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For Becky, Neville, and Oliver





We are not permitted to choose the frame of our destiny. But what we put into it is ours. He who wills adventure will experience it—according to the measure of his courage. He who wills sacrifice will be sacrificed—according to the measure of his purity of heart.

—Dag Hammarskjöld, Markings
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Preface


Page xiii →In 1902, as a senior at the Colored Normal, Industrial, Agricultural and Mechanical College of South Carolina (now South Carolina State University), my grandfather, James Alvirgus Brown, wrote an essay on Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s The Social Contract, the monumental book on the essential elements of a legitimate political community. In his essay, my grandfather referenced the French philosopher’s quote from Solon, the Greek statesman: “To know thyself is not sufficient; know others and know them well.” After much reflection on the wisdom of those words, I have attempted to hew close to Solon’s guidance in this autobiography. In the pages that follow, I profile the individuals who have had a significant impact on my life. By holding a mirror to their lives, you gain a better picture of who I am.

After graduation in 1903, my grandfather taught for a brief period in the School of Industries at Biddle University (now Johnson C. Smith University) in Charlotte, North Carolina. Two years later, in 1905, he was appointed to the faculty of the Mechanical Department at his beloved alma mater. Professor Brown has been a constant companion as I penned this autobiography. He knew of what he wrote by quoting Solon; his warmth for others and his contributions to the South Carolina college were praised and recognized at the memorial convocation following his premature death at age forty-one. He was a brilliant student of mathematics, astronomy, and masonry construction who shared his knowledge generously. All academic classes were cancelled on the afternoon of his memorial service held at the overflowing White Hall auditorium to enable family, faculty, Page xiv →students, and the community to pay their respects. He knew others, knew them well, and they thanked him with effusive appreciation for what he had accomplished.

Although I have lived nearly twice my grandfather’s years and pursued different life goals during different historical times, there is a bond that connects us to the same life purpose. In many ways, my life is an extension of his unfulfilled life. We share a love of knowledge and curiosity for new ideas, a spirit of adventure and courage to blaze new trails, a trust and openness to others, a commitment to the advancement of Black education, an avid devotion to family, and a philosophical belief that we were put on this planet to serve the greater good.

This autobiography provides the portrait of a Black person growing up in South Carolina during the 1950s and 1960s. He had strong family ties and an awareness of the contributions of his ancestors. His family was very involved in the civil rights movement and paid a high price for engaging in those activities. At an early age, he followed in their footsteps by protesting the mistreatment and inequality of Black people. He understood and was obsessed with the power of learning, especially the value of higher education, to improve the plight of Black folk. After his formative years in South Carolina, he left the state in 1967 and was exposed to different cultures and lifestyles, both national and international. That exposure enhanced his maturity and taught him that the achievement of significant and lasting progress is rooted in the collective contributions of many with diverse ideas. Feeling the need to give back to the community and use the vast talents given to him through his education and exposure, he ultimately returned to South Carolina in 1973 and made a significate contribution to Black education as the first full-time African American professor at the University of South Carolina School of Law.

In the chapters that follow, I have chronicled meaningful phases of my life from childhood to adulthood. I have detailed episodes of Page xv →my life against the backdrop of the turbulent times in which I have lived and describe critical events and people that have shaped my character. Those events have included the decades-long struggle for civil rights; the Vietnam conflict; the political assassinations of the youthful Medgar Evers [Mississippi civil rights activist for National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP)], John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., and Robert F. Kennedy; the erosion of Black voting rights and affirmative action by the US Supreme Court; hyperpartisan politics; and the emerging empowerment of the African American middle class. The trajectory of my life has not been linear and reflects mistakes, indecisions, and course corrections after I encountered obstacles. As a Black person growing up in the Jim Crow South, my path was not determinative. It was buffeted by challenges that had to be negotiated carefully to survive and thrive. With the help and support of family and community, I avoided pitfalls that could have cratered my quest to become who I am.

Dag Hammarskjöld wrote that while we are not permitted to choose the frame of our destiny, what we put into it is our own. I am fortunate to have been given a life filled with a diversity of rich experiences. Those experiences were made possible by the unprecedented societal amalgamation that occurred during my lifetime. I have seen unparalleled progress in civil and political rights for Black people, women, LGBTQ+ individuals, and other marginalized groups. My awareness of the world and the panoply of cutting-edge ideas were made possible through developments of the computer, Internet, and efficient air travel. The times were ripe for me to break down barriers that prevented my forbears from achieving what I have accomplished. Through the preparation and encouragement provided to me by many individuals, who believed I could succeed and contribute, I am the person I am today.

As an academic in South Carolina with an awareness of the contributions of African American scholars and educators in the Page xvi →state, my grandfather more than likely knew of the life and work of Professor Richard T. Greener. During Reconstruction in 1873, he was the first African American appointed to the University of South Carolina (USC) faculty as professor of mental and moral philosophy, librarian, and part-time law teacher. He made monumental contributions to USC while negotiating a hostile white environment that presented many obstacles to his efforts to improve the school during his four years at the college. Although it took one hundred years for the USC School of Law to recognize the need for a full-time Black professor to continue Professor Greener’s work there, that long-delayed action illustrates that the arc of history does ultimately bend toward liberation and justice. Abraham Lincoln recognized this immutable truth when he encouraged Congress before signing the Emancipation Proclamation to think anew about taking whatever steps are necessary to save the Union with the prophetic words: “we cannot escape history.”





Introduction


Frame of My Destiny

Page 1 →This autobiography was written to honor the unbroken chain of family contributions to the education of Black people over the generations beginning shortly after the end of the Civil War. I place myself in that story by focusing on events that have shaped my commitment to Black educational advancement and the individuals who have encouraged and shepherded me along my journey to define my core beliefs. The story begins with the lives of ancestors who were enslaved on four plantations in Orangeburg County, South Carolina and one plantation in Marlboro County, South Carolina. Many of them found a way to learn to read and write under the oppressive conditions of slavery. The determination and efforts of my paternal ancestors paved the way for my paternal great-grandfather, Thomas Green, a former slave, to establish a school for other former slaves and their children in Tatum, South Carolina at the end of the nineteenth century. The doggedness and cleverness of my maternal ancestors to educate themselves culminated with my maternal grandfather, James Alvirgus Brown, teaching at two historically Black colleges, Biddle University and Colored Normal, Industrial, Agricultural and Mechanical College, at the beginning of the twentieth century. The untold stories of other enslaved ancestors who struggled to become literate through sheer grit, determination, or the generosity of others, both white and Black, are a part of the larger story that unfolds.

Page 2 →The motivation to follow my ancestors by making a worthy contribution to Black education is attributable primarily to the inspiration and moral guidance received from my mother, Anne Elizabeth Brown Bowers, who was a lifelong teacher herself. She attended South Carolina State College High School, where she held the class office of Assistant Secretary. The principal at the school was H. P. Sharperson. Mother continued her education at South Carolina State Agricultural and Mechanical College (the former Colored Normal, Industrial, Agricultural and Mechanical College) where she was awarded a Bachelor of Arts degree on May 30, 1933. After graduating from college, and completing advance education courses at Knoxville College in Knoxville, Tennessee, her first job was teaching high school English and Social Science in Statesboro, Georgia in 1934. After six years in Statesboro, she returned to Orangeburg and taught elementary and high school in the Great Branch, Bowman, and Branchville, South Carolina school districts.

Throughout my mother’s professional career, she did all that she could to make sure that her students received a quality education. When conditions were not suitable to accomplish that goal, she fought to remove the obstacles that stood in her way. Although soft-spoken, she was not afraid to take a stand for what she believed in. She counselled her students frequently on the realities of life for Black people growing up in a segregated society and taught them to develop the intestinal fortitude and coping skills to endure and push forward.

My first awareness of my mother’s contribution to Black education had its genesis in 1954. That year brought two momentous events to South Carolina: Hurricane Hazel and the US Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision, outlawing racial segregation in the nation’s public school system.1

As a 7-year-old second grader, Hurricane Hazel was the more memorable event. On Friday, October 15, 1954, Hazel made landfall Page 3 →near the South Carolina / North Carolina border as a Category 4 hurricane. It had a devastating punch with strong winds that could be felt one hundred miles inland in Orangeburg, my birthplace. I remember that day well, because my brothers and I were home from school huddled in the hallway on the second floor of our house. The winds were ferocious and frightening. We survived with no visible damage to the house, but the storm caused 469 deaths in Haiti, 95 deaths in the United States, and 81 deaths in Canada with $382 million of property damage. Its wrath was so devastating that the name Hazel was retired from use for North American hurricanes.2

The Brown v. Board of Education case was decided on May 17, 1954. The Briggs v. Elliott case, involving the denial of equal educational facilities to Black school children in Clarendon County, South Carolina, adjacent to Orangeburg County, was the first of five companion cases argued before the US Supreme Court.3 Those cases were consolidated with the Brown case originating in Topeka, Kansas. According to custom, the Briggs case should have been the lead case in the caption of the Supreme Court Reports. That did not happen; many have speculated that because the court’s mandate would grant to Black citizens an educational status equal to that of white people, which would likely engender massive resistance from the Southern states, the court did not want the decision to appear to be targeting the South.

Two years after the Brown decision was handed down, I knew that something consequential had happened. Our family’s economic condition suddenly changed for the worse. I noticed that my mother was no longer working as a public school teacher in the Bowman, Orangeburg County school system. Instead, she was working as a domestic servant in a white household headed by an insurance executive in the exclusive Moss Heights neighborhood of Orangeburg. She was absent from the household a great deal, and food became scarce at home. In fact, she would bring home leftovers from her Page 4 →domestic job to feed the family. When my mother cooked rice for dinner, I remember her fabricating a story about how she liked the crust at the bottom of the pot. In fact, she did not relish the burnt residue, but she wanted her sons to have the fluffy part because there was not enough rice to feed all of us.

At first, my brothers and I did not understand the reason for our changed circumstance. A short time later, we learned that our mother was fired from her job as a public school teacher for an act of conscience. After a lengthy delay by South Carolina in desegregating its public school system, my mother and several other teachers (including Mamie McCollom, wife of Reverend Matthew McCollom, pastor of Trinity United Methodist Church in Orangeburg and president of the Orangeburg branch of the NAACP) signed an NAACP petition in 1956 demanding that the “all deliberate speed” mandate of the Brown decision be implemented immediately. Further, they refused to reveal or terminate their membership in the NAACP, as required of state employees by South Carolina law.4 Because of their acts of defiance, they were fired. Firing schoolteachers was a common tactic used by the white establishment to retaliate against Black people who spoke out for the cause of civil rights. In the same year, twenty-one teachers at the Elloree Training School, in Orangeburg County, also lost their jobs for refusing to disown the NAACP. South Carolina sought to cripple the NAACP by enacting the anti-NAACP oath law. The aim was to punish the organization for its role in spearheading the Briggs case and its continuing activities in organizing the Black community. South Carolina’s massive resistance effort to thwart desegregation of the public schools targeted public school teachers across the state.

Mother remained unemployed as a public school teacher for seven long years. It was difficult for her to adjust to the reality of not being able to pursue her love of teaching. She had made a commitment upon graduation from college in 1933 to follow in the Page 5 →footsteps of her father, Professor Brown, and mother, Lillian Brown, both of whom were teachers dedicated to the advancement of Black education. That traumatic episode left emotional scars that took years to heal. While members of the Black community knew of and understood her circumstance, she was never comfortable with her degraded status as a domestic servant. However, she never doubted or questioned the correctness of her actions in protesting the educational inequality of Black children, drawing deep upon her knowledge of how her enslaved ancestors dealt with unimaginable pain and abuse during slavery. Mother was forced to rebuild her life after this devastating setback.

The suffering she endured had a profound impact on me and influenced the direction my life would take. Certainly, there was sorrow, bitterness, and anger at first over how my mother was treated. However, after internalizing the injustice that had been visited upon her, I shed my nonchalant attitude toward learning and became singularly focused on high academic achievement. I realized for the first time that the white establishment was fearful of Black people obtaining a quality education. Ever since the introduction of slavery in America, enslavers knew that education was the great equalizer and that having literate slaves would sound the death knell on the institution. In high school, I became deeply involved in civil rights activities—participating in sit-ins at lunch counters and suffering the attendant consequence of being arrested. In 1963, I joined the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and others at the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. My incessant pursuit of learning motivated me to attend Fisk University later in 1963 as an early entrant before completing high school. After studying at Fisk for only one year, I transferred to the recently desegregated University of South Carolina (USC). In 1967, I began my legal studies at Harvard Law School determined to return home to continue the fight for civil rights. And in 1973, three years after graduation, I returned to Page 6 →South Carolina to integrate the law faculty at USC School of Law as its first full-time African American professor.
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Graduation day at Harvard University, 1970. Author’s collection.



It is uncanny that my appointment occurred exactly one hundred years after the university was first desegregated during Reconstruction in 1873 and appointed its first-ever African American professor, Richard T. Greener. Professor Greener received a bachelor’s degree from Harvard College as its first Black graduate in 1870, a hundred years before I graduated from Harvard Law School in 1970. Although appointed professor of mental and moral philosophy, Professor Greener was also the university’s librarian as well as a part-time professor at USC School of Law while a student at that institution.5 In 1973, I stood on Professor Greener’s shoulders at the law school by following him as a full-time professor a century later. It is sobering for me to contemplate that the two of us, while in our late twenties, were connected to a common destiny.

Page 7 →My mother has always been my north star. When I was an underachiever in school at an early age, she never despaired. She saw special qualities in me—patience, empathy, awareness, reflection, and loyalty—that many others did not see. She taught me that education was a lifelong pursuit with the object of learning how to think and make well-reasoned decisions. I remember her words to me: “never be afraid to fail; one day others will appreciate your true qualities.” That was all the support I needed to succeed.

In my eulogy at her funeral in 1982, I tried to capture who she was.


Mother was a dreamer. She was an incorrigible optimist. She always saw the good in life. This made her a good teacher; she had no trouble inspiring others. She taught others to believe in themselves and encouraged them to dream greatness for themselves. She always had a smile and a helping hand for anyone who asked of her. . . . Our Mother was a strong, quiet and compassionate person who never complained. She was a woman for all seasons.

We are not permitted to choose the frame of our destiny, but what we put into it is our own. Mother had no say about the beginning of her life and could not predict when it would end. However, she did fill in the frame with the fullness and joy of life and a caring for others.



Exhibiting the wisdom of Solon and her father, Professor Brown, my mother knew others and knew them well, and they reciprocated with their generosity throughout her life. Nearly half of the people who attended her funeral had to stand outside the packed Mt. Zion United Methodist Church. The outpouring of sympathy was palpable as evidenced by the eulogies and testimonials given on that sad day. Because mother’s selfless contributions were well-known and appreciated by the entire community, many had difficulty gaining Page 8 →closure upon the death of such a blessed and endearing person. She has remained in my thoughts ever since her death more than forty years ago and has been a constant motivator of my accomplishments throughout life.





chapter 1 Impatient for Change


Page 9 →It was an ordinary fall day in 1966 as I departed my room at the Honeycombs dormitory. I took my familiar walk across the beautiful USC campus to attend classes. My routine included taking the walkway past the glass-encased Thomas Cooper Library, stopping at the adjacent Russell House University Union for coffee, crossing Greene Street, and meandering through the alleyway between academic buildings and dormitories, eventually passing the university president’s house to the Horseshoe. The chill of November was beginning to set in as I hurriedly crossed the Horseshoe en route to Harper College, the political science building. The Horseshoe, USC’s original campus, is an oval-shaped expanse of grass and mature trees, primarily oaks, punctuated by several crosswalks with the Maxcy Monument at its center. A circular drive encases the Horseshoe with McKissick Library (later McKissick Museum) at the apex of the oval and federal-styled buildings, including Harper College, dotting the perimeter.

It was my senior year, and I savored the routine of my last year of college. I had time to reflect upon the struggles of African Americans to gain admission to USC and the fortitude it took for them to complete the ensuing years of study. That struggle began with a lawsuit forcing the desegregation of USC, which resulted in the admission of three Black students—Henrie Monteith, Robert G. Anderson, and James L. Solomon Jr.—on September 11, 1963. They were the first African Americans to enroll at USC since the university was Page 10 →temporarily desegregated during Reconstruction in 1873.1 I entered USC a year later in the fall of 1964, transferring from Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee, upon completion of my freshman year. I was part of the second wave of fourteen Black students to enroll in a student body of about 7,000 white students.2

On that crisp November day, I had no definite plan for life after college. I had spent the preceding summer working at the US Department of State in Washington, DC, considering a career as a Foreign Service Officer. My summer experience was sponsored by the Foreign Affairs Scholars Program, a governmental effort designed to attract and prepare Black people to enter the Foreign Service. Because I left high school after three years and entered Fisk ahead of my expected academic schedule, I was one year shy of the age requirement (twenty-one years) in the fall of 1966 to take the qualifying (and daunting) Foreign Service examination. The program director suggested that, while awaiting the year to take the exam, I should consider pursuing a master’s degree program in international studies. I took his advice and was admitted and granted a scholarship to study at Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced International Studies.

