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PREFACE




In 1984, soon after I had published When and Where I Enter: The Impact of Black Women on Race and Sex in America, I received a call from Hortense G. Canady, the national president of Delta Sigma Theta. She congratulated me on the book—and then offered me two propositions. The first was to invite me to Delta’s seven regional conferences where I would have the opportunity to talk about the book, and offer it for sale to those who attended the meetings. It was a gesture of support, something that Black sororities are well known for. And Delta, especially, has had a long tradition of supporting women in the arts. The second proposition was for me to write a history of the organization in time for its seventy-fifth anniversary in 1988. I had to weigh that proposal more carefully, both as a writer interested in Black women’s history, and as a Delta who had some knowledge of the obstacles I would encounter.

Writing the history would give me an opportunity to explore the inner workings and dynamics of a major Black women’s organization—something that I could not do in When and Where I Enter…. Such organizations are an important, yet much neglected, subject in both Black and women’s studies. As one of the largest Black women’s groups in the world, with some 125,000 members, Delta was certainly a major one. The fact that its membership also included significant historic and contemporary figures such as Mary Church Terrell, Sadie T. M. Alexander, Patricia Roberts Harris, Barbara Jordan, Leontyne Price, and many other women who were leaders and pioneers in their fields, made it more so.

As a college-based group, its history also would shed light on the experience of Black women in higher education—a driving force in our history. Barred from most occupations, Black women had few choices besides domestic work or the “women’s” professions, such as teaching or social work. Education, then, was the dividing line between a life of drudgery and crude exploitation, and the greater quality of life and status derived from professional work.

That such aspirations were not sanctioned by society defined the nature of Black women’s organizations. Most are what sociologists call social movement organizations whose purpose is to change individuals within them and/or the society. Like other Greek-letter groups, Delta Sigma Theta was founded by young college women with the idea of creating social bonds or a sense of sisterhood among its members. Its primary focus, then, has been on transforming the individual. At the same time, however, its founding in 1913, a time of both racial and feminist ferment, also imbued it with a secondary purpose: to have an impact on the political issues of the day, notably the woman suffrage movement. By 1925, the organization made its first public pronouncement against racism and four years later created a Vigilance Committee whose purpose was to enlighten the growing membership about political and legislative issues and thus prepare them to become agents of change. This aspect of Delta distinguished its beginnings from the other sororities, both Black and White, that preceded it. It also makes contemporary Black sororities, in general, different from most of their White counterparts.

The history of Delta is better understood when seen in the light of the principles that govern social movement organizations. For example, they must be able to adapt to changing environments: in this case, the ever changing exigencies of race relations and the attitudes toward women. Consequently, Delta has had to alter its purposes and goals throughout the years—and must continue to do so—as well as its internal structure to accommodate them. This makes the Black sorority a particularly dynamic organization.

At the same time, however, changes cannot occur too abruptly or without the consensus of an increasingly diverse constituency. For like other social movement organizations, its viability is dependent on the growth of its membership, which in turn, is largely determined by the number of its members who feel that the sorority’s goals are in harmony with their own.1 This makes it complex as well as a particularly democratic organization, for if power becomes too concentrated, it invites apathy—the kiss of death for a social movement organization.

Social movement organizations are also dependent on the attitudes of the larger society toward both the movement that they represent and the organization itself.2 The more legitimate it is seen in the broader society, sociologists say, the more potential supporters become actual supporters. The ideal condition for organizational growth “is a strong sentiment base with a low societal hostility toward the movement and the organization.”3 This, too, has important implications in terms of its public activities and the need to maintain not only respect but a deep loyalty of its members.

The sorority, I knew, would also be an interesting subject to study because it is an “exclusive” or closed membership organization. Undergraduate members must be in college. All members must be invited to join, and undergo a final selection process that includes both quantifiable criteria, for example, grade point average, and/or subjective assessments regarding achievement and character. Against the long experience of discrimination and exclusion in the broader society, and color and class distinctions within the race itself, debates regarding the various criteria for membership have, historically, been particularly emotional and intense. Behind the internal debates, of course, is how the organization sees its mission and itself—a vision that has constantly reshaped itself during different periods of Delta’s history.

Despite the inherently controversial nature of an exclusive Black organization, it also has certain advantages. For one thing, a closed membership group is better able to take on new goals.4 For another, it is less subject to membership declines and conflicts in the face of competing social movements. This is even more true for an organization with “solidarity” incentives, one that emphasizes coherence, or, in this case, sisterhood, within its membership. And because the focus of its leaders is mobilizing its membership for tasks—rather than attracting members through a charismatic leadership style—there is greater diversity in the kind of women who lead the organization, and more emphasis on getting those tasks done.

While there was no question that the sorority had historic importance, I also knew that there would be difficulties in writing the history. Systematic efforts to organize its archives were still in the early stages, and documentation is scattered and incomplete. And I was afraid that many of those who had a long-standing and thorough knowledge of the sorority would be reluctant to reveal its inner workings and problems. I was not willing to write a public relations tract, and I wondered about how much freedom I would have to get beneath the skin of the sorority and write about its weaknesses as well as its strengths. Concerning the latter, President Canady assured me that she would welcome constructive criticism, and that it was important to give a realistic picture of the organization—and she noted as much to the membership. Her style of leadership convinced me that the organization would be supportive, and that I would have a free reign—which turned out to be true.

The last thing I considered was my own personal view of the sorority. I had become a Delta during my sophomore year at Howard University. At that time, 1967, fraternal organizations were being widely criticized for their emphasis on social activities—which seemed all the more frivolous during the Black Power years—and their exclusiveness in a period when middle-class notions were under intense attack. However, for me, who never found socializing very easy, the ready-made parties and get-togethers with the sorors and fraternity men were an attractive feature of the Greek-letter groups. Growing up in Yonkers, New York, I had never felt a sense of belonging to a community, and the sorority paved the way for lifelong friendships. But more importantly the groups were concerned with more than the frivolities of campus life. Most of the student leaders belonged to them—including those who were poised to close down the university in the following year in an attempt to make it more responsive to the Black Power movement. Additionally, on Howard’s campus, the fraternities and sororities functioned with the power of well-heeled political parties when appointive and elective positions were to be filled. Among the sororities, the Deltas held, to my mind, most of the coveted ones such as the editorship of the literary magazine that was beginning to reflect the more race-conscious poetry and prose of the period. Finally, the coeds whom I most admired, and liked, were Deltas, and I was anxious to be a part of the sisterhood that they shared.

