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INTRODUCTION

[image: ]

Not in word alone shall freedom's boon be ours.

—from “to miss mary britton” by paul laurence dunbar1
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Paul Laurence Dunbar, ca. 1895.

PAUL LAURENCE DUNBAR'S POEM “To Miss Mary Britton” was first published in 1893 in his collection Oak and Ivey, the same year that Frederick Jackson Turner delivered his paper “The Significance of the Frontier in American History” to the American Historical Association in Chicago. Dunbar had traveled to Chicago that year, too, carrying copies of his Oak and Ivey, hoping to sell them for one dollar a copy at the World Columbian Exposition, the first World's Fair. Needless to say, Turner and Dunbar never met each other. In fact, they lived worlds apart.

While Turner proclaimed, “The frontier has gone and with its going has closed the first period in American history,”2Dunbar was envisioning a different America, where God might “speed the happy day/When waiting ones may see/The glory-bringing birth of our real liberty.” The term frontier, Turner said, “is an elastic one, and for our purposes does not need sharp definition,” but he did affirm the position of the United States census director in offering one concrete definition: The frontier was a place occupied by fewer than two people per square mile. The frontier, Turner observed, marked the divide between civilization and “savagery,” and taming the frontier helped to shape such values of the American citizen as personal independence and participatory governance. Furthermore, the advance of American settlement westward onto “free land” explained not only the development of the United States but also American democracy and the nation's character. “The wilderness masters the colonist,” wrote Turner, giving him “a buoyancy and exuberance which comes with freedom.” Certainly, African Americans in 1893 did not enjoy such freedom. Though they had been emancipated from slavery, Reconstruction had ended and racism was rampant. Dunbar, in the published introduction to his poem “To Miss Mary Britton,” extols the virtues of a schoolteacher who protested “in a ringing speech” against the passage of a “separate coach bill” in Kentucky. “Her action,” Dunbar said, “was heroic, though it proved to be without avail.”

Though little is known about the life of Mary Britton, a similar protest by Homer Adolph Plessy two years later, in 1895, triggered a landmark court case that became the basis for legalized segregation nationwide. After Plessy sat in the “white section” of an East Louisiana Railroad train car, a conductor confronted him and ordered him to leave. When he refused, he was arrested and jailed in New Orleans, charged with violating a recently enacted law mandating separate seating for “coloreds.” Plessy was light-skinned and only one-eighth African American, but Louisiana applied the “one drop rule,” meaning that anyone with “one drop” of nonwhite blood was by definition colored.

With support from the Citizens' Committee to Test the Constitutionality of the Separate Car Law, a group of Creoles and blacks in New Orleans, Plessy argued that the Separate Car Act violated the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Amendments to the Constitution. The presiding judge, John Howard Ferguson, ruled that the state could choose to regulate railroad companies that operated only within Louisiana, even though in an earlier decision, he had declared the Separate Car Act “unconstitutional on trains that traveled through several states.” Plessy appealed to the Louisiana Supreme Court, which upheld Ferguson's decision, and then to the United States Supreme Court, which ruled once again in favor of the state. Justice Henry Brown, speaking for a seven-person majority, wrote in his opinion:


That [the Separate Car Act] does not conflict with the Thirteenth Amendment, which abolished slavery … is too clear for argument…. The object of the [Fourteenth Amendment] was undoubtedly to enforce the absolute equality of the two races before the law, but in the nature of things it could not have been intended to abolish distinctions based upon color, or to enforce social, as distinguished from political equality, or a commingling of the two races upon terms unsatisfactory to either.3



In response to Brown's opinion, the lone dissenter, Justice John Harlan, stated:


Our Constitution is color-blind, and neither knows nor tolerates classes among citizens. In respect of civil rights, all citizens are equal before the law…. The present decision, it may well be apprehended, will not only stimulate aggressions, more or less brutal and irritating, upon the admitted rights of colored citizens, but it will encourage the belief that it is possible, by means of state enactments, to defeat the beneficent purposes which the United States had in view when they adopted the recent amendments of the Constitution.4



Ultimately, the admonitions of Justice Harlan proved true. The “separate but equal” principle upheld by the United States Supreme Court in Plessy v. Ferguson effectively legalized racial segregation and discrimination. Local and state governments across America passed laws that restricted African American access to public facilities, to housing, and to virtually every conceivable place where blacks and whites might interact—from restaurants and theaters to restrooms and schools. Surely, there were hundreds of square miles, if not more, that were thus not occupied by a single African American, let alone two per square mile.

By 1940, more than 25 percent of all African Americans lived in the North or West. During World War II, migration into the western United States expanded exponentially, propelled by the opportunities of higher-paying jobs in the shipyards, aircraft factories, and other wartime industries. In the 1940s, the population of the region grew 49 percent, from 1,343,930 to 1,996,036. This growth was most dramatic in urban centers. Between 1940 and 1944, the African American population in the San Francisco-Oakland area rose from 19,000 to 147,000; in Portland, from 1,300 to 22,000; in Los Angeles, from 75,000 to 218,000.5

After World War II, the labor organizer A. Philip Randolph established the League for Nonviolent Civil Disobedience Against Military Segregation. Randolph had been a staunch critic of government policy since World War I, when he cofounded, with Chandler Owen, a magazine called The Messenger, advocating more jobs in the war industries and the armed forces for blacks. In the 1940s, Randolph focused on the problems related to African American employment in the federal government and in industries with federal contracts. He warned President Roosevelt that he would lead one hundred thousand blacks in a protest march on Washington, D.C., and Roosevelt yielded to the pressure, issuing Executive Order 8802 on June 25, 1941, barring discrimination in defense industries and federal bureaus and creating the Fair Employment Practices Committee. After Roosevelt's death in April 1945, Randolph worked to influence his successor, President Harry S. Truman, and urged him to issue Executive Order 9981 on July 26, 1948, banning segregation in the armed forces.
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African Americans driving wagons in the first '89er parade, Guthrie, Oklahoma.