Although I had professed an interest in the Foreign Service, I was ambivalent about that career choice. For a long time, I had the lingering thought of becoming a lawyer. In 1966, the country was in the throes of social turmoil spawned by the civil rights movement and the war in Vietnam, and I felt that becoming a lawyer would provide a more useful skill to implement change. Through my participation in civil rights activities while growing up in Orangeburg, South Carolina, I became acquainted with several civil rights lawyers in the state, especially Matthew Perry and Earl Coblyn.3 Those role models were compelling. Matthew Perry represented Henrie Monteith in her legal battle to attend USC.4 Earl Coblyn was one of the lead attorneys who handled the lawsuit to desegregate the Orangeburg public school system. I was proud to see those attorneys deliver Page 11 →skillful arguments before hostile courts with aplomb and masterful explication.

I considered attending several law schools, including New York University School of Law and USC School of Law. However, confident of my academic ability and knowing that Harvard Law School was the premier law school in the country, I decided to take a shot at admission. With the encouragement of my Constitutional Law professor, Glenn Abernathy, I applied to Harvard Law School. I had also received support to attend Harvard University from Willard Davis, dean of the College of Arts and Sciences Upper Division. In the application essay detailing my reasons for wanting to attend Harvard Law School, I stressed my family’s long civil rights history and my activities in the civil rights movement, including nonviolent sit-ins and community organizing. I emphasized my desire to return home after law school to continue the fight for civil rights. Pushing the envelope, I requested an early decision on admission (unheard of at the time) before Christmas. The Johns Hopkins scholarship to study international affairs would lapse unless I accepted it by that date, so I needed to know my options.

After a three-week wait, I was surprised to receive a Western Union telegram from Harvard Law School, informing me that I had been accepted. This was the proudest moment of my life up to that point. I could not believe what had happened. With that much-needed focus in my life, I was very optimistic about my future. Graduating from USC and gaining acceptance to Harvard Law School were both a validation of my ability and an affirmation of my family’s dreams and unceasing efforts to prepare my two brothers and me to challenge the stereotypical and demeaning views that white society held about Black folk.



Confronting the Realities of Race


Race was the predominant societal preoccupation in Orangeburg in the 1950s and 1960s. Jim Crow laws and customs were everywhere. Page 12 →“White only” and “Colored only” signs were ubiquitous—on drinking fountains, in restaurants, in movie theatres, on bathrooms, on buses, on trains—in essence, in all public accommodations and conveyances. Doctors’ offices and hospitals were segregated. Schools at all levels were segregated. Churches were segregated. And generally, Black citizens were denied the right to vote, which was evident in the all-white city government and the all-white police department.

Although manifestations of a segregated society were everywhere, I did not feel oppressed or deprived while growing up as a Black child in South Carolina. I certainly was aware of societal codes that governed where a Black person could or could not go, or things a Black person could or could not do. My parents and others taught me those rules as a matter of survival. But because an educated Black middle class, trained at two local historically Black colleges, Claflin University and South Carolina State College, infused the Black school system in Orangeburg with very talented teachers, and sourced the Black cultural life of the community with fine music, art, dance, and theatre, it was hard for me to feel deprived or want to be associated with white institutions. Because of the two historically Black colleges located there, it has been said that Orangeburg has more Black doctoral degree holders per capita than any town in the nation.5

My family has strong roots in Orangeburg. My mother, Anne Brown Bowers, was a quiet but courageous woman. She was the proud daughter of Professor James Alvirgus Brown, who taught at Colored Normal, Industrial, Agricultural and Mechanical College of South Carolina in the Mechanical Department from 1907 until his untimely death in the 1918 influenza pandemic. He was forty-one years old. Inheriting her father’s strong passion for Black educational advancement, my mother dedicated her professional life to teaching and advocating for academic excellence for Black students. When confronted with resistance to her goals from the white establishment, she looked segregation in the eye, defied the accepted order of Page 13 →the day, and paid a heavy price to advance equal educational opportunities for her students.


[image: A small brick church with a central white door, stained-glass windows, and a modest steeple stands behind a low iron fence on a grassy lot.]

Bowers Chapel in Mars Bluff, South Carolina. Author’s collection.



My father, Walter Thomas Bowers, was the son of a Methodist Episcopal minister, Reverend Walter Backman Bowers. Reverend Bowers was a learned theologian who pastored many churches across South Carolina. As a testament to the impact of his ministry, one of his churches was named after him, Bowers Chapel, in Mars Bluff, South Carolina. My father was eight years old when his father died. As a teenager, he was thrust into adulthood because his mother needed him to help provide financial assistance to the family, and he felt obligated to provide emotional guidance to his younger brother and two sisters. My father grew up with a strong measure of self-reliance.

The values carried by my mother and father, passed down to them through their ancestors, are what define me to this day. The Page 14 →hardships they suffered, including both losing a father during childhood, had a profound effect on me. It created an urgency to define who I was and what I wanted to do with my life. During my formative years, I studied incessantly and focused singularly on high academic achievement. Exhausting my high school curricula by the end of my third year, I entered college as an early entrant at Fisk University.

After completing the first year at Fisk, I was impatient to move on. Fisk was academically challenging but too removed from what was happening in South Carolina. During my year at Fisk, USC and the University of Alabama had been desegregated, following on the heels of similar events at the University of Georgia and University of Mississippi. Following in the footsteps of my iconic classmate at Fisk, John Lewis, I wanted to be on the front line of social change and decided to return home to attend USC. The impetus that compelled me to attend USC was a commitment to improve the environment for African Americans at USC and to serve as a role model for all Black student of greater South Carolina. In the words of Booker T. Washington, the first principal at Tuskegee Institute, Alabama, I decided to cast down my bucket where I was in service to the Black people in my home state.6

I knew before attending USC that I would be giving up a normal college experience. From the outset, my single focus was excelling in academic studies to demonstrate to the university administration that Black students belonged at USC and could successfully handle the work. Although white students generally did not include Black students in most social activities, I made it a point to get to know and bond with faculty members who taught me. The faculty, by and large, appreciated having Black students add to the much-needed diversity of the student body. They, in turn, reciprocated by extending support to those of us who sought it. Some of my closest friends at USC were faculty members, especially Professors Glenn Page 15 →Abernathy and Donald Fowler, who both taught in the Political Science Department.

After completing my degree at Harvard Law School, Professor Abernathy was determined to recruit me to return to USC as a faculty member. Through his efforts promoting me to his close friend, Robert Foster, dean of the Law School, I was offered a faculty position as the first full-time Black professor of law in the history of the USC School of Law. There have been many other firsts that I have achieved as a Black person in my professional and social life. I was fortunate to have received the necessary training that enabled me to break through barriers to opportunities that were historically denied to Black people.

As I ascended the legal citadel and social pyramid, congratulations abounded from my peers. However, there was little fanfare among family members. It was expected that I would do well. While none of my ancestors took the paths opened to me—matriculating at USC and Harvard Law School and appointment as a law professor at USC—they achieved more with far less. Foremost, surviving the cruelty and dehumanizing conditions of slavery was their quintessential achievement. They educated themselves and maintained some semblance of a family unit when the extant white society conspired to tear down that structure.

The resourcefulness of my paternal great-grandfather, Thomas Green, born into slavery, in amassing 277 areas of farmland in Bennettsville and Tatum, South Carolina shortly after the Civil War, and establishing a school for former slaves as well as raising an extended family with a strong education ethic, should be celebrated. I am mindful of the generosity of my maternal great-grandfather, Charles Thomas Riley, born into slavery, who later became a farmer and Episcopal minister and who donated several acres of land to build Mt. Zion Methodist Episcopal Church in Jamison, South Carolina. I celebrate the bravery of my other maternal great-grandfather, Page 16 →Edward W. Brown, a free-Black from Clarendon County, South Carolina, in escaping a lynching and establishing a productive life as a carpenter in Orangeburg. I acknowledge the scholarship and practical thinking of my maternal grandfather, James A. Brown, a professor of mechanical studies at two historically Black colleges, Biddle University and Colored Normal, Industrial, Agricultural and Mechanical College of South Carolina. I honor the ministry of my paternal grandfather, Reverend Walther Backman Bowers, that extended to eight churches across South Carolina and culminated in one of them being named after him, Bowers Chapel.

In the African and Afro-diasporic cultures, ancestors are venerated to thanks them and to ensure their continued well-being and sometimes to seek their guidance. I am eternally grateful to my ancestors for their many contributions and summon their strength to carry on their good works. Through the toil of those ancestors, my parents, and many others long before I was born, the present embodiment of my success was accepted by my family as merely a long-awaited validation and affirmation.






chapter 2 From Whence We Came


Page 17 →Humans have a need to belong—to identify with a core unit—and to know from whence we came. We have embraced family and other institutions bigger than ourselves to give purpose to our being, to be able to put our lives in a framework that doesn’t begin and end with our short lifetimes. We draw solace from a recognition that we are the living extension of a tradition that began long ago and will continue long after we are gone.

In his riveting play, The Piano Lesson, August Wilson underscores the importance of family lineage in his portrayal of the Charles family’s conflict over selling an heirloom piano. The piano bore carvings depicting the family’s history during slavery. The dilemma of bartering the past for opportunity in the present was resolved through a gut-wrenching realization that the carvings embodied “the story of our whole family,” preserved through the blood and tears of many ancestors.

The history of most African American families began with slavery. The African slave trade is a complex story with many complicit actors, including many Africans themselves. Notwithstanding its origins, there is universal agreement that the institution of slavery was a dehumanizing experience for African Americans. Forcibly exported from their homeland in Africa, across the great Atlantic Ocean to a new world thousands of miles away, to labor under a wasteful economic system, these Black souls were stripped of their culture and physically and mentally abused. While the framers of the Constitution indulged in the hypocrisy that African Americans Page 18 →were somehow less than human, this perversion amounted to selling the soul of the nation to the devil in exchange for economic prosperity.1 It would prove to be an interesting irony that, instead of being plucked from the heart of darkness as rationalized by their captors, these noble people would be thrust into a depraved circumstance disguised by all the trappings of an advanced civilization.

Slavery was a defining experience for the nation. It would be described as America’s original sin.2 A nation formed by people fleeing persecution and seeking freedom nevertheless engaged in or tolerated a most heinous cruelty to its dark brethren. A nation that exalted the rights of man and spoke eloquently of all men being created equal nevertheless demeaned its Black neighbor as property and defined him in the federal Constitution as three-fifths of a person. United States Supreme Court Chief Justice Roger Brooke Taney of Maryland attempted to resolve what had become a moral issue with legal sophistry in the infamous Dred Scott decision of 1857. Declaring that Congress could not outlaw slavery in any territory, Taney gave legal validity to the gospel of white supremacy. He wrote that Black individuals were “beings of an inferior order, and altogether unfit to associate with the white race, either in social or political relations; and so far inferior, that they had no rights which the white man was bound to respect.”3

It was inevitable that America would atone for the sin of slavery. However, very few expected that atonement would take the form of a devastating Civil War.



Early Education of Slaves


When the guns fell silent at Appomattox, the greatest deficiency of the newly freed slaves was education. Ninety percent of Black people could not read. Knowing all too well from the experience of the American Revolution that education creates rising expectations for liberty and social justice, most white people did not want Page 19 →literate slaves. The mere thought of slaves reading John Locke, as their enslavers had done before, was a frightening prospect.4 The slave’s mind was deliberately allowed to atrophy because of fear that education would bring about rebellion. That fear was validated by Denmark Vesey’s plan to stage a slave revolt in Charleston, South Carolina in 1822, and the execution of a slave rebellion by Nat Turner that resulted in the death of fifty-five white people in Southampton County, Virginia in 1831. Both Vesey and Turner learned to read and write at an early age and therefore could articulate the inhuman conditions of slavery. The words of Elijah Green, an ex-slave of Charleston, is a strong testimonial of this fear: “And for God’s sake, don’t let a slave be catch with pencil and paper. That was a major crime. You might as well have killed your marster or missus.”5

Although the slave codes prohibited teaching slaves to read or write, some slave owners (especially their children) ignored the law, particularly regarding so-called “house slaves.” Frederick Douglas was a house slave taught by his mistress. While the instruction of one or two slaves was not a serious violation of the law, the establishment of slave schools was a far more serious matter.6

Laws were also passed making it unlawful to instruct free Black residents, who made up about 300,000 people in the South in 1860. Free Black residents, many of whom were offspring of their former white enslavers, held a legal status above slaves but below white residents; they had the right to own property but were socially segregated from white people and were held in a subservient condition by force of law. Notwithstanding laws prohibiting the education of free Black people, instruction was carried out clandestinely (often at night) by educated white and Black people. Although African American churches shouldered most of the burden of educating free Black people, independent Black schools existed in a few places, such as Charleston and Savannah.7 In Charleston, the Brown Fellowship Society, a group of wealthy light-skinned free Black people, Page 20 →subsidized the Minor’s Moralist Society, which educated free Black people.8 South Carolina and Louisiana were home to the South’s wealthiest and best-educated free Black communities.




Education of My Ancestors During Slavery


My maternal and paternal ancestors were captured in West Central Africa, in the geographic regions of Nigeria and Cameroon, forced to endure the horrors of the Middle Passage, and enslaved on plantations in South Carolina.9 Recent DNA research has established that 5.7 million of the 10.7 million Africans that survived the Middle Passage were taken from West Central Africa.10

Although my maternal and paternal ancestors were born into slavery, over the generations several of them learned to read and write. They became literate through the beneficence of charitable white people who taught them on the plantations, or they secretly learned from fellow slaves who were literate. The oral history of my family is replete with stories of rape of Black slave women.11 These brutal and demeaning liaisons produced mulatto offsprings who were often cared for and educated by their enslavers. That several of my ancestors became ministers of the Methodist Episcopal Church shortly after emancipation reinforces the view that they studied the Bible while enslaved. Since the practice of religion was permitted on some plantations because it was perceived as a harmless and controlling influence, studying the Bible became the vehicle to literacy. It is amazing how this educational loophole was cleverly exploited.




Maternal Ancestors




Riley–Brown Lineage


My maternal lineage can be traced to two plantations in South Carolina. One set of maternal great-great-great-grandparents, William Rivers and Sealy Rivers, lived on the Murry Robinson plantation near Orangeburg, South Carolina, my birthplace.12 Sealy (born Page 21 →ca. 1800) was a slave; the race of her partner, William, is unclear. William and Sealy bore a child, Peggy Gisentane, my great-great-grandmother (born ca. 1832). My great-grandfather, Charles Thomas Riley, born a mulatto slave on April 29, 1850 (died February 3, 1915), was the offspring of Peggy and John Riley, the white overseer on the Murry Robinson plantation.13

The other set of maternal great-great-great-grandparents were Simon Thomas and Liddie Thomas who lived on T. T. Inabinet plantation near Orangeburg.14 Liddie was a slave; the race of her partner, Simon, is unclear. Simon and Liddie bore a child, Annie Thomas, my great-great-grandmother (born ca. 1830). Annie and Charles Boyd, her enslaver, had a child, Melrena Boyd, in 1856. Born a slave, she was my great-grandmother.

Charles Riley and Melrena Boyd married and gave birth to Lillian Aletha Riley (September 9, 1879–July 9, 1942), one of my maternal grandmothers.15 Although Charles Riley was born a slave, he learned to read and write by studying the Bible. After emancipation, he became a minister and a successful farmer. He donated the land to build Mt. Zion Methodist Episcopal Church in Jamison, Orangeburg County, where he pastored. The town of Riley, Calhoun County, is located a few miles north of Jamison and is likely close to where the Murry Robinson Plantation was located. The congregation, which included carpenters, banded together to build the wood-frame church structure.

I am unaware of my other maternal great-great-great or great-great-grandparents. My other maternal great-grandmother, Sarah Major, was born a mulatto slave (1841–July 1, 1911) near Orangeburg. She was a house slave on Asbury Noah Wannamaker’s plantation in Orangeburg County.16 The Wannamaker family linage traces its roots to Austria. Sarah was taught to read and write by members of the Wannamaker family. Evidence of her literacy is established by correspondence between Sarah and her sister, A. J. Clarke, who lived in Yorkville, South Carolina.17

Page 22 →Among Sarah Major’s possessions at her death was a damaged nineteenth century violin. The violin label reads “F. Breton breveté Mme LA DUCHESSE de S.A.R. D’ANGOULÊME 1816 Breton Made in Germany.” The musical instrument is likely an antique, handmade violin from the workshop of François Breton, a renowned luthier, in the early nineteenth century. “Breveté” signifies that the maker held a patent or special authorization from Duchess d’Angoulême, a royal patronage that indicates a high-quality instrument.18 Sarah Major was likely given the violin by the Wannamaker family because she played the violin and could read music. Sarah’s ownership of the Breton violin, which I now possess, is further evidence of her literacy during slavery. I took violin lessons for several years and know how difficult it is to play that instrument well.

