation that drew gasps in the courtroom. At times it seemed the city meant to convict itself. Farmer put the mayor of Dawson, James G. Raines Jr., on the stand and asked about the city’s Whites-only swimming pool. The city had built the pool with bonds underwritten by taxpayers of both races but then sold it for a nominal fee to a private club that allowed only White people to use it. Raines, a refined man with a Harvard law degree, seemed pained to admit the inequity, and when Farmer asked if he would authorize the arrest of Black children who tried to use the pool, he said he would not. “Well,” Farmer responded, “I guess we’ll try to have a swimming party!” Late that evening, the pool was drained and closed indefinitely behind barbed wire.


It was not my ear for language that failed me back then so much as myopia, as I missed the portent of some of the changes taking place before my eyes. With the benefit of hindsight, I realize that I was witnessing the eclipse of the overt, bare-knuckled racism that erupted throughout the South after the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954, which undid the “separate but equal” doctrine that had been the law of the land, and the foundation of Jim Crow, for more than half a century. The tools of massive resistance—the fire hoses and German shepherds, the Klan bonfires, the church bombings, the assassinations—had by now brought revulsion to the nation. The passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 were, like glaciers, slowly but inexorably scraping away many of the barriers that had kept Black people from full citizenship in their native land.


What I saw and heard in court in 1977 appalled me, of course, as it was meant to do. But I should have recognized that these were the last throes of a culture in retreat. For one thing, I was in absolutely no physical danger whatsoever. An earlier generation of journalists had faced genuine menace covering the civil rights movement, including those who traveled to “Terrible Terrell,” as the county was nicknamed, in 1962, after two Black churches were burned to ash and cinder because they had hosted rallies in support of Black voter registration. With help from the Kennedy administration, the churches were rebuilt, and my colleague Bill Shipp shared a vivid memory of covering a voter registration drive at one of them when the sheriff of Terrell County, the formidable Zeke T. Mathews, entered the church, marched up to the reporters in the front pew, and demanded, “Who are you?” As Shipp recalled, Claude Sitton of the New York Times, a famously fearless man, stood up chin to chin with Mathews and answered, “I’m an American, sheriff, how about you?” Shipp said he and Sitton counted themselves lucky to emerge with only slashed tires to show for the confrontation.


A decade and a half later, those forces were in retreat. Seeking to defuse the Dawson Five situation, the prosecutor in Terrell County’s judicial circuit announced that he would not seek the death penalty for the defendants. The judge, Walter I. Geer, permitted Farmer broad leeway in eliciting testimony and evidence of police misconduct, and eventually the state dropped all charges against the young men. I now believe that quiet forces were at work to prevent a miscarriage of justice because Dawson sat just twenty-one miles from Plains, Georgia, the home of President Jimmy Carter, who had entered the White House earlier that year as a “New South” figure who would not have appreciated a travesty of justice in his backyard.


I have one final small, sad, funny memory of the case. During an interview, the police chief was trying to persuade me that Dawson had turned a new leaf. Mayor Raines, he noted, had a law degree from Harvard. “And he’s a homosexual,” the chief added, as if to certify that a fresh day of urbanity had dawned in his town. Most of the White people I encountered in Dawson were not defiant. They were defensive.


In time, I got better acquainted with Black folks, including Daddy King. For one thing, I learned that friends and family did not call him Daddy but rather just Dad. One day I encountered him in the office of the Fulton County tax commissioner, who liked to do small favors for journalists and prominent citizens. We chatted a bit while the commissioner sent a minion to renew our car registrations. Some years later, I was riding an elevator at the state capitol when King got on, and we exchanged greetings. At the next floor, the doors opened and in stepped J. B. Stoner, one of the most notorious, retrograde segregationists in the state of Georgia, a perennial candidate for high office who ran on a platform of White supremacy and took out newspaper ads disparaging Black people in the crudest terms. King eyed him evenly for a moment. Then he said, “Mr. Stoner, you are a cruel man.”


I understood him perfectly.










ESSAY TWO SEGREGATIONISTS



I met George Wallace exactly once. In November 1979, I drove from Atlanta to Alabama to cover a press conference held by Richard Arrington Jr., who had just been elected Birmingham’s first Black mayor. While there, I made a courtesy call on Wallace, who was receiving visiting journalists in a small office. I have one vivid memory of the encounter: Wallace insisted that I feel his upper arm. After years confined to a wheelchair, he had developed tremendous upper-body strength, and his muscles were rock-hard. I felt awkward, as if I had encountered an interactive exhibit in a museum, and withdrew after a few niceties. It did not occur to me to attempt a formal interview because I didn’t think there was anything newsworthy to discuss. It turned out I was wrong.


Wallace had completed his third term as governor earlier in the year, and though he told the state legislature, “I suppose my career is over,” he had quietly begun planning to run one more time. Around the time of our meeting, Wallace made a private, unannounced visit to the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Dr. King’s old pulpit, where he renounced his past actions as a segregationist and asked for forgiveness. “I have learned what suffering means,” he told the congregation. “In a way that was impossible before [the shooting], I think I can understand something of the pain Black people have come to endure. I know I contributed to that pain, and I can only ask your forgiveness.”