While integrating the armed forces was a major step forward, most of the United States was still segregated. Tuskegee airman Charles McGee recalls that after World War II, he continued his training to become an aircraft maintenance officer and that one of his first assignments was in Salina, Kansas, but he was unable to relocate his family. “It was too difficult,” he says. “Couldn't rent or buy back in those days in Salina if you were black. And this kind of discrimination not only applied to housing in town but to restaurants, movie theaters, you name it.”6

During the 1940s the NAACP intensified its efforts, working in coordination with its newly formed Legal Defense and Education Fund to spearhead the brilliant strategy devised by Charles Hamilton Houston and his colleagues at the Howard University School of Law to end the legal segregation sanctioned by Plessy v. Ferguson. Houston assembled a core team of lawyers that included Thurgood Marshall, James Nabrit, Spotswood Robinson III, A. Leon Higginbotham, Robert Carter, William Hastie, George E. C. Hayes, Jack Greenberg, and Oliver Hill. Together, they worked on many fronts, seeking out local attorneys and civil-rights activists who might be able to help them find the right test cases to take to the Supreme Court. Houston and his colleagues understood that to overturn Plessy v. Ferguson, they needed to bring together a number of court decisions that questioned the viability of separate-but-equal laws.

In 1951 and 1952, five district courts in five cases from four different states—Kansas, Delaware, South Carolina, and Virginia—as well as from the District of Columbia, ruled on the constitutionality of separate but equal. The state cases were based on the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, and the District of Columbia case was built upon the due process clause of the Fifth Amendment (denial of liberty by such discrimination). In its ruling, the Supreme Court consolidated the four state cases. The District of Columbia case was considered at the same time but, because of the different issues it raised, was not consolidated with the others.

When the cases were first argued before the Supreme Court in 1952, no consensus was reached, and the court set the cases for reargument the following term. In September 1953, before the court convened, Chief Justice Vinson, who had opposed overturning Plessy, died of a heart attack, and when the court finally heard the reargument, his replacement, Earl Warren, was able to craft an opinion that was unanimous: “We conclude that in the field of education the doctrine of separate but equal has no place. Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal.” A year later, the Supreme Court consolidated the four states with the District of Columbia when it ordered the desegregation of all schools with all deliberate speed.

In many ways, African Americans did not have true access to the frontier Turner described as shaping personal independence until the 1954 United States Supreme Court ruling in Brown v. Board of Education struck down the separate-but-equal doctrine set in motion by Plessy v. Ferguson. Personal independence was, by definition, impossible in a segregated society, where African Americans were denied access and opportunity.

The enforcement of Brown v. Board of Education proceeded slowly and was met with resistance on many fronts. On December 1, 1955, Rosa Parks, a seamstress in Montgomery, Alabama, was sitting in the “colored section” of a city bus when a white man asked her to give up her seat to him because the “white section” was full. Parks refused and was arrested and fined for violating a city ordinance. The next night, fifty leaders of the African American community, led by a relatively unknown minister named Martin Luther King Jr., gathered together to discuss a course of action that led to the Montgomery bus boycott. The entire African American community boycotted public buses for 381 days until the law legalizing segregation was overturned. Finally, in 1956, the United States Supreme Court ruled that segregated bus service was unconstitutional. Parks, in her autobiography, My Story, recalled that she was “tired of giving in” and that her involvement in the NAACP and the Highlander Folk School had helped to imbue her with the strength to not give up.

Clearly, the action of Rosa Parks and the landmark Supreme Court rulings related to her case and to Brown v. Board of Education had profound effects on the civil-rights movement and the course of American life. However, resistance to the Supreme Court's rulings related to the dismantling of legalized segregation has persisted, and the debate about their meanings and ramifications is ongoing. Attorney Oliver Hill, who worked closely with Charles Hamilton Houston and Thurgood Marshall and is now ninety-eight years old, says, “We still have a long ways to go. Brown declared Plessy v. Ferguson unconstitutional and made it unlawful, so far as the law was concerned, but the de facto segregation is almost as bad now as it was then, fifty years ago. You must remember that without the rule of the law, we would still be second-, third-, or sometimes fourth-class citizens.”7

Parks was not the first African American to protest segregated seating in public transportation. The little-known Mary Britton, referenced by Paul Laurence Dunbar, had articulated her objections, as did Adolph Plessy, Irene Morgan, and Jackie Robinson, among other well-known figures.8 No doubt many other African Americans resisted as well, but their stories were never told. The difference with Parks's action was that after she was arrested she was handpicked for a test case by civil-rights lawyers because of her immaculate moral character and reputation, and her protest ultimately succeeded. If we perceive the frontier as an obstacle to freedom and achievement, Parks and those she represented finally breached it after many other tries by others had failed.

In recent decades, historians have largely rejected Turner's thesis of the frontier. Many see the word frontier as outmoded and, in their search for a better term, have stressed cross-cultural interactions. The idea of Turner's frontier is implicitly ethnocentric, failing to take account of the significance of persons of African descent, American Indians, Mexicans, and migrant Asians, among others, who came to America in pursuit of freedom and opportunity. However, despite the objections of historians, the idea of the frontier has continued to expand long after Turner's death and has taken on a multitude of transmutations and metaphorical uses in the English language. A quick Internet search of the word turns up about 14,000,000 results.

Of course, the Brown decision and the ruling two years later striking down segregation on public transportation did not solve all the problems of racism and segregation. As Hill remarked, much segregation remains. And it is now widely acknowledged that these breakthroughs created unforeseen problems by eroding a sense of physical community African Americans had when all were forced to live together. Many who could flee traditionally black neighborhoods did so, leaving behind those with fewer economic and social resources to cope with inner-city life in the era of downsizing and outsourcing. The struggle goes on.

“Frontier,” historian David Wrobel maintains, “has become a metaphor for promise, progress, and ingenuity.”9 Yet, as historian Patricia Limerick suggests, “the relationship between the frontier and the American mind is not a simple one. Clear and predictable on most occasions, the idea of the frontier is still capable of sudden twists in shifts of meaning, meanings considerably more interesting than the conventional and familiar definition of the frontier as a zone of open oppor-tunity.”10

The twists and shifts in meaning to which Limerick alludes are evident not only in the debate among historians concerning Turner's thesis but also in the proliferation of the term frontier in the contemporary world. Certainly, the usage of frontier has evolved considerably from its etymological roots in the old French frontiere (c. 1400) and the Latin frons, meaning literally “the front line of an army,” to its more current definitions as “the borderland separating two countries,” “the extreme limit of settled land beyond which lies wilderness,” and “the extreme limit of understanding or achievement in a particular area.”