According to family oral history, Sarah Major bore a child, Lawrence W. Hook, in 1865 with a member of the Wannamaker family. Asbury Wannamaker’s wife’s maiden name was Lavinia Mahaly Hook. The 1880 Federal Census lists Lawrence Hook as the stepson of Edward Brown and Sarah Brown. Lawrence was fair-skinned and was called Bubba Lawrence. Later in life, he had a contract to carry mail from the Orangeburg Post Office to the Atlantic Coastline Railroad, which made runs between Miami and New York City. He was very intelligent and quite gregarious, and because he could pass for white, he had many friends from both races. He was tall and had a commanding presence, often calling himself the “Buckra.”19

After Sarah was emancipated, Asbury Wannamaker gave her twenty-one acres of land, cut off from the Wannamaker plantation, as an expression of his gratitude. At age thirty-four, Sarah married Edward W. Brown, my great-grandfather, on August 28, 1875. Edward was born in 1855 in Manning, Clarendon County, near Charleston. Although he had a mixture of Cherokee Indian blood, he was listed as a mulatto in the 1880 Federal Census. The oral history of my family recounts his escape from likely death at the hands Page 23 →of certain white residents by swimming across the Santee River separating Clarendon County from Orangeburg County.


[image: A formal studio portrait of a middle-aged man wearing a dark suit, vest, high-collared shirt, and tie. He faces forward with a serious expression against a plain backdrop.]

My great-grandfather, Edward W. Brown, as a middle-aged man. Author’s collection.



Edward Brown was a carpenter and his ability to read and write is established by multiple correspondences, including his execution of a 1905 contract to build a house.20 Although his legal and social status is uncertain, he was likely born a slave but later became a free Black. The Brown family was very prosperous, with income generated from farming and Edward’s carpentry business. He owned three houses located on a 1.5-acre parcel of land in north Orangeburg. One of their prized possessions was a Mira music box with metal discs. The Mira music box (polyphon) was produced by the Swiss company, Mermod Frères, sometime between 1890 and 1910. It was among the finest and best-sounding disc music boxes ever made. I played the music box often while growing up and admired its superb tonal quality and rich sound.

Page 24 →Edward Brown and Sarah Major produced four sons, including my grandfather, James Alvirgus Brown, who was born on April 8, 1877. The other sons were Loney Edward Brown (August 9, 1874; death date unknown), Richard Walter Brown (June 24, 1880–May 23, 1926), and Ferdinand M. Brown (February 3, 1884–January 19, 1924). Loney Brown, with his very fair complexion, chose to “pass” as a white person and moved to Redding, Pennsylvania. He married a Caucasian woman and had four children. Loney kept in touch with his core family secretly until he died. When he wrote to his family, he did not provide a return address.

James Alvirgus Brown and Lillian Aletha Riley married on September 9, 1904, at Mt. Zion Methodist Episcopal Church. They had six children, including my mother, Anne Elizabeth Brown, who was born on August 11, 1912. The other children were Allie Brown (August 29, 1904–June 22, 1930), twins James Albert Brown (May 11, 1905–January 14, 1991) and Hattie Alberta Brown (May 11, 1905–April 6, 1994), Leroy W. Brown (April 11, 1907–October 19, 1976), and Sarah Cornelius Brown (January 7, 1911–December 14, 1915). The first child, Allie Brown, was born out of wedlock. To protect the social standing of the Brown family, Allie was adopted and raised by his grandparents, Edward and Sarah Major Brown.




King–Riley Lineage


The Riley and King families are connected through the marriage of Alonzo King to Josephine Riley, the sister of Lillian A. Riley, my grandmother. Alonzo had a sister, Lillian “Nannie” King (October 9, 1881–December 4, 1973). I knew Aunt Nannie very well while growing up. She lost her eyesight in her later years because of glaucoma. Aunt Nannie was married to one of Edward and Sarah Brown’s sons, Ferdinand. When Sarah Major Brown died in 1911, leaving Edward Brown a widower, Edward later married Aunt Nannie, who was widowed after Ferdinand died in 1924.

Page 25 →Alonzo and Lillian King trace their lineage through Alfred King, a slave, who was the offspring of Henry Moorer on the Moorer Plantation near Orangeburg, and Mary Royal, a slave, who lived in a dirt floor cabin on the plantation.21 After emancipation, Alfred King decided not to adopt the surname of his plantation owner and father, Henry Moorer. He was so embittered over the enslavement of his family by his father that he rejected the idea of taking his enslaver’s surname. Ultimately, feeling like a king as a freed man, he chose the surname of “King” to make a statement that he was beholden to no one. Nearing death, Henry Moorer tried to give Alfred part of his estate, but Alfred refused to accept it.22





Paternal Ancestors: Green–Bowers Lineage


I am unaware of any paternal great-great-great-grandparents. One set of paternal great-great-grandparents are Sandy Green from South Carolina and Laura Fagan from Georgia, both slaves. They had a son, Thomas “Tom” Green, who was born a slave on May 10, 1842 (died October 8, 1918). Tom was born on Jacob Green’s plantation. Jacob Green owned twelve slaves, ranging from two to thirty-six years of age, at the time of his death in 1859. When Jacob Green’s estate was probated in the Marlboro County Probate Court on July 11,1859, Tom Green was listed in the “Inventory of Appraisement” at a value of $1,250 at age nineteen. One of his brothers, Knight Green, was recorded as being “unsound” and valued at $1000 at age seventeen.23 It was sobering to read the appraisement document, which valued human bondage just like other property listed, including horses, plow gear, carpenter tools, bushels of wheat and corn, and furniture.

Thomas Green, my great-grandfather, was a minister and cotton farmer. He learned to read and write by studying the Bible during slavery. In 1909, he donated the land to build Hopewell Methodist Episcopal Church in Tatum, South Carolina, and he preached there during his lifetime. I recall my family’s annual trips to Hopewell Page 26 →on the second Sunday of August for a Big Meet, which was a gastronomical event where church members shared an abundance of home-cooked food.


[image: A small, white wooden church with a centered entrance and simple rectangular windows. A sign stands to the left of the building.]

Hopewell Methodist Episcopal Church, Tatum, South Carolina. Author’s collection.



Tom Green accumulated a large amount of wealth in real estate, owning three tracts of farmland totaling 277 acres located in Bennettsville and Tatum. His homestead was surrounded by 135 acres of tillable farmland. The other two tracts consisted of the 109-acre Dunbar Plantation and 33-acre Bennettsville Place.24 At that time, the average size of Black-owned farms was about 10–20 acres. The homestead property is still owned by the family—145 years after its acquisition by Tom Green in 1880.

In many communities in the South after the Civil War, Black residents who owned substantial farmland had to hide or disguise their success so as not to provoke envious white people who had less. Fortunately, Tom Green was able to escape white resentment despite his large landholdings. But in 1916, Anthony Crawford, a Black farmer Page 27 →who owned a 427-acre cotton farm in Abbeville, South Carolina, was murdered by a white lynch mob, jealous of his wealth. An historic marker in Abbeville recounts the story of Anthony Crawford, then fifty-six years old, being lynched for cursing a white merchant who demanded to buy Mr. Crawford’s cottonseed for a lower price. Later, threats to the Crawford family, consisting of thirteen children, caused most family members to flee North, thereby abandoning the land their patriarch had acquired.25


[image: A group of older men and women stand close together outdoors in front of a brick building.]

Plaintiff class, including Professor Gomillion (right) and my relatives, Anna (Green) and Nick Kollock (left), in the seminal Gomillion v. Lightfoot gerrymandering case. Archives of USC Center for Civil Rights History and Research.



Tom Green married three times because his wives died early. His first wife was Francis Green.26 That union produced seven children.27 His second wife, Janie Fanady (Nov. 12, 1858–February 1, 1888), is my Page 28 →paternal great-grandmother.28 That marriage produced four children, including Ella Florence Green (January 17, 1882–May 5, 1957), my paternal grandmother.29 His third marriage was to Mary Virginia Morrisey (October 24, 1867–October 2, 1903). That union produced ten children.30 One of those children, Anna Green, and her husband, Nicholas Kollock, of Tuskegee, Alabama, were members of the plaintiff class along with Tuskegee Institute’s Professor Charles Gomillion that successfully challenged the use of gerrymandering to disenfranchise most Black citizens of Tuskegee, in the landmark US Supreme Court case Gomillion v. Lightfoot.31

Tom Green and his large family lived in a spacious white two-story frame house. The structure included a living room, several bedrooms, and a large front porch. A one-story attachment housed the kitchen, pantry, and dining area. On Tom Green’s homestead in Tatum, one of his daughters, Mable Green, ran a common school for the children of former slaves around the turn of the century. The county government helped to finance this effort. Tom Green’s children were well-educated. One was a doctor, another was a minister, and many were educators.

Very little is known about my other paternal great-grandparents, whose names are Andrew Backman and Mary Backman. They had a son, Walter Backman Bowers, my grandfather, who was born on December 24, 1857 (and died April 27, 1925) in the vicinity of Greenville, South Carolina. Although he was born during slavery, it is uncertain what his legal status was at birth.

Walter Backman Bowers was a Methodist Episcopal minister. He spent four years studying for the ministry (1895–1899), when he was admitted to the South Carolina Methodist Episcopal Conference at Newberry, South Carolina. He received a stipend of $9 a year from the Methodist Episcopal Conference while studying. He pastored at eight churches across South Carolina during his twenty-six-year ministry.32 Reverend Bowers was a beloved minister and a lasting monument to his pastoral work was the naming of a church Page 29 →in his honor. After ministering to the congregation at Mars Bluff, South Carolina (near Florence), the church, established in 1880, was renamed Bowers Chapel in 1917.


[image: A two-story wooden farmhouse with a wraparound porch is shown in a rural setting. Trees and tall grass surround the house.]

My great-grandfather Thomas Green’s Tatum, South Carolina homestead, ca. 1900. Author’s collection.



Reverend Walter Backman Bowers, age fifty-nine, and Ella Florence Green, age thirty-four, were married at Hopewell Methodist Episcopal Church in Tatum on April 20, 1916. The engraved invitation announcing the wedding attest to the wealth of the Green family in the early twentieth century. She was always smartly dressed and was well educated. The couple produced four children, including Walter Thomas Bowers, my father (August 2, 1917–December 14, 1997).33

Walter Backman Bowers was twenty-five years older than my grandmother Ella Green when they married. When he succumbed to kidney disease in Camden, South Carolina after only nine years of marriage, my father was only eight years old. His brother and sisters were four, five, and one year old respectively. Because Ella Bowers, Page 30 →as a single mother, and her children were left alone in Camden, her half-brother, Reverend Thomas D. Green, arranged to have the family moved to Orangeburg, where he could assist them.


[image: A woman stands in a studio portrait wearing a high-collared, dark dress with decorative detailing. She faces the camera with a composed expression.]

My grandmother, Ella Green Bowers, was both well-dressed and well-educated. Author’s collection.



Grandmama Ella lived in an eclectic house in the shape of a hexagon on Goff Avenue. She heated the house with a coal-fired stove and cooked on a wood stove. Her refrigeration was supplied by an icebox, an insulated cabinet with a compartment at top for the ice. A block of ice, which melted slowly to cool the food stored below, was delivered each week. She washed the family’s clothes outside in a large cast-iron wash pot heated by wood before putting them out to dry on a clothesline. She lived a hard life raising her four children as a single mother during the 1920s and ’30s and ultimately had a stroke in 1952 at age seventy; she died five years later.

We spent every Thanksgiving at Grandmama Ella’s (also called Mother B) house for dinner. Poking about her barn in the backyard, I found a Civil War musket with the letters “US” engraved on it. It Page 31 →was likely used by an enslaved relative who fought in the Civil War on the side of the Union.

My mother, Anne Elizabeth Brown, and father, Walther Thomas Bowers, were married in Orangeburg on November 26, 1942. They produced three sons: Walter Thomas Bowers II, James Edward Bowers, and Andrew Leroy Bowers.

The oral and documented history of my ancestors support the conclusion that several of them became literate during slavery. The ability to read and write likely contributed to their success in amassing significant wealth after emancipation. Their contributions to the community of former slaves after the Civil War were significant, especially in the fields of education, farming, and religion.

The institution of slavery fragmented my life, as it did the lives of most African Americans. In land that became the United States, chattel slavery lasted 246 years, from 1619 to 1865, which by 2026 represent 60 percent of the Black experience in America. Black Americans were systematically excluded from obtaining an education during slavery. African Americans have been emancipated a mere 161 years through the adoption of the Thirteenth Amendment, which represents 40 percent of the Black experience in America. It is startling to realize that African Americans have enjoyed full citizenship rights, brought about by the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, for only sixty-one years, which represents 15 percent of the Black experience.34 In most places in the United States, the caste system that separated Black from white residents was eliminated only sixty-one years ago. It is no wonder that African Americans continue to lag white Americans in education and wealth. Several of my ancestors were fortunate to have gained access to education during slavery, either through white generosity or secrecy, that has given my family an economic and cultural head start that most African Americans did not have.






chapter 3 Education Is the Key


Page 32 →About two miles down a dirt road off S.C. Route 601 in Jamison, South Carolina, stands Mt. Zion United Methodist Church, formerly Mt. Zion Methodist Episcopal Church, a white clapboard structure built in 1917. A cemetery enwraps the church on three sides. My mother, who lived in Orangeburg, about eight miles to the south, attended Mt. Zion, as did her ancestors, who are buried in the cemetery. The grave of her father, James A. Brown, prominently stands out for its five-foot obelisk headstone. Her mother, Lillian Riley Brown, is buried next to her husband and is listed on the same headstone. Both were active members of Mt. Zion. The grave of Sara Major Brown, my mother’s grandmother, is located next to that of her son James and is marked by a four-foot tapering triangular headstone. Reverend Charles Thomas Riley, my mother’s maternal grandfather, donated the property on which the church and cemetery stand. His grave is positioned next to the church because he was the benefactor. It is equally prominent because it bears a similar five-foot obelisk headstone.

I grew up attending Mt. Zion and clearly remember the ride in our 1948 two-toned brown and cream-colored Dodge across the railroad crossing after we turned left off Route 601 and proceeded down the dirt road toward the church. The church is rectangular in shape on the inside with a raised platform at the front where the minister’s pulpit and choir pews are located. The church had a pot belly wood stove in the middle for heat in the winter and seated about one hundred congregants. I remember the never-ending sermons. Imbedded Page 33 →in my mind are the responses of approval coming from elders sitting in the “amen” corner, located upfront to the right of the pulpit. My godfather, Joseph Boyd, was a leading elder in the amen corner. A cacophony of repetitious exclamations emanating from the amen corner—“well,” “yes,” “preach it”—filled the church. I remember the voices of spontaneous song breaking out from the congregation—“What a fellowship, what a faith divine, leaning on the everlasting arm”—as if conjured up by a moving spirit of joy. My mother led the hymns playing an upright piano that her family donated to the church. In fact, she was the principal organizer of most church activities. Many members said she was the glue that held the church together. The social and political life of the community was centered around the church on Sundays and during the week at revival meetings. I remember the large dinners occasionally served to the congregation on long tables outside after church services, called “big eats.” Each member of the church contributed a dish.


[image: A light-colored wooden church with a small steeple is shown from the front. Several people stand or walk near the entrance.]

Mt. Zion Methodist Episcopal Church, Jamison, South Carolina. Author’s collection.




Page 34 →[image: An elderly woman sits in a chair in a studio portrait, wearing glasses and a dark dress with a light collar. Her hands are folded.]

My grandmother, Lillian Riley Brown, ca. 1940. Author’s collection.



Attending church regularly was a normal part of my childhood that was nonnegotiable. My brothers and I did not voice any opposition because church, including Bible School in the summer, was of utmost importance to my mother. We learned our fundamental values from the experience—respect for elders, decorum, especially not speaking out of turn, and dressing neatly.

Diagonally across the road from the church stood the Jamison Zion School for Black children. The school, built in 1927–28 on four acres, survived, as did other vestiges of that time, up to my childhood. The school was built with a large financial contribution from the Julius Rosenwald Fund.1 From 1912 to 1937, the Rosenwald Fund helped construct over 4,978 school buildings for Black Americans across the South, including about 500 in South Carolina. The Page 35 →genesis of the fund was a partnership between Julius Rosenwald, head of Sears, Roebuck & Company, and Booker T. Washington, principal at Tuskegee Institute. The Jamison Zion School featured the standard two-classroom plan typical of the rural schools built by the Foundation. Multiple classes were taught simultaneously. My maternal grandmother, Lillian Riley Brown, taught there from 1928 until the late 1930s. There was a large yard for recess activities, a hand pump in the yard that supplied drinking water, and an outhouse. Each year, the school convened after crops were harvested. Children were needed on the farms to pick cotton and an assortment of vegetables. The church and companion school provided vital educational grounding to the community of former slaves. Often the Rosenwald Fund would require a matching contribution from the Black community as a condition for receipt of a grant. The Black community contributed $900 to the total cost of $4,492 for the construction of the Jamison Zion School. In addition, the community provided labor and skills to build the school as it did in constructing the Mt. Zion Methodist Episcopal Church across the road.



