
  [image: image]


  Ruby A. Black


  Women in American Political History


  Series Editors: Pam Parry and David R. Davies


  Advisory Board: Maurine Beasley, Barbara G. Friedman, Karla K. Gower, Janice Hume, Margot Opdycke Lamme, and Jane Marcellus


  Women in American Political History focuses on influential women throughout the history of American politics. From the Colonial period through the Founding up to the present, women often have played significant and meaningful roles in politics, both directly and indirectly. Many of their contributions have been overlooked. This interdisciplinary series seeks to advance the dialogue concerning the role of women in politics in America and highlight their various contributions, including women who were elected and appointed to office and those who have wielded political power behind the scenes, such as first ladies, journalists, activists, and public relations practitioners. The series welcomes contributions from all methodologies and disciplines across the social sciences and humanities.


  Titles in the Series


  Press Portrayals of Women Politicians, 1870s–2000s: From “Lunatic” Woodhull to “Polarizing” Palin, by Teri Finneman, 2015.


  Gendered Politics: Campaign Strategies of California Women Candidates, 1912–1970, by Linda Van Ingen, 2017.


  Ruby A. Black: Eleanor Roosevelt, Puerto Rico, and Political Journalism in Washington, by Maurine H. Beasley, 2017.


  Ruby A. Black


  Eleanor Roosevelt, Puerto Rico, and Political Journalism in Washington


  Maurine H. Beasley


  LEXINGTON BOOKS


  Lanham • Boulder • New York • London


  
    Published by Lexington Books


    An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.


    4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706


    www.rowman.com


    Unit A, Whitacre Mews, 26-34 Stannary Street, London SE11 4AB


    Copyright © 2017 by Lexington Books


    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.


    British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available


    Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data Available


    ISBN 978-1-4985-1949-6 (cloth : alk. paper)


    ISBN 978-1-4985-1950-2 (electronic)


    [image: image] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.


    Printed in the United States of America

  


  Contents


  Acknowledgments


  Prologue


  1 Growing Up in Texas


  2 Finding a New World


  3 Gaining a Washington Foothold


  4 Joining Mrs. R’s “Inner Circle” at Press Conferences


  5 Advocating for Puerto Rico


  6 Appearing Successful


  7 Disillusioning Experiences


  8 Looking to Eleanor


  9 Pinning Hopes on a Notable Biography


  10 Disappointing Years


  Bibliography


  About the Author


  Acknowledgments


  This work is based to a considerable extent on primary source material, particularly Ruby A. Black’s personal papers, which are somewhat scattered. Many were given by her daughter, Cornelia Jane Little Strawser, Falls Church, Virginia, to the Manuscript Division of the Library of Congress, Washington, DC. These papers are designated in endnotes as RABP, MDLC. The collection includes a large clipping file and other material related to Eleanor Roosevelt, Black’s chief research interest. Strawser kept a small quantity of Ruby’s papers in her personal possession and graciously shared them with me, as referenced in endnotes. I always will be in her debt for her willingness to answer questions and to correct my mistakes. Her efforts to have a fair portrayal emerge of Ruby have been extraordinary. An economist who holds a Ph.D. degree and had extensive experience working on the federal budget on Capitol Hill, she has been a wonderful collaborator on this project.


  I also have used two other collections in the Manuscript Division. Limited information on Ruby is contained in the records of the Society of Women Geographers. Quite helpful for this study have been the papers of Bess Furman, Ruby’s journalistic colleague and wire service rival during the early 1930s. Additional sources on Ruby in Washington include the Archives of the National Press Club, which also house the Cora Rigby Washington Journalism Archives of the Washington Press Club Foundation. Jeff Schlosberg, the National Press Club’s hard-working archivist, patiently aided me in searching for press club material pertaining to Ruby and her husband, Herbert Little, who was a club member. Another club member, Elissa Free of Washington, the daughter of Ann Cottrell Free, a journalist who knew Ruby well, kindly loaned me three boxes of files kept by her mother that relate to Ruby.


  To a degree the RABP at the Library of Congress overlap with items found in other manuscript collections, particularly the Eleanor Roosevelt Papers at the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library, Hyde Park, New York, referred to as ERP, FDRL. Also useful for this work have been the Lorena A. Hickok Papers at the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library. As might be expected, this library contains voluminous files on the history of the New Deal in Puerto Rico. Much of this material, however, is outside the scope of this work that concentrates on Ruby’s career, although it offers tremendous background. Bob Clark, former supervisory archivist, provided helpful insight into the resources at Hyde Park. Kendra Lightner, archives technician, kindly photocopied material for me.