Senator John F. Kennedy set forth the idea of a New Frontier in his speech at Memorial Coliseum in Los Angeles, July 15, 1960, accepting the Democratic Party nomination for the presidency of the United States. In the speech, he challenges the notion that there is “no longer an American frontier.”


Today some would say that those struggles are all over—that all the horizons have been explored—that all the battles have been won—that there is no longer an American frontier.

But I trust that no one in this vast assemblage will agree with those sentiments. For the problems are not all solved and the battles are not all won—and we stand today on the edge of a New Frontier—the frontier of the 1960s—a frontier of unknown opportunities and perils—a frontier of unfulfilled hopes and threats.



This speech by Kennedy expressed what many in America were already thinking, especially African Americans, who were beginning to mount a systematic attack to dismantle Jim Crow discrimination. Buoyed by the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1957, the NAACP, Southern Christian Leader Conference, CORE, and other African American community-based organizations aligned themselves with the agenda of the Democratic Party to help narrowly defeat Richard Nixon in the 1960 presidential election. While some African American leaders were skeptical of Lyndon Baines Johnson as Kennedy's running mate, they nonetheless believed that the Democratic Party presented the greatest hope for advances in civil rights.

After the assassination of President Kennedy on November 22, 1963, the Johnson administration was committed to the passage of civil-rights legislation. Johnson successfully won congressional support for many of Kennedy's New Frontier proposals, and in 1964, he secured passage of a sweeping Civil Rights Act and an Economic Opportunity Act. He moved beyond the New Frontier to declare “war on poverty” and outlined a vast program of economic and social-welfare legislation designed to create what he termed the Great Society in his first State of the Union message of May 1964.

The question remains whether or not the term frontier is still useful in understanding the process of history and, specifically, better comprehending the relations and interactions of cultural groups to each other and to the mainstream of American thought. Does broadening the definition of frontier dilute its meaning or enhance our ability to make sense of the world in which we live? For artist Laura Jean Lacy, who believes her family descends from indentured Africans brought to the Jamestown colony, the frontier has a very distinct significance for African Americans. “If, from a black perspective,” Lacy maintains, “we think of
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Unidentified couple, ca. 1890-1910.

Africans brought to America as the civilized (in a non-Western sense of the word civilized), the wilderness was occupied by white Americans, who were their captors. For blacks, white Americans, not necessarily American Indians, were the savages.… This, of course, may sound ludicrous, but for me, the word frontier has a life-affirming cache. Why do whites have a frontier, and blacks, what many call a boundary? The word boundary is more negative. In the frontier is hope … the boundary is an obstacle.”11

While the symbolic meaning of the word frontier may be useful in understanding aspects of the history of Africans in America, specifically as it relates to issues of freedom and opportunity, it does not sufficiently express its consequences. For African Americans, there were many frontiers that not only involved geographic movement but also engendered new ways of thinking and acting. Certainly, Brown v. Board of Education helped to shape the personal independence described by Frederick Jackson Turner. Yet, perhaps most significant, equal access truly marked “the glory-bringing birth of our real liberty,” envisioned by Paul Laurence Dunbar. In this context, the word glory not only encompasses the frontier but also fulfills its promise. Glory is achieve-ment—the honor and admiration that is bestowed upon somebody who does something important. Glory may lead to fame, but in the everyday world, it may simply be defined in terms of the personal triumph over adversity or in that satisfaction that comes from strengthening the bonds of family and community. Among African Americans, especially during the years of segregation, there were countless events and ceremonies that were designed and organized to bolster self-esteem by conferring admiration or praise. The enduring significance of these celebrations of glory is often enshrined in photographs and in the stories that people tell.

Consider three of the photographs on the cover of this book: in one, a Pullman porter in uniform poses with his wife in a fancy dress on the front walkway to what is apparently their home with a well-groomed lawn in an unspecified location. On the back of the print, the couple is identified as Mr. and Mrs. Williams, and judging from its mounting and size, the photograph was probably made between 1910 and 1920.12In another photograph, Martha Fergurson (second from left) jokes around with her friends, Josey, Gloria, and Teenie—four freshmen at Talladega College in Alabama during the 1943-1944 academic year.13The third photograph documents a more politically charged event—an NAACP picket on a Dallas, Texas, street in 1965.14 Two men in the second row carry a placard that reads “Freedom at Any Cost.” This image was made by Marion Butts, a community photographer and managing editor of the African American-owned Dallas Express newspaper, who was proud to say that two of the men in the front row, C. Jack Clark and Travis Clark (left and middle) were “two of the first black millionaires in Dallas.”15 While these three photographs are significantly different from one another, they all stand as testaments to untold glory—one reminds us of the dignity of the Pullman porter in a relatively undocumented past, one celebrates a moment in the lives of four African American girls during their first year at college, and one marks a protest organized by community leaders committed to social change. Clearly, over the course of day-to-day life, glory inspires feelings of joy, wonder, thanksgiving, and pride.

Untold Glory explores the lives of twenty-seven people whose struggles, aspirations, and achievements speak to the power of determination in confronting and overcoming discrimination. The frontiers they discuss are personal in nature, but the glory they have achieved is profoundly revealing. While there are common concerns that many of the people interviewed share, the subjects discussed are complex. Individually and together, they bring forth insights on a broad range of issues, including the dilemmas of day-to-day life in a segregated world; civic action and social protest; the consequences of integration, social mobility, and stratification; interracial and cross-cultural relations; and the ways in which education was and remains fundamental to obtaining and sustaining freedom.

Personal life experiences chronicle the complexities within the course of daily life in America. The broad subject areas covered include art and culture, business and commerce, politics and government, religion, and social and demographic change. The emphasis is upon the people themselves and the ways in which they participate in the process of history through what they say and do. These stories of everyday life enlarge our comprehension of the multifaceted human dynamics through which different personal frontiers were conceived and explored, and the ways in which they provided the incentive for unprecedented accomplishments.

To study the perspectives of a cross section of African Americans, I engaged in extensive fieldwork, researching existing collections of oral histories and conducting interviews with as many individuals as possible. My principal focus was upon those regions of the country where the idea of the frontier seemed most relevant to geographic movement and the migratory patterns of African Americans. Initially, I explored the historical collections and archives in the states west of the Mississippi River, but as I began interviewing specific people, the scope of my work expanded. I began to understand that while the West did offer untold promise, the frontiers for African Americans were manifold and were based more upon the context in which opportunities and glory might be realized than upon geographic movement and relocation.

