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For me, becoming friends with Mrs. Roosevelt was a slow, painful process, marked by sharp exchanges of correspondence, often anger on my side and exasperation on her side, and a gradual development of mutual admiration and respect.

—PAULI MURRAY, “Challenging Mrs. R.,” The Hunter Magazine, September 1983




One of my finest young friends is a charming woman lawyer—Pauli Murray, who has been quite a firebrand at times but of whom I am very fond.

—ELEANOR ROOSEVELT, “Some of My Best Friends Are Negro,” Ebony, February 1953




The measure of her greatness was her capacity for growth, her ruthless honesty with herself, and the generosity with which she responded to criticisms.

—PAULI MURRAY, Song in a Weary Throat, 1987




I have known Miss Murray for a long time and she is a very brilliant girl.

—ELEANOR ROOSEVELT to David Morse of the International Labour Organization in Geneva, concerning Pauli Murray’s application for a staff position, June 14, 1951




She asked me of my future plans and seemed to approve. You would have thought I was talking to either you or Aunt Sallie, the way she talked to me.

—PAULI MURRAY to Mother [Pauline Fitzgerald Dame], regarding her first White House visit with Eleanor Roosevelt, June 4, 1943




When more whites and Negroes become friends and lose whatever self-consciousness they started out with, we shall have a much happier world.

—ELEANOR ROOSEVELT, “Some of My Best Friends Are Negro,” Ebony, February 1953
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INTRODUCTION: THE HAND OF FRIENDSHIP


You need to know some of the veterans of the battle whose shoulders you now stand on.

—PAULI MURRAY TO PATRICIA BELL-SCOTT, DECEMBER 12, 1983



The letter that carried these words launched a twenty-year odyssey that gave birth to The Firebrand and the First Lady. It was Pauli Murray’s second response to my invitation to serve as a consulting editor to SAGE: A Scholarly Journal on Black Women, of which I was co–founding editor. She sprinkled her missive with encouragement and what I self-consciously took as an overstatement, hailing the journal as “a formidable undertaking” with the potential to transform “the mainstream of American scholarship.” That this groundbreaking activist, lawyer, writer, and priest had high expectations for my work filled me with excitement and apprehension—lest I fall short.

Prior commitments prevented Murray from contributing to the inaugural issue of SAGE, but she would share reminiscences of people and events that became guideposts along my way. She mentioned the President’s Commission on the Status of Women, for which she served as a subcommittee member and to which John F. Kennedy appointed Eleanor Roosevelt as commission chair. Murray praised the women activists who had taken the lessons learned in the labor and civil rights movements and applied them to the women’s movement. She also boasted that she was “finally…free to do the creative writing” she had longed to do “since 1939.” Her top priority, she quipped, was a “dratted autobiography.”

Although I dashed off an appreciative reply, I never got the chance to ask Murray about the veterans on whose shoulders I stood. Her death, eighteen months later at age seventy-four from pancreatic cancer, caught me off guard. Having no knowledge of her illness, I had respected her wish to write undisturbed “until late in 1984.” I kept a list of topics I hoped to discuss when she had a breathing spell. That moment never came.

Pauli Murray had been dead for nine years when I decided to write about her friendship with Eleanor Roosevelt. My interest, piqued by a reference to ER in what proved to be Murray’s last letter to me, intensified when I read her autobiography, Song in a Weary Throat, published two years after her death. Upon examining the letters in the Pauli Murray Papers Collection at the Schlesinger Library at Harvard University and in the Eleanor Roosevelt Papers Collection at the Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library, I immediately recognized that their relationship deserved attention beyond its mention by previous biographers and historians.

Unlike Eleanor Roosevelt’s friendships with the black civil rights leaders Mary McCleod Bethune and Walter White, which have been duly noted, ER’s friendship with Pauli Murray has not been fully examined. Bethune and White were powerful political figures; a relationship with the first lady was beneficial to them, the organizations they represented, and the Roosevelt administration. Bethune and White were also “veterans who knew when to advance and when to retreat, how to swallow a humiliation with a smile and how to bide their time,” observed ER’s friend and biographer Joseph P. Lash.

Murray, on the other hand, was of a younger generation, determined to challenge authority and inequality head-on. She filed her first discrimination complaint with her adoptive mother when she was barely six years old. “How come you give Grandfather three pancakes,” Murray asked, “and me only one?” A self-described individualist, she was most comfortable working alone and setting her own course outside bureaucratic institutions. Because she did not speak for an established group, Murray could not deliver votes—nor did she want to. What she offered instead was the honest and often brash opinion of an independent thinker who could not be still in the face of injustice.

Murray’s politics, temperament, and resolve to be herself frequently frustrated her family, her friends, and people in organizations to which she was devoted, such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and the Episcopal Church. Her personal writings suggest that she believed that these difficulties set her apart from her better-known male and conventional female peers. And I believe that these difficulties also contributed to her marginalization, until recently, in the historical record.

· · ·

I WAS FOUR YEARS INTO the research for this book and writing the foreword to a new edition of Murray’s family memoir Proud Shoes when I came across the August 19, 1971, letter to her friend Caroline F. Ware, a historian. In it, Murray spoke of the notes she was making for a future biographer whose work would probably not be published in her lifetime. I felt a haunting presence, as if Murray were hovering near my writing desk, when I read that she had envisioned a biography that began with her battle to enroll at the University of North Carolina and the “friendship with Mrs. R.” That I had responded to a wish Murray made long before I imagined this book confirmed my instinct that her letter to me was more than coincidence. I would sense Murray’s presence again during conversations with her friends and on pilgrimages to Bear Mountain, Howard University, Val-Kill, and other sites that were the backdrop of important moments in her relationship with ER.

In the beginning, I concentrated on the period between December 6, 1938—when Pauli Murray introduced herself in a protest letter to Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt—and November 7, 1962, the day ER died. Further research led me to expand the scope from Murray’s first glimpse of ER in 1934 to Murray’s death on July 1, 1985. Because I wanted these women to speak for themselves, I initially constructed this book as a collection of letters linked together by explanatory text. But the story felt fragmented and incomplete. It lacked the complexity and depth of their friendship, which had bridged generational, racial, class, and political differences.

I put the manuscript aside and determined to write a narrative with two views. One would be a close-up that followed the evolving friendship of two human rights activists. The other would use a wider-angle lens to place their relationship in context on the historical stage during the Great Depression, World War II, McCarthyism and the Cold War, and the civil and women’s rights movements of the twentieth century. Such a narrative required that I consider not only the letters they wrote to each other but what they said about the friendship, and how it influenced their thinking and actions.

Having settled on the parameters and architecture of my work, I began anew with these questions: What drew Pauli Murray, the granddaughter of a mulatto slave, and Eleanor Roosevelt, whose ancestry entitled her to membership in the Daughters of the American Revolution, together in friendship? What was the nature of their friendship, and how did they sustain it over time? What needs did they satisfy in each other, and how were they changed by the relationship? And what significance did their friendship have for the cause of social justice?