Early Support for Black Education


After the Civil War, the initial phase of organized Black education was carried out by Army schools, mission schools, and, most important, schools of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands, better known as the Freedmen’s Bureau.2 Established in 1865, the Freedmen’s Bureau achieved its greatest successes in education. By the time Congress abolished the bureau in 1872, after a meager seven years of existence, nearly 250,000 pupils had attended over 4,000 schools. The bureau had spent more than $5 million for the schooling of African Americans.3

When government resources began to dry up, the new reality meant that school buildings and other educational structures had to last well into the next century. Fortunately, Northern philanthropy picked up the reins by supporting African American education after Page 36 →the Freedmen’s Bureau faded out of existence. Church philanthropy was primarily sponsored by the American Missionary Association, Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians, and Episcopalians. In addition, three large education foundations were established: Julius Rosenwald Fund, Peabody Education Fund, and the John F. Slater Fund.

The Julius Rosenwald Fund financed the construction of thousands of school buildings throughout the South. In addition, the fund financed fellowships for advanced study, special experiences in furtherance of advanced scholarship, and the pursuit of professions, fine arts, and agriculture. Money was given to “Negroes . . . and white Southerners who wish to work on some problems distinctive to the South.”4

George F. Peabody of Massachusetts, who amassed a fortune as a merchant and financier, established an education fund of $2.5 million in 1867 to assist the establishment of a permanent system of public education in the South. In an earlier day, he founded the institute at Baltimore and museums at Harvard and Yale that bear his name.5

In 1882, John Fox Slater, a textile industrialist from Norwich, Connecticut, gave $1 million in trust to establish schools to train Black teachers “for uplifting the lately emancipated population of the Southern states and their posterity.”6 The Slater family had roots in South Carolina. Horatio Nelson Slater III relocated mill operations from Massachusetts to a 400-acre site near Greenville, South Carolina.

In 1967, I would find my way to Harvard under the sponsorship of Slater endowed funds. The Ernest Frederick Slater scholarship was endowed at Harvard University in 1955 specifically for the benefit of residents of Orangeburg, South Carolina. However, there is no record that Ernest Frederick Slater was related to the New England Slater family. His lineage dates to John David Slater (1828–1862), who lived in Bamberg, South Carolina, and ran a thriving livestock business. John’s son, Edward Frederick Slater (1850–1901), who lived Page 37 →in Orangeburg, had six children, including Dr. Ernest Frederick Slater (1877–1954).

The testamentary bequest of the Slater scholarship provides that the income be used on behalf of “deserving . . . young white men who are residents of the City of Orangeburg, South Carolina.”7 Harvard University did not honor the racially restrictive intent of the benefactor because it was illegal to do so. Harvard likely relied upon the cy près legal doctrine to amend the charitable trust to remove the racial restriction.8

Additional funds to study at Harvard Law School were supplied by the State of South Carolina. Although the USC School of Law had been desegregated in 1966, the state apparently was not eager to add to the meager Black law school enrollment. Accordingly, South Carolina provided an out-of-state tuition supplement that was historically limited to study in another state when the state’s segregated schools did not provide the desired field of study to Black students. The state had closed the Black law school at South Carolina State in 1966, three years after the university was desegregated in 1963.9 Many of its Black students transferred to USC School of Law to complete their legal education.




Progression of Black Educational Development


The establishment of “normal” schools and colleges propelled the educational development of the newly freed slaves. Schools of higher education were established for freedmen long before common (elementary) schools. Southern white residents would not teach Black people, and northern white people were insufficient in numbers. If African Americans were to learn, they had to teach themselves. The most effective way to do this was to establish schools to train Black teachers.

In cooperation with the Black church and with philanthropic and religious organizations in the North, the Freedmen’s Bureau provided aid to many Black colleges founded after the Civil War. Those Page 38 →schools included Atlanta University (1865); Fisk University (1866), where I attended my first year of college; Howard University (1867); Biddle Memorial Institute (1867), now Johnson C. Smith University; Hampton Institute (1868); and Claflin University (1869).10

Teachers trained at normal schools and colleges staffed common schools for Black Americans. At the beginning of the twentieth century, there were thirty-four fully equipped Black colleges. Those schools graduated collectively 2,000 African Americans over a period of fifty years after the Civil War.11

Often, home schools sprang up where educated Black people were equipped to teach their illiterate brethren. On Thomas Green’s (my paternal great-grandfather’s) homestead in Tatum, South Carolina, one of his daughters, Mable Green, ran a common school for Black children around the turn of the century. The county government shared the financial burden of this effort. Thomas Green’s children were well-educated. One was a doctor, who practiced medicine in Arkansas, another was a minister, and many were educators, including a trustee of Claflin University, a historically Black college in Orangeburg.




Proliferation of Black Educational Institutions in Orangeburg


Orangeburg, South Carolina became an educational mecca for newly freed Black people. One of the oldest Black colleges, Claflin University, was founded in 1869 in Orangeburg by the Reverend Dr. Alonzo Webster. Reverend Webster came from Vermont to teach theology at the Baker Biblical Institute in Charleston. While there, he secured a charter for Claflin University, which was financed through the generosity of Lee Claflin, a Boston shoe manufacturer and philanthropist, and his son, William Claflin, governor of Massachusetts (1869–71). Claflin University was the first college in South Carolina open to Black students, and Reverend Webster became its first president. The initial academic building, purchased by the Page 39 →Claflins, formerly belonged to the Orangeburg Female College. Claflin was established as a Methodist school because the Claflins were Methodist laymen and many Methodists lived in Orangeburg. The Claflins were important backers of Boston University and brought to the new Southern school their dreams of establishing a similar institution in Orangeburg.12

When a fire destroyed the campus in 1879, the Freedmen’s Aid Society of the Methodist Church helped rebuild the school. The school was assisted by the Peabody and Slater funds at different times. By 1895, Claflin was prosperous; the campus covered 100 acres and had 20 buildings and 19 faculty members. The institution taught collegiate, college preparatory, normal (teachers), and English courses, as well as courses touching 20 industries. Claflin’s earliest mission was providing elementary, secondary, and vocational education. The first class to graduate from the Normal Department 13 was in 1879, and the first class to graduate from the College Department was in 1882.14

In 1872, President Webster obtained federal land grant money to establish the State Agricultural and Mechanical Institute as a department of Claflin University. In 1896, the two schools separated, and the spinoff was established as Colored Normal, Industrial, Agricultural and Mechanical College. Although African Americans attended USC (the college for white students) for a brief period during Reconstruction (between 1873 and 1877), Colored Normal, Industrial, Agricultural and Mechanical College was the only true state-supported institution of higher education for Black students in South Carolina. Almost ninety years after USC closed its doors to African Americans, in 1964, a few of us joined three Black students who a year earlier had desegregated that university. I later became the first African American professor to hold a full-time faculty position at the USC School of Law in 1973. Interesting to note, one hundred years earlier in 1873, Richard T. Greener was appointed the first African American professor at USC. He taught mental and moral Page 40 →philosophy, served as the university’s librarian, and taught part-time at the law school while a student there.15 He earned a law degree from USC in 1876 while performing his academic and library duties.

The first president of Colored Normal, Industrial, Agricultural and Mechanical College was an African American, Thomas Ezekiel Miller, a radical reconstructionist from Beaufort, South Carolina. President Miller was first elected to the State House of Representatives in 1874 (serving two terms), the State Senate in 1878 (serving one term), and the US Congress in 1890 (serving one term). He returned to the State House in 1894.16 In 1896, during the final days of Reconstruction in South Carolina, Tom Miller was offered the president’s position.

One of the first faculty members appointed at Colored Normal, Industrial, Agricultural and Mechanical College was Robert Shaw Wilkinson, who later became the college’s second president. A graduate of Oberlin College, Wilkinson was appointed Professor of Mathematics, Mechanics and Physics. Three years after the founding of the college, my grandfather, James A. Brown, was a student of Professor Wilkinson during 1899–1903. When my grandfather entered the college, the overwhelming number of Black students in attendance were ill-prepared for college studies. Less than 5 percent of the students were academically able to undertake the rigorous study of Latin, Greek, higher mathematics, and science.17 Because my grandfather had the means to learn to read, write, and reason before entering college, he could handle the academic challenge of college. Notably, Professor Wilkinson praised my grandfather’s skills in mathematics and astronomy.

Upon his graduation in 1903, my grandfather was appointed to the faculty at Biddle University, then under the leadership of the college’s first African American president, Reverend Daniel J. Sanders, D.D.18 His faculty position was assistant superintendent of the School of Industries.19 In 1905, President Miller appointed my grandfather to the faculty of his beloved alma mater. In 1906, Professor Page 41 →Brown was elevated to the position of Superintendent of Brickwork at a salary of $500 per year.20 He taught at the Orangeburg college until his untimely death from the Spanish flu on January 24, 1919. Professor Brown was a member of the Mechanical Department, presided over by Miller Whittaker, who later became the third president of the college.21 In 1914, a full four-year course leading to a Bachelor of Science degree in Mechanical Arts was added to the curriculum, which offered courses in mechanical drawing, electricity, iron work, brick work, woodwork, tailoring, shoe repairing, plumbing, tinning, wheelwrighting, and painting.22


[image: A young man stands in a formal studio portrait wearing a suit, tie, and long coat. He rests one hand on a pedestal and holds a cane in the other.]

My grandfather, James Alvirgus Brown, ca. 1910. Author’s collection.



Professor Brown was well-educated. My mother kept his collection of books and writings over the years, and they included books on commercial law, economics, astronomy, Latin, Greek, and science. Because he guided the minds of young students, I was not surprised to find books on pedagogy and syntax, and his bent for the Page 42 →classics led him to read philosophy and literature about Caesar’s Gallic wars. I have read one of his essays about French philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau, penned in March 1902. It illustrates the breadth of his thinking.

Most of the buildings at Colored Normal, Industrial, Agricultural and Mechanical College (later South Carolina State College) and Claflin University were designed by architects Miller Whittaker and William Wilson Cooke and constructed by the architects, Black contractors, and students. On the campus of Colored Normal, Industrial, Agricultural and Mechanical College, my grandfather assisted Miller Whittaker in designing and constructing (with his brother, Ferdinand) White Hall (completed in 1919), an academic and fine arts building with twelve classrooms and a 970-person capacity auditorium and Lowman Hall (completed in 1917), a men’s dormitory and the oldest existing building on campus. As supervisor to students learning the construction trade, my grandfather channeled their labor in the construction of both buildings. Both buildings were named after white trustees who ran the college until Black professionals were appointed to the board in 1966.

The White Hall auditorium was massive and elegant. It was constructed of brick after three devastating fires consumed the historic Bradham and Morrill Halls, built with timber. White Hall housed the Wilkinson organ and hosted many vibrant musical and cultural events.23 I performed piano pieces at many recitals in the auditorium. In addition, my brothers participated in band and dance performances in the auditorium. Every June, we would attend the college’s graduation procession to the beat of Mendelssohn’s War March of the Priests that ended at the White Hall auditorium. Unfortunately, through misguided thinking, White Hall was demolished in 1974 to make way for a new auditorium with no architectural significance.24 I am chagrined at the loss of that building, the crown jewel of the college. Buildings tell us who we are. White Hall expressed the ideals of the college. It communicated the history of the college more Page 43 →clearly and loudly than words ever could. Tearing down such a building with historic significance would be unthinkable at my two alma maters, USC and Harvard University.


[image: A large red-brick academic building with arched windows and multiple wings stands on a landscaped campus. A walkway runs along the front lawn under a partly cloudy sky.]

White Hall, State College, Orangeburg, South Carolina. My grandfather, Professor James A. Brown, assisted in the design and construction of several buildings at the college. Author’s collection.



In addition to managing his professorial duties, my grandfather acquired two tracts of farmland totaling twenty-one acres in 1909 and 1918, which he farmed to provide additional food and income for his family. That land has been owned by the family for more than one hundred years now. Professor Brown was indeed a man with many interests and talents. A portrait of Professor Brown, taken during his early years as a professor, bears a striking resemblance to me—high cheekbone, lengthy forehead, pointed nose, pronounced ears, and large eyes.

My grandfather succumbed to the Spanish flu at the young age of forty-one. He was so full of life with his youthful looks, purchasing seven acres of farmland only one year before his death, and had no inkling of his impending demise. He had just registered for the Page 44 →World War I draft shortly before his death. Due to a shortage of troops during World War I, in 1917, the United States instituted the first nationwide draft of Black men. For unknown reasons, the Spanish flu had a higher-than-expected mortality rate among younger adults. One medical theory is the flu may have triggered an extreme and uncontrollable immune response (cytokine storm) among young adults with strong immune systems. My grandfather contracted the flu during the third wave of spread within the United States and may have caught it at an Army processing center where he responded to a World War I draft call. The flu was widespread in the military during World War I. Army troops were exposed to large viral loads of the flu and contributed to its spread in the United States.

My grandfather was so beloved and revered by the faculty and students that the college, on March 10, 1919, suspended afternoon classes so as not to interfere with the Memorial Exercises in his honor. A special convocation was presided over by President Wilkinson. Music had been composed specifically for the occasion. The ceremony was attended by faculty, students, family members, and the community.

Professor N.C. Nix eulogized my grandfather as a person “whose name is woven in the woof and warp of the history of the State College.” He noted that “James A. Brown was a great man. His attainments, . . . the character of his work, . . . place him among the foremost of his profession.” President Wilkinson remembered my grandfather as a student from the early days of the college “who showed great interest in his work.” The president acknowledged my grandfather’s interest in mathematics and astronomy and noted that his last act was to mold and erect an astronomical dial standard for the college. He concluded: “He was a man who was always prompt and dutiful, and desirous of rendering the kind of service that meant most.” Special resolutions were prepared and read attesting to his greatness and humility, and his name was inscribed upon the “Memorial Tablet” of the college.25 Had my grandfather lived, Page 45 →it is very likely that he would have eventually led the school as its president.

After the Civil War, my ancestors were committed to the education of former slaves and their descendants. That commitment to the education of Black Americans is unbroken to the present.

My great-grandfather, Thomas Green, a former slave, used his hard-earned wealth to educate his 18 children, most of whom obtained a college education; a few achieved professional degrees in education, medicine, and theology. One son, Charles M. Green, a public school teacher in Marlboro County for more than forty years, was a trustee of Claflin University. Tom Green’s commitment to education extended beyond his family. At the turn of the nineteenth century, he encouraged his daughter, Mable, to open a school for the children of former slaves at his generous homestead.

My grandfather, James Alvirgus Brown, taught at two historically Black colleges, Biddle University and Colored Normal, Industrial, Agricultural and Mechanical College of South Carolina. From 1903 to 1905, Professor Brown was on the faculty in the School of Industries at Biddle University. In 1867, Mrs. Mary D. Biddle of Philadelphia gave a generous contribution to establish the school in memory of her husband, who died for the Union cause. Biddle Memorial Institute stood on sixty acres situated west of Charlotte, North Carolina. Its charter provides for the perpetual heritage of Black people in connection with the Presbyterian Church.26

Shortly after Professor Brown joined the faculty at Colored Normal, Industrial, Agricultural and Mechanical College, he married my grandmother, Lillian A. Riley, in 1904. Lillian Riley Brown dedicated the early years of her life teaching Black children at the Jamison Zion School. She taught multiple grades in a two-room Rosenwald-designed schoolhouse.

One of Professor Brown’s sons, Leroy Brown, was a professor at Savannah State College, a historically Black college located in Thunderbolt, Georgia, just outside of Savannah. In the mid-1930s, he Page 46 →taught industrial education, including auto mechanics, physics, and aviation mechanics. The school was founded as the Georgia State Industrial College for Colored Youth in 1890 pursuant to the Morrill Land Grant Act. At first, it was a normal school educating teachers for elementary school students. Its first principal, and later president, was Richard R. Wright Sr.

Another son, James Albert Brown, taught Industrial Arts to underprivileged Black students at Booker T. Washington High School in Charleston before moving to Roanoke, Virginia, where he was an instructor at Opportunities Industrial Center. There, he provided instructions to Black veterans and other Black students seeking vocational and business education when it was not otherwise available.

Many other family members, including my mother, heeded the call to educate Black students. My primary motivation for returning to USC to teach law was to provide guidance and encouragement to Black students matriculating there and to increase Black enrollment. Having trained Black lawyers is a necessity for the stability of the Black community. Equality of the races is predicated on mutual understanding and respect and receiving just treatment in the legal system.






chapter 4 Growing Up in Orangeburg


Page 47 →William Faulkner wrote that any story lacking the old verities and truths of the heart—love, honor, pity, pride, compassion, and sacrifice—is ephemeral and doomed. Growing up in Orangeburg, South Carolina in the 1950s and ’60s was a Faulknerian tale, laying bare the Southern past with all its complexities, ugliness, and contradictions. And race was the predominant societal preoccupation.

South Carolina Governor Strom Thurmond personified that preoccupation in a 1948 speech as the States’ Rights Democratic Party’s candidate for president. He told his supporters: “There’s not enough troops in the army to force Southern people to break down segregation and admit the nigger race into our theaters, into our swimming pools, into our homes, and into our churches.” Thurmond described the reality in Orangeburg, where outward manifestations of Jim Crow laws and customs were everywhere. From birth to the grave, Black people would experience a stratified society in all aspects of life defined by “White only” and “Colored only” signs.