Later, I would experience the down side of sorority life. Friends of mine would be rejected for what I thought petty, personal reasons, and be devastated by it. The pledge period was an intense one. There was little sleep, constant fear of “big sisters”—who had extraordinary power over the pledgees—hazing, and other unpleasantries. On the one hand, the experience accomplished what it intended: a sense of bonding among the pledgees, and a profound understanding of one’s own weaknesses and strengths under stress. On the other hand, there were the excesses, the mean-spiritedness, even the revelation of the sadistic side of human nature, that are inevitable by-products of the pledge period. Hazing that might produce any physical harm was strictly forbidden by the national organization, but it could occur. A paddling incident during my own pledge period cast a shadow over the whole sorority experience.

It was one of the reasons why I ceased to be an active member or join any of the alumnae groups after I graduated. But there were other reasons, too. I became involved in my own career as a writer and editor. In any case, I was never much of an “organization” person. Also, although I was aware that the Deltas had a long and honorable history of serving their community and helping individuals, I was not convinced that the demands put upon its graduate members were equal to the results the group achieved.

However, by the mid-seventies, when I was an editor at Howard University Press I was invited to become a part of a newly established arts and letters commission. It was headed by a past president, Jeanne Noble, and was cochaired by no lesser Deltas than Leontyne Price and Lena Horne. As will be written about in more detail, the commission was an effort to support Black women in the arts, and one of its projects was a book and author luncheon for poets Nikki Giovanni—also on the commission—and the venerable Margaret Walker, who had co-authored a book for Howard University Press. But its most ambitious project was the production of a full-length feature film with political import to counter the influence of the “blaxploitation” movies that offered little but stereotypical images of Blacks. However, the film encountered some major difficulties that caused much turbulence in the sorority. Soon afterward, I accepted an offer to work for a newsmagazine in Paris for two years, and, upon my return, I didn’t not renew my financial membership in the organization.

So, when President Canady proposed my writing the history, I paused. I didn’t have to make a decision until after attending the regional conferences, and it was there that I decided to pursue the project. I had forgotten that feeling of well-being and sisterhood that pervades those meetings. This is not to say that the usual intercourse among people competing for office, attention, and power wasn’t taking place, but something larger was happening as well. It struck me that Black women may be among their freest, their happiest, and, in some ways, their most fulfilled when they are together in their organizations. A psychologist whom I once interviewed, Kathy White, used the term “beloved organization” when we discussed this dynamic; and it is the sorority, I am convinced, that is the most beloved of all. These feelings are even true, I have found, of many of those who are inactive, or have been disappointed or hurt by sorority life.

The challenge of the sorority, one made all the more difficult by the pathos of the Black women’s experience in North America, is to maintain that sense of sisterhood while striving, organizationally, for a more general purpose: aiding the Black community as a whole through social, political, and economic means. As one can see from the rules that govern the social movement organization, this idea can be a difficult one to realize. But the effort to resolve the tension between the goals of the organization, and those of the sisterhood, through strengthening social bonds within the context of social action has been an interesting and engaging experiment. One that can be seen as a model for Black organizational life, and which adds contour and dimension to the history of Black women in this country.
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INTRODUCTION

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE BLACK SORORITY: SOME CONSIDERATIONS




On January 13, 1913, twenty-two young women attending Howard University, in Washington D.C., chartered Delta Sigma Theta sorority. Seventy-five years later it has become one of the largest Black women’s organizations in the world, with over 125,000 members in 730 chapters in the United States, Africa, and the Caribbean. Throughout its history, Delta has shaped and been shaped by its members—many of whom rank among the most important figures in American history. The activist, and suffragist Mary Church Terrell wrote the sorority’s official “Delta Oath” in 1914, which is still recited at formal meetings. She also led the young coeds in their first public act as an organization: marching down Washington’s Pennsylvania Avenue (with the Delta banner aloft) in the famous woman suffrage demonstration on the eve of Woodrow Wilson’s inauguration. And when, thirty-seven years later, Terrell became one of the leading plaintiffs of the celebrated “Thompson Restaurant case”—which ultimately led to desegregated public accommodations in Washington—the Deltas, in coalition with other Greek-letter organizations, helped “man” the picket lines and filed an amicus curiae brief in support of the plaintiffs.

Terrell’s colleague, Mary McLeod Bethune, the educator, a member of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Cabinet, and the founder of the National Council of Negro Women (NCNW) was a frequent speaker at Delta conventions, and an important source of information about what was happening at the highest levels of government. She helped shape the sorority’s social action agenda in the thirties and forties, and Delta, in turn, provided vital support to the NCNW in its early years. At one Delta convention enough money was raised to hold repossessors of NCNW’s national headquarters at bay. Delta was an early member of the council’s board of directors and many officers of the sorority also served in executive capacities in Bethune’s organization.

The sorority has always been an important source of leadership training for Black women, whose opportunities to exercise such skills in formal organizations are few. Patricia Roberts Harris, who became the first Black woman to be appointed an ambassador, to become dean of Howard University’s School of Law, and to head the Cabinet post of secretary of housing and urban development, was in 1953, Delta’s first executive director. On the eve of her appointment as ambassador to Luxembourg in 1965, she said that “while there are many things in my life which have prepared me for what I am about to do, it is largely the experience in Delta Sigma Theta which gives me the most security.”1 Similiar sentiments are heard from women like Barbara Jordan, who served as chair of the sorority’s National Finance Committee and was among the Deltas who lobbied Capitol Hill before becoming a United States congresswoman from Texas. It was on one of those occasions when, looking up at the arched ceilings of the Capitol, she told the then national president, Geraldine P. Woods, that one day she, too, would have an office there.