Despite the difference in family origin and the fact that Pauli Murray was twenty-six years junior to Eleanor Roosevelt, they had several things in common. They shared the given name Anna, which neither preferred or used. Both lost their parents as children and were raised by elderly kin. Highly sensitive, they had an abiding compassion for the helpless that stemmed in part from their childhoods as orphans, their experience with chronically ill relatives, and their need for acceptance, which was compounded in Murray’s case by discrimination on multiple fronts. They were both baptized as Episcopalians and—except for a brief period when Murray left the church—remained lifelong congregants.

They had inquiring minds. They were voracious readers. They loved poetry, and they loved to write. They were unpretentious, and they conveyed a seriousness of purpose that made them seem humorless, which was not the case. Both endured ridicule—Murray for her boyish physique, ER for her protruding teeth. They had presence and phenomenal energy. They rarely slept more than five or six hours a night. ER’s daily schedule left those around her breathless, and Murray’s intensity exhausted even her most patient friends.

Yet they were not immune to low spirits or anxiety. Pauli Murray experienced sporadic mood swings until diagnosed, at age forty-three, with a thyroid disorder. Eleanor Roosevelt manifested depression-like symptoms when she felt unappreciated by those whose opinions she valued and when she thought she had failed. Both fought a tendency toward shyness and learned to be resolute and outspoken in the face of opposition. Their well-being required meaningful work, physical activity, and the company of cherished friends, including their dogs. ER favored Scottish terriers. Murray had a soft spot for large breeds and strays.

· · ·

THE TWENTY-THREE-YEAR-OLD Murray, whose 1933 Hunter College yearbook photograph appears on the jacket of this book, was not a “fan” of the recently installed first lady, also pictured. Their relationship started as a confrontation in words, fueled by Murray’s desire for dramatic social change and the first lady’s obligation to the measured approach FDR’s administration took on the question of civil rights.

They respectfully addressed their early letters to “Mrs. Roosevelt” and “Miss Murray.” By 1944, ER had adopted the use of “Pauli.” But Murray, who came to regard the first lady as a maternal figure, could not bring herself to use “Eleanor” as invited. Because ER belonged to the same generation as Murray’s mother, the first lady would always be “Mrs. Roosevelt,” “Mrs. R.,” or occasionally “Mrs. Rovel,” a nickname Murray created by shortening the name Roosevelt. Their closings, like their salutations, evolved from the formal “Sincerely” and “Truly yours” to the personal “Affectionately” and “Fondly.”

They supplemented more than three hundred letters, notes, and birthday, get-well, sympathy, and holiday greeting cards with clippings, reports, manuscripts, photographs, flowers, and candy. ER’s missives were concise and—except for an occasional postscript—typed, for which Murray must have been grateful, given the first lady’s hard-to-read handwriting. Murray, who was at her best hashing out her thoughts and feelings on paper, invariably wrote longer letters. Sometimes she typed several drafts before mailing the final document, to which she periodically attached a gracious cover note to ER’s confidential secretary, Malvina Thompson. When time was of the essence or a typewriter inconvenient, Murray wrote with a fountain pen in her favorite blue-green ink.

There were instances when the letters flowed with a sense of urgency, as was the case during the 1940–42 campaign to overturn the death sentence of the young black sharecropper Odell Waller. There were also infrequent periods when they were out of touch for more than six months, such as 1960–61, when Murray taught at the law school in Ghana.

Their first face-to-face discussions focused on labor and civil rights and took place over tea at the first lady’s New York City apartment and the White House. After FDR’s death, their conversations expanded to include an array of issues, including personal concerns. They met at ER’s New York City residences and her Hyde Park retreat Val-Kill. While ER did visit Bethune and White in their homes and would have surely welcomed an invitation to Murray’s place, I have found no evidence that this happened. This is, perhaps, understandable, given Murray’s limited resources. In contrast to Bethune and White, Murray moved frequently and was periodically unemployed or underemployed. She did not own a home in ER’s lifetime, and she often shared her living space with friends and relatives. Out of respect for ER’s time and commitment to others, Murray deferred to ER on when and where they would meet.

When one considers the disparate demands in the daily lives of Pauli Murray and Eleanor Roosevelt, it is remarkable that neither drifted away from the relationship. On the contrary, they drew closer, grounded by the needs they satisfied in each other. Murray had a need to speak out and feel heard. ER had a need to respond and make a difference. Murray’s friend Maida Springer-Kemp, a labor leader, who saw them together more than anyone other than Malvina Thompson, told me that Murray could be embarrassingly direct, which must have bothered ER; and it was “a credit to Mrs. Roosevelt’s courage and awareness that this young woman…not be left crying in the wilderness.” In due course, ER came to rely upon the woman she dubbed “a firebrand,” who dared say what she thought.

As I followed their heated exchange on such issues as the Roosevelt administration’s response, or lack thereof, to lynching or ER’s defense of Adlai Stevenson’s tepid support of the Brown decision during the 1956 presidential campaign, I found myself reflecting on the combatants in Murray’s poem “The Quarrel,” posted on the wall near my desk:


Two ants at bay

on curved stem of an apple

are insufficient cause

to fell the tree



Pauli Murray and ER reminded me of the ants in this poem tenaciously fixed to the apple stem. No disagreement weighed enough to upend the sturdy tree that was their friendship. Disagreement over politics and strategy sometimes left them disturbed and disappointed. But in time, their perspectives converged.

They helped each other see possibilities beyond their immediate vision, and this broadened view reverberated in the causes they served. Murray, who had never voted for FDR or trusted the two-party system, became a registered voting Democrat. She would always find compromise, incremental change, and hierarchal institutions trying. Nonetheless, she would lean away from the radical left.

Eleanor Roosevelt, who once cautioned Murray against flouting segregation statutes, moved “further along the road in the civil-rights struggle than she might otherwise have traveled” without Murray’s influence, biographer Blanche Wiesen Cook has written. ER indeed progressed from sharing Murray’s sentiments with her “My Day” readers, FDR, and other opinion makers to defying threats against her own life when she publicly aligned herself with civil rights activists.

Pauli Murray and Eleanor Roosevelt were more than political allies. They developed an enduring friendship that came to be characterized by honesty, trust, affection, empathy, support, mutual respect, loyalty, acceptance, a commitment to hearing the other’s point of view, pleasure in each other’s company, and the ability to pick up where they’d left off, irrespective of the miles that had separated them or the time lapsed. ER did not live to see Murray complete her work with the President’s Commission on the Status of Women, earn a doctorate of juridical science, become a distinguished professor, cofound the National Organization for Women, help lead the fight to preserve Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, or become an Episcopal priest. However, Pauli Murray carried her memory of ER into each endeavor.