  Also of use has been a file of correspondence between Luis Munõz Marín and Muna Lee contained in the Constance Lindsay Skinner papers at the New York Public Library. Record group 69 at the National Archives in College Park, Maryland, which contains records of the Works Progress Administration, provided background information on relief efforts in Puerto Rico in the 1930s. In addition, I have consulted the Federal Bureau of Investigation files on Luis covering the years from the 1930s through World War II and thank the bureau’s John Fox for locating the files for me. Christopher Brick of the Eleanor Roosevelt Papers project at George Washington University gave me a copy of an interesting booklet made about Eleanor Roosevelt’s trip to Puerto Rico in 1934. My husband, Henry R. Beasley, has been extremely supportive in my quest for primary materials, has assisted me in locating them, and aided me in many ways for which I am grateful.


  For the most part, the material in Washington, Hyde Park, and New York does not overlap with the Ruby Black collection at the Centro de Investigaciones Históricas de la Facultad de Humanidades de la University of Puerto Rico at Rio Piedras referred to as RBC, U.P.R. This material, housed in some twenty boxes, tells the story of Ruby’s connection with Luis Munõz Marín. Mainly in English, although some items are in Spanish, this collection was not open to researchers for many years. I am extremely grateful for the assistance of Dr. Maria Dolores Luque, director of the center, and her staff, and Professor Luis E. Agrait Betancourt, head of the department of history, in facilitating my access to this invaluable material. Their professional competence, generosity in sharing information, and hospitality in Puerto Rico were outstanding. Some of the material in the Ruby Black collection is duplicated in the archives of the Luis Muñoz Marín Fundación, San Juan, Puerto Rico, although that archives has other items not available elsewhere in Puerto Rico. I appreciate the warm welcome and excellent research help provided there by Julio Quirós, director of the archives, as well as Dax Collazo, an archivist, and others on my all-too-short trip to Puerto Rico in 2015.


  The Puerto Rican collections served as the basis of two books, written in Spanish and published in Puerto Rico, Ruby Aurora Black, Biografía de una periodista feminista y su relación con Puerto Rico, by Lucia A. Lozada Laracuente, and La Correspondencia Secreta Entre Luis Muñoz Marín y Ruby Black, 1933–1946: Chronicle of a Political Relationship by Antonio Fernós López-Cipero. These books contain appendices with complete copies of some of the correspondence in English between Ruby, Luis Muñoz Marín, and Muna Lee, Luis’s first wife. In some cases I have drawn on these published letters.


  In addition, the Fernós López-Cipero appendix included copies of a small amount of correspondence between Luis and Franklin D. Roosevelt. This correspondence, like many of the letters addressed to other individuals, showed evolving relationships between the Roosevelt administration and political developments in Puerto Rico. In dedicating the book to Ruby’s memory, Fernós López-Cipero stated that he wrote it so readers could not overlook the federal government “steering of our colonial process and denial of self-determination any longer.” He hoped the book would provide background for current arguments over the status of the island—whether Puerto Rico should seek statehood, become an independent nation, or stay as a commonwealth. As it wrestles with massive economic problems today, Puerto Rico finds its status remains a divisive issue just as in Ruby’s era.


  I am grateful that I have had access to English translations of the text of the two books. The Lozada Laracuente translation by Jessica Roberts, at the time a Ph.D. student at the Merrill College of Journalism, University of Maryland College Park, was done for Cornelia Jane Strawser in 2012. The Fernós López-Cipero translation was given to her by the author in 2010 and done by Teresita Santini. Further, I benefited from the work of America Granados Reichel, who translated articles in 2016 from microfilmed copies of La Democracia, which was published from 1890 to 1948. La Democracia, which Luis edited and for which Ruby acted as its Washington correspondent in the 1930s, is essential for this study. It is available in the Newspaper and Periodical Reading Room of the Library of Congress. The knowledgeable staff there assisted me in making microfilm copies. It helped me locate a pertinent abstract of a dissertation by Mariano Negron-Portillo “A Study of the Newspaper, ‘La Democracia,’ Puerto Rico, 1895–1914: A Historical Analysis,” accepted at the State University of New York at Stony Brook in 1980. Selected articles from La Democracia and other Spanish-language publications appear in the appendices to the Lozada Laracuente book and were included in the Jessica Roberts translation.