In addition to opportunities for leadership, the sorority has also historically been both a supporter, and magnet, for Black women in the arts. Throughout our history, even the most brilliant talents could depend on little financial support for study, and few opportunities to perform, publish, or have the benefit of an empathetic audience that appreciated the meaning of their achievement. There was a mutual appreciation, for example, for writers like Alice Dunbar-Nelson, the poet, journalist, and suffragist who was the widow of Paul Laurence Dunbar when she became a member of the sorority. At a historic Delta national convention in 1924, Nelson and another soror, the soprano Florence Cole Talbert—one of the earliest Black singers to perform operatic roles in Europe—wrote the lyrics and the music, respectively, for what was adopted as the official Delta Hymn. At the same convention, Delta, which began giving scholarships in the early twenties, granted its first foreign study award of $1,000 to the Harlem Renaissance artist Gwendolyn Bennett. Others to receive support in critical phases of their careers included the concert artist Dorothy Maynor, whose extraordinary gifts were recognized by Boston Symphony conductor Serge Koussevitsky; Mattiwilda Dobbs, who became one of the first Blacks to sing at the Metropolitan Opera House; and another promising operatic artist—Leontyne Price. Delta-sponsored concerts featuring such artists were frequent. On one particularly memorable occasion, a chapter sponsored a concert featuring Price and Paul Robeson. Several decades later, the diva of divas would cochair the sorority’s Commission on Arts and Letters with another soror of considerable talent and verve, Lena Home. The involvement in arts and letters has been a particularly deep one for Delta—it is a tradition that began with several of Delta’s founders who were drawn to various forms of artistic expression in the days before there were many such role models. Founder Osceola Macarthy Adams, for example, a member of the Howard Players Theater group as early as 1911, went on to a professional career as an actress, drama teacher, and director. In the latter capacity, she directed the theater debut of two “green” actors who, hope against hope, wanted to make their mark on the national consciousness: Harry Belafonte and Sidney Poitier.

Of course it is more than well-known names, or historic firsts, that make up the meaning of the seventy-five-year-old organization. When, in 1913, those twenty-two students organized Delta Sigma Theta, they added an important and vital dimension to the “Black sorority idea”—an idea that filled such a compelling need, that gained such wide currency among college-educated women, it became a full-fledged social movement. In many ways it was a movement that was part and parcel of the general fraternal movement that began with the appearance of Phi Beta Kappa at William and Mary College in 1776, saw the first women’s sororities in the mid-nineteenth century, and reached new peaks in the early twentieth century. By 1912, there were 256,000 members in forty such organizations in the country,2 including the Black fraternities. Alpha Phi Alpha (1906), Kappa Alpha Psi (1911), Omega Psi Phi (1911); and the sorority Alpha Kappa Alpha (1908). Soon following was the establishment of Delta Sigma Theta (1913), Zeta Phi Beta (1920), and Sigma Gamma Rho (1922) sororities, and Phi Beta Sigma traternity (1914). Both the Black and White groups shared in common, Greek names; a closed, or exclusive rather than inclusive, membership; and the culture of “secret societies” replete with rituals, oaths, and symbols. Members of all the groups had to meet particular criteria and go through “novitiate” periods where they were subjected to hazing and the discipline and orders of the organization. All were created out of the desire to form social bonds with like-minded students.

However, the particular needs of Black students in general, and women in particular, made the history of Black Greek-letter groups distinct both in degree and kind from those of their White counterparts. The growing but still small numbers of Afro-Americans attending universities in the early twentieth century created a special sense of urgency to form the social bonds with each other that was inherent in the nature of Greek-letter societies.

From 1826, the year that the first Black attained a degree from an American university, to 1905, 7,488 Blacks had earned academic or professional degrees—the bulk of them in the turn-of-the-century years.3 Though the number is not broken down by sex, disproportionately few were women. Jeanne Noble, in her important study “The Negro Woman’s College Education” (1956), noted that in 1900, twenty-two women received B.A. degrees from Black universities—which educated the majority of Blacks, and particularly Black women. By 1910, that figure was 227.4

Racism, sexism, and the sense of racial obligation were also forces that helped shape the Black Greek-letter groups. It is interesting to note that the two earliest fraternities were actually established on predominantly White campuses: Alpha Phi Alpha at Cornell University and Kappa Alpha Psi at the University of Indiana. All of the others were born on Howard University’s campus. But the early growth of the fraternal organizations, in most instances, was on predominantly White campuses—where there was a greater need for a haven against discrimination. In Delta’s case, though the second chapter was organized at the predominantly Black Wilberforce University in Ohio, in 1914, twenty-seven of the next thirty chapters would be established on non-Black campuses—including the Universities of Pennsylvania, California (at Berkeley and Los Angeles), Pittsburgh, Michigan, Iowa, Nebraska, Chicago, Cornell, and Syracuse, among others. In such places even the idea of a sorority house had special implications. On many predominantly White campuses, they served not only as centers for social activity, but as the only on campus housing for Black students, who were allowed to matriculate at the schools but not live in their dormitories.

The racial environment in which they were conceived also made the groups very conscious of scholarship and achievement, making them closer to honor societies such as Phi Beta Kappa than the more socially oriented White groups. For many, in fact, who for assorted reasons would never have the chance to hold a Phi Beta Kappa key, the criteria-based membership in a fraternity or sorority became its own evidence of academic distinction. At least one of the Black Greek societies, Alpha Phi Alpha, was originally conceived as a literary and study group on Cornell’s campus, and only later evolved into a full-fledged fraternity.

For Black college students, scholarship had a double-edged purpose. It offered proof of their intellectual abilities in a society that doubted them; and as benefactors of a college education—a scarce commodity in the Black community—there was the racial obligation to achieve both on the campus and beyond it and so better lead the others. There was another dimension to these aspirations too: the right to attain the same intellectual training as that of the best of their White peers. For this reason, Black fraternal groups—conceived at a time when an academic education was widely seen as dangerous, futile, or impractical, for Blacks—had a decidedly liberal arts bent. Their development was more than an imitation of the White Greek-letter groups that excluded them. Even the Greek appellations were, in part, a defiant response to the notion that a “Negro would never learn to parse a Greek verb or to solve a problem in Euclid,”5 as former Vice-President and states’ righter John C. Calhoun once opined. Black Greek-letter societies were also calculated to strike a blow against proponents of industrial, nonacademic education for Afro-Americans. The latter included Blacks like Booker T. Washington, who believed the study of classical subjects was of little practical use. Unlike him, those in the Black fraternal groups did not see the irony in, as the Tuskegee educator once noted, “the black boy studying Greek, while the Greek boy is blacking shoes.”6