· · ·

SEVERAL YEARS AGO, I discovered an unexpected gem tucked inside an autographed first edition of Proud Shoes I purchased online. That gem, Murray’s five-page, single-spaced newsletter to friends, was dated July 5, 1970, and printed on what was once white paper in the fading purple ink of a mimeograph machine. In it, she recounts her delight in church work, teaching at Brandeis University, the formation of a “women’s caucus at the ACLU biennial conference,” and the publication of her poetry collection, Dark Testament and Other Poems. As she did in the letter that planted the seed for The Firebrand and the First Lady, Pauli Murray closed with a tribute and a challenge: “Eleanor Roosevelt lighted the candle in the darkness, and left behind a noble tradition for women of my generation whose lives she personally touched. I can do no less than to try to follow in her massive footsteps and to ask my contemporaries to do the same.”

I believe that biography, as the British biographer Richard Holmes has said, “is a handshake across time” and “an act of friendship.” My hope is that this book honors Pauli Murray’s wish to share the story of her friendship with Eleanor Roosevelt, the path they lit for future generations, and the hand of friendship Pauli extended to me. This story and the challenge of telling it have changed my life, as I suspect Pauli knew it would.
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I sing of Youth, imperious, inglorious

Dissatisfied, unslaked, untaught, unkempt Youth.

—PAULI MURRAY, “Youth, 1933”




We can not pass over the fact that the world is a hard world for youth and that so far we have not really given their problems as much attention as we should.

—ELEANOR ROOSEVELT, “Facing the Problems of Youth,” 1935



Pauli Murray was sitting in the hallway outside the social hall at Camp Tera when Eleanor Roosevelt drove up in a convertible coupe in late fall 1934. On the passenger side sat the first lady’s private secretary, Malvina “Tommy” Thompson. In back was a man Murray took to be a Secret Service agent. Gasps and cheers erupted as the first lady walked briskly around the premises. The ting of forks dropping echoed from the dining area as residents rushed to tidy their quarters. While some scurried to put their craftwork on display, others trailed their honored guest like chicks behind a mother hen. Such commotion on a quiet Sunday startled Murray, a newcomer and one of the few African American residents. Having no handiwork to lay out, she sneaked back to her cabin to wash up, brush her hair, and put on a fresh blouse.

Camp Tera, so named for the Temporary Emergency Relief Administration, was the first government-sponsored residential facility for unemployed women. It had been in operation for a year when Murray stepped off the boat that brought recruits up the Hudson River from New York City. Suffering from poor nutrition, respiratory problems, and exhaustion, she had quit her job as a representative for the National Urban League magazine Opportunity and enrolled in the camp on the advice of her physician, Dr. May Chinn. Although Pauli was twenty-four, her “slight figure and bobbed hair” gave her the appearance of “a small teenage boy.” She typified the needy women Eleanor had in mind when she’d proposed a camp to rehabilitate their physical and emotional health.

· · ·

WHEN CAMP TERA OPENED, on June 10, 1933, on a two-hundred-acre site in the Bear Mountain area of upstate New York, one in four Americans was unemployed. In New York City alone, over 250,000 were on relief. The economic depression and Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s campaign pledge “to put people to work and restore the American economy” persuaded voters to send him, instead of the Republican Herbert Hoover, to the White House in the 1932 election.

True to his word, Roosevelt launched a series of economic initiatives hailed as the New Deal. One of the earliest and most popular programs was the Civilian Conservation Corps. The goal of the CCC was to rebuild the health and morale of unemployed men between the ages of seventeen and twenty-eight with work, food, and shelter. CCC enrollees, trained by military personnel to work on roads, flood control, forestry, and beautification projects, wore uniforms, lived in camps, and got three meals a day. The pay was thirty dollars a month, twenty-five of which went directly to their families. It was the first time Harley Jolley, a white enrollee from North Carolina, got a toothbrush, a vaccination, and a daily bath.

By August 1935, there would be over 500,000 enrollees, 50,000 of whom were black. The majority of the blacks lived in segregated camps, were limited to subordinate positions, and were supervised by white officers, even though the legislation that authorized the CCC forbade discrimination on the basis of race, color, or creed. “They never believed that we could work,” recalled Houston Pritchett, a black enrollee from Detroit, “but once we’d get the chance, that’s what did it.”

The segregated and militaristic character of the CCC bothered the first lady. Yet she was encouraged by the reports of young men whose strength and optimism were renewed by the camp experience. She also believed that women would benefit from a comparable program that gave them a breather from the heartache of unemployment.

The idea of women living in camps away from family, doing any kind of manual labor, made some government officials uncomfortable. Even those who ran the CCC generally viewed camps for women, who could presumably turn to family for support, as an extravagance that would undercut relief for men. Some program directors maintained that women, especially if unrelated, were too temperamental to live together. Others, influenced by Sigmund Freud’s theories of the role of unconscious drives in human development, the belief that idleness encouraged immorality, and the fear that radicals were endangering the American way of life saw women’s camps as a breeding ground for unacceptable behavior, such as homosexuality, and subversive ideas, such as communism.

Undaunted by these objections, ER pushed the Roosevelt administration to create a pilot camp for women. Fueling her determination were firsthand observations of the difficulties poor women and their families faced. As a nineteen-year-old volunteer, ER had investigated sweatshops in New York City for the National Consumers League and taught calisthenics and dance at the College Settlement on Rivington Street for the Junior League. These experiences exposed her to a world where immigrant families lived in unspeakable poverty and where children, who labored alongside their parents, sometimes collapsed.

What ER saw and learned from working with women in the labor movement and FDR’s administration influenced her decision to host three White House conferences on the needs of women. These meetings were vital, she told conferees at the first gathering, for “women had been neglected in comparison with others, and throughout this depression have had the hardest time of all.” Among the proposals put forth at the second conference was a program of camps for unemployed women.

Eleanor Roosevelt’s desire to establish these camps was, to be sure, an expression of her compassion, her fierce desire to see the New Deal help women, and her commitment to progressive politics. Her tenacity, coupled with the support of Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins, the first woman to serve in a presidential cabinet; Harry Hopkins, the director of the Federal Emergency Relief Administration; Ellen Woodward, the director of the FERA women’s division; and Hilda Worthington Smith, the director of the FERA Workers’ Education Project, gave birth to Camp Tera. Skeptics sarcastically dubbed Camp Tera and subsequent facilities set up for women as “She-She-She Camps,” playing on the abbreviation CCC for the men’s camps.

Eight days after the first residents arrived at Camp Tera, the first lady made the scenic drive, approximately forty-five miles south of her Hyde Park residence, to check things out for herself. She was disappointed to find just thirty women. She had hoped to see close to the three hundred called for in the plans. She stayed for three hours, talking with the residents and staff. And what she discovered made her angry.

To be eligible, women had to be single, divorced, or widowed residents of New York State between eighteen and thirty-five years of age. They could have no resources, and none of their close relatives could be employed. More than one thousand had applied. Delays and a stringent screening process had turned most away. That Camp Tera offered no pay and the rumor that residents did hard labor and wore uniforms in return for little to eat further discouraged prospective enrollees.