The sincerity of Wallace’s expression of regret remains a matter of disagreement to this day, of course, but the fact is many of his Black listeners believed him, and their support at the ballot box proved to be the decisive factor when he won his fourth and final term in the fall of 1982. “We’re all family down here,” Johnny Ford, the mayor of Tuskegee, explained. “That’s what the North doesn’t understand. We’re all family.” What Wallace did fascinates me because it occurred around the same time I was writing profiles of two retired “seg” (short for segregationist, in the parlance of the day) politicians in Georgia—former Governor Marvin Griffin and former House Speaker Roy V. Harris—and I had trouble reconciling the hateful things they had said and done in the past with the warm and likable personalities they displayed when I spent time with them. It bothered me then and still does.


In the late autumn of 1977, not long after my experience covering the Dawson Five, I drove from Atlanta down to Bainbridge, Georgia, a small city in the southwest corner of the state, to interview Griffin. “You can’t spend five minutes with Marvin,” a friend warned me, “without liking him.” I arrived at the offices of his family’s weekly newspaper, the Post-Searchlight, and was shown to the back of the shop, where Griffin sat at a desk in front of a large painting that depicted an astonished-looking Grant surrendering to Lee at Appomattox. Naturally I did a double take. “Well,” Griffin said wistfully, his blue eyes dancing, “it could have been.” I had to laugh.


Griffin presented me with a serious challenge, one I still have not resolved. Serving as governor from 1955 to 1959, he had been as unrelenting a segregationist as could be found anywhere in the South, a stalwart of massive resistance in the same league with Wallace and Ross Barnett. “I take my stand with the white people,” he announced when he began his campaign, and he kept the promise. In 1957, he traveled to Little Rock, Arkansas, and helped incite the violence that erupted over the desegregation of Central High School.


But it turned out that Griffin was also warm, funny, direct, and immensely likable. At the end of my visit, he bade me farewell with an invitation to return. “We’ll cook a steak,” he said, “bend an elbow, strike a blow for liberty, and talk about everybody!” How could I reconcile his magnetism with the hateful actions he had taken in the past? Naively, I soft-pedaled his racism in the profile I wrote for the Constitution, suggesting that he was motivated more by political expediency than racial animus. “There was a sense,” I wrote, “that Griffin used ‘seg’ propaganda simply because that was the order of the day in Georgia politics.” Well, no. He was charming and a racist—both things in a single package. When I interviewed him, he made it clear that he did not wish to talk about race. “They’ll just say I was a racist,” he had told an interviewer a few years earlier, “and we’ve already been through all that.” I let him off the hook.


I had a similar experience two years later, in 1979, when I wrote a profile of Roy Harris, another legendary segregationist. “Mr. Roy,” as he was known, was eighty-three at the time, retired from politics after a career as a state legislator, longtime regent of the University System of Georgia, and kingmaker in gubernatorial elections over the decades. He had a courtly air, a warm smile, and a virtual case of amnesia about his record, which included serving as Wallace’s campaign manager in Georgia in 1968. “There’s really only going to be one issue,” he said at the time, “and you spell it n-i-g-g-e-r.” A decade later, when I encountered him, he blithely assured me, “I don’t think I’ve ever lost a black friend around Augusta.” Had I been impertinent, I might have asked if he’d ever had a Black friend in Augusta.


Having learned my lesson two years earlier with Griffin, I did not make the mistake of excusing Harris’s racism as a mere political expedient. I pointed out one of his lowest moments, when he opposed the appointment of former secretary of state Dean Rusk as a professor of international law at the University of Georgia, in large part because Rusk’s daughter had married a Black man. I conceded that at one time, most successful White politicians in Georgia had been segregationists, but added, “It was only when the others began to change, like the evolution from darkness to light in an Escher print, that Harris stood out as a radical racist.” I did let Harris have his say. “You haven’t seen me agitating one way or the other” in recent years, he told me, and I duly included his disclaimer in my article. I treated him gently enough that the editors wrote a headline saying, “Mr. Roy: Still Scrappy—There’s a Lot More to Him Than Racist Image.”


So what might I have done differently? I think I should have pressed both men on their feelings about race and whether they had evolved. Neither one volunteered the sort of apology that Wallace gave the congregants at the Dexter Avenue church, but I’ve been struck over the years by the sincere regret expressed by some politicians who came to see the light, as Wallace apparently did. Griffin, in particular, strikes me as a victim of his own sense of humor. He once was asked about J. B. Stoner, the violent racist. “He reminds me,” Griffin said, “of the story about the drunk on the Titanic who raced out on the deck and said, ‘I ordered ice, but this is ridiculous!’ ” It is impossible for me to imagine any Black person finding that joke amusing. I suppose Griffin felt that parsing the exact degree of his racism was a futile exercise, but some measure of confession might have been good for his soul.


Of course, one very real possibility is that Griffin and Harris did not harbor any regrets at all. But my best guess is that both men would have insisted that they merely believed the races should remain separate in the best interests of both, and that they bore no ill will toward Black people. In an interview with the New York Times in January 1979, Wallace tested such an argument, saying he was motivated by states’ rights and not racial prejudice. “I was not an enemy of blacks in those days,” he said, hearkening back to the 1960s. “I was the enemy of the federal government, big government. It’s very unfortunate that it involved race when we raised those issues.” He added, “I was never saying anything that reflected on black people, and I’m sorry it was taken that way.”
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