For Black women, these circumstances had even deeper implications. The tremendous need for instructors who were not only teaching “a whole race trying to go to school”—as Washington once described the Black hunger for education—but providing important role models, did encourage Black women to study beyond high school. But most were attending normal institutions: two-year schools with limited curricula aimed at preparing teachers. Encouragement diminished as aspirations increased, especially during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when the technological revolution was challenging women’s traditional roles. Mary Church Terrell, who became the first Black woman to serve on a city wide board of education—in Washington, D.C.—and who was educated at Oberlin College in the late nineteenth century, wrote that “it was held by most people that women were unfit to do their work in the home if they studied Latin, Greek and higher mathematics…I was ridiculed and told that no man would want to marry a woman who studied higher mathematics…Most of my friends,” she continued, “tried to dissuade me from studying for an AB degree.”7 Tellingly, Terrell’s choice of subjects at Oberlin was called “the gentleman’s course”—which she would complete, defiantly, and then pursue further study in Europe.

Black sororities were also liberal arts oriented and the small numbers of Black women in four-year institutions who sought social bonds and shared experiences gave a particular resonance to their organizations. (The first group of initiates of Alpha Kappa Alpha numbered nine: the total number of women in Howard’s Liberal Arts School.) In general, the sororities often held their members to even stricter academic standards than their male counterparts, although all had similar criteria. For Black women though, who also saw community service and racial uplift as a vital part of their mission, those standards were often a source of conflict. Especially in the South, where the overwhelming majority of Black people lived, segregation, poverty, and racism prevented many potentially brilliant students from attending prestigious liberal arts institutions. Not until the 1920s were there significant numbers of public high schools in the South, even for Whites. Should the lack of opportunity exclude them from membership? If not, how could they attain the true “honor society” dimension of the sororities? When did selectivity go beyond the notion of excellence to embrace elitism and snobbery?

The debate touched on an always explosive issue among Blacks: the question of class and color. After all, it was often the Black descendants of White slaveholders who had the earliest opportunities to attain a liberal arts education and learn the social graces. Another layer of complexity was added because of the association of class with morality. The latter has been a particular preoccupation of Black women because of the widely held stereotypes about their sexual behavior—stereotypes that had horrible and far-reaching consequences. The sorority’s constant redefining of the meaning of class and achievement within its own ranks has been an underlying theme in its history.

Black sororities have also had to grapple with how the concept of service is translated into political activism. The sorority may be unique among Black purposive organizations as it was not conceived to transform society but to transform the individual. The sorority is a sisterhood, and an enabler that helps individuals to grow through cooperation, leadership development, “culture” and exposure to the leading figures and issues of the times. Individually, many members of Black sororities were also active in the NAACP and a host of civil rights organizations on either end of the political spectrum; and organizationally, they have lent financial aid and other means of support to such groups. But the role of the sorority itself in Black political life has been less clear—and in highly charged times of Black militancy, such as the sixties, it has often been thrown into a crisis of identity and relevance as a primarily social organization. Especially in such periods its exclusive membership, its reluctance to be a vanguard for positions considered radical for the times (even those concerning education), and its primary concern for social bonding have drawn sharp criticism from those both within and outside the sorority. This is compounded by the perennial problem of chapters, many of which are small and made up of women with little experience in exercising the political mandates of the national leadership.

On the other hand, the sorority’s emphasis on being an individual rather than societal transformer insulates its members from the kind of polarization, dependence on outside resources and disruption that other organizations have faced. Unlike civil rights organizations, for example, which had to alter its goals and leadership style when de jure integration was achieved, the sorority has been relatively immune from having to undergo such changes. Partly for this reason it has not only survived but grown while many other organizations have failed to do so. In 1908, with the founding of the first Black sorority, there were nine women who belonged to a Black Greek-letter organization. Today, over a quarter of a million women belong to the three major college-based sororities—Delta Sigma Theta, Alpha Kappa Alpha, and Zeta Phi Beta—and their numbers continue to grow. Their viability—despite the changes that two world wars, the Great Migration, the Great Depression, and de jure desegregation have wrought—attests to their continuing importance in Black life. So too, does the fact that unlike predominantly White Greek-letter organizations, association with Black groups does not end with graduation from college. The lifetime commitment to the ideals of the organization is stressed, and the majority of Delta’s active members are non-students.

Throughout its seventy-five-year-old history, Delta Sigma Theta has maintained a stable yet dynamic organization that has consistently rendered service to its community. Its leadership is democratically elected by its membership, imbuing it with a legitimacy to represent and speak for a significant constituency of Black women. There are few Black organizations with a more skilled or more coherent membership, or that is less dependent on outside sources, than the Black sorority. Because of these very reasons, there is a challenge inherent in the Black sorority idea—a challenge that no one understands better than the sorority itself. Its history shows that its vision of itself and what it must do grows with each succeeding decade. From a self-contained group of college students, the sorority took on the goals of public service and support for those organizations that sought political change. Its mandate for the next century, following its own evolutionary path, is to continue its ever-increasing abilities to render public service, and to enlarge its concept to embrace and directly impact on public policy. This can’t be done by fiat, but rather must be accomplished through a transformative vision internalized by the membership—a vision that will allow it to realize its extraordinary potential and continue to attract committed women.

In 1913, twenty-two young women, barely out of their adolescent years, founded a sorority that today touches the lives of thousands of women. This book is a history of how that organization was born, the ideas of those twenty-two women, of its struggles, and its attempts to fashion a meaningful life for the community and for themselves from the raw material of denial. It is the history of one group’s search for sisterhood.









When I look at you, I see myself. If my eyes are unable to see you as my sister, it is because my own vision is blurred. And if that be so, then it is I who need you either because I do not understand who you are, my sister, or because I need you to help me understand who I am.