Bruce Lee, a biologist, for example, grew up in Buffalo, New York, in a region that he calls the Niagara Frontier, in a “community of coloreds,” referring to his mixed African, Anglo-Saxon, and Indian background. For Lee and his family, this region of Upstate New York, prior to World War II, provided the greatest opportunity for economic and social advancement. The Bruce Lee interview resulted in an account that was a kind of oral autobiography or life history and served as a model for others.

For Jacob Lawrence and Gwendolyn Knight, the frontier was New York City, a mecca for black artists during and after the Harlem Renais-sance.16 For Herb Jeffries, it was creating the role of the black cowboy in the western movies of the 1930s; for John McLendon, coaching and struggling to integrate basketball; for Lawrence Douglas Wilder, becoming involved in local, state, and national politics and running for public office; for William Waddell, teaching at the Tuskegee Institute and achieving success as a veterinarian; for Marvin Williams, playing Negro League Baseball and trying out for the Boston Red Sox; for Reverend
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NAACP picket. Front row (left to right): C. Jack Clark, Travis Clark, Roosevelt Johnson; second row: C. B. Bunkley, unknown, George Allen; third row (right): Tony Davis; fourth row (right): Pettis Norman; fifth row: Frank Clark.

Richard Stewart, attending Perkins School of Theology and serving as an Army chaplain; for Jeni LeGon, moving to Hollywood and breaking through as a film actress and dancer; for Geraldine Miller, founding the Household Technicians Union and working as an advocate for domestic workers; for Richard Harris, building a career as a journalist in Pennsylvania and Arizona and self-publishing six books; for Reverend Nicholas Hood, earning a divinity degree and representing his community in Detroit as a city council member; for James Emanuel, writing poetry and exploring life outside the United States as an expatriate; for Marion Kramer, fighting for the rights of welfare recipients; for Paul Hudson, building on the efforts of his father and grandfather as president of Broadway Federal Bank in Los Angeles; and for Mark Dean, developing three of the nine patents that led to the introduction of the personal computer.

In each interview, I asked people to talk about their birthplace, parents, education, and work, as well as obstacles imposed by segregation and racism, the extent to which the concept of the frontier was relevant to their experiences, and the ways in which they were able to actualize their goals and achieve a sense of personal glory in their lives. In editing these interviews, I deleted those elements of speech, including hesitations and interruptions, that might impede understanding. My intent was to make their speech fluent in written form.

Untold Glory strives to energize the dialogue about written history and the oral tradition by exploring the lives of people who defy generalization. These remarkable individuals personalize the process through which history is established by recounting the circumstances that shaped their lives. They speak to the ingenuity and tenacity that enabled them to pursue opportunities against all odds not only to achieve their personal goals but also to better the world for us all.
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SIDNEY BARTHWELL JR.


COURT MAGISTRATE

Born September 1, 1947
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Sidney Barthwell Jr. is a magistrate in Detroit, and in this capacity he is a judicial officer in a lower court whose jurisdiction is limited to the trial of misdemeanors, moving vehicular violations, and pre liminary hearings on more serious charges. After attending what was then called Cranbrook School for Boys, he enrolled at Wayne State University, where he graduated in 1986. He taught second grade for half a year and was admitted to Harvard Law School in 1987. He received a law degree from Harvard in 1990 and was hired by Dickinson Wright, a major law firm that at the time employed 230 attorneys. After two years, Barthwell left Dickinson Wright and decided to focus his career on issues critical to the African American communities of Detroit. As one of the six magistrates appointed in the city, Barthwell works at the Thirty-sixth District Court and feels that through his efforts he can have an “impact directly on people's lives every day.”



I GREW UP ON THE NEAR WEST SIDE of Detroit in an area known as the Boston Edison neighborhood. I think we moved into that house in 1949. My father was a pharmacist, and he lived in that house until the day he died, June 23, 2005. He owned a chain of drugstores. He also made his own ice cream. He had thirteen flavors. He used to make a half million gallons a year of ice cream. It was very popular at the time—Barthwell's Ice Cream. He was from Cordele, Georgia, originally. It's the county seat of Crisp County, Georgia, and it's about sixty-five miles south of Macon, Georgia, straight down I-75. His family migrated to Detroit around 1919. His father's name was Jack Barthwell. I think my father had seven brothers and sisters.

My grandfather's work was agricultural in the South. But when he came up here, he worked at Ford for a lot of years in the foundry at the River Rouge complex. And eventually, he died as a result of iron particles in his lungs.

My father died in his one hundredth year. I think he had eleven pharmacies at his height. He had three ice-cream stores. You know, back in those days, pharmacies all had soda fountains.

Well, I grew up in a black middle-class environment. Detroit was kind of unique, but it wasn't totally unique. There are certain components of what I'm about to identify in a lot of major urban areas, but Detroit and Washington, D.C., are places that come to mind. Maybe to a lesser degree Chicago. It's unique in that there was this commingling between economic classes in the black community. So what you had when I was coming up, you had guys who were of a middle-class background whose fathers were professionals or whatever, in the black community, hanging out with guys who were street guys. So there was a lot of that intermingling because if you wanted to go party, for example, as a teenager in Detroit, you had to be able to fight—or at least have some kind of strategy so you didn't get your ass kicked every time you went out to a party. My entrée was basketball. I was a good basketball player, so I knew all the basketball players around the city, because I used to play at all the playgrounds. That's where all the good games were, and you got to know all the guys playing ball, and they were also the hoodlums. So you go to the party at night, and a guy might say, you know, “Don't bother him. He's my boy.”

These days, I might shoot a few baskets occasionally, but it's too physical for me. I just run. Right now, I run and play golf. I'm an average golfer. I was still playing a lot of ball when I was living in New York in the seventies. I played all over Harlem.

In Detroit, there wasn't much black-white commingling. I don't know what you know about metropolitan Detroit, but residentially, it's an extremely segregated scenario, and it still is. There's more diversity in the South than there is in the North, even though it was unintended. It was just an unintended result of the proximity of the races from another era.