Stirred by estimates of 250,000 jobless women who reportedly scavenged for food, rode all night on subways, and slept in jails, boxcars, and abandoned buildings, ER vowed to cut through the red tape. “There must be two hundred girls in New York City who need to get back their health and spirits in a place like this,” she told the press. “You can’t make me believe there aren’t.”

Within a month of her visit, the registration bureau streamlined the screening process, raised the age limit to forty, and admitted women whose fathers worked part-time. Native and immigrant, they soon numbered one hundred. They varied from those with little formal education to those with college degrees, like Murray. Among their ranks were former maids, entertainers, factory workers, secretaries, store clerks, and women who had never worked outside the home.

The first lady was not content with the reports from agency officials. She returned periodically to the camp with her secretary and her Scottish terrier Meggie. They usually stayed all day, inspecting the facility, conferring with residents and staff, joining them at meals. In addition to Tommy and Meggie, ER often brought along friends, such as Elinor F. Morgenthau, wife of Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau Jr.; Democratic Party activists, such as Nancy Cook, Marion Dickerman, and Caroline O’Day; and newspaperwomen, such as Genevieve Forbes Herrick of the Chicago Tribune.

Camp Tera had twenty-six log cabins plus a dining and recreation hall. Whatever residents and staff needed—winterized facilities, blankets, sports equipment, art supplies, books, holiday treats, or funds for field trips—ER lobbied officials for or donated money she earned from her radio broadcasts and publications to provide it. Her commitment to the camp inspired others to give money, supplies, and their time. Kate Smith, the popular singer known as the “Songbird of the South,” donated a shiny floor-console radio.

Making sure the camp was adequately staffed and equipped was no less important to the first lady than that it be open to women irrespective of racial background. This sensitivity to discrimination, a consciousness she did not have in her youth, was due in part to her close friendships with Mary McLeod Bethune and Walter Francis White. Bethune, whom the first lady met in 1927 at a conference of women club leaders, was one of seventeen children born in Mayesville, South Carolina, to Samuel and Patsy McLeod, both former slaves. Bethune was educated at Scotia Seminary in North Carolina and the Institute for Home and Foreign Missions in Chicago. Her childhood dream was to do missionary work in Africa.

Charismatic and very dark-skinned, Bethune rose from abject poverty to found Bethune-Cookman College for blacks. From her post as an influential educator, she expanded her reach and became president of the National Association of Colored Women, founding president of the National Council of Negro Women, and special adviser to FDR. In 1936, with the first lady’s backing, she was named head of the National Youth Administration Office of Minority Affairs, which aided unemployed youths through grants, work-study, and job training. Bethune was also the only female member of the Federal Council of Negro Affairs, an informal group of black advisers to the president that came to be known as the Negro Cabinet.

Eleanor Roosevelt regarded Bethune as one of her closest friends in her age group. Whenever Bethune came to the White House, the first lady “always went running down the driveway to meet her, and they would walk arm in arm into the mansion” to talk for hours about the needs of African Americans. “Few heads of State received such a welcome,” observed White House usher J. B. West.

Unlike Bethune, who fought her way past deprivation, discrimination, and disparaging remarks about her complexion, the blue-eyed, fair-skinned White grew up in a middle-class family in Atlanta, Georgia. He was one of seven children born to George W. White, a postal worker, and Madeline Harrison, a teacher. In 1918, two years after graduating from Atlanta University, Walter White joined the NAACP headquarters staff. He became national executive secretary in 1931.

Using his ability to pass for white, he gathered data about racial violence in the South that he hoped would convince Franklin Roosevelt to back a federal anti-lynching bill. But the president, eager to avoid a fight with southern legislators whose support he needed in Congress, would not grant White an audience. White found an ally in Eleanor Roosevelt. Not only did she meet with him privately in the White House, she ultimately secured an hour-long meeting for him with her husband. Their efforts to convince FDR to speak out in support of anti-lynching legislation failed, yet White and ER refused to give up, forging a friendship in the process.

What ER learned about racial discrimination from Bethune, White, and African Americans she met or who wrote to her encouraged her to examine her own behavior and be ever watchful for problems at Camp Tera. She promptly contacted William H. Matthews, director of the Emergency Work Bureau, which handled registration for the camp, after she heard a complaint in August 1933. “One of the colored girls told me that when she registered for Camp Tera she was told that they did not want colored girls,” the first lady wrote. “However, there are several there, and I thought you would like to know that this question has been brought up.”

Matthews read ER’s letter as a directive. The first lady wanted black residents admitted to the camp, and she wanted them to feel welcomed. He promised to investigate. By the end of the month, Matthews reported, the situation had “changed.” There were now “ten colored girls in the camp.”

· · ·

BEING A RESIDENT at Camp Tera was not what Murray had envisioned when she’d migrated to New York City to escape the social and legal system of racial segregation in the South known as Jim Crow. Born on November 20, 1910, in Baltimore, Maryland, she was christened Anna Pauline Murray after her paternal grandmother, Annie Price Murray, and her maternal aunt Mary Pauline Fitzgerald Dame. Pauli was the fourth of six children born to William Henry Murray, a teacher educated in the College Preparatory Department of Howard University, and Agnes Georgiana Fitzgerald Murray, a nurse trained at Hampton Institute. Pauli’s siblings were Grace, born in 1905, Mildred in 1907, William in 1909, Rosetta in 1912, and Robert, later known as Raymond, in 1913.

Two tragedies marked Pauli’s childhood. The first was the death of her thirty-five-year-old, seven months pregnant mother, Agnes, from a cerebral hemorrhage. Three-year-old Pauli went to Durham, North Carolina, to live in the household of her elderly maternal grandparents, Robert George Fitzgerald and Cornelia Smith Fitzgerald, and two middle-aged aunts. Sarah “Sallie” Fitzgerald, to whom Pauli bore a striking resemblance, and Pauline Dame, who would become Pauli’s adoptive mother, were teachers as Grandfather Robert had been. Grandmother Cornelia was the acknowledged daughter of Sidney Smith, a white lawyer from a prominent North Carolina family, and a part-Cherokee slave named Harriet, owned by the Smiths.

The second tragedy struck when Murray’s father, William, nearly died from typhoid fever and what relatives believed to be encephalitis. From then on, he suffered “unpredictable attacks of depression and violent moods.” Job stress and his wife’s death intensified his instability. Relatives took custody of Murray’s siblings, who had remained in Baltimore, and committed William to the Hospital for the Negro Insane of Maryland in Crownsville. There, he would live in filthy quarters and receive no meaningful treatment.