—Lillian P. Benbow,
 National President, Delta Sigma Theta,
 1971–1975









PART ONE














CHAPTER 1

WORLD OF THE FOUNDERS




On a sweltering August 2 in 1981, ten thousand members of Delta Sigma Theta sorority marched down Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, D.C. The women, all wearing white, and many of them carrying parasols to fend off the sun, were commemorating—at this, their thirty-sixth national convention—Delta’s first public act as a sorority. On March 13, 1913, just two months after their inception, the Deltas had participated in the historic woman suffrage parade on the eve of President Woodrow Wilson’s inauguration.

Two members of the Black sorority who participated in the commemoration march remembered the suffrage parade that had taken place sixty-eight years before: Sadie T. M. Alexander, then eighty-three years of age, and Bertha Pitts Campbell, who was ninety-two. In 1913, Alexander was preparing to enter the University of Pennsylvania, from which, in 1921, she would become the first Black woman to receive a Ph.D. degree.*  While an undergraduate, Alexander was elected the first national president of Delta Sigma Theta, guiding its transition from a loose federation of chapters to national organization.


Only Campbell garnered more attention as she marched down Pennsylvania Avenue on that August day. Despite her years, she refused to ride in the limousine provided for her, and only half humorously urged then national vice-president Hortense Canady to go faster or she would “walk on her heels.” Campbell was the only person who had actually participated in the 1913 march. She had marched as one of the twenty-two founding members of Delta Sigma Theta sorority. The experiences that brought her there mirrored those of a fortunate few in her generation.

Soon after Bertha Campbell was born, on June 30, 1889, her family moved from their home in Winfield, Kansas, to Montrose, Colorado, a mining town about 180 miles southwest of Denver. It must have been a painful decision for her parents, Ida and Hubbard Sydney Pitts, to leave their wheat-filled land in Kansas. The state possessed the hopes of her Mississippi-born father as it did for thousands of southern Blacks who migrated there after the Civil War. Wheat farming was benumbing work, with a growing season that sometimes lasted two hundred days a year, but the Pittses were successful farmers—until the windswept droughts made it difficult to make ends meet. When Ida became pregnant with their third child, Bertha, they were compelled to go elsewhere. The family decided on Montrose because Ida’s mother, Eliza Butler, was there, and Hubbard (or H.S. as he was called) could find a job as a cook in the gold, granite, and coal mines that had attracted a population of about a thousand. It was a young town, founded in 1882, and was an emerging service center for miners and railroad workers. In November of 1889, the couple and their three children, Charles, Minnie, and Bertha, arrived there, and it would be the birthplace of two more siblings, Huey and Timmy.

Eliza Butler, Ida’s mother, would have the most profound impact on Bertha, who would eventually live with this short, slim woman who was among the first generation of Blacks who knew both slavery and freedom. Campbell still recalls her saying that “education is the gateway to everything,”1 and Campbell took those words seriously. In 1903, she became the only Black student to enroll in Montrose High School, and five years later delivered the valedictory address to the class of 1908. In that year, she graduated summa cum laude, and was offered a full four-year scholarship to Colorado College in Colorado Springs, some 160 miles from Montrose. And Campbell would have attended that thirty-four-year-old institution if it hadn’t been for a woman who was a trustee of the nearby Congregationalist church, which was attended by the Pitts family. The trustee had just been to the nation’s capital and had seen Howard University. “Oh, Bertha,” the woman told her, “it’s the nicest school in Washington.”2 She was also partial to the college because it was named after General O. O. Howard, a Congregationalist and Civil War hero who had been president of the university from 1869 to 1873. The general also had headed the Freedmen’s Bureau, a government agency that aided newly emancipated Blacks. According to Campbell, the trustee also believed that it would be beneficial for her to be part of a Black community, an experience she had not had, since her family were the only Blacks in Montrose, and Colorado College would not be much better. Campbell protested that her family would be unable to afford Howard in lieu of the scholarship she had already received, but was told that perhaps the Church could offer her one. Campbell did get the financial support and in 1909 she found herself preparing to attend Howard.

For the twenty-year-old Coloradoan, the Howard adventure began with a three-day train trip—including one luxurious meal in the train’s dining car and a long stop in Chicago before reaching Washington, D.C. When she arrived on the campus, she must have been pleased at what she saw. Howard University, chartered in 1867, “for the education of youth in the liberal arts and social sciences,” stood on twenty acres of “the highest elevation in Northwest Washington, and the most attractive part of the city,” noted the Howard University Record, the official organ of the university.3 The campus looked over a small lake-sized reservoir, and the grounds of the National Soldiers Home that furnished a park. There were abundant shade trees and modern brick buildings that were “heated by steam and lighted by electricity,” boasted the Record. One might also have been relieved to know that the campus and its surroundings had an enviable record of “healthfulness.” No disease “has ever become epidemic in the institution,” the publication proudly noted, “and there has never been on the grounds a death from typhoid.”4

Spread across the campus grounds were Freedmen’s Hospital, the Main Hall, Clark Hall, the Manual Training and Arts Building, the Memorial Chapel, and the medical and law schools. There was also Miner Hall, named after Myrtilla Miner, a White woman who in 1851 established an academy for Black girls in Washington, D.C., despite much opposition. It was here that Bertha Pitts and all of the female students would reside while at Howard.

The female students’ residence was built at the same time as the university’s main building, in 1869. No effort was spared, said the Record, “to give it a home-like atmosphere and to make it a center of intellectual and moral culture for the young women placed in charge of the institution.”5 The rooms in the four-story building were arranged in suites with accommodations for two or three girls each. On the basement level were the dining rooms; each had an outside entrance for young men. And on the other floors were a reception parlor, a music room, and sewing room. In these Victorian times there was also an effort to make it as “nearly as possible ‘representative of a Christian home under the guidance of maternal care, sympathy and love,’” observed historian Rayford Logan in his history of the university.6 Miner Hall, he observed, would remain under the “superintendence” of a lady matron. Students, Campbell would soon find out, were expected to show respect for order and morality, and were even liable for any misbehavior during vacation periods away from the campus. For the women students, especially, social rules were strictly enforced. They were not to take walks, ride in any vehicles, correspond, or engage in any outdoor games with the opposite sex without approval from the matron, who even acted as a kind of censor. She was the “instrumentality,” as Logan noted, through which all mail sent or received by Miner Hall students passed.7 Of course, going off campus without an approved chaperone was out of the question. And spending the night elsewhere, even on holidays, was only possible with parents’ permission. As Delta founder, Naomi Sewell Richardson, recalled, punishment for any infraction was severe. “If Miss Hartley [the matron] saw smoke coming from a girl’s room—even if she didn’t see her smoking—but saw smoke coming out of the window of her room, then she was immediately dismissed from the university.” The omnipresent matron was also always there to “greet” a student returning to the dorm after a holiday. Richardson remembered how once, a young lady came back after Thanksgiving, and the matron smelled liquor on her breath. The student said she had made a mince pie, said Richardson, “and you know how you make a mince pie—you usually put something more than water in it. Right away the matron accused her of drinking and the student was immediately dismissed.”8