  I also owe thanks for tracking down material to Michael Henry, an archivist in Special Collections and Archives at the libraries of the University of Maryland College Park. In addition, Aitza Haddad Nuñez, a Ph.D. student from Puerto Rico at Howard University, and Carmen Delgado Votaw, Bethesda, MD, who grew up in Puerto Rico, shared experiences living on the island and guided me in seeking publications pertaining to Luis. Alexander Jairo Quinones, a Ph.D. student at the University of Maryland, aided in translation of some La Democracia articles. In addition, the Dolph Briscoe Center for American History at the University of Texas at Austin made available helpful information on Ruby.


  Pamela Parry, a most patient and astute copyeditor, and David R. Davies, coeditors of the series in which this volume appears, “Women in American Political History,” have provided me with encouragement and concrete directions pertaining to manuscript preparation. Their support has been crucial and much appreciated; I am honored to be part of theirseries. Dr. Federico Subervi, a media scholar, critiqued the manuscript from the standpoint of a native of Puerto Rico. Kathryn Tafelski, my editor at Lexington, and her assistant, Madhumitha Koduvalli, have responded with prompt and courteous answers to my many questions. Susie P. Robinson and William Grosshandler coped valiantly with my computer ignorance and provided excellent technical advice. In short, I have been blessed to have had access to extensive archival resources and a group of knowledgeable individuals who have motivated me to tell Ruby Black’s story. To the extent I have succeeded, they deserve the credit. Any failure rests solely with me.


  Prologue


  Ravaged by both the Great Depression and the aftermath of an awful hurricane, the over-crowded island of Puerto Rico drew a notable group of visitors led by first lady Eleanor Roosevelt in March of 1934.1 Breaking away from the confines of Washington, where her predecessors traditionally had carried out their roles, the activist Eleanor had decided to fly to the Caribbean, in itself an adventure in the early 1930s, to inspect conditions in U.S. territories there. Eleanor’s unofficial trip, which took place between March 4 and March 17, stood out as the first of numerous globe-trotting missions that marked her unconventional years as first lady. Her Caribbean visit was presented to the public as a study of social and economic conditions undertaken on behalf of her husband, President Franklin D. Roosevelt, but this explanation, while certainly true, did not tell the whole story. It masked a behind-the-scenes drama of political intrigue, personal relationships, and journalistic involvement that impacted both Puerto Rico and Washington, as it helped elevate the role of the first lady within the framework of the presidency.


  In addition, the trip enhanced the status of women journalists, generally limited to society writing, domestic concerns, and sentimental feature stories, by allowing them access to some measure of news with a quasi-political quality. For the time being, it bolstered the goals of one Washington reporter in particular, Ruby Aurora Black. It thrilled Ruby, an ambitious feminist who had moved from the cotton fields of Texas to the nation’s capital and immersed herself in Puerto Rican politics, to know Eleanor personally and to be her guest at the White House.


  Eleanor’s big white seaplane also landed in Cuba, Haiti, where she made a brief overnight stay, the Dominican Republic, and the U.S. Virgin Islands, which she toured by air, but the two-week trip focused on Puerto Rico. While not part of Eleanor’s party, Rexford G. Tugwell, assistant secretary of agriculture, also traveled on the same Pan-American Airways American Clipper to Puerto Rico. Eventually Tugwell would become governor of Puerto Rico, but on this trip he was overshadowed totally by the first lady. Her presence showed that the Democratic administration was aware of the island’s economic devastation and sought to improve conditions. Large crowds turned out to greet the tall, gracious president’s wife who moved swiftly from elegant receptions at La Fortaleza, the historic pink palace that housed the governor of Puerto Rico, to miserable slums in San Juan, the capital. In one of her U.P. (United Press) dispatches Ruby wrote of a smiling and nodding Eleanor being driven through San Juan streets “packed with cheering thousands.”2