During the time I grew up, the neighborhood was all white. When I started elementary school in the early 1950s, there were just two African Americans in my kindergarten class. This was a public school called Roosevelt Elementary School. By the time I came out of the sixth grade, I think there were maybe five or six white people in the class of thirty-five. So it was a neighborhood in transition.

It was Jewish and Anglo prior to the time we moved in; my next-door neighbor was Carl Levin, who's now a U.S. senior senator from the state of Michigan. His brother's named Sander Levin: He's a congressperson from a suburban district in Detroit. The house we moved into was once occupied by the brother of Cardinal Mooney, who was at one time leader of the Archdiocese of Detroit. So, it was an interesting neighborhood.

Detroit was a place where there was a commingling of socioeconomic classes in very close proximity. So the public school that I went to in elementary school drew from a cross section of socioeconomic families. The street I lived on, which was Boston Boulevard, was definitely upper class at the time. Really big houses, four, five, six thousand square feet. That sort of thing. Three-car garages. But the neighborhood did change. Today, Detroit is virtually all black. I think the city's probably 85 percent African American now.

In the fifties, the percentage was maybe 10 or 15 percent African American, 25 percent, possibly, something like that. So what changed is the fact that so many white people left Detroit. White flight. I think at its height, Detroit was approaching two million in population, which was in the early 1950s. And now it's about nine hundred and fifty thousand, maybe. So a little over a million people left the city in about a thirty-five-year period, but most dramatically between, I would say, the early 1960s and maybe 1990. The bulk of those people left at that time, and they were almost all white and almost all middle class or upper middle class. [But many of those who left in the late 1980s were probably more black than white.] So what you're left with is a city full of predominantly low-income people. And it's not a phenomenon that's unique to Detroit, though I think that the extremeness of the phenomenon is kind of unique to Detroit. It was so pervasive, and the riots in 1967 obviously accelerated the process.

In retrospect, my childhood probably was [difficult], but I think when you're a child, you don't know anything else. Obviously, when I was five, six, seven, eight years old, I wasn't aware of the demographics of white flight or transitional neighborhoods or things like that. I was aware of the fact that the color of my classmates was changing. And it was a period of time when there was great social upheaval in the country. The civil-rights movement was arguably entering its highest period of activity, or certainly a high period of activity shortly after or during the Brown v. Board of Education period, and all of the struggle against segregation—legal segregation, in the South, de jure segregation—was a topic of the highest national concern at that time. And it was something that African Americans were and continue to be extremely aware of as an oppressed people, if you will.

It was something that I was aware of at the time, but I wasn't fully aware of it. I wasn't well versed on the sociological impact of things. But I was aware of the fact that there was a civil-rights movement going on and that I was a black man in America. And I was aware of the fact that there was discrimination in America, in the metropolitan Detroit area. I went to elementary school in the Detroit public schools. It was a school called Roosevelt Elementary School, named after Theodore Roosevelt. And it was a big elementary school; there were about two thousand students. They used to have really big schools in the public school system in Detroit. I was on a campus with a middle school and a high school. The middle school was called Durfee Junior High School at the time. And the high school was Detroit Central High School.

After the sixth grade, I went to private school. I went to a school called Cranbrook School for Boys, which is in Bloomfield Hills, Michigan. It was a boarding school. It was named after a village in Kent, England, which is where one of the founders' antecedents came from. The founder of Cranbrook was a gentleman named John Booth. He was the publisher of the Detroit News. And he founded Cranbrook in the mid1920s.

One of my classmates was Mitt Romney, current governor of Massachusetts. Other graduates of Cranbrook included Daniel Ellsberg of the Pentagon Papers fame, and there was someone named Peter Dawkins, who was a Heisman Trophy winner, as well as a military man back in the fifties who was a graduate of Cranbrook. But there were a lot of distinguished and not-so-distinguished graduates of Cranbrook. I was the only black person in my class, class of 1965.

Well, the cultural change between being in the inner city and being out at Cranbrook was extreme. Being in a virtually all-black environment in Detroit as opposed to being in a virtually all-white environment out in Bloomfield Hills, which is twenty miles north of Detroit, was very dramatic. And living there as a boarding student from the seventh grade on, from age twelve or thirteen …I was out there for six years.

The good thing was, I could go home on weekends. They had a policy: You couldn't go home every weekend, but you could go home roughly two out of four per month. So I had lots of access to going home. But at the same time, I was really separated from the city. Culturally, I was totally separated from the city. The cultural chasm between what was going on in the inner city in Detroit and what was going on in Bloomfield Hills was huge, immense.

An ongoing tension throughout the entire time I was at Cranbrook was the fact that after a couple of years, I really didn't want to be there. In my youthful, inimitable wisdom, I decided that I'd be better off at Cass Technical High School, which was the top public school in Detroit—which, incidentally, was the alma mater of my father. But that's not why I wanted to go there. I wanted to go there because it was coeducational. There were a bunch of fine young girls there. And I was a basketball player. I wanted to play in the Detroit Public School League.

[From Cranbrook] I went to Wayne State University in Detroit. I started in the sixties. I dropped out, moved to New York, did different things—was writing poetry and just kind of hanging out, for lack of a better term. Then when I came back to Detroit, I worked with my father for a number of years, and then I went back to college. I went back in 1984. I was a sophomore in '84. I was on academic probation. I had dropped out of school without doing it officially. As a result, I got a few E's. You know, it didn't help my GPA any. But in any event, when I went back, I did very well. I graduated in December of '86. Then I taught in the Detroit public schools, second grade, for a half a year. Then I went to Harvard Law School in September of 1987, and I got my law degree from Harvard in June of 1990.

When I was younger, I had an alcohol problem that I overcame by myself, basically. It's never by yourself, but when I say by myself, I mean without the benefit of Alcoholics Anonymous or any of those kinds of organizations. I quit drinking, and six months later I quit smoking, and I started running. I've run fourteen marathons since then.

I'm a child of the sixties, so to speak. So I was involved with everything there was to be involved with. See, my background is the black power movement, or militant black politics, particularly in the sixties and the seventies. Now, I'm a magistrate.

A magistrate is a judge. But we don't do trials. We do traffic court for the city of Detroit. We do small-claims court, claims of three thousand dollars or less. We do all of the felony arraignments for the city of Detroit. Civil infractions. It's a challenge. I've been a magistrate for about eight months. Prior to being appointed magistrate, I was a solo [law] practitioner for fourteen years.