All of this was calculated, of course, to ensure not only ladylike behavior, but undistracted attention to one’s studies. Bertha Campbell must have been impressed by, and perhaps a little anxious about, the high academic requirements of the school. In the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences, there was an array of courses in English, mathematics, Latin, Greek, French, German, physics, chemistry, biology, history, philosophy, and the social Sciences “such as are given in the best approved colleges,” noted the Howard University Journal.9 There was also a School of Manual Arts and Applied Sciences, the Commercial College—offering business, commercial law, and bookkeeping courses—the Academy—a high-grade preparatory school—and the professional schools of theology, medicine, and law. Of particular interest to Campbell, as well as most of the women students, was the Teachers College that was at this time experiencing a period of growth.

By the turn of the century, there was a great deal of attention and emphasis focused on developing Black teachers who would join the missionarylike movement to educate the first generations of Blacks born beyond the pale of slavery. For Black women, being an educator at once made them part of this racial uplift movement, gave them status, offered an opportunity to work in one of the few professions open to them, and gave them the means to overcome some of the restrictive attitutdes toward the middle-class woman’s role as silent and subservient homemaker. By the time Campbell came to Howard, it had already followed the lead of such schools as Columbia University in establishing a Teachers College that offered a more professional, comprehensive, and varied program than the two-year normal school.10 As the Record described it, the function of the Teachers College was “to supply a very definite demand for advanced professional training for teachers and a more serious study of educational problems.”11 One of those problems was literacy, and it was Howard, Logan reminds us, that was among the first institutions of higher learning to express concern about remedial reading, and that identified the term.12 No longer would the training of teachers be given an inferior status, promised the Record: “The training of the educator for all grades of instruction or of supervision from the elementary school up shall not be inferior to that of persons of other professions.” Indeed, an education major had to complete 120 semester hours of courses, including history, principles of education, psychology, methods of teaching, actual teaching under observation, along with areas of specialization and elective courses.13 As the Record noted, “[The student] will not sacrifice anything of the culture of the Liberal Arts Course, but through all of the four years of this course will be growing professionally in efficiency and spirit.”14 The word “spirit” is key. The growth in the education department, and the progressive ideas in pedagogy that it was offering along with the improving facilities and new buildings gave this class of students a new esprit de corps, as a student wrote in the Journal. Such a development affirmed the notion that “there is no reason why [Howard] should not continue in her growth until Harvard and Howard be synonymous.”15

Certainly, Campbell would soon find out, Howard’s cadre of professors included some of the most brilliant scholars in the nation. Her philosophy instructor was Alain L. Locke (1886–1954), who was only three years older than she and had earned his B.A. degree from Howard. Locke, the first Afro-American Rhodes Scholar, did graduate work at Oxford University and the University of Berlin. After World War I, he would become the leading critic and interpreter of the Harlem Renaissance movement. She would also study with the even younger Ernest E. Just (1883–1941), educated at Dartmouth and the University of Chicago. Just, a biologist, would formulate new concepts of cell life and metabolism and receive the coveted Spingarn Medal from the NAACP in 1914. The well-known writer, Benjamin Brawley (1882–1939) would instruct Campbell in English. In 1913 he would publish A Short History of the American Negro and six years later Women of Achievement. And then there would be the venerable Kelly Miller (1863–1939), a mathematician trained at Johns Hopkins, dean of the Liberal Arts School, and a cosponsor of a new organization that made its appearance in 1911: the National Urban League. There were other professors of renown as well, those like Charles H. Houston in the law school, characterized by Thurgood Marshall as the “First Mr. Civil Rights Lawyer”; Lorenzo Turner, linguist and sociologist; and the historian Charles H. Wesley.

Fortunately, Bertha Campbell already had the academic discipline and confidence to take on the four-year curriculum. But how would she relate to the other students? Would she make meaningful friendships? Would she get along with her roommate and other students who came from different backgrounds? Some of these questions began to be answered when she met her roommate in Miner Hall. She was a young, attractive woman from Columbus, Georgia, who had attended school in Savannah, Atlanta, and Macon, and graduated salutatorian of her class from Ballard Normal School in the latter city. Her name was Winona Lucile (Cargile) Alexander, a wholesome if sassy enough student to earn the title “Most Flirtatious of Her Class,” one year. Coincidentally, their birthdays were only one day apart; Alexander’s was on June 21, though she was three years younger than her roommate. Unlike Campbell, Alexander was not a first generation college student. Her father, an African Methodist Episcopal (AME) minister, and her uncle had attended Howard before her. But both must have been awed by finding themselves in such a cosmopolitan city and heavily populated campus. Alexander had graduated from a class of ten girls and one boy. And the well over one thousand students attending Howard was greater than the whole population of Montrose.

But the immensity of it all would become more manageable as the two young women found themselves becoming part of a growing circle of friends, linked by happenstance and a common conviction. Unbeknownst to them, they would form a core of what would become one of the largest organizations of Black women in the world. A core that would also include twenty other women: Osceola (Macarthy) Adams, class of 1913; Ethel (Cuff) Black, class of 1915; Zephyr (Chisom) Carter, class of 1913; M. Edna (Brown) Coleman, class of 1913; Jessie (McGuire) Dent, class of 1913; Frederica (Chase) Dodd, class of 1914; Myra (Davis) Hemmings, class of 1913; Olive C. Jones, class of 1913; Jimmie (Bugg) Middleton, class of 1913; Pauline (Oberdorfer) Minor, class of 1914; L. Vashti (Turley) Murphy, class of 1914; Naomi (Sewell) Richardson, class of 1914; Mamie (Reddy) Rose, class of 1913; Eliza P. Shippen, class of 1912; Florence (Letcher) Toms, class of 1913; Ethel (Carr) Watson, class of 1913; Wertie (Blackwell) Weaver, class of 1913; Madree (Penn) White, class of 1914; Edith (Motte) Young, class of 1913; and Marguerite (Young) Alexander, class of 1913.