  At the same time crowds cheered for Ruby herself, one of the four women journalists who accompanied her along with a cameraman, Sammy Shulman. No report of these cheers appeared in U.S. newspapers. It was one of several facets of the trip that the journalists, including Ruby, did not mention, probably because of Ruby’s conflicting roles as a correspondent for a leading wire service, the United Press (U.P.) and a Puerto Rican political insider. The cheers for Ruby came to light years later when Bess Furman, who represented the Associated Press (A.P.) on the trip, described them in her autobiography.3 She also wrote that the residents of Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands themselves attributed Eleanor’s visit to her husband’s desire to “erase the impression Mr. [Herbert] Hoover [his Republican predecessor] made there by terming some of our offshore possessions an ‘effective poorhouse,’” but little hint of this appeared in Furman’s coverage.4


  In her autobiography Furman credited Ruby, the head of her own news bureau, for helping motivate Eleanor to visit Puerto Rico, which the press referred to as a “forgotten island” that had become part of the United States as a result of the Spanish-American War in 1898.5 Certainly, Ruby had maneuvered for months to interest Eleanor in Puerto Rican issues. In her capacity as Washington correspondent for La Democracia, a San Juan daily newspaper that was the voice of the Liberal Party, Ruby repeatedly brought Puerto Rico to Eleanor’s attention. Ruby served as the representative of La Democracia’s charismatic editor, Luis Muñoz Marín, a leading Liberal Party figure, in the nation’s capital and sought to advance his interests at the White House.


  An ardent feminist, Ruby had been drawn into Luis’s political circle through his feminist wife, Muna Lee, a multi-talented poet, translator, and writer. Her strained marriage involved assisting with the editorship of La Democracia and included translating Ruby’s copy from English to Spanish for the newspaper. Ruby’s by-lined articles from Washington rated big front-page headlines in La Democracia and gave her a substantial following in Puerto Rico, particularly among members of the Liberal Party, who turned out to cheer for her as much as for Eleanor. Ruby had the distinction of being the only “Special to Puerto Rico” by-liner in Washington, as Furman put it.6


  Ruby saw little conflict between her pursuits as a journalist and her commitment to Luis’s party, just as she found no ethical strain between her admiration for Franklin and Eleanor and her work as a news reporter, even though she considered herself an objective journalist. She believed Roosevelt’s New Deal progams benefited society and that journalism should move in the same direction. Convinced that Luis’s political aspirations represented hope for the downtrodden of Puerto Rico, Ruby promoted the Liberal Party. Once a radical nationalist, by 1934 Luis looked to the New Deal as a way to better conditions in the territory whose residents had been given U.S. citizenship in 1917.


  At the time of Eleanor’s visit, the Liberal Party embraced New Deal welfare programs. Although badly underfunded, they were aimed at providing some relief to the exploding population of one and one-half million residents, many of whom lived in abject poverty. Jíbaros, poor agricultural workers, were exploited on large-scale plantations, while women and children toiled at high-quality needlework for practically nothing. Puerto Rico’s dire situation had been known to Eleanor before she moved into the White House. According to Furman, Eleanor said she had been interested in Puerto Rican conditions ever since her cousin, Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., had served as the governor of the island under President Hoover.7


  Apart from the Liberal Party, other political factions on the island disliked the New Deal. On the right stood conservative sugar-barons and business interests, who supported the economic and political status quo. On the left a small Nationalist Party led by Pedro Albízu Campos pressed for immediate independence, claiming U.S. oppression as the root of the island’s problems. These groups objected to what they viewed as efforts by the Liberal Party to enrich party coffers and garner votes in elections for the island legislature by dominating New Deal relief programs. All political parties held in common a desire to preserve Puerto Rico’s Spanish-speaking heritage, although top government jobs frequently went to residents from the continental United States who spoke English.


  Almost no mention of the island’s turmoil characterized the articles written by Ruby and the three other women journalists, Furman, Emma Bugbee of the New York Herald Tribune, and Dorothy Ducas of International News Service, which provided reports for newspapers owned by the press baron, William Randolph Hearst. The women’s accounts, directed at newspapers in the continental United States, highlighted Eleanor as the first president’s wife to fly over an ocean while in the White House, indeed, a story in itself since there recently had been ten small-plane fatalities in an attempt to set up airmail service to San Juan.8 The reporters paid more attention to Eleanor’s outfits, exhausting schedule of appearances, and warm reception from crowds calling out “La Presidenta” than to the island’s desperate economic situation. Bugbee, for example, described Eleanor’s participation at a La Fortaleza reception for socially prominent Puerto Ricans, calling attention to her costume, “a flowered chiffon with a spray of pale lavender and native orchids.”9 Newspapers printed pictures of a beaming, fashionably dressed Eleanor accepting huge bouquets of flowers from various officials.