On the other hand, segregation was never monolithic. The social code of segregation had many cracks if you dared to exploit them. Since many families had a mixed racial lineage, there was discrete contact across the racial divide. This certainly existed in my family. According to family oral history, my family’s bloodline is mixed with the bloodline of the Wannamaker’s. I recall my mother sending me on an errand to the Wannamaker hardware store and telling me to introduce myself to a particular white woman working there. My mother said she is family and would like to know who I was. Years Page 48 →later in 1967, when my mother posted an article in the Times & Democrat to announce that I had been accepted to Harvard Law School, she received congratulations from a member of the Wannamaker family. That person wanted to make sure that my mother was aware that the Ernest Frederick Slater Scholarship was available at Harvard for residents of Orangeburg. Many discrete interracial interactions were managed with much planning and care.

Although laws and customs separated the races socially, commercial interaction between the races was common. White merchants depended on the trade of the large African American population for survival. White farmers depended on Black people as field laborers to plant and harvest cotton, soybean, and corn; many worked as domestics in white middle-class households and as nannies for white children.

At an early age, I experienced the backbreaking job of picking cotton.1 I would wake up early in the morning, proceed to the cotton field, sling a burlap sack across my body to tote the cotton, and pick all day under an oppressive sun. The wage for this work was 2 cents per pound picked. After picking all day, I made only a little more than a dollar for less than 100 pounds picked. I held other menial jobs reserved for Black people—dishwasher at the Shanty restaurant, orderly at the Orangeburg Regional Hospital, and laborer at a plant construction site. The job at the construction site entailed hauling bricks up two stories for bricklayers to lay. I would go through at least two pairs of gloves a week because the sharp bricks would cut into the fabric.

After the US Supreme Court issued its implementing decision in the Brown case in 1955 that mandated the integration of public schools “with all deliberate speed,” fifty-six Black parents signed a petition demanding that the public schools be integrated immediately. The names of the petitioners were published in the local newspaper. White businesses retaliated against this act of Black Page 49 →defiance and formed the White Citizens’ Council. The retaliation took many forms, including firings from jobs, evictions from rental property, and mortgage foreclosures. Thirty-three petitioners could not endure the pressure and withdrew their names from the petition. The Black community fought back with a boycott of many businesses supporting the activities of the White Citizens’ Council. I remember my mother telling me not to buy certain products, most notably Coca-Cola, Sunbeam bread, and Paradise ice cream, which were distributed by the businesses of the Orangeburg mayor, Robert H. Jennings.2

Although my hometown had a small population of about 16,000, it has always been connected to the outside world. It is situated on US Route 301, the major north-south Atlantic coastline highway before Interstate 95 was built. An influx of cars bearing a variety of interstate license plates was common, and ample lodging was available in town to accommodate those traveling to and from Florida. Since all motels were racially segregated, African Americans had to use The Negro Motorist Green Book to find lodging, food, and other travel amenities in private homes and establishments.3 The Green Book was published by Victor Hugo Green, an African American postman who delivered mail in Hackensack, New Jersey, but lived in Harlem, New York City. The Green Book listed two establishments in Orangeburg where African Americans could seek lodging. A Green Book establishment run by proprietor Sol Monroe, providing lodging and food, was located less than a mile from our house.

Many travelers sought out the Edisto Memorial Gardens, which showcase a picturesque display of more than 120 varieties of roses that blend into the riverscape of tall moss-encased tupelo and cypress trees, meandering trails through acres of azaleas, dogwoods, and cherry trees, and a Chinese water wheel.

Founded by an Indian trader named George Sterling in 1704, Orangeburg was named for William IV, Prince of Orange, who was Page 50 →married to Princess Anne, daughter of King George II of England.4 It was settled by German and Swiss immigrants along the Edisto River, which provided transportation for agricultural (primarily cotton, soybean, and corn) and lumber products to Charleston. Because of the influx of slaves, Orangeburg had a majority Black population during its early years. In 1920, Orangeburg County had a white population of 6,760 and a Black population of 8,893.5 During my childhood years in the 1950s and 1960s, the population remained reasonably stable, averaging around 14,000 people. The racial composition is now about 75 percent African American.

Orangeburg is home to two historically Black colleges—privately run Claflin University and the state-supported South Carolina State University. Both schools have been intellectual bastions for Black scholars in South Carolina ever since Claflin was founded in 1869 and South Carolina State was founded in 1896. Claflin was founded through the generosity of Lee Claflin, a Boston shoe manufacturer and philanthropist, and his son, William Claflin, governor of Massachusetts.

My family has a long history with both schools. My father and his brother and two sisters, and many members of his extended family, attended Claflin. My mother, and her two brothers and sister, attended South Carolina State College. My grandfather, James A. Brown, taught at the predecessor institution, South Carolina Colored Normal, Industrial, Agricultural and Mechanical College in the Mechanical Department from 1907 until his untimely death from the Spanish flu in 1919.

Although we were surrounded by manifestations of a segregated society, my family lived in a culturally rich enclave seeded with well-educated Black professionals who were affiliated with the local Black colleges. Orangeburg had a strong Black middle class, who were either employed by the two colleges or owned businesses—morticians, doctors, attorneys, and small store owners. The Black Page 51 →middle class continues to thrive today, and the number of Black-owned businesses has increased.



Railroad Corner


The primary shopping area where Black-owned businesses were located was called the Railroad Corner, or just “the Corner.” The one-block shopping area was defined by Boulevard Street, the intersecting Russell Street, and the intersecting Treadwell Street. The Boulevard Street businesses included Dash’s Taxi dispatcher, Webber Motor Sales, Brown’s Community Barber Shop, Lamar Liquor, Dr. Disher’s office (general practitioner), Varsity Soda Shop, Community Laundry and Cleaners, Webber College Soda Shop, People’s Barber Shop, Cecil Williams Colorama Photography, and the State Theater. I spent every Saturday morning at the “kiddie matinee” watching the featured cowboy movie. Running parallel along Boulevard Street was a railroad track. Across from the Boulevard Street businesses was the Southern Railroad Station. On the other side of the railroad station on Magnolia Street stood East End Motors, a Mercury and Lincoln dealership.

The contiguous Black businesses around the corner on Russell Street included Gordon’s Variety Store, Boyd’s Dinette, Wilson’s Pawn Shop, Rudy Jones’s Gulf station, and other Black establishments. Across Russell Street was the John Deer Tractor dealership. Around the corner on Treadwell Street were the offices of Dr. McTeer, a dentist, and Dr. Green, a general practitioner who served the entire Black community, including my family.

While the Corner has been deteriorating for decades and devoid of businesses, we are seeing a robust rebuilding effort after many buildings were demolished. Rising from ashes of the State Theater is the phoenix of the relocated Cecil Williams South Carolina Civil Rights Museum. This is the leading South Carolina civil rights museum, which Cecil Williams has been curating for decades—archiving Page 52 →photographs and other memorabilia that document the evolution of the Orangeburg Freedom Movement. The new location is ideal because the origins of the movement were started by Black students at the adjacent Claflin College and South Carolina State College. In addition, two college dormitories are slated to be built along with a pedestrian bridge connecting the Corner to the two colleges.

Further down the block on Boulevard Street, proceeding northward, stands the historic Trinity United Methodist Church. Originally named Trinity Methodist Episcopal Church, it was built over a sixteen-year period (1928–44) and is an excellent example of twentieth century Gothic Revival church architecture. The structure has more stained-glass windows than any other church in South Carolina. Although the church was built in the mid-twentieth century, the congregation was founded in 1866. The church was listed on the National Registry of Historic Places in 1994.

I grew up in that church attending Sunday school and participating in many social and civil rights activities. I remember spending countless hours in the church basement playing table tennis. The church was the organizational center of the civil rights movement in South Carolina in the 1960s, led by its charismatic pastor, Reverend Matthew McCollom. The congregation hosted many civil rights luminaries, including the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., NAACP head Roy Wilkins, and civil rights lawyer Thurgood Marshall.6 Historically, the Methodist church, from its founding by John Wesley, took a strong anti-slavery position, so it’s little wonder that Trinity United Methodist Church would take the lead in civil rights activities.

Diagonally across Boulevard Street from Trinity was a train warehouse depot that supplied cargo to the freight trains that passed on tracks parallel to Boulevard Street. Further down Boulevard Street are two historic houses. The John Benjamin Taylor House, located on the corner of the intersecting Oak Street, was built in 1903 for Reverend Taylor. Across Oak Street from the Taylor House stands Page 53 →Major John Hammond Fordham House, designed by William Wilson Cooke, a prominent Black architect, and built in 1903 for a prominent Black lawyer. While growing up, I visited the Fordham House frequently to see Sadie Smith, daughter of Major Fordham, who was a close friend of my mother. Eugene Robinson, the Washington Post Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist, grew up in the Fordham House with his mother, Louisa Robinson, and grandmother, Sadie Smith.7

One of the leading Black citizens and an elder at Trinity was Thaddeus K. Bythewood, who owned a successful funeral home business in town on Amelia Street that he inherited from his father, Alton Bythewood Sr. He was a fair-skinned African American who could pass for white. He often attended events at the University of South Carolina in Columbia before it was desegregated because he blended in. Being financially independent of the Orangeburg white establishment, Mr. Bythewood actively supported civil rights causes. He supported my development. When I applied for a page position at the Democratic National Convention in Atlantic City, New Jersey, during the summer of 1964, Mr. Bythewood agreed to finance that opportunity. However, because the student response was overwhelming, I was not selected. Further, Mr. Bythewood was an active supporter of my attendance at the University of South Carolina and Harvard Law School. He was trying to groom me to return to Orangeburg to continue the civil rights effort.

There were several other Black businessmen who, because of their economic independence from the white establishment, were significant supporters of the Orangeburg civil right movement. They and several ministers and teachers were prominent in leading protest marches and some financed bail bond requirements when student protestors were arrested and jailed. A few of the vocal leaders were the Reverends Matthew McCollom, I. DeQuincey Newman, Chappell Davis, Herbert Nelson, and J. W. Curry (ministers of various churches); Father Francis Donlan of the Catholic churches, James Page 54 →and Roy Sulton (owners of an Esso Service Station); John Brunson (barbershop manager); Nevin Austin (owner of an appliance store); Earl Middleton (owner of an insurance and real estate agency); Dr. Harlowe Caldwell (dentist); Gloria Rackley8 (teacher); and Charles Thomas (professor at South Carolina State College). In addition, many charitable organizations, including the Grand United Order of Odd Fellows, a fraternal organization, provided financial support to the Orangeburg movement, especially to meet bail bond requirements.9




Social, Academic, and Home Life


Southern Black society had its Jack and Jill clubs, debutante cotillions, private beaches, and other trappings of middle-class success. I remember attending social activities at the Sub-Teen Club, a group formed by middle-class parents, under the leadership of Geraldyne Zimmerman, an educator and community leader, to provide their children with training in etiquettes and exposure to cultural experiences. The Sub-Teen Club met monthly at the community center on Treadwell Street, and I looked forward dancing to “Silhouettes on the Shade” at the mixers.10

I participated in a debutante cotillion at Columbia, South Carolina’s Township Auditorium (an historic auditorium built in 1930). I was one of seven escorts for Bertie Ruth Howard, the daughter of the principal of Wilkinson High School, Robert E. “Wag” Howard. In preparation for our role as escorts, the boys were required to take dancing lessons so that we were adept at dancing the waltz. Each debutante had the same number of escorts to ensure that she would have a dance partner throughout the evening. It was a white-tie formal ball, and all leading Black families of Orangeburg and Columbia participated. Escorts were screened to assure the right pedigree. In my case, I was a member of a highly respected family and had the reputation of a scholar attending the recently desegregated USC.

Page 55 →In this environment, the struggle for civil rights was an imperative for the Black community. Many families, like my own, felt that much was expected of them because much was given to them. We were fortunate to have received a good education. While we were hardly the living embodiment of Professor W. E. B. Du Bois’s “talented tenth,” it felt like we were in many ways. Professor Du Bois felt that the talented tenth would be leaders of thought and missionaries of culture who would pull the masses of Black people up to an economically sustainable and socially accepted condition.

My Wilkinson High School biology teacher, Napoleon “Nap” Ford, was the first instructor to raise our social consciousness. In 1960, he taught us the meaning of the civil rights struggle and was eventually fired because of his activities. After leaving Wilkinson, he returned to his birthplace of Orlando, Florida. There, he actively continued his civil rights activities as an educator and community leader, ultimately being elected the first Black person to represent his city district as Commissioner at Orlando City Hall. He served for nearly twenty years and was honored posthumously in 2001 with the naming of a new elementary school, The Nap Ford School, to recognize his bountiful service to the community.11

My family was moderately comfortable, very much a part of the middle class. My parents owned a stately home, a two-story brick and frame structure with four bedrooms, a spacious living room, large family room with adjoining kitchen and dining area, three bathrooms, and two very noticeable verandas on the upper level, one screened in to protect against the mosquitoes at night. The house was situated in a former pecan grove. During my early childhood, we had a chicken coop in the backyard. Our yard was about an acre and a half in size and had four pecan trees, which always produced a plentiful supply of pecans. One of the trees had a beautiful wisteria vine that blossomed in the spring. Pecan trees are plentiful in Orangeburg County; many had been planted during the late 1880s Page 56 →and early 1890s. The yard had a mulberry tree, a Chinaberry tree, a Japanese plumb tree, and a pomegranate tree. Our house was located on the corner of Magnolia Street and Buckley Street, about a mile from Claflin University and South Carolina State College. We had free access to cultural events and facilities at the colleges. We attended the annual production of Handel’s Messiah at Claflin and played tennis and swam at State College.


[image: A wooden house with a screened porch and brick foundation sits behind trees and shrubs.]

Our family home in Orangeburg, South Carolina. Author’s collection.



The neighborhood was very stable and home to many Black professionals. The Hartzog family bordered us on the eastside; the Burgess, Summers, Hall, and Brownlee families on the southside; and the Waymer and Orr families on the westside. Two blocks south on Clark Street were the homes of Attorney Shadrack “Squire” Morgan and Dr. Harlowe Caldwell, a dentist, who headed the local NAACP and was very active in civil rights activities. Squire Morgan, a Howard Law School graduate, was local counsel for the NAACP and Page 57 →served as co-counsel with Thurgood Marshall in a successful South Carolina teacher pay equalization case.12

The neighbors were like family and kept a watchful eye over me and my brothers while we were growing up. One summer in the late 1950s, Mrs. Brownlee’s brother, Carl Sharperson, a professional photographer in Washington, DC, gave my brother Wally and me a car ride from Orangeburg to Washington to visit our Aunt Tommie Jane Bowers, one of my father’s sisters. I remember that summer well because Aunt Tommie introduced us to many historic sites in Washington, including the Lincoln Memorial, Jefferson Memorial, and Washington Monument. She took us to a Washington Senators baseball game and a jazz matinee featuring James Moody, the great jazz saxophonist, and let us experience a trolley car ride on Capitol Hill.

My family was very prominent in the community. We were better off financially than most Black families. There were good books in the household, a Mira music box, and a piano with an abundance of classical and popular sheet music. A few of my favorite songs were “I’m in the Mood for Love” (McHugh and Fields), “You’ll Never Walk Alone” (Richard Rodgers), “My Blue Heaven” (Whiting and Donaldson), and “Carolina in the Morning” (Kahn and Donaldson). My mother played the piano at Mt. Zion United Methodist Church, in Jamison, and my two brothers and I grew up playing music, singing, and dancing. There was an ample lawn on the Magnolia Street side of the house, we often used to play croquet and catch with a football or baseball.

I had an enjoyable childhood. My two brothers, Walter “Wally” Thomas Bowers and Andrew Leroy “Roy” Bowers, and I attended elementary school at Christ the King. The school was established in 1942 for the education of Black children, and it was located on Amelia Street around the corner from Trinity United Methodist Church. It was a Catholic school taught by nuns from the Oblate Sisters of Providence—the first permanent order of Black Roman Catholic Page 58 →sisters headquartered in Baltimore, Maryland. The mission of the school was to develop discipline and build self-esteem among Black children. During the 1950s, television was filled with shows that were demeaning to Black people. The nuns excoriated us for watching programs like Amos and Andy, Little Rascals, Stepin Fetchit, and Tarzan that depicted Black people as ignorant and shiftless. It is little wonder that the children of Clarendon County interviewed during the Briggs litigation selected the white doll as the racial model they preferred.

The presiding priest at Christ the King was Father McGonagle, who pastored at both Holy Trinity, a predominantly white church, and Christ the King chapel. The interesting structural feature of the school was that the presiding priest was white, while the teachers were Black. However, this structure helped the school navigate the white power structure during the early years of its existence. Between 1952 and ’57, Father Francis Donlan was especially vocal on behalf of equal educational opportunities for Black students.