Murray saw her father once after his institutionalization. Instead of the “dapper gentleman” in family photographs from whom it was said she’d inherited her keen intellect, she was introduced to an inmate in tattered overalls with sad, lifeless eyes. His shoes were falling apart, his hair uncombed. She saw no likeness to the teacher who had inspired his students to excel or the artist who had labored through the night over his writing and musical compositions. William’s appearance, the fact that he had had no previous visitors, and the revelation that the authorities were willing to release him to the custody of an adult relative—but no one had agreed to take him—broke Murray’s heart. She vowed to rescue him when she reached majority age. Unfortunately, a burly white hospital attendant with a habit of using racial epithets clubbed William to death. He was fifty-one. Pauli was thirteen.

At the time of William’s murder, there were 275 patients and only four attendants at the hospital. That all the attendants and professional staff were white exacerbated tensions in the crowded facility. “It was a common occurrence,” reported the Baltimore Afro-American, “for attendants to beat the inmates with clubs and broomsticks.”

William’s mood swings and his violent death left Pauli apprehensive about her own health. She developed “an irrational fear of being hemmed in or struck from behind,” as William had reportedly been. She also worried that his illness might be hereditary and that someday “she might go berserk.”

The loss of her mother, the racially motivated murder of her father in a mental institution, and the embrace of proud elder kin instilled in Murray a compassion for the helpless, a commitment to social justice, and a lifelong hunger for knowledge. The caption next to her picture in Durham’s Hillside High yearbook—“The best I can do to help others is to be the best I can myself”—aptly characterized the life of individual achievement and social uplift to which she aspired. In her senior year, she was voted “most studious girl,” and she served as editor in chief of Ski-Hi, the student newspaper. She graduated with honors in 1926, but Hillside did not go beyond the eleventh grade.

Murray’s pursuit of excellence meant leaving the South, where the law required her to attend an all-black college. Legally defenseless, she fought segregation with her conscience; it was the only weapon she had. Rather than ride a segregated bus, she walked or bicycled wherever she went. She refused to go to theaters that seated blacks in the “peanut gallery.”

In 1925, Murray fell in love with New York City during a summer visit to see cousins who lived in Queens. Its ethnic and artistic enclaves were a hotbed of cultural and social ferment. In Harlem, where three-fourths of the black population lived, a new cultural movement was in full bloom. Everything about the Big Apple awed Murray—Lady Liberty’s welcoming majesty, buildings that soared into the sky, theater marquees on Broadway, and the freedom to sit and ride wherever she pleased. She decided on the spot: here is where she would live.

Murray was also attracted to New York City for another reason. She had no money for college, and qualified graduates of a New York City high school could attend a city college tuition-free. It might have been more practical for Murray to attend the North Carolina College for Negroes in Durham and live at home, but she ruled that out. She also turned down a tuition scholarship to Wilberforce, a highly regarded black school in Ohio.

Murray’s first choice, Columbia University, was a private school that did not admit women. Her best and only option proved to be Hunter College. Founded in 1870 as a city school for women, Hunter had tough admissions standards, a first-class curriculum, and a practice of admitting bright students without regard to race, religion, ethnicity, or class. To satisfy the residency requirement and complete a fourth year of high school at Richmond Hill High, Murray moved in with her Queens relatives. The household included Murray’s cousin Maude Womack; Maude’s husband, James; and their three young sons.

Because Murray needed more credits than the maximum allowable load in order to graduate in a year, she was permitted to audit the extra courses. The hours required to pass the courses for which she was enrolled and prepare for the state exams for the courses she audited left her no time for chores at home. Her inability to pitch in compounded the tensions with her relatives over another matter. That matter was the suspicion Murray’s “yellow-brown skin, kinky-curly hair, and Southern accent” created in the minds of neighbors, who did not know that her fair-skinned cousins were black. The neighbors, assuming Murray’s relatives were immigrants from Europe, had not asked about their racial identity, and they had been silent on the issue.

Despite the difficulties at home and her heavy courseload, Murray graduated in 1927 with honors and her second high school diploma. She entered Hunter College in the fall of 1928, intent on becoming a writer and a member of the Phi Beta Kappa honor society. But the confidence of having earned two diplomas with honors was replaced with insecurity and trepidation. Murray was a southerner in a student population of five thousand New Yorkers, where only a few hundred were black. Most of her classmates and teachers welcomed her; still, she felt self-conscious and nervous about competing with whites. She concentrated in English and history. She embraced Phi Beta Kappa’s motto, “Love of learning is the guide of life,” though her grades put membership out of reach. She joined the Journalism Club and the International Student Club. She adopted Pauli as her official name.

The recognition that her presence upset “the delicate balance in neighborhood relationships,” a pride in race instilled by Aunt Pauline, and an inability to help with housework led Murray to move out of her relatives’ home the summer before the stock market crashed. She lived for a while at the Emma Ransom House of the Harlem YWCA, commuted to school, and worked a series of jobs as a dishwasher, waitress, night-shift elevator operator, maid, and switchboard operator. The pay was meager, the hours long. She survived on coffee and rummaged through refuse for food and cigarettes. She rarely slept more than two hours at a stretch.

Murray’s efforts to keep her eyes open in class amused her classmates. She sat near the windows, wiggled in her seat, wrung her hands, and ran to the restroom to douse her face in cold water. Nothing helped. Her academic performance declined, as did her health. By the year’s end, she was anemic and underweight.

The strain of working round the clock, the lack of time to study, the disappointment over her grades, and the shame of not having soap, toothpaste, medicine, or school supplies precipitated a “nervous breakdown.” She left Hunter at the close of her sophomore year. She was entirely self-supporting, so she worked full-time while she tried to recover.

On November 28, 1930, Murray married William “Billy” Roy Wynn, another struggling student. “It was a dreadful mistake,” she would write years later. Attracted by “mutual loneliness and rootlessness,” they married secretly, fearing that Murray would be evicted from the YWCA if the marriage became public. “Sexually inexperienced,” penniless, and without a place of their own, the couple soon separated. They would remain legally married for the next eighteen years but would lead separate lives.

Desperate for a change, in the spring of 1931 Murray jumped at the chance to drive to California with a friend. During this trip, her first to the West Coast, she penned the poem “The Song of the Highway.” The opening lines—“I am the Highway, / Long, white winding Highway”—celebrated her “wanderlust.”

Murray’s exuberance was soon squelched by a letter from Aunt Pauline that had been forwarded from New York to Vallejo, California. Her aunt was ill, and she wanted Murray to come home immediately. Since Murray had no money and hitchhiking by car might take too long, she risked hopping an eastbound freight train at the Southern Pacific Railroad yard. Hundreds of thousands of youths, males and females from all ethnic groups, rode freight trains in search of work and a better life.

Riding the rails, in contrast to the pleasant drive west, terrified Murray. She was in danger of being apprehended, shot, crushed on the tracks or inside a boxcar, or assaulted should male riders discover she was female. Everyone assumed, to her relief and as she intended, that she was a boy. She was wearing “scout pants,” high-top shoes, a leather jacket, and a newsboy cap. Murray’s adolescent build, her cropped hair, and her clothing—like that of other young women alone on the road, for whom comfort and security were constant concerns—reinforced a male persona. After ten days as a stowaway, she reached the Jersey City trainyard “so cinder-blackened” that it took three baths to cleanse the stains from her body.