  Nevertheless, by covering the first lady as she walked down filthy streets in San Juan, where some 40 percent of the city’s population lived in slums, followed by naked children spilling out of shacks built over stagnant water, the reporters called attention to Puerto Rico’s poverty. Eleanor, with her strong sense of social justice, urged Shulman to take her picture as she marched through the squalor, so newspaper readers would have some idea of how bad conditions were. Yet, she was careful to say little for quotation, in keeping with her public stance that she was only a wife reporting back to her husband on what she saw in advance of his own trip to the island in a few months. Obviously, Eleanor did not want to provide ammunition for critics of New Deal policies toward the island nor step too far out of her customary role as a self-deprecating wife.


  In one of her lengthiest comments for attribution, Eleanor told Ducas, after the inspection party visited ramshackle rural homes, that the housing was no worse than in some New York slums. In a dispatch from San Juan, Ducas quoted Eleanor as saying, “Conditions are about what I expected. The best houses are not bad, but in the worst the standards of living are not high. Certain types of tenements in New York are as bad, because here at least the people are able to get out into the air frequently.”10


  The next paragraph contained an indirect quote from Eleanor, which conflicted somewhat with her other comment: “The greatest hazard faced by the natives, she [Eleanor] said, was the threat of communicable tuberculosis, because they sleep in windowless shacks.”11 Ducas followed up with a telling vignette buried at the bottom of her article. She referred to a “toothless old woman . . . who muttered against the ‘intrusion’ of the Americans until she was silenced by her son, who said, ‘We are Americans, too.’”12 The article ended with Ducas reporting that Eleanor visited “six orphan children living in a tiny floorless room, about which chickens strutted with complete freedom.”13


  For the most part, Ruby’s colleagues viewed their journalistic assignment mainly as a straightforward one of telling where the energetic Eleanor went and what she did in an exotic spot relatively unknown to newspaper readers. They did not strive to acquaint readers with the island’s economic and political complexities, yet their reports contained a limited picture of island conditions by recording what Eleanor saw. Editors did not want them to provide news analysis, even if they had attempted it, since women journalists were not expected to move into the prestigious male realm of serious interpretation. Grateful to Eleanor for permitting them to accompany her, the reporters, who viewed themselves as friends, not as rivals, considered themselves moving up the professional ladder by keeping close company with the president’s wife, thereby gaining a narrow window into political Washington. They pictured Eleanor enthusiastically as a path-breaking first lady looking into the plight of the unfortunate.


  Even when it seemed unlikely that Eleanor was getting honest answers on her inspection trips, the women journalists reported what was said with no effort to question it. For example, in an A.P. dispatch from Caguas, Puerto Rico, a mountain town, Furman led with the fact that Eleanor ate a special lunch in a tobacco factory with fifteen “girls,” described as “native workers,” who had prepared the meal as part of an effort to see if a balanced diet would enable them to “do more work than the other girls.”14 Buried in the middle of the story, Furman reported that Eleanor asked the manager of the tobacco factory, which employed 500 women, “if the workers really wanted a higher standard of living” and that he replied the “country women were content with their present state.”15 This seemed a dubious assertion, given the island’s poverty rate and the fact that some workers in places Eleanor did not visit were striking over cuts in wages paid by the Civil Works Administration, a New Deal program.16 Furman, however, did not question it, but moved on to report that “dozens of pajama-clad and malnourished children” from a tuberculosis-prevention project, which was supported by New Deal relief funds, welcomed the first lady.17


  In her U.P. dispatches, Ruby stuck to conventional reporting of Eleanor’s activities, not disclosing her own knowledge of the political scene surrounding the trip. Drawing on her own ability to gain Eleanor’s ear, Ruby had acted as the primary conduit for Luis as an up-and-coming politician to meet both Franklin and Eleanor at the White House, months before Eleanor’s trip to Puerto Rico. Luis, who years later became Puerto Rico’s first elected governor and most influential public figure, maintained a low profile during the first lady’s visit.


  From a hotel room in San Juan, he kept abreast of her every move, seeking to gain White House support for his own plan to revitalize the island based on government purchase of land owned by a large sugar company for redistribution to small farmers. Luis did not want the plan, to be financed by a New Deal processing tax, directly linked to him for fear it would be killed as politically motivated. Instead, it was attributed to Carlos
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