Although we were Methodist by faith, my parents sent us to Catholic school because, as a private school, we could get more individualized attention from the teachers. It was a struggle for my parents to pay the monthly tuition for the three of us to attend Christ the King. I recall overhearing a conversation between my mother and Mother Damian, the principal, about the tuition being delinquent, which might have resulted in our being unable to continue attending school. However, my mother, who was always a resourceful and determined person, found a way to pay the tuition.

I enjoyed attending Christ the King, where I made many lifelong friendships. I remember the three-mile walk to school from home, the routine of Monday morning mass, May Day activities, where each class performed a special folk dance, and playing in the school band. I played snare drum, and my brother, Wally, played tenor saxophone. We were inspired by our young band director, Dave Moore, who was a music major at Claflin University. Dave Moore Page 59 →loved playing jazz music and planted an appreciation for that art form, which I have nurtured over the years.

I was not a good student during my early educational years. All I wanted to do was play with my best friend, James Fogle. I was assessed academically deficient by Sister David in the second grade with a recommendation that I repeat that grade. My mother disagreed with the assessment, and, after a conference, I was promoted to third grade. I don’t know what my mother said to Sister David to make that happen, but I suspect she said that I was a bright lad who lacked motivation and that she would work on that. My academic performance changed dramatically in the sixth grade. I surged to the top of the class and have known only academic success throughout the remainder of my educational career. I attribute my success in sixth grade to the inspiration provided by Sister Cyprian. She had a wonderful smile and knew how to make learning exciting for her students.

I enjoyed creative play while growing up. One year, I was Superman and Batman, often jumping off the second-floor porch of our house with my cape to demonstrate flying, to the everlasting terror of my mother. I especially enjoyed playing with my pluffer pop gun. The pluffer is made from a six-inch section of a bamboo reed with a hollow center, which serves as a gun barrel. A chinaberry is inserted in the barrel and forced forward a couple of inches down the bore with a snugly carved cypress branch contoured in a round shape to slide down the barrel. Then a second chinaberry is inserted into the barrel. The pressure exerted on the second chinaberry when quickly pushed by the cypress dowel down the bore compresses the air and forces the first chinaberry to exit the barrel with great force and speed, creating a pop sound. The pluffer was commonly made in Cajun Louisiana. Chinaberries were plentiful because we had a Chinaberry tree in our yard; the tree is of the mahogany family and indigenous to the South, where it is widely planted as a shade or ornamental tree.

Page 60 →My enjoyment of the pluffer gun morphed into an obsession for shooting a BB gun and a pellet gun. I had a passion for marksmanship, occasionally hunting birds. However, my primary pursuit was target shooting. At 4-H summer camp in Dublin, Georgia, I was awarded a prize for my prowess for target shooting.

My creative play later found expression in sports—shooting marbles, roller skating, basketball, football, and baseball. We had a basketball hoop in the backyard and a baseball diamond on our extensive acre and a half yard. I was a well-coordinated athlete and pretty good at all sports—except for boxing. Mr. Fouche, the custodian at Christ the King, organized boxing matches among the eighth graders. He paired me against my fiercest competitor, Ernest McClinton. Shortly after the match began, I got knocked down and to assuage my wounded pride, I claimed that I had slipped. Ernest and I were good friends; he was a very good trumpet player.

After graduating from Christ the King, I hit the ground running as I entered Wilkinson High School. Foremost, I was part of a group of high achieving students who started high school during the summer before our freshman year. Under a program sponsored by the National Science Foundation, we took two courses, algebra and science. The two credits received from those courses contributed heavily to my leaving high school after three years. Because of the academic head start, I exhausted the curriculum by the end of my third year. I had taken most of the advanced courses, including trigonometry, physics, chemistry, and advanced French. My mathematics teacher, Mr. Henry Brown (affectionately called “Pop” Brown because of his protruding eyes), was an inspiration to me and I took all his math courses: algebra II, plane geometry, solid geometry, and trigonometry.

High school was fun. In addition to exciting courses, I played on the varsity football and junior varsity basketball teams. I was a student school bus driver and enjoyed my bus route and the money that came with driving. The process to obtain a school bus driver’s license Page 61 →almost ended without success. Our instructors was a young white highway patrolman who felt compelled to show that he was superior to the Black student applicants. I was not in the habit of addressing white people as “sir” so in my responses to him I merely answered “yes” rather than “yes, sir.” My fellow students took me aside and warned that unless I addressed the officer as “sir,” I was not going to pass the course and receive a bus license. Through that experience, I learned yet again that Jim Crow manifested itself in every endeavor that Black people pursued.

I was selected to drive the high school marching band on trips to other schools. The band traditionally travelled with the football team. By then I had left the football team because my skills at quarterback did not warrant steady playing time. There were two excellent quarterbacks ahead of me, and I was not adept at throwing the long pass. I was more talented at the end position because I could catch almost anything thrown. However, I wanted to play the quarterback position because it required intelligence and leadership attributes. From an early age, I wanted to lead.

My school bus driving skills were good but not excellent. I had a habit of getting distracted while driving. Because of my inattentiveness, I nearly drove the bus into a ditch twice and once backed the bus into the wing of the high school building. Admittedly, there were no building lights to guide my driving when I backed into the building at night. Those three scares convinced me that I should give up driving school bus. The responsibility was too great.

As a kid, driving a car was my greatest passion. When I was 10, Sam Summers, the father of my mother’s best friend, who lived across the street from us, taught me how to drive on a dirt country road. Uncle Sam Summers was a farmer, and I often accompanied him on trips to his farm, where he would let me drive his car. Since I grew up in a rural community, it was not uncommon for young children to drive farm equipment to help on the farm. If the truth be told, Uncle Sam Summers was the father figure in my life during Page 62 →my father’s prolonged absences because of his work. He satisfied one of my childhood dreams by taking me opossum hunting one night.

Having learned to drive, my mother would allow me to drive our 1948 Dodge, with running board, in the yard. Our house was situated on an acre and a half lot that permitted ample space to maneuver a car. One evening, when I was 12 and not licensed to drive, I drove the car to the Peasley Street playground, about three miles away to attend a dance at the community center located on the playground property. Community center dances were a staple while growing up and I can vividly recall dancing to James Brown’s popular tune, “Think.” That juvenile act occurred while my mother was away attending a church conference in St. Augustine, Florida. My mother’s best friend, Mary Julia Orr, who lived across the street and cared for us during my mother’s absence, saw me driving the car. I had a lot of fun with Aunt Mary while growing up. Her house was a second home for me and my brothers. She often cooked for us and taught us how to cook. I vividly remember her telling me to run and get a pot when my older brother, Wally, started to cry because he did not get his way. (The pot was to capture his tears.) I don’t know whether Aunt Mary ever told my mother about the driving incident. Knowing my mother, she would likely not have reprimanded me. My mother always had a lot of faith in her children and allowed us to experiment. After my third year of high school, she allowed me to attend Fisk University on an early admission program 500 miles from home. I sprung the decision on her late during my third year of high school.

I was devoted to my mother. I always wanted to make life better for her. I felt she got a raw deal in so many ways and had not been able to reach her full potential. When I was in grammar school, I had both a newspaper and TV Guide route. I also worked at Earl Cummings Bicycle Shop, located at the lower end of Russell Street, where I learned to repair bicycles. I was a very enterprising lad and developed the TV Guide route from scratch through my salesmanship. I Page 63 →made good money from those jobs. In fact, I made enough money to buy my mother a waffle iron for Christmas, which delighted her. After I became a lawyer, I financed the remodeling of the kitchen and other rooms, which she enjoyed to no end. Unfortunately, she died at the early age of sixty-nine; I wish I had done more for her.






chapter 5 Core Family


Page 64 →My father, Walter Thomas Bowers, was a self-reliant and resourceful person. He was a natural-born salesman who charmed everyone he met. He had an extraordinary network of friend he cultivated in his professional travels across several Southern states. Often called “WT” or “Dub,” he garnered the respect of many through his tireless energy, kindness, and thoughtfulness.

In 1942, my father began his professional career as a life insurance agent at the Black-owned Pilgrim Health and Life Insurance Company. The Pilgrim was founded in Augusta, Georgia in 1898—the first insurance provider for African Americans in Georgia. He sold industrial life and ordinary life policies. An industrial life policy usually had a face value of less than $1,000 and was basically burial insurance sold to lower income people. It had a fixed premium of a few cents a week that was collected door-to-door by an insurance agent on his debit. Ordinary life policies had a higher face value of up to $5,000 and were sold to people in higher income brackets.1

He worked at the Pilgrim office in Columbia, South Carolina, where he quickly advanced to staff manager. That office was headed by Reverend James M. Hinton, a charismatic business leader. He headed the South Carolina NAACP State Conference from 1941 through 1958, during which time he grew and energized the state organization to become the most effective civil rights advocacy group in the South. He fought many legal and political battles against the racist white power structure across South Carolina. In 1947, Reverend Hinton successfully fought battles to gain equal salaries for Page 65 →Black teachers and secure the right for Black citizens to vote in the all-white Democratic Party primary. His crowning accomplishment was inspiring Reverend J. A. Delaine and Clarendon County Black residents to sue for equal educational opportunities, which led to the landmark US Supreme Court decision in Brown v Board of Education. Reverend Hinton exhibited supreme courage while pursuing his many civil rights activities, putting his safety in jeopardy many times; on one occasion he narrowly escaped being lynched by a white mob.2

My father shared the humanistic ideals of Reverend Hinton and always spoke fondly and respectfully of him while I was growing up. Taking a page from the reverend’s playbook, I recall my father speaking at a civil rights rally at Mt. Pisgah Baptist Church, on Green Street in Orangeburg, on the importance of community organizing and voting. He was very active in the Orangeburg County and South Carolina Democratic Party and was captain of his voting precinct in Orangeburg’s Ward 4. In addition, he was a lifelong member of Trinity United Methodist Church, a member of the South Carolina Insurance Association, a Mason, and a member of the Boy Scouts Council.

During his career, he worked at other Black-owned insurance companies. He was district manager of the Decatur, Alabama office of the Protective Industrial Insurance company. In addition, he was chief auditor of another insurance company, which required him to travel to several Southern states to examine the financial books of the company’s district offices. One summer, he took me on the road with him to insurance districts located in Gadsden, Montgomery, and Tuskegee, Alabama. That experience gave me a rare glimpse into his life. He had a commanding presence among his vast network of friends. He was very good-looking and everyone wanted to be associated with him.

In 1965, during the twilight of his insurance career, he returned to the Pilgrim as assistant vice president and chief field auditor. I am Page 66 →proud to have helped him organize his resume for that position. My father was ecstatic that Reverend Hinton was still employed by the company, later becoming chairman of its board of directors.

My father was revered during his later years at the Pilgrim. At his retirement party on April 12, 1985, the auditorium was filled to capacity with his many friends and colleagues. My brother, Wally, and I were privileged to have been invited to share remarks at that event about what our father meant to us.

Although my father was a very intelligent man, he never realized his full potential. He was forced to step up to family responsibilities because his father died when he was only eight years old. As the oldest sibling, he withdrew from Claflin University after his second year to help his mother support the family. He financed the college education of his younger brother and two sisters at Claflin. Because family responsibilities were thrust upon him at an early age, he was deprived of the normal youthful experiences that are so necessary to becoming a mature adult. Happily, after he discharged his responsibility to his family, he was able to pursue his own goals and study business administration at the University of Pennsylvania.

The end of his life was tragic. He was admitted to a nursing home after he had a second stroke; he could not take care of himself at home, and it was too expensive to have a full-time caretaker. Anticipating this type of illness years earlier, I tried to secure a long-term care insurance policy that would have provided the means to care for him at home. However, his application for insurance was rejected because a month before submitting the application, he received radiation treatment for prostate cancer.

When we put him in a nursing home, he was the most unhappy person you could imagine. He had always had an active life with many friends and that had abruptly ended. This was gut-wrenching for the family and on my last visit with him, he would not acknowledge my presence. A few months later, he passed away. I was not surprised at his death. As someone who always enjoyed his freedom and Page 67 →independence, in the nursing home he felt he had nothing to live for. I have learned a lesson from that experience about being forced to leave your home for an assisted living facility. I don’t want to have the same fate as my father.


[image: A large group of young women pose together in two rows, seated and standing, wearing dresses in a formal group portrait.]

My mother (seated far left) and her classmates in Miss El Dorado Johnson’s dressmaking class at St. Martin’s Episcopal Center in Harlem. Author’s collection.



My mother, Anne Brown Bowers, was educated at South Carolina State Agricultural and Mechanical College; she earned a Bachelor of Arts degree on May 30, 1933. In State College High School, she was popular in her class, holding the class office of Assistant Secretary. She was a very attractive, fair-skinned woman who loved to attend church in her smart hats and white gloves. Possessed of many talents, she was a first-class seamstress, who sewed for many middle-class Black women in Orangeburg. While in college, she received instructions in dressmaking from Miss El Dorado Johnson at St. Martin’s Episcopal Church Center in Harlem, New York City.3 It must have been exciting for her to be in the city during the height of the Harlem Renaissance.

The Harlem Renaissance was a cultural renewal and revitalization of fashion equal to the revival of art and literature. Fashion Page 68 →was used to convey elegance and flamboyancy, which can be seen in the clothes designed and sewn by my mother. The Paris couture of Josephine Baker was widely copied during the Harlem Renaissance.


[image: A close-up studio portrait of an older woman wearing glasses, a necklace, and a buttoned jacket. She faces the camera with a calm expression against a neutral background.]

My mother was a teacher to me and many others. Author’s collection.



After graduating from college and completing advanced education courses at Knoxville College in Knoxville, Tennessee, my mother got her first job as a high school teacher in Statesboro, Georgia in 1934. After six years in Statesboro, she returned to Orangeburg and taught elementary and high school in the Great Branch, Bowman, and Branchville, South Carolina, education districts. In her last teaching position at Branchville, she taught English to 9th through 12th graders. She retired from teaching in 1975. She always saw the good in people. As the proud daughter of a college professor, she always set high standards for herself and her children.

Since my father travelled constantly for work obligations, my mother was the glue that held the family together. She made sure Page 69 →my brothers and I were well-groomed, had proper manners, went to church, and developed good study and work habits. After supper, we all studied at the kitchen table, while my mother prepared her lesson plan for the next day. It was important to her that we had a grounding in the arts and were exposed to music. All of us took piano lessons. In addition, one brother, Wally, learned the saxophone and another, Roy, studied dance.

Mt. Zion United Methodist Church was everything to my mother. She carried on the tradition of her family in providing leadership to the church. She worked with the minister in planning Sunday services. I recall the weekly visits by the minister to our house to discuss church matters with my mother. She led the music ministry, directing the choir while playing the piano. She was President of the United Methodist Women, taught Sunday School, served as financial secretary, and was on the administrative board. In addition, she was community-oriented; participated in voter registration activities; and held voluntary positions with the Heart Fund, Kidney Foundation, March of Dimes, Jolly Acres Retirement Home, and the Elks organization. A few weeks before her death, she excoriated certain members of the congregation to step up to the leadership roles she performed. I think she had a foreboding that the end was near.

At her funeral at Mt. Zion United Methodist Church, a close family friend described her as a “saint.” Hundreds of community members attended her funeral to express their affection and respect; half of them could not even get into the church. To commemorate her long and effective service, the church displayed her portrait in the Fellowship Hall after her death. It was the only portrait displayed at the church.

I was close to my brothers, Wally and Roy, and had a different relationship with each. Wally is only nineteen months older than me and was one academic year ahead of me, and so we did most things together. As the older brother, Wally dictated the pathway most of the time and I followed. He was handsome and articulate and was Page 70 →well-liked by all. He seemed to succeed at everything he attempted. He always excelled academically. It took me a while to hit my academic stride. Wally was a good athlete. We played sandlot basketball, baseball, and football together. He was an outstanding saxophone player who consistently achieved a position on the South Carolina all-state band. He sang the lead part in the Wilkinson High School performance of the Gilbert and Sullivan operetta, Mikado. My musical talents were meager, although I showed promise on the piano as a child. When Wally ran for president of the Wilkinson High student council, I ran for vice president the same year. We both won and our fellow students jokingly referred to us as the “bowels movement” (a take on the pronunciation of our last name Bowers). It would then seem natural that, when he went to college at Tuskegee Institute in Tuskegee, Alabama, I would leave high school early to matriculate at Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee. We have a close bond to this day.


[image: A multigenerational family poses indoors, with two older adults seated on a couch, a child seated between them, and three adult men standing behind.]

My brothers, Roy and Wally, along with me, our parents, and my niece, Jamelle. Author’s collection.




Page 71 →[image: A group of adults stand outdoors in formal attire, smiling toward the camera. They are gathered closely together in front of a building entrance.]

Meeting Archbishop Desmond Tutu (first row, center) and me (directly behind), 1990. Author’s collection.



Wally is an influential obstetrics and gynecology physician in the Cincinnati community. After service in the US Air Force during the Vietnam War, he attended medical school at the University of Michigan. In Cincinnati in September 1986, he successfully delivered the first “test-tube” baby, through a procedure where eggs are removed from a woman’s ovaries, placed in a laboratory container, fertilized with a male’s sperm, and then implanted in the woman’s uterus. Scientists refer to the process as in vitro fertilization.