Bertha Campbell would strike up one of her closest friendships with Zephyr Carter, who hailed from El Paso, Texas. Both were fun-loving and possessed a ribald sense of humor. Once Campbell’s brother sent her a suit, but the jacket was too large: “Not enough bust,” she recalls. Her friend, Zephyr, however, was a better “candidate” so, as Campbell remembered, “I gave her the jacket and she wore it and I wore the skirt.”16 Carter would become close to Naomi Richardson, from Washingtonville, New York, who became a target of her sense of fun. Richardson recalled how “jolly” she was and how Zephyr was a self-appointed member of the “Dust Club”: a club for coeds who seemed unable to attract a suitable boyfriend. “After you were at Howard a certain length of time, you were expected to have a male friend,” said Richardson, “so one day, Zeffie met me in the bathroom and she asked me if I had a male companion yet. ‘No,’ I said, ‘my mother and father didn’t send me to Howard to get a boyfriend.’ So she laughed and said, ‘Well, if you don’t have a boyfriend, be at the Dust Club meeting tomorrow night. I’m declaring you an official member.’”17

Three other close friends of the young Richardson were Wertie Weaver, Ethel Black, and Frederica Dodd. Weaver was from Kansas City, Missouri, and like Richardson, celebrated her birthday in September, though the former was two years older. Naomi liked to kid the Missourian over the fact that all during her years at Lincoln High School the only college that Wertie had heard about was Tuskegee, until friends told her about others. After graduation Naomi and Wertie would both go to teach in East St. Louis together, and continue to correspond and visit with each other. Ethel Black was from Wilmington, Delaware, and could boast of grandparents who were second generation free Blacks and property owners. Her maternal grandfather had fought in the Civil War, and her father was an entrepreneur in Black banking and retail enterprises. Her background might have prompted the following note, written humorously to Richardson, to keep their “high finance” books straight: “On account with Miss Naomi Sewell,” Black’s note began, “25¢, a ticket for a recital, 10¢ a carfare, 9¢ a sheet in the laundry, 12¢ hairnet, 5¢ a pickle and 5¢ a cracker. 49¢ total. If there be any more, speak now or forever hold your peace. Ethel.” These were not insignificant amounts when you considered that an advertised “first-class” lunch at the nearby Georgia Avenue Cafe was $0.15, a pair of shoes could be gotten for $2.50 and suits sponged and pressed for $0.25.

Ethel Black had arrived on the Howard campus after graduating with the highest scholastic average from the Industrial School for Colored Youth in Bordentown, New Jersey. The high school, like so many in the postwar period, had to accommodate students of all levels as there were so few of them; and its curriculum was not an advanced one. So Black had applied to the Howard Academy in 1909, where she certainly must have met three other future Deltas—Jimmie Middleton, from Lynchburgh, Virginia, whose parents were graduates of Shaw University and whose father, a physician, was, she said, the first Black to pass the Virginia State medical board tests; Edna Coleman, from Washington, D.C., whose father, Sterling Nelson Brown, was a former slave who had a distinguished career as professor of religion at Howard for thirty-one years; and Ethel Watson, who had come from Parkersburg, West Virginia, where she had attended the Sumner School, whose principal advised her parents to send her to Howard. All three young women were of the Academy class of 1909, of which Edna Coleman was valedictorian.

Frederica Dodd, another of Richardson’s early close friends, was one of the most popular in the circle. She was stunningly attractive, and is described as having a coppery, smooth complexion and “hair that was straight a few inches from the roots and then turned into shiny, lush waves.”18 She wore little makeup and was a conservative dresser. Bertha Campbell remembers her as “very aristocratic in her speech and carriage, and soft-spoken in manner.” She was born in Dallas, and her father was one of the early Black lawyers in Texas. Her mother, the descendant of a slave woman and the master’s son, was educated in a Quaker, then a normal school and became a teacher. She was well known in the Dallas community, where the Fannie C. Harris Elementary School was named after her. Dodd attended the Dallas Colored School Number 2, and arrived at Howard University in 1910. She and Naomi Richardson would continue to correspond and visit each other over the next four decades, and the Texan would also have enduring friendships with two others from her home state, Jessie Dent and Myra Hemmings.

Dent was from Galveston and had graduated from East District High School, one of the first Black high schools in the state of Texas. Myra Hemmings was from Gonzales, Texas, though her family had moved to San Antonio while she was still a child; she graduated from Riverside High School in 1909. During her train ride to Howard, she would meet another young student also bound for the same destination by the name of Mamie Rose. Rose was coming to Washington from a small town called Beta, in South Carolina. Their encounter was an especially friendly one, and led to their becoming roommates in Miner Hall.

Of the group of twenty-two, Hemmings had, perhaps, the most outstanding leadership ability. Naomi Richardson describes her as very “sober, but friendly, and somewhat older than the rest.” She was the kind of student that the others looked up to, Richardson recalled. Bertha Campbell was more direct: Myra, she said, “was a blustery one. Myra’d take over everything…. She worked for Miss Childers, worked for the director of singing, and of course, she felt she was as big as Miss Childers…. She tried to impress us with her bigness.”19

Lulu Vere Childers, a graduate of the Oberlin Conservatory of Music, was appointed instructor of music at Howard in 1896. Childers would soon become a full-fledged professor, teaching both instrumental and vocal courses, as well as directing the Choral Society. She had tremendous influence and a reputation that extended beyond the campus. One of her students who graduated in 1917, Lillian Evans, or Madame Evanti as she became known, was, according to Logan, probably the first Black opera star of the twentieth century, and the first Black to sing at La Scala in Rome. On the campus, the Choral Society was extremely popular, of the extracurricular events, ranking second only to football.20 The choir sang stirring renditions of Handel’s Messiah, and the Black composer Samuel Coleridge-Taylor’s Hiawatha’s Wedding Feast. Vocalists such as Roland Hayes and Florence Cole Talbert were also featured. The future founders had come to Howard at a time when music and the performing arts were beginning to be taken quite seriously by the administration, and that development would have an impact on many of their lives. In the years just preceding the Harlem Renaissance, there was already the conviction, as Kelly Miller stated, that “our colleges and universities must find some way to relate their motive to the awakening of the Negro’s artistic powers.”21 Already, for example, plans had been made to develop a conservatory of music, headed by Childers, which was established in 1913.