When I came out of Harvard, I worked at a big law firm, called Dickinson Wright, for the first two years. At the time I worked there, there were 230 attorneys in this firm. It's a big majority-white law firm. That's a whole issue for another book; maybe I'll write that one. It's really amazing to me. You think of the law—at least I did, before I got into it—as being a very progressive area. You think that laws by their nature are inherently concerned with fair play and people being treated properly and things of that nature—antidiscriminatory practices. But in fact, what I found out—and I really didn't know about this until I got to Harvard, even though I was forty years old when I started Harvard and considered myself to be politically aware—I was not aware of the fact that the legal profession was so conservative and so backwards in terms of their own progression and in terms of promoting diversity. And they still aren't [promoting diversity]. It was shocking to me. I had no idea that the profession was lagging so far behind even American society. But it's a bifurcated profession. Eighty-five percent of all lawyers in this country are in firms of five lawyers or smaller, or they're solo practitioners. The other 15 percent are in big firms and/or corporate in-house lawyers or doing public-interest work of some sort. And those are the lawyers who run the profession. That 15 percent. They're also the lawyers who make the big money, and they're not who was involved in the civil-rights movement. The lawyers who were involved in the civil-rights movement were people like Thurgood Marshall and their cohorts.

[A lot of local people who fought these cases on a day-by-day basis were up against the corporate legal system. The corporate lawyers were the obstacles. That's whom they were fighting in the courts.] Exactly. And that's who continues to be the obstacle. I think there's 257 large firms in this country that are normally monitored for various demographic information, and in those firms, they're all majority-white firms, and they all have two hundred or more attorneys in them. And in those firms, the lawyers make the really good money, big money. They're the firms that Harvard and Yale and Stanford, etc., etc., feed. Those firms continue to have 4 percent of their numbers or less African American, and 2 percent African Americans or less are partners. That's today, and the numbers were identical at the time I started Harvard Law School, at the time I graduated, and the percentage of African Americans just hasn't changed. The structure of most major law firms in the United States is so resistant to change, it's unbelievable. When I was at Harvard—Harvard is a great place. Harvard believes in diversity; they've been diverse since the late 1960s in real numbers. Their numbers match societal numbers in terms of percentages and diversity. But when I was at Harvard, each class at Harvard Law School had 540 students, year in and year out. There were sixty-five African Americans in my class, and of the males, which was roughly half of that number, nobody got hired for a summer job from these majority-white firms—almost nobody—until almost the end of the first year. It was amazing to me. These were all folks, including myself, who sent out hundreds of letters seeking summer internships. And my white colleagues, counterparts, classmates, rapidly received multiple offers, seven, eight, nine apiece. It wasn't about grades, because at Harvard Law School, there were no grades [in the late 1980s] for first-year students until the end of the year. So everyone who sent out applications had the same qualifications. But those big firms were just not hiring black male students from Harvard Law School as summer associates, even at that late date.

To me, that is one reason alone enough for me to vote for a Democrat. Just because of the dramatic impact Republican administrations have had on the courts. We've got an interesting fight going on right now. The Republicans kept Clinton's nominees from being confirmed. And I know two of them personally, from Detroit, who were nominated to the Sixth Circuit by Clinton, and they sat there for three years, and their nominations were never brought to the floor of the Senate by the Republican-controlled judiciary committee. So they stonewalled Clin-ton's nominees. Absolutely stonewalled his nominees.

We're living the result of that legacy right now. The courts are unbelievably conservative. I could go on all day about that because they're not following the Constitution. They've enacted laws and policy that in my opinion have nothing to do with the tenor or the demeanor or the philosophies of the Founding Fathers, the people who wrote the Constitution. And it's really a shame.

I really enjoy going to Europe, and not just because of racial tolerance, but a kind of more progressive atmosphere generally. I was in France and England a couple of years ago. I was in Italy last summer, and I'm going to Spain this summer. And I'm not so naïve as to think that Europe doesn't have its problems or that it might not even be the genesis of the racial problems that exist in America. But they seem to have kept on evolving socially.

In France, [there's a tremendous interest in African American life and culture]. And England is interesting, too. England doesn't get enough credit, in my opinion, for the progressive nature of the culture—the modern England. I really enjoyed being over there. I enjoyed listening to the BBC. To get news from a perspective that's not tainted. Everything we get here is so tainted.

[In the United States, newspapers are not as interesting as they used to be.] Based on what we have to choose from, the New York Times is far and away better than anything else, simply because it makes an effort to cover news stories that the rest of the media in the United States doesn't even give the shortest of shrift to. But then you go to England, and the newsstands are full—the Guardian and what have you, I mean—in addition to the front-line papers. There's just so much there.

There's a black paper, the Michigan Chronicle, in Detroit that's been around for a long time. But all that paper today is about black social life, and you can virtually buy your way onto the front page. Well, philosophically, you have other forces involved. You have people that are willing to kind of sell their ideological purity down the river for a few bucks.

There are a lot of huge barriers facing the African American community with regard to …it's even difficult now to identify what the goal is. By that I mean, in the sixties, you had different ideological schools of thought in the African American community. You had a revolutionary school of thought. You had people that were interested in advances. The NAACP, the Urban League, folks like that, you had the black church, whatever it was they stood for, which to me is still a mystery. But clearly, it was for the most part in-system politics. At the time, everybody was kind of in favor of these kinds of amorphous terms freedom and dignity, and things of that nature. But when you got down to pragmatic definitions of what it was black folks really needed, then you had people who were espousing different things, and you had people who were kind of living a radical lifestyle but who really had no ultimate direction whatsoever. They were just into the lifestyle. The Black Panther Party had a Ten-Point Program, but if you asked them, “What are your specific goals for the future of black people?” then they would get lost in terms of what the ultimate ideological goal was.