Wally has been a visible civic leader in Cincinnati. He was affiliated with Cincinnati Reaches Out, a community organization that collected and delivered medicine and medical equipment to Ethiopia and Somalia. He traveled to Ethiopia on one of the delivery trips on a flight sponsored by Delta and Lufthansa airlines. The organization invited Archbishop Desmond Tutu, the Nobel Peace laureate, to view the volunteer activities of the program at the Cincinnati food Page 72 →bank. He accepted the invitation through the Episcopal Dioceses. During this visit, Wally hosted a reception to introduce Archbishop Tutu to leaders of the Cincinnati community. Wally arranged for me to meet with Bishop Tutu, and we had a productive conversation on world hunger. That was in May 1990, around the time Nelson Mandela was released from prison.

My relationship with Roy was totally different. He was almost four years younger and idolized me. Roy was closer to me than he was to Wally. That probably happened because we were closer in age, and I reached out to him more than Wally did. Because of the age difference, Roy had a different group of friends and had different interests. He was always interested in singing and dance.

Roy wanted to tag along with me whenever he got a chance. When Uncle Sam Summers took me opossum hunting, Roy tagged along. Roy would follow Wally and me on adventure hikes, managing once to fall into a steam because he didn’t have the dexterity to get across on a log. When Wally and I had a stick-throwing duel from a distance, Roy managed to get hit by straying too close. I remember that well because my mother had to rush him to Orangeburg Regional Hospital to get several stitches on his forehead.

Roy started college at the Georgia Institute of Technology in Atlanta, Georgia, but withdrew after his first year. He later transferred to the University of South Carolina, where he graduated. After college, Roy (he began calling himself Drew by then) pursued a career in the arts, primarily singing and theatre.

Over the years, Drew has created a positive structure around his life. He is naturally gregarious and always made friends in the many places he has lived, whether in Charleston, the US Virgin Islands, or Cincinnati. He has a beautiful baritone voice and continues to perfect his voice with a variety of musical forms, from opera, to choral, to pop songs. He is indeed a pleasure to be around.





chapter 6 False Hope


Page 73 →After losing her job as a teacher and working for three years as a domestic, my mother was able to find a job as a dormitory matron at Claflin University. She enjoyed providing guidance to young women facing the challenges of transitioning to adulthood. Although this position was far below her skill level, it provided her with a meaningful opportunity to become relevant again. Her self-esteem improved measurably, and a semblance of normalcy returned to the family. My mother always carried a quiet dignity throughout her life. In the face of adversity, she remained stoic and accepted whatever burden was placed upon her. She understood the price she would have to pay to advance the cause of freedom. Despite her unhappiness, we never heard her complain. She never cursed the darkness. Throughout her travails, my mother reminded us that her experiences paled in comparison to the hardships suffered by the Briggs’s plaintiffs.

The Briggs case began with an effort by Black citizens of Clarendon County to secure the same level of school bus transportation for Black children that white children enjoyed. Clarendon County is adjacent to Orangeburg County where I grew up. In 1947 (the year of my birth), many Black children of Clarendon County had to walk 18 miles or more roundtrip to an inferior school. The state of South Carolina provided thirty-three buses to transport white children but provided no transportation assistance to Black children, ostensibly because Black residents did not pay enough taxes.

Clarendon County has been described as a place where the lives of Black folks had changed the least since the end of slavery. In 1950, Page 74 →the county had a population of about 32,000, and 70 percent of its residents were African American. There were about 4,000 farms in the county and white people owned about 85 percent of the land.1

Levi Pearson and other parents of Black children of Clarendon County petitioned the school board for equal transportation services for their children. When the school board denied the request, Pearson filed a lawsuit in federal district court to enforce the “separate but equal” mandate of the US Supreme Court’s Plessy v. Ferguson decision. Unfortunately, Pearson filed his suit in the wrong school district, and the case was dismissed.2

The effort was renewed when more than one hundred Black residents of Clarendon County signed a petition to demand broader educational equality. The petition was organized by Reverend Joseph Armstrong DeLaine and Modjeska Monteith Simkins, noted civil rights leaders. Reverend DeLaine, a teacher at a local school in Silver, South Carolina, was soon fired.3 His wife Mattie was also fired from her position at Scott’s Branch school, as were all the other teachers who signed the petition. Firing schoolteachers was a common tactic used by the white establishment to retaliate against Black people who demanded their civil rights. One of my father’s sisters, Nora Bowers Jackson, taught in Manning, South Carolina, the county seat of Clarendon County.

Harry Briggs Sr., a World War II veteran, joined a lawsuit asking the Clarendon County School Board to provide total equality across all educational facilities. The scope of the suit was expanded, at the urging of South Carolina federal district court Judge J. Waties Waring (1880–1968) from an enforcement of the “separate but equal” mandate of the 1896 US Supreme Court’s Plessy v. Ferguson4 decision to a frontal attack on public school segregation as unconstitutional. Harry and Eliza Briggs, the named plaintiffs in the case, immediately lost their jobs—he as a service station attendant and she as a maid. Mr. Briggs was forced to relocate to Florida for the next ten years to support his family. Reverend DeLaine, a close friend of my family, Page 75 →moved to New York after an attempt was made on his life and after his family home and church in Clarendon County were burned.

A three-judge panel of the district court ordered the Clarendon County school district to “promptly” furnish equal educational facilities to Black children. The “separate but equal” doctrine had been upheld for another day, with a mandate to make the treatment equal. On the panel, the courageous Judge Waring filed a dissent to the majority opinion that would later be supported by the US Supreme Court. He wrote:


There is absolutely no reasonable explanation for racial prejudice. It is all caused by unreasoning emotional reactions and these are gained in early childhood. Let the little child’s mind be poisoned by prejudice of this kind and it is practically impossible to remove these impressions, however many years he may have of teaching by philosophers, religious leaders or patriotic citizens. If segregation is wrong, then the place to stop it is in the first grade and not in graduate colleges . . . Segregation in education can never produce equality . . . Segregation is per se inequality.5



After his dissenting opinion in Briggs and other unpopular judicial decisions enforcing the rights of African Americans, Judge Waring’s house was attacked, and he was later ostracized from the community in which he grew up and found it necessary to move away from Charleston. He took up residency in New York for the next sixteen years until his death. After he died, Judge Waring’s body was returned to Charleston, where he was buried in the Waring family plot at Magnolia Cemetery. Approximately 200 African Americans and less than a dozen white persons attended his burial. Judge Waring’s legacy received recognition many years after his death when local politicians supported the Federal Judiciary in renaming the Charleston Federal Courthouse the J. Waties Waring Judicial Center.

Page 76 →Twenty years after his self-imposed exile from South Carolina, I taught Contract Law to his great-nephew, Thomas R. Waring III, at USC, where I was the first full-time African American law professor. While Tom had never met his great uncle, he referred to his uncle as a “strange bird.” This was not too surprising since there was tension in the Waring family over Judge Waring’s divorce from his Charleston-born wife of more than thirty years and remarriage to a northern matron. Tom’s father, Thomas R. Waring Jr (1907–93), nephew of Judge Waring, and editor of the Charleston News and Courier (a leading newspaper in that city), strongly disagreed with Judge Waring’s earlier decision invalidating the South Carolina Democratic Party’s white primary. Because South Carolina was virtually a one-party state, the denial of Black participation in the primary was tantamount to disfranchising them.6

When the Brown decision was issued, African Americans reveled in its moral clarity. Chief Justice Earl Warren read the unanimous decision from the US Supreme Court bench:


In these days, it is doubtful that any child may reasonably be expected to succeed in life if he is denied the opportunity of an education . . . a right which must be made available to all on equal terms. . . . To segregate [Black children] from others of similar age and qualifications solely because of their race generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community. . . . We conclude that in the field of public education the doctrine of “separate but equal” has no place. Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal.7



The fact of its unanimity signaled that the court was clear about how the United States should remedy its ugly and shameful racial past and move forward into a colorblind future. However, we later found out that this unanimity masked the tensions of a Court divided on how it should address the race question.

Page 77 →Although Brown was unanimously decided in 1954, at the end of the first argument of the case in 1952, only a plurality of the court was in favor of eliminating school segregation. Although racial attitudes of white people toward Black people were changing after World War II, the Justices who sat on the Brown court all grew up during a time of white supremacy. The only thing the Brown justices had in common was they were appointed for their economic liberalism and views embracing judicial restraint toward New Deal social legislation.

Would it have been better if Brown had been decided by a 5–4 vote that would have reflected divisions in the country with competing ideas in concurring and dissenting opinions about how the nation should deal with school segregation? Or was the moral force of unanimity needed on this issue? In 2012, I heard a colloquy at Harvard Law School between then Justice Stephen Breyer and former Justice David Souter. Both were of the view that 5–4 decisions simply reflect the politicization of the populous. The important factor is the integrity used in deciding a case. It is because of that integrity that Supreme Court decisions are accepted by the public without a populous revolution.

Although the court’s 1954 decision outlawed racial segregation in public schools, the Justices put off deciding how to remedy the problem for another year. They were trying to determine whether gradual or swift desegregation would be preferable, measured by likely white resistance. In its remedial decision in 1955, the court delegated to local federal district courts the task of designing remedies, with the mandate that desegregation plans from school boards be considered with “all deliberate speed.” The response in South Carolina was tepid, as the district court pulled a sleight of hand by outlawing racial segregation, but refusing to require desegregation.

It angers me that my mother was prevented from pursuing her chosen profession for seven years for an act of conscience. I often Page 78 →wonder whether she would have put her career on the line had she known how fragile the Brown opinion was. The “all deliberate speed” mandate of Brown provided false hope to Black folks. Desegregation was neither deliberate nor speedy. It would take another fifteen years to realize any semblance of the abolition of the dual education system. In Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education (1971), the US Supreme Court finally issued the mandate that segregation be dismantled “root and branch” and outlined specific factors to be considered to eliminate the effects of segregation.8

The Supreme Court in the Brown case was conflicted over how the decision should be enforced. Despite the warnings of several members of the court that outlawing school segregation would be met with resistance, they did not anticipate how vehement the backlash would be.

We began to see the Supreme Court retreat from court-ordered desegregation in the 1970s. The court retreated from vigorous enforcement of desegregation when lower courts tried to address a diminishing number of white students in districts subject to court orders by including suburbs in remedying urban segregation. Because the court confined its remedies to individual school districts, white families simply moved thereby defeating integration efforts.

The US Supreme Court presided over by Chief Justice John Roberts for the past twenty years has been particularly hostile to school integration. The court shows increasing hostility toward the use of racial classifications even when school systems pursue voluntary school integration. The court has insisted on color blindness in assigning students to schools. The court’s preoccupation with affirmative action explains the judicial focus on colorblindness as the equivalent of equal protection of the laws, particularly where scarce resources like places in elite universities, public contracts, or employment are at issue.

Has Brown been perverted by the courts over the years? In a sense, we have come full circle on school desegregation since Brown. Page 79 →We are now seeing the resegregation of the public school system since the courts have abandoned enforcement because they do not want to tackle de facto segregation resulting from individual choice establishing segregated residential patterns. With recent Supreme Court decisions making it harder to achieve and maintain school desegregation, public school children are more racially isolated now than at any point since Brown was decided. This backsliding makes it even more critical to continue defending the principles articulated in Brown and leading the ongoing struggle to provide an equal opportunity to learn for children in every one of our nation’s classrooms.

The legal victory in Brown did not transform the country overnight. However, Brown and the struggles to implement its vision over the subsequent half century did end Jim Crow laws mandating racial separation. Striking down segregation in the nation’s public schools provided a major catalyst for the civil rights movement, making possible advancements in desegregating housing, public accommodations, institutions of higher education, and enhancing the right to vote. The decision gave hope to Black Americans by permanently discrediting the legal rationale underpinning the racial caste system that had been endorsed or accepted by government at all levels.

Although the promise of equal educational opportunities still has not been met, I think my mother would be pleased that her sacrifice was not in vain. While the goal of education equality has been elusive since the promise of the Brown decision, I now better understand how history often betrays Black Americans.



Impact of Barack Obama’s Election


I was staying at the Mayflower Hotel on Connecticut Avenue in Washington, DC, the evening of June 7, 2008. After a long and tiring day of legal meetings, I heard a news flash on the television that Hillary Clinton had ended her campaign for the Democratic Party’s nomination for president of the United States. She endorsed Barack Obama, who instantaneously became the presumptive party Page 80 →nominee. While somewhat expected, the news stopped me in my tracks. It caused me to reflect on the historic significance of the first Black person becoming the nominee for president of one of the two major political parties. Unable to contain my excitement, I could not sit still in my hotel room. I walked three blocks down Connecticut Avenue, across Farragut Square to Lafayette Square, across from the White House. I just stood there in silence gazing at the brightly lit White House.

My eyes welled up with tears as I thought about the generational struggle for civil rights. I thought about the price my family paid, along with many other Black families, to get to this moment in history. I thought about my paternal great-grandfather who escaped being lynched in Clarendon County, South Carolina. I thought about the sacrifice my mother made—fired from her job as a public schoolteacher for seven years—because she dared to demand the immediate desegregation of the public schools in South Carolina after the Brown v. Board of Education decision was handed down in 1954. I thought about the hardships I endured in attending the recently desegregated University of South Carolina in 1964. I thought about how narrowly I escaped serious bodily injury in 1965 at the hands of a group of white thugs, who chased the car I was driving, with two white women, on a desolate road in North Carolina one night en route to a civil rights conference in Washington, DC. I thought about the three Black students massacred by white highway patrol officers at South Carolina State College in 1968, in my hometown of Orangeburg, for exercising their First Amendment right of peacefully picketing a racially segregated bowling alley. I thought about the countless Black folks I had known, who suffered under the boot of racial oppression that devalued their worth and treated them as second-class citizens.

After winning the nomination, Barack Obama ran an animated campaign with his signature chant, “Fired up! Ready to go!”9 and a hopeful and bold vision of “Yes We Can.” Confronted with a severe Page 81 →economic crisis that devastated the job market and threatened the wealth of many Americans, Obama appealed to a wide and diverse swath of America, who believed that their lives would be improved under his policies. On election night, the young mixed-race, president-elect’s vision for America reached its apotheosis in his Chicago victory speech to the nation. In eloquent and optimistic prose, he tried to put to rest the question of whether the country could ever reconcile the contradiction enshrined in its founding document of a new nation dedicated to the principles of liberty and equality while protecting the status quo of enslavement in the very same document: “If there is anyone out there who doubts that America is a place where all things are possible; who still wonder if the dream of our Founders is alive in our time; who still question the power of our democracy, tonight is your answer.”

In a column in the New York Times the next day, Thomas Friedman summed up the historic event:


And so it came to pass that on Nov. 4, 2008 . . . the Civil War ended, as a black man—Barack Hussein Obama—won enough electoral votes to become president of the United States.

Despite decades of civil rights legislation, judicial interventions and social activism—despite Brown v. Board of Education, Martin Luther King’s I-have-a-dream crusade and the 1964 Civil Rights Act—the Civil War could never truly be said to be over until America’s white majority actually elected an African-American as president.

That is what happened, . . . and that is why we wake up to a different country. Yes, the struggle for equality is never done. But we can start afresh now from a whole new baseline. Let every child and every citizen and every new immigrant know that from this day forward: Everything really is possible in America.



Page 82 →When Barack Obama achieved the improbable dream of the presidency, many of us aging baby boomers finally realized the fruits of our forty-nine-year seemingly impossible journey. In the 1960s, we dreamed of a new order of racial and gender equality, self-determination for oppressed peoples and nations around the globe, and an end to war and the embrace of peace and love. Our leaders were young and idealistic. We reveled in the style and intelligence of our young prince of Camelot, John Kennedy; were swayed by the moral authority of Martin Luther King Jr., who believed that nonviolent passive resistance was the best response to violence and oppression; and were true believers in Bobby Kennedy’s crusade to seek a newer world.

But when Donald Trump was elected to succeed Barack Obama’s historic presidency, history betrayed us again, as it did at the end of Reconstruction. Trump stood for the polar opposite of what Obama believed in. Trump despised Obama and campaigned on a theme of racial bigotry, questioning his birthright citizenship, with the aim of undoing the policies and programs, especially Obamacare, that Obama had put in place. Further, Trump has a pathological obsession that he deserves the Nobel Peace Prize because Obama received it in 2009. Trump has done very little to enhance peace in the world to warrant receipt of the award.

After Trump’s election, predictably, the prophecy about his disrespect for the Constitution and the rule of law came to pass. President Trump was impeached twice by the US House of Representatives. This was the first time in American history that a president has been impeached two times. His first impeachment was on December 18, 2019, under two articles of impeachment for abuse of power and obstruction of Congress. Trump was accused of coercing a foreign power, Ukraine, to assist in rigging the 2020 presidential election process in his favor, and allegedly obstructing Congress’s attempts to investigate this activity. In the trial that followed in the Senate, he was acquitted by a margin of 48–52 on the first count with Mitt Page 83 →Romney joining all Democrats and Independents in voting to convict. On the second count, all Senators followed their party line with a vote count of 47–53.