Aunt Pauline’s health took a turn for the better, and Murray resumed her life in New York City. Her thirst for travel was satisfied for now, but her desire to write grew more intense. She transformed her diary entries about her train adventure into the short story “Three Thousand Miles on a Dime in Ten Days.” In it, she recounted the “jail-birds, veteran hoboes, suckers, gamblers, murderers” she had met as she jumped freight cars carrying cattle, food, and lumber products. This story, which would be published in 1934 along with “Song of the Highway” in Nancy Cunard’s Negro anthology, placed Murray in the company of such Harlem Renaissance icons as Zora Neale Hurston, Langston Hughes, and Countee Cullen and that of influential white writers such as Theodore Dreiser, Ezra Pound, and William Carlos Williams. Murray was perhaps the youngest of the 150 contributors, and she had the distinction of being “the only one in the book not represented by a purely racial piece of writing,” Cunard boasted.

Cunard, a British writer-activist who had rejected her upper-class family background, loved Murray’s writing and the accompanying photograph of Pete, a baby-faced male character featured in her story. Pete was actually Murray, and she asked Cunard to publish this image with no mention of the author’s sex in the contributors’ notes. Cunard thought the snapshot of Murray’s “boy-self” adorable, she wrote back, adding that “we will use that” and list the author as “Pauli Murray, a name for boy or girl.”

Murray reenrolled at Hunter in the fall of 1931. She managed to stay in school, working odd jobs, for the next two years. She lived and shared expenses with Louise E. Jefferson, an art student at Hunter. Crippled by polio in childhood, Jefferson would nonetheless become an accomplished swimmer, photographer, illustrator, publishing house art director, and cofounder of the Harlem Artists Guild. Jefferson’s self-discipline and purposive approach to her studies had a positive impact on Murray, who was sometimes scattered and impetuous. Murray’s writing improved, and she went from barely passing to make making Bs and As in her courses. The academic fraternity for English majors, Sigma Tau Delta, tapped her for membership in her senior year. Her essay “A Working Student” appeared in the 1932 Christmas issue of the Hunter College Echo magazine.

Murray graduated with a bachelor of arts in January 1933. She was one of four blacks in a class of 247 women. It was the peak of the Depression and a few months before Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt moved into the White House. Unemployment, which was above the national average in New York City, was estimated to be as high as 50 percent for blacks, regardless of educational background. It took Murray most of the year to find a job, and after ten months with Opportunity magazine, her health failed. She resigned and signed up for Camp Tera on her doctor’s orders.

· · ·

CAMP TERA WAS AN OASIS for Murray. Frail and shy, she was happy to discover among the residents an old friend of hers from the YWCA, who was now escorting newcomers around the site. Margaret “Pee Wee” Inniss was an immigrant from Trinidad and one of the earliest recruits. Though she had only a married half brother in the United States and no college training, she dreamt of running her own interracial camp for children. An indomitable spirit, she availed herself of every free course and training opportunity she could find. Pee Wee, who was a prankster, was well liked; she directed plays, organized sports teams, and served as circulation manager for the camp’s biweekly bulletin, Tera Topics. She also made a practice of writing frank letters about her concerns to public officials, including Eleanor Roosevelt. Murray was impressed by both Pee Wee’s audacity and the fact that the first lady wrote back. Murray would one day wage her own “confrontation by typewriter,” she called it, with ER and the president.

Murray and Pee Wee might have been assigned to the same room in an old wooden cabin because they were among a handful of black enrollees. The “narrow cubicle” they shared held their cots, footlockers, and a dresser. Ordinarily, any hint of racial segregation raised Murray’s ire. However, she was ill and lonely, and it pleased her to have the company of a friend.

Surrounded by the smooth, red-brown cliffs of Bear Mountain, stands of mountain laurel and hemlock, the glistening waters of Lake Tiorati, and a congregation of birds, chipmunks, deer, and rabbits, Murray felt a serenity she had never before known. There were no work requirements other than keeping her personal space and the common areas clean. Even as a child, she had not had this kind of leisure.

Life at Camp Tera reflected Eleanor Roosevelt’s belief that exercise in the open air enhanced one’s overall well-being. Here, Murray could choose activities from hiking, swimming, canoeing, and relay racing to ice-skating, tobogganing, and horseback riding. She could participate in dramatic skits, discussion groups, and songfests. She could play an assortment of ball, board, or card games and take art, crafts, and dance classes.

Murray’s favorite pastimes were hiking and curling up in a corner to read and write. She had no aptitude for or interest in the domestic arts. She had not learned to cook, and she never would. More comfortable “with a pen than a needle,” she hated sewing. Athletic and tomboyish, she preferred outdoor work, like chopping wood, to housekeeping.

The food at Camp Tera was wholesome and plentiful, and Murray’s appetite was insatiable. For breakfast, there was fruit, cereal, eggs, toast, and coffee; for lunch and dinner, ham or frankfurters, sauerkraut, scalloped potatoes, cabbage, bread and butter, cocoa, and tea. Thanks to the first lady, the residents enjoyed turkey, dressing, and holiday sweets at Thanksgiving and Christmas.

Food, shelter, exercise, and rest brought Murray nearly to full strength in a month. Her sense of well-being got an additional boost from a new friend, Margaret “Peg” Holmes. Peg was a round-faced, golden-haired camp counselor from an upper-class family in Putnam County, New York. She was athletic, fun-loving, and popular. Residents affectionately nicknamed her “the second Babe Ruth.” Peg taught English and dance. She also supervised outdoor sports and Tera Topics. She and Murray were close in age. They liked to hike and read poetry together.

The friendship with Peg and the verdant landscape stirred Murray’s creative juices. Her poem “Poet’s Memo,” which appeared in the 1934 Christmas issue of Tera Topics, was replete with romantic phrases like “Your face, beloved,” sensual imagery such as “wavelets sighing,” and allusions to the Greek myth of Pan, the half-human, half-goat god said to watch over all wildlife. That Pan was also known for his seductive powers and that Murray referred to Peg privately as Pan suggests that this poem was perhaps an homage to Peg as well.

· · ·

ON THE SUNDAY ELEANOR ROOSEVELT ENTERED the social hall with Jessie Mills, the camp’s officious director, Pauli Murray was overtaken by “the tremor of excitement” that engulfed the residents and the staff. She averted her eyes and “pretended to read a newspaper.” She had never imagined being so close to the first lady, whose unassuming manner belied her background.

Born in New York City on October 11, 1884, Anna Eleanor Roosevelt was the first of three children and the only daughter of Anna Hall Roosevelt, a beautiful socialite, and Elliott Roosevelt, the dashing younger brother of President Theodore Roosevelt. ER’s brothers, Elliott and Gracie Hall, were born in 1889 and 1891, respectively.