Well, if you're asking today, what's the ultimate ideological goal of African Americans, I think you'd have a hard time getting an answer—well, not necessarily, because a lot of folks have just adopted the rote sort of American response to the question, “What are my goals?” You know, “My goal is to be wealthy, to obtain wealth,” or something of that nature. I'm from the old school. I don't think that materialism is going to ultimately lead to happiness, either racially or in any other method. But I'm not so naïve as to not understand. I am a pragmatist. From a pragmatic perspective, I think what black people need is, we need better jobs, better education; it's the same thing you hear from everybody else. We need more money. We need more middle-class black people staying in the communities to uplift the level of services in the communities. And we need white people, too. I didn't use to believe that. I think we need more diversity. In a place like Detroit, Detroit needs white people back in the city. We need upper-middle-class white people living in the city. We need to raise the standard of living of everybody. I don't know how you get it. In terms of the black community, what we're left with now in places like Detroit is a huge central city of poor people who are disempowered, who virtually have no impact on public policy. Even though they elect officials, they're uneducated, for the most part. And the result is pretty disastrous. If you look at Detroit internal politics right now, from the mayor's office on down, you've got a bunch of people who are unqualified, in my opinion, running the city. And they're an embarrassment to me.

The current mayor of the city of Detroit is called the hip-hop mayor. He's thirty-two, thirty-three years old. He's a young guy. He kind of became mayor by default. Dennis Archer resigned, or chose not to run for reelection rather unexpectedly and late in his second term, which left nobody really to step up to run for mayor. The folks who normally would have been in that position thought Archer was going to run for a third term, so nobody really stepped up to the plate. The current mayor at that time was a state legislator. He had ascended to the state legislature by running for the seat that his mother had abandoned when she became a U.S. representative. And due to the overwhelming force that name recognition has in these kinds of elections, her son was able to step right into her old district and win. She had been the state representative from that district for sixteen years prior to his stepping in. So he just kind of ascended to her elected position, kind of as a rite of passage. And then from there, within four years, when there became this vacancy, this vacuum for candidates for the mayor's position, he was able to step right in and fill that void. He had an organized campaign. His father was a deputy executive of Wayne County, and that's another big political machine in metropolitan Detroit, the county government. Now, the county government, that's where Jennifer Granholm, the governor of Michigan, came out of that office, Wayne County executive's office. She also went to Harvard Law School, incidentally.

I think the underlying problems are the same as they've been for fifty or a hundred years. You still have this huge segment of the black population that is, as a result of cultural discrimination, undereducated or underemployed or unemployed and uneducated. We have a system, a national government that does not have as a public policy a priority to try to set straight the oppression and the degradation that was placed upon African Americans as a result of the cultural history of slavery and discrimination, which was the law of the land up until thirty years ago. It would take a massive …I feel it would have to be a high-priority kind of public-policy issue for African Americans to come out of this kind of perpetual bottom-of-the-barrel sort of situation that we're in now. As long as it's not a high priority, I'm not optimistic for the future of African Americans as a people in terms of uplifting ourselves. It's slowly happening. Affirmative action has been huge in helping black folks ascend to middle-class positions and professional positions in this country. It has been absolutely huge. And I think the assault on affirmative action is probably the most serious threat to black people becoming a mainstream part of the American system as anything there is out there. Everybody I know has benefited from affirmative action, every African American I know in my age group or younger. I'm fifty-seven. Every African American I know has benefited from policies that came out of the idea of affirmative action. It's an eminently fair way of dealing with societal oppressions that have existed for hundreds of years. And yet it's under attack. I laugh when I hear people talk about reverse discrimination. It's so absurd. The idea that you can enslave somebody and then try to say it's reverse discrimination when the folks are trying to get one or two spots out of a hundred in a professional program or something like that. If it weren't so tragic, it would be laughable. But that's been a very successful program. And those are the kind of programs that are needed to eventually erode or dissipate the vast inequities that we have societally as a result of the legacy of slavery and discrimination. But it's going to take a lot of time. You know, unless it's a massive kind of a program. There's nothing that can be done today or tomorrow, literally.

We live in a society that has this huge guilt complex about the whole African American situation, to the degree that they want it to go away. It's politically incorrect to say “racism.” It's politically incorrect to play “the race card,” which is, to me, a diabolical insinuation in and of itself. Because racial politics is not a race card. It's a real reflection of oppression and discrimination that's been wrought upon people for centuries.

One of the things about our society that's really insidious is the fact that there are African Americans who are getting jobs in a Republican administration, and some folks like to point at that as evidence that things are okay, that from a racial perspective, fair play is the law of the land and is part of public policy, without dealing with the ideology of the people that are in these positions. But the dilemma lies in the underlying mechanics that resulted in them getting these positions and how their ideology helps or hurts the bulk of African Americans in the country. I think that it is really important to understand that Clarence Thomas and Condoleezza Rice and even Colin Powell, who I respect as an individual, but these people hurt as much as they help, or they hurt more than they help. In the case of Clarence Thomas, his role has been extremely destructive to black progress.

My definition of that phenomenon [which has led to certain African Americans being appointed to high-level political positions] is that you simply have black people who have bought into the ideology of white racism. They have become conditioned and have bought into a system that has at its core a racially biased position. It's white racism that is covert rather than overt. It's unconscious rather than conscious. It's so deeply ingrained in our culture—and by our culture, I mean American culture—so deeply ingrained in American culture that the Americans that are affected by it don't even recognize that that's what they're being affected by.

I think that that phenomenon, the recognition of that phenomenon, would go a long way to accelerating the process of curing the ills that are afflicting the African American community in the United States of America. But that hasn't even begun to happen, because saying that there is still a racial problem is considered politically incorrect with the powers that be. George W. Bush would scoff at the idea. He'd just say, “Look at Condoleezza Rice. Look at Colin Powell. Look at all these other folks that I have in my cabinet.” You know, as Reagan used to say, “There's not a racist bone in my body.” Well, I mean, sure, if you don't recognize how racial politics in the United States molded how people think, but people don't look that deeply. The educational system, the courts. It's like the Supreme Court saying you can't use statistics to make a racial argument, because obviously, if you used statistics, you would come up with pervasive racism, pervasive discrimination. But the Supreme Court had the nerve to say “societal discrimination doesn't count.” That's a quote, too. In terms of making rulings on some of the affirmative action cases—Bakke and some of those cases—[the court began dismantling affirmative action].