Another member of Childers’s choir was a student by the name of Pauline Minor, who one year would room with Naomi Richardson. Minor was born in Charlottesville, Virginia, and, by her own submitted biography to the sorority, did not know who her parents were or the exact date of her birth. She was reared by an aunt and uncle and graduated from the Philadelphia High School for Girls in Pennsylvania in 1910. As a member of the Union Baptist Church in Philadelphia, she sang in the choir, and through the influence of the dean of the Howard Teachers College, Lewis B. Moore, was given a church scholarship to the university. She was an excellent student and musician; those who knew her were not surprised when she graduated valedictorian of the Teachers College in 1914, or went on to become a mezzo-soprano recitalist and published hymn-writer.

In fact, an unusual number of the circle of twenty-two were involved in the arts at Howard. Ethel Black was also a member of the choir. Washingtonian Olive Jones, who would graduate with the majority of the twenty-two in 1913, would be a music teacher in the Washington public school system. Edith Young, from North Carolina, was known as an excellent pianist and dedicated her adult life to the education of her daughters at the Oberlin Conservatory of Music in Ohio.

However, it was drama that seemed to catch the fancy of most of the future Deltas. Leading this list was Osceola Adams, a Georgian from Albany, who was considered the most dramatic and elegant among them in manner, speech, and dress. She had a true artistic temperament, which emerged, unfortunately, when the first picture was taken of the twenty-two as a group. Although she was angry at the missed opportunity, Bertha Campbell recalled that “she wasn’t there because she didn’t want to come. She didn’t want to be around all the time.”22 But she did want to perform on the stage and Howard was the beginning of a notable career in the theater. Adams was a leader of the Howard College Dramatic Club, which was directed by a man who came to Howard in 1910 and was destined to play a significant role in the first year of the sorority, Professor T. Montgomery Gregory. Zephyr Carter, who had her own kind of verve, was also in the dramatic group and gained campuswide fame for her role as Mistress Quickly in Shakespeare’s The Merry Wives of Windsor. Also in that production was Edna Coleman, as her sister, Mrs. Elsie Brown Smith, recalls. The occasion was an especially memorable one, because in those times acting was not considered a respectable avocation for proper young women and the play was one of the few occasions on which the Brown younger sister was allowed to attend a theater.23 In another production, For One Night Only, the cast included Adams, Carter, and another young woman destined to join their circle: Vashti Murphy.

Murphy, like Coleman and Jones, was from Washington, D.C. She was attractive and often pictured with a stylish hat. The Washingtonian had graduated from that city’s famed M Street High School, the first public high school for Blacks in the United States, and during this period, unquestionably the best. The M Street School, later known as Dunbar High School, was the proud alma mater of such achievers as Sadie T. M. Alexander, Dr. Charles Drew—who developed the means to preserve blood plasma in blood banks—the lawyers Charles H. Houston, and his protégé William P. Hastie, who became the first Black governor of the Virgin Islands and later an outstanding judge. Its principals included a future judge, Robert H. Terrell, husband of Mary Church; and Anna J. Cooper, scholar, activist in the Black women’s club movement, and writer.

After graduation, Murphy went on to Normal School Number 2 (later the Miner Normal School), which was associated with Howard. The “culture” of the normal school in the early twentieth century included not only pedagogy, but manners befitting a teacher. As a commentator noted, “Normal school students were taught correct posture when standing or sitting. In chapel, you sat stiffly erect. As the speaker of the day arose to speak, you leaned forward slightly as evidence that you were attentive.”24

Upon completion of her studies, Murphy was appointed to teach in the Washington public schools in 1908. Shortly after she began teaching, however, she was struck by a devastating tragedy. She had lost her mother eight years before and within eighteen months of her teaching appointment, her father, sister, and brother also died. Nevertheless, her determination to succeed was undiminished. According to her daughter, Bettye Moss, after a year’s experience in the classroom, she realized that her career would be limited with just a normal school diploma. And she might have been encouraged by the fact that in 1909, Howard’s board of trustees approved the recommendation that tuition scholarships be given to the normal school graduates.25 She enrolled in the Howard University evening school. Though several years older, Murphy had probably known the other Washingtonians, especially Eliza Shippen, who was from a well-known family in the District and whose father had attended Howard. After attending elementary school in Long Island, New York, Shippen had followed a similar path, graduating from both the M Street School, and, the first in her class, from Normal School Number 2 in Washington, D.C. Another District native was Florence Toms, the last survivor of six children in her family, who graduated from the Armstrong Manual Training High School with a ceremony made particularly memorable by her being awarded a diploma and scholarship by President William Howard Taft.

Of the “D.C.” group, Murphy, despite the fact she was older, attended evening school, and was a shy, private person, enjoyed campus social and extracurricular activities. Of the latter, there were more than a few. In addition to the Choral Society and the Dramatic Club, there were six literary societies and debating clubs, which, as the Record stated, “through exercises, debates, oratorical contests, and renditions of choice dramas, provide for the student a training the value of which cannot be overestimated.”26 There were student chapters of the YWCA, “devoted to the development of Christian character in [their] members, and the prosecution of active Christian work,”27 and a variety of student publications. Additionally, there was the opportunity to attend lectures by noted figures both on and outside the campus.

Many of the band of twenty-two would come to meet and know each other through these activities. Both before and after they formed their own organization, they were zealous in their pursuit of all of the opportunities campus life offered—opportunities that were now only opening for women. As Jimmie Middleton noted to the historian Helen Edmonds, “As positions in campus life opened to women, Delta girls were always in the vanguard of those seeking to fill them; in fact no aspect of Howard University’s campus life open to women was unattended by the presence of some soror.”28 Madree White, for example, was the first female student to be on the staff of the Howard
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