Eleanor grew up privileged, yet she was no stranger to personal tragedy. When she was eight, her mother died at twenty-nine of diphtheria, and ER and her brothers went to live with their maternal grandmother, Mary Ludlow Hall. ER’s brother Elliott died of diphtheria in 1893, and her father died a year later at thirty-four of alcoholism and a seizure suffered after jumping out of a window in an apparent suicide attempt. Eleanor was ten.

In 1899, ER’s grandmother sent her to Allenswood Academy, a private school near London, England, which offered an academic course of study to girls from wealthy families. At Allenswood, Eleanor grew in self-confidence and worldview under the tutelage of headmistress Marie Souvestre. ER wanted to stay at the school for four years. But she came home after three, at her grandmother’s insistence, to make her New York society debut.

In 1905, ER married Franklin Roosevelt, her distant cousin—fifth, once removed. She would give birth to seven children in ten years. Her only daughter, Anna, was born in 1906, sons James in 1907, Franklin in 1909 (he died before his first birthday, from influenza), Elliott in 1910, Franklin Delano in 1914, and John in 1916.

John was only two when ER discovered her husband’s affair with her former social secretary Lucy Page Mercer. Eleanor offered Franklin a divorce. His mother, Sara Delano Roosevelt, threatened to disinherit him if he left his family. Franklin promised not to see Lucy again and reconciled with his wife.

In 1921, doctors diagnosed FDR with poliomyelitis, which left him permanently paralyzed from the waist down. A rising star in the Democratic Party before paralysis struck, he had been elected to the New York State Senate in 1910, served as assistant secretary of the navy from 1913 to 1920, and run for vice president on the national ticket with James M. Cox in 1920. After a period of rigorous rehabilitation, Franklin resumed his political career with the support of his wife. He was elected governor of New York in 1928 and president in 1932.

ER was glad for the nation, the Democrats, and her husband, but she had “never wanted to be a President’s wife. And I don’t want it now,” she told Associated Press reporter Lorena Hickok, who had covered her during the campaign. Franklin’s election to the presidency meant relinquishing several activities that gave ER personal meaning and self-satisfaction. One such commitment was her post as teacher and administrator at the Todhunter School for girls in New York City. ER had commuted between Albany and Manhattan and kept teaching when her husband was governor. This would not be possible for the president’s wife. The prospect of what her life might become depressed ER.

Murray, who knew nothing of ER’s sorrows, studied her surreptitiously. The first lady was fifty years old and nearly six feet tall. She wore no makeup. She tied her light brown hair back with a ribbon. Her dress had simple lines. Her shoes were low-heeled and practical.

Murray’s observations corroborated news stories, such as those written by Hickok, detailing the first lady’s resolve to be “plain, ordinary Mrs. Roosevelt,” despite her new role. She, and not a chauffeur or Secret Service agent, had driven her party to the camp. She had raised eyebrows in Washington’s high society when she positioned herself alongside the waitstaff to serve ham sandwiches at an inaugural luncheon, thereby demonstrating a desire to serve others and a preference for informality. She gave a garden party on the grounds of the White House for residents of the National Training School for Girls, which, in contrast to its name, resembled a prison. It had no teachers or counselors, and the living quarters were “dark” and “unsanitary.” When ER was told that politicians would be upset if she hosted black and white girls together, she said, “It may be bad politics, but it’s a thing I would like to do as an individual, so I’m going to do it.”

This was not the first time Eleanor Roosevelt had acted on her convictions. Six years before she became first lady, she was arrested and charged with disorderly conduct after she joined three hundred picketers in support of a paper box makers’ strike in New York City. Now that she was first lady, she would avoid arrest, but she continued to work with union leaders, such as Rose Schneiderman, and to lobby for fair wages, for better working conditions, and against child labor.

ER changed the complexion of the White House by hiring only black maids, much to the chagrin of her mother-in-law. The first lady’s dinner guests, a mix of friends, artists, young people, and, sometimes, “destitute” men she had met in the park, reflected her wish to get to know people from all age groups and walks of life. She was said by one journalist to favor unconventional thinkers and “people who do things” over “stuffed shirts, fat-heads and very proper people.” Had her husband not been a candidate for president, she confided to a friend, she would have voted for the socialist Norman Thomas.

At the suggestion of Hickok, who would become a lifelong friend, Eleanor Roosevelt set a precedent by holding weekly press conferences with women reporters. She invited the public to write to her about their problems, and more than three hundred thousand did just that in her first year as first lady. While she could not help everyone who asked, she responded to each letter or passed it on to someone—a division chief, cabinet secretary, or the president—who could.

ER’s passion for examining issues up close fascinated the public. Indeed, the distances she traveled and the inconveniences she tolerated were unparalleled for a first lady. She braved the squalor and soot of a West Virginia mining town to discuss living conditions with black miners. Mud coated her shoes as she tramped through an army bonus camp to talk with World War I veterans about their unpaid pensions. “An able-bodied man at the pink of condition would have difficulty in keeping up with her when she walks,” noted a reporter for the Washington Post. The Secret Service appropriately code-named her Rover.

ER was determined that the first camp for women succeed. Given her insistence that Camp Tera be racially inclusive and her practice of counting the number of black residents, ER must have noticed the small brown girl with cropped hair in pants sitting near the social hall. Perhaps because Murray seemed to be reading or because her shyness was so obvious, ER, who normally greeted everyone, simply passed by.

· · ·

AS SOON AS ELEANOR ROOSEVELT LEFT, Jessie Mills summoned Murray to the main office and accused her of disrespecting the first lady by not “standing at attention.” Mills, who’d been an ambulance driver in World War I, had the demeanor of a drill sergeant. Her thick eyeglasses and the dark suit she accented with a narrow tie magnified her overbearing personality. She woke residents at six in the morning with a bugle call and signaled changes in the schedule of activities with a shrill bell. Lights went out at ten with taps. She forbade the staff from fraternizing with residents beyond their official duties.

Mills’s authoritarianism and her accusation offended Murray, for she had made herself as presentable as possible and stayed out of ER’s way. Furthermore, the first lady’s unpretentiousness, Murray insisted, showed that she neither wanted nor needed “obsequious behavior” from anyone. Mills resented Murray’s assertiveness and soon found an excuse to oust her. During a routine search, Mills came across a copy of Karl Marx’s Das Kapital in Murray’s belongings. This time, Mills accused Murray of being a Communist.

Das Kapital was a required text in a political philosophy course Murray had taken at Hunter. She had brought it along with a stack of novels and books of poetry. Intellectually curious and accustomed to reading widely, Murray vehemently denied that she was a Communist. Mills took her possession of Marx’s book as proof otherwise.