As a magistrate, as a judicial officer in the city of Detroit—and I'm one of six magistrates in the city of Detroit—I work at the Thirty-sixth District Court, which is the district court for the city of Detroit. We are very busy. The magistrates hear more cases than any other judicial officers because we hear all the traffic stuff in addition to the other things I mentioned, small claims and felony arraignments, and so that's a lot of cases. And what I'm able to do, though, that I'm really happy about is, I'm able to have a direct impact on people's lives every day. And they're primarily African Americans. And also, they're primarily Detroiters. And this is a system that has, in other times, been used to oppress black people. And now, as a judicial officer, as an African American male judicial officer … and I think it's important to understand that the treatment of black females and black males has differed dramatically and continues to differ dramatically in terms of opportunity. Black males are a unique problem, in terms of dropping out of school, in terms of being incarcerated, in terms of all these things. But one thing that I'm really happy about in terms of my own situation is that I am able to make an impact daily and to make a ruling based on my own background, as an African American in this city, based on the fact that I know the environment in which these people who come before me have come out of, and based on the fact that I can take into consideration subcultural kinds of powers that have influenced folks' lives [into making decisions that may not have been legal]. And maybe I can help some of these folks that come before me, help ease their burden a little bit. And I don't mean by being soft on crime or anything like that. But I do mean understanding that sometimes people wind up in situations for different reasons.

[Interview by Alan Govenar, May 23, 2005]
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Josephine G. Cooke was the third child born to Harry E. Cooke and Marion E. Cooke. When she was fourteen months old, her father passed away, and two years later, she was diagnosed with rheumatic fever. Because of her illness, she was unable to attend school for much of her childhood, but with her mother's encouragement, she completed her studies and graduated with her class in 1948. Cooke attended Virginia University in Richmond, Virginia, with a major in elementary education and, while she was a student, found out that she had the genetic disease sickle-cell anemia. Against the advice of her doctors, Cooke attended Cheyney State Teachers College in Pennsylvania and, after graduation, got a job teaching functionally illiterate adults in Philadelphia.

In 1967, Cooke moved to Los Angeles, California, where she obtained a position with a mortgage company as a clerk and over the years was promoted to the position of vice president. In 1983, Cooke started a new mortgage company, Cypress Financial, Inc., for three investors and worked with them as senior vice president of administration until 1991, when she founded the Quality Control Audit and Consulting Company for Mortgage Bankers. She closed that company in 1997 and became an independent consultant and auditor.

Through the years, Cooke has been active in service organizations, including Volunteers in Aid of Sickle Cell Anemia, Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, and Zonta International. She served as president of her local Zonta Club and went on to become international president of the organization. In 2005, Cooke was elected to the board of the Sickle Cell Foundation of California. She is a member of New Philadelphia African Methodist Episcopal Church in Rancho Dominguez, California, where she not only worships but also is a member of the adult choir.



MY FATHER PASSED away when I was fourteen months old and left my mother with three small children, approximately two years apart in age, and I was the baby. And my mother had not worked prior to that. She was a housewife. My father, I understand, was a very ambitious person. He was a chauffeur. He was able to care for the family. He owned a car, a motorcycle, and a house, all of which my mother in short order lost because she had no business sense to keep it all together. And in those years—we're talking about 1932—women didn't know what to do. So my mother said she moved thirteen times in twelve months just because she couldn't pay the rent on the places [we lived]. But we finally did settle down in a house when I was three. We had a four-bedroom house on a very small street in Philadelphia. And those were happy times for me. I didn't know that my mother was having that hard of a time at the time. She was a very resourceful person.

She did finally get work. It started out as housework for an Irish family. And she wasn't the best person to do that. So they convinced her that she should be their cook. And this was good for us because when they shopped, they shopped for their house and our house. I remember we would be delighted when Mother came home, because she always had goodies for us from the family. And they encouraged her to go to beauty culture school while she was working for them, and they paid the tuition. And by the time I was five, my mother had graduated from beauty culture school and had acquired her teacher's license at the same time, and she was able to assist the teaching and get paid for it. And in I think it was 1935, we moved to Nicetown in Philadelphia, in a four-bedroom large corner house. It was a two-story house, but it started on the second level because on the first level were two businesses, two storefronts, and my mother took one of the storefronts and made it her beauty parlor, so she could work and be home with us.

Through all of this, my grandmother Daisy Washington, who was living in New York when my father passed, finally saw that my mother was having such a hard time. She moved in with us, and so we always had someone home to care for us. We didn't know we were poverty-stricken and oddballs. We were kind of happy kids. We ate three squares a day. My clothes were my sister's hand-me-downs because she grew a lot faster than I did. And the only new things I really got were shoes. That was the order of things, but once my mother opened the beauty parlor, it got a little better.

My mother worked all the time. She'd get up in the morning, six o'clock, and she did hair until eight, nine o'clock. But we were structured in our house. We ate breakfast together; we ate dinner together. We were very regimented in our home. And when I was about three or four, my sister and I were diagnosed with rheumatic fever, but we took two different roads with the illness. She defied it. She went out and did everything they told her not to do. She skated, and she did all of those things. I didn't. I read books, played with my doll babies. I was kind of a loner and thought it was okay. I never felt sorry for myself for that. I just made do with what I had and stayed around my grandmother a lot.

My mother remarried when I was nine, and he had two children living with him and one not living with him. My mother's name was Marion Cooke until she became Marion Holloman. My stepfather's name was William Holloman. And after they married, we moved, and he bought us a home in west Philadelphia in a very nice neighborhood, moved my mother's beauty shop, and she continued her business. We had a good life with two parents, a grandmother, and five children in the house.

I went to school every day and wasn't allowed to lean on my illness. I had to go to church every Sunday. My mother made us do what was expected of us. And when we were sick, she would go to the school or have one of the children go to the school, get our work, bring it home, and say, “When you feel better today, you can start working on your work.” So I've always been driven.

They didn't have a lot of money, but my stepfather was an entrepreneur. He worked at the Philadelphia Navy Yard, but at the same time he opened a tailor shop. Then he bought an apartment building in north Philadelphia and opened a billiard parlor in that building. And we had to work—when you turned thirteen, you had to work somewhere in our house. It didn't matter how sick you were, you had to have a job. And we could pick where we wanted to work. Of course, with my mother having the beauty parlor, I always did things with her. I'd help with manicures or help her when she was busy with shampooing. And then, because she had her teacher's license, she was able to teach my sister and me cosmetology, and by the time I was eighteen, I had my license for cosmetology. And my sister did the same thing. We were able to work in the shop and make a living, and on Friday night we had to pay—we had to
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