Mills often allowed residents to stay until they secured a job or other means of support. Murray’s friend Pee Wee, for example, had been at the camp for nearly eighteen months and would remain there until the facility closed, two years later. But Mills expelled Murray immediately, partly out of frustration with her rebelliousness and partly out of fear that groups closely watching the camp, such as the American Legion, would accuse the staff of harboring Communists. It is also possible that Mills, who would shortly lose her job due to alleged improprieties, was motivated by her disapproval of Murray’s friendship with Peg. That their relationship was close, interracial, and between a camp staffer and resident made it unacceptable to Mills on several counts.

Pauli Murray’s residency at Camp Tera lasted just over three months. After a five-week hitchhiking trip to Nebraska with Peg, Murray returned to New York City, homeless and without a job. She never expected to cross paths with Eleanor Roosevelt again.
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Pauli Murray, here a twenty-seven-year-old WPA teacher, composes a poem on Election Day 1938 on Riverside Drive, New York City. She often marked historical and personally meaningful events by writing poetry and prose. (The Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University and the Estate of Pauli Murray)
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“It Is the Problem of My People”

The clatter of Pauli Murray’s old typewriter bounced off the walls of her one-room Harlem apartment on December 6, 1938. Working at breakneck speed, she stopped only to look over a line in her letter or take a drag from her ever-present cigarette. Although she was only five-foot-two and weighed 105 pounds, she hammered the keys with the focus of a prizefighter. She had been forced to move three times because neighbors found the noise intolerable.

The catalyst for Murray’s current agitation was Franklin Roosevelt’s speech at the University of North Carolina the day before. It was his first address since the 1938 midterm elections and the fourth visit to the university by an incumbent president. The reports of his isolation at his vacation home in Warm Springs, Georgia, and the arrangements for radio broadcasts to Europe and Latin America had sparked international interest in his speech.

Thousands lined the motorcade path to UNC in the drenching rain, holding handmade signs and flags, hoping to catch a glimpse of the fifty-six-year-old president in his open car. When it became apparent that there would be no break in the downpour, organizers moved the festivities from Kenan Stadium to the brand-new Woollen Gymnasium. There, in an over-capacity crowd of ten thousand, a man fainted from the swelter. Many people went to other campus buildings to listen to the broadcast. Countless numbers stood outside the gym in the rain. Before FDR spoke, the university band played “Hail to the Chief,” school officials awarded him an honorary doctor of laws degree, and an African American choir sang spirituals.

Under the glare of klieg lights, the warmth of his academic regalia, and the weight of his steel leg braces, the president made his way to the flag-draped platform. He paused often during his twenty-five-minute address for roaring applause, wiping his face with the handkerchief he slipped in and out of his pocket, gripping the lectern to maintain his balance. He praised the university for its “liberal teaching” and commitment to social progress. He declared his faith in youth and democracy. He urged Americans to embrace “the kind of change” necessary “to meet new social and economic needs.”

Having listened to the broadcast the day before, Murray underlined passages in the speech from the New York Times front-page story “Roosevelt Urges Nation to Continue Liberalism.” The “contradiction” between the president’s rhetoric and her experience of the South made her boil. She would never forget the day a bus driver told her to “relieve” herself in “an open field” because the public toilets were for whites only. Insulted, she rode in agony for two hours, not knowing if there would be toilet facilities for blacks at the next stop.

Murray wondered if it mattered to the president that the “liberal institution” that had just granted him an honorary doctorate, and of which he claimed to be a “proud and happy” alumnus, barred black students from its hallowed halls and confined those blacks who came to hear him to a segregated section. Did he understand the psychological wounds or the economic costs of segregation? And how could he rationally or morally associate a whites-only admissions policy with liberalism or social progress? Having applied to UNC’s graduate program in sociology a month before FDR’s visit, Murray aimed to see just how liberal the school was.

· · ·

EXACERBATING MURRAY’S FRUSTRATION with the president was his previous condemnation of lynching as “a vile form of collective murder” and his recent silence during a thirty-day Senate filibuster of the Wagner–Van Nuys bill that would have made lynching a federal offense. After the bill died, FDR proposed that a standing committee of Congress or the attorney general investigate “lynchings and incidents of mob violence.”

The black press lashed out against his political maneuvering. The New York Amsterdam News condemned him for keeping “his tongue in his cheek!” The Chicago Defender called him “an artful dodger.” The Louisiana Weekly, predicting that blacks would abandon the Democratic Party, declared, “You’re too late, Mr. President, and what you say is NOTHING.”

Murray understood that FDR’s reticence on anti-lynching legislation was an attempt to placate conservative politicians from the South, where whites lynched blacks with impunity. Her introduction to politics had begun as a preschooler, reading newspaper headlines to her grandfather Robert Fitzgerald, a Union army veteran whose injury in the Civil War cost him his vision in his old age. Robert, originally from Pennsylvania, settled in North Carolina after the war to teach ex-slaves. He had also nurtured his granddaughter’s intellect and her love of African American literature and history. That this year marked the seventy-fifth anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation made the president’s inaction even more objectionable to Murray. Since 1863, more than three thousand blacks had been lynched, and at least seventy of these murders had taken place during FDR’s presidency.

Murray’s indignation was rooted in bone-chilling stories she had heard as a child of racial brutality and the Klansmen who circled her grandfather’s property nightly on horseback, threatening to shut down his school for blacks. Ever brave, Robert had kept “his musket loaded” and the school door open. Murray had her own stories, too.

When she was six years old and on her way to fetch water from a community well, she and a neighbor came upon a group of blacks gathered around the body of young John Henry Corniggins, sprawled near a patch of thorny shrubs. Murray saw “his feet first, the white soles sticking out of the grass and caked with mud, then his scratched brown legs.” His eyes were open. Blood seeped through a bullet hole in his shirt near his heart. John Henry lay motionless as large green flies wandered over his face and into his mouth. Nearby, a solitary “buzzard circled.” Murray raced home, trembling in a cold sweat. The word among blacks was that a white man had assumed John Henry was stealing watermelons and shot him. No evidence of theft was found near the boy’s body. No one was arrested for his murder.

Six years later, violence touched Murray’s family when a white guard at Maryland’s Hospital for the Negro Insane murdered her father. At the funeral, she could hardly believe that the “purple” bloated body in the gray casket was her once proud father. She was horrified by the sight of his mangled head, which had been “split open like a melon” during an autopsy “and sewed together loosely with jagged stitches crisscrossing the blood-clotted line of severance.”

· · ·

THE FIGHT OVER ANTI-LYNCHING LEGISLATION was but one of Franklin Roosevelt’s worries. His attempt to purge Congress of his enemies had failed, and a coalition of anti–New Deal Republicans and Democrats had emerged. Despite the continuing economic depression, important legislation remained deadlocked. Frightening developments loomed on the world stage, as well. Under Adolf Hitler, Germany’s aggression in Europe escalated with the annexation of Austria and the Sudetenland of Czechoslovakia. During Kristallnacht, hundreds of synagogues were destroyed. Thousands of Jews were stripped of their citizenship, property, and business rights and sent to concentration camps.

As Murray pounded out her letter to the president, she recalled Eleanor Roosevelt’s
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