Trump’s second impeachment resulted from his alleged failed attempt to overturn the popular vote of the electorate in the 2020 presidential election. His actions included an hour-long conversation with the Republican Secretary of State of Georgia to pressure him, under threat of a criminal prosecution, to find enough votes to overturn the Georgia results in favor of Joseph Biden. Allegations of fraud in the election process were made by House and Senate Republicans to delay the electoral vote count on January 6, 2021. However, several federal courts and the US Supreme Court had already thrown out more than sixty-three lawsuits filed by Trump because of insufficient evidence of fraud. In addition, the Senate leadership and former Attorney General Barr recognized the legitimacy of Biden’s election.

While Congress was counting electoral votes, Trump held a rally at the Ellipse, across from the White House, of his loyal and misguided supporters, invited to Washington by him, and encouraged them to march to the Capitol. The result was chaos at the Capitol, which was breached, and Congress was prevented for hours from completing its work as the Capitol police battled the rioters for hours until the Capitol was cleared. The violent disturbance put the safety of the entire Congress and the vice president in jeopardy and resulted in the death of a Capitol policeman attempting to protect the US Capitol and its occupants. There were four other deaths that occurred during and after the disturbance.

In response to Trump’s actions and inactions in refusing to quickly quell the mob, the House of Representatives hastily filed an Article of Impeachment against him for “Incitement of Insurrection” and quickly impeached him with bipartisan support. The impeachment article could have been sent to the Senate forthwith if Republican majority leader, Mitch McConnell, had reconvened Page 84 →Senate members from recess while Trump was still in office. McConnell refused to do so. He did not want the trial to occur on his watch. The article was not sent to the Senate until after Biden was sworn in and the new majority leader, Chuck Schumer, had been installed.

The House of Representatives managers presented the article of impeachment to the Senate. In the tally of votes for guilt or acquittal, only seven Republicans joined all Democrats in voting to convict Trump by a vote of 57–43.10 It takes a two-thirds supermajority of the Senate to remove a president from office. The remainder of the Republican caucus voted for acquittal on the theory that, since Trump had left office before he was tried, he could not be convicted because the remedy of trying a former president was not provided in the Constitution. Trump’s term of office had expired, but if he had been convicted, the Senate could have then taken action to bar him from holding a federal office in the future.

Instead, Trump was elected to a second term as president and is now more determined than ever to reign his destructive tendencies on his political enemies, the US Constitution, and the rule of law. He is systematically destroying or corrupting democratic institutions, severely cutting or ending essential social welfare programs that benefit less privileged citizens through executive fiat, attacking civil rights and anti-discrimination laws, ruthlessly deporting undocumented immigrants with violent tactics from Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) agents who have been deployed primarily to Democrat-controlled cities, distancing the United States from long-time foreign allies, and generally ignoring congressional enactments, norms, and the moral underpinning of the rule of law.

The Republican-controlled Congress is complicit in his actions; it refrains from criticizing Trump out of fear of his wrath politically and personally. The conservative majority of the US Supreme Court has also enabled his authoritarian impulses by allowing him to flout laws enacted by Congress in service of its world view of a unitary executive, with control over most, if not all, actions taken by Page 85 →the executive branch. The Court’s enabling actions follow on the heels of its discredited seminal opinion in Trump v. United States.11 In reviewing Trumps’s actions to overturn the results of the 2020 election, the court, in a decision anchored in neither historical precedent or plausible reasoning, ruled that the former president is immune from prosecution for “official” actions taken under his sweeping powers and duties as president.

Since many historical legal remedies are now closed, the only hope of saving our democracy is citizens protest, pushback, and legal action to try to maintain as much of the status quo as possible until the Democrats hopefully regain congressional control in the next congress. It is heartening that we are now seeing the largest nationwide protest gatherings in the country’s history against Trump policies.

These events have taught me the bitter lesson that my mother learned seventy years earlier in seeking educational opportunities for Black children. The present all too often betrays achievements made in the past; it disappoints, it causes us to question progress, it reminds us that history repeats, and just maybe, it reflects an immutable truth that nothing is ever past.

That betrayal of history observed by mother in her day is manifesting itself again, seventy years later, with the US Supreme Court’s further dilution of the effectiveness of the Voting Rights Act of 1965.12 Such dilution is likely to bring about a profound erosion of Black political power. The Act has been the essential foundation of expanded voting power by African Americans, especially in the South with its history of violent Jim Crow voter suppression. The enfranchisement of Black citizens has resulted in the election of thousands of African Americans to political office throughout the nation, including the election of President Barack Obama. The Supreme Court has severely diluted Section 2 of the Act, which prohibits drawing electoral maps that minimize minority voters’ ability to elect candidate of their own choosing. Lacking in understanding Page 86 →and appreciation of the history of the Black struggle for enfranchisement (which continues to this day), the US Supreme Court draws its motivation from the fanciful notion that majority-minority districts discriminate against white people. In a dissenting opinion, Justice Elena Kagan observed: the Act “was born of the literal blood of Union soldiers and civil rights marchers. It ushered in awe-inspiring change, bringing this Nation closer to fulfilling the ideals of democracy and racial equality. . . . This [is the] latest chapter in the majority’s now-completed demolition of the Voting Rights Act.”13 We are already seeing a rapid response to the decision by Southern states to redraw congressional maps to eliminate seats held by Black-elected officials. If these states are successful, we will be witnessing, in effect, the restoration of Jim Crow voter suppression.

At the dawning of the twentieth century, my grandfather, Professor Brown, read from Professor Du Bois’s work, The Souls of Black Folk, that “the problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color line.”14 Almost one hundred years later at the dawning of the twenty-first century, I would read from Professor John Hope Franklin’s work, The Color Line, that “the problem of the twenty-first century will be the problem of the color line.”15 Professor Franklin’s world view is supported by many leading historians, including Jon Meacham, who has observed that “the saga of race in America is a tragic one—and it unfolds still.”16

Are we any closer to creating a colorblind society now than at any point in the past? My mother confronted that question in her day and concluded that we are far from achieving that ideal. However, she did not despair. She took the long view of history and understood that her life was merely a bridge along the way. Her primary focus was to serve as a role model for other Black citizens who aspired to the same goal of racial equality. Every day of her life was dedicated to encouraging other Black folk to keep fighting for freedom.

Likewise, Professor Richard T. Greener, the first Black professor appointed to the faculty at USC, saw his role during his short Page 87 →Reconstruction tenure there as a role model to inspire Black students at USC and throughout South Carolina to continue their education. In 1873, he brought to the university the intellectual tools to build a first-class school with an integrated faculty and student body. Three years after leaving Harvard College as its first Black graduate, he distinguished himself as a professor who taught mental and moral philosophy, a librarian who revamped an outdated library, and a part-time law teacher while a law student receiving a diploma in 1876. He was an activist who lobbied the South Carolina legislature for free higher education for all, including former slaves and poor white people. Unfortunately, his dream of creating a colorblind school was thwarted soon after his arrival on campus by most white faculty members who resigned and most white students who withdrew from the university. His dream was dashed in 1877 when USC was closed to Black residents at the end of Reconstruction. However, to his credit, many of his Black students later became prominent professional figures in South Carolina.17

In 1973, when I joined the law faculty at USC as its first full-time African American professor, I too viewed my presence primarily as a role model to assist Black students studying there at the time and to encourage Black residents throughout the state to apply to law school, and to recruit additional Black faculty members. As my mother and Professor Greener recognized, I viewed my tenure as a bridge to advance the cause of racial equality. I had no illusion that my appointment was an indication that we were any closer to a colorblind society. That said, since I’ve always held a long view of history, I may be disappointed in the absence of sustained progress, but I am not disillusioned. We must summon the perseverance of our enslaved ancestors and stay in the fight for equal rights and justice, however long it takes.






chapter 7 Life in the 1950s


Page 88 →The 1950s were a busy postwar time when most Americans were preoccupied with getting ahead—buying a house, car, television set, and modern appliances. The individual was by and large regarded as secondary to larger social institutions like the church, schools, benevolent companies, and the extended hierarchical family. It was a time of extreme loyalty to those institutions, which provided stability and social order. After emerging successfully from World War II, we believed in team as opposed to self. Greater efforts were made to conform rather than to express individuality. We were well groomed, deferential to elders, attended worship, stayed married, and generally believed in the American dream.

We were the children of the Fifties, and we didn’t need to define our values because we inherited strong values from our parents. Tom Brokaw wrote about our parents in the Greatest Generation.1 That generation had the shared experience of World War II, which shaped common values despite the differences among the population. It was a generation that had known great sacrifice and had heeded the call of Franklin Roosevelt: “To some generations much is given. Of other generations much is expected. This generation of Americans has a rendezvous with destiny.”2

My family instilled in me a respect for elders and authority, studying hard, participating in community and church affairs, and maintaining a positive attitude about the present and future. The values that I learned in the Fifties enabled me to cope with problems too big for me to solve. After the US Supreme Court’s decision in Page 89 →the Brown case ending legally imposed segregation in public schools, I did not understand why my mother was fired as a teacher for following her conscience in demanding the immediate desegregation of the public schools. To allay the concern about her, the extended family pulled together to reassure me that things would be alright. That travail was a defining event that made us stronger. Because of my family’s positive attitude, I felt protected from adversity. That nurturing support enabled me to enjoy my childhood in the 1950s.



Growing Up in Thunderbolt, Georgia


I recall an unusually hot and humid July night in 1957 during the oppressive dog days of summer. Without the benefit of air-conditioning (which was a rare luxury at that time), it was much too uncomfortable to stay inside and engage in my usual pursuits such as building model airplanes or listening to music. My cousin, Charles “Charlie” Savage, and I evaded the sentinel eye of my Aunt Bert and slipped out into the night, looking for some respite from the mugginess of the evening. Although the mosquitoes were generally ubiquitous during that time of year, on that night they appeared languid, finding difficulty negotiating the thick humidity to attack humans.

We set off across the Savannah State College campus green in search of a gentle breeze near the creek. Logic dictated that of all places to seek comfort, the creek was most promising. Owing to the open expanse of seaweed over the marshland, a breeze would not be impeded by the legion of trees that stood farther away from the water. That night, the moon was full, or nearly so, and we were hoping that the pull of the tides would create an atmospheric disturbance that might tame the oppressive climate of the night.

The bright moon cast a daytime glow over the creek as it meandered through the marshland. The thought occurred to my cousin that we could defeat the oppressiveness of the night by submerging ourselves in the inviting waters of the creek. I did not argue and before we knew it, we had stripped down and were in the refreshing Page 90 →cool waters. We swam about fifty yards with the tide down creek and back against the tide up creek. Unbeknownst to me while enjoying the blissfully cool waters, my cousin had quietly exited the water by way of a makeshift wooden ladder leading from the water to the landing of the dock. When safely secure on the dock, he interrupted the tranquility of my swim with a shrill alarm: “alligator!” I immediately looked around and saw a triangular head swimming toward me. In a full panic and filled with adrenalin, I swam a sprint to the dock and reached for the ladder to hoist myself up when the bottom rung snapped. I suspect that the ladder had weakened owing to rot brought about by time and weather. Holding onto to a higher rung, which left my legs dangling in the water, I could not escape the water as the alligator was proceeding toward me. My cousin thought this was the funniest thing he had ever experienced and started to laugh uncontrollably. I kept yelling, “Charlie, pull me up” until finally the seriousness of the moment sunk in. He extended a hand to pull me from the water onto the dock.

When you are an invincible lad, you don’t think about near death experiences. I have often thought that I lived through one that night. Such was another day in my life one summer during the Fifties while growing up in Thunderbolt, Georgia, a small fishing village on the outskirts of Savannah.

Between the ages of 10 and 13, I spent a large part of every summer in Thunderbolt. I remember the excessively long car rides to get there. Although the trip from Orangeburg to Thunderbolt was a little more than one hundred miles, it took about three and a half hours to complete the journey since our car could only reach a maximum speed of between 50 and 55 miles per hour. Because the trip took that long, we stopped about halfway through the journey to eat lunch at Pocotaligo, located at the junction of US Highways 21 and 17.

My mother’s sister, Alberta Savage (Aunt Bert), and one of her brothers, Leroy Brown (Uncle Leroy), lived in Thunderbolt toward Page 91 →Tybee Island, home to Savannah Beach and the Atlantic Ocean. I loved Thunderbolt, with its distinct charm and intracoastal waterways lined with salt water–loving spartina cordgrass (marsh grass)—great for swimming, boating, and crabbing—that meandered as randomly as a crane in flight. I loved the Spanish moss that trapped the oaks in a thick cloak and made them appear to be weeping. I loved waking in the heavy morning dew with the smell of decaying fish parts from the docks that wafted through the yard with the lingering humidity. Thunderbolt was magical and mysterious.

Thunderbolt is located on a high bluff overlooking the Wilmington River. The coastal community has a rich and varied past. The town’s relationship to the river has been the one constant throughout its history. The river promoted Thunderbolt as a colonial settlement, as a military outpost during the American Revolution and Civil War, as a summertime resort, and as a twentieth century fishing village.

Shrimping was king in Thunderbolt. Shrimping boomed as a commercial enterprise in the early 1920s. Savannah was the major distribution point of the fishing industry in the South. Most of the shrimp were shipped north to Fulton Market in New York City, where they were sold to wholesale seafood dealers.3

Many of the local fishermen were descendants of Italian, Portuguese, and Scandinavian families with a history of fishing. My two uncles, James Albert Brown and Leroy Brown, worked on the docks tying up the shrimp boats when they returned after a day of trawling for shrimp. I can remember my Aunt Bert saying she was going down to Cesaroni’s on the docks to get a fresh catch. The Cesaroni Fleet was started by Italian brothers Joseph Adrio Cesaroni and Michael John Cesaroni.4

The seafood industry was a uniting force between the white and Black communities in Thunderbolt. Unlike many businesses during the early twentieth century, shrimping was not as discriminatory toward African Americans. Many Black shrimpers operated out of Thunderbolt and owned trawlers. In addition, the Black workforce Page 92 →provided much of the labor needed in the shrimp processing plants, primarily Magioni Shrimp Factory.5

The decline of the shrimping industry in the 1980s and 1990s hurt both the Black and white communities, with many losing their boats. The loss of a self-supporting industry greatly changed the community, and many residents today reflect on a lost era of cooperation and friendliness. When the industry declined, the differences between the white and Black communities reemerged. For the most part, the two operated as separate communities parallel to each other. The loss of a common profession discouraged interaction and today the local government acts as the link between the two communities.6

Savannah State College (now Savannah State University), a predominantly Black institution of higher education located in Thunderbolt, provided employment and business opportunities for the African American community. The college was an integral part of my upbringing.

The Black community of Thunderbolt in the 1950s lived in modest but clean houses. Families took pride in their neighborhoods and kept their yards reasonably manicured. I should know because Charlie and I were enterprising lads who made good money mowing lawns and planting grass.

Charlie and I were inseparable during those days. We had a passion for building and flying model airplanes. The odd jobs at yardwork financed our hobby. Over the years, I made many good friends who were children of faculty members at Savannah State College. A favorite pastime was going to B. J. James’s soda shop on the edge of the campus and ordering an ice cream float or a dill pickle. One afternoon, we danced so vigorously at Clare and Josey Alexis’s house that the first-floor porch caved in.

The Black community was God-fearing and attended church often. We attended Sunday school at College Park Baptist Church. Aunt Bert played the piano at the church, just as my mother played Page 93 →the piano at Mt. Zion United Methodist Church in Jamison. The Brown sisters were very talented musicians, and good music was always playing in the house while I was growing up.

My extended family in Thunderbolt was an interesting lot. Aunt Bert and Uncle Leroy were very close to one another. Aunt Bert was a strong-willed person who tried to order everyone’s life, including her brother, Leroy, her sister, Anne, and mine. I remember her incessant bragging about how she named me. I was given the first names of my maternal grandfather, James, and maternal great-grandfather, Edward. Whether Aunt Bert named me was never disputed by my mother, although she too tired of hearing the story. My mother, the youngest of the four siblings, always assumed a passive role when it came to family matters. She probably thought it wasn’t worth the candle to argue her point among her sister and brother, who never gave a quarter. Uncle Jim, Aunt Bert’s twin, decided long ago to leave the fold and moved to Roanoke, Virginia, where he could pursue his dreams away from family competition.

Aunt Bert was married to Charles Savage (Uncle Syn). He always talked about his glory days as a baseball pitcher at South Carolina State College. His son, Charlie, attempted to follow in his footsteps as a pitcher at State College. During visits to Thunderbolt, a common pastime was going to Grayson Stadium to watch baseball games. Savannah had a minor league baseball team.

Uncle Leroy was an adventurous and colorful person who, during his early years in the late 1920s, rode a motorcycle with sidecar with his brother, James Albert, up and down the east coast. He was appointed a professor in the mechanical engineering department at Savannah State College. He was a jack-of-all-trades genius. Uncle Leroy was the unquestionable scion of the Brown family. He was by far the most successful in amassing wealth. In addition to teaching, he designed and built houses and owned many rental properties. He was rather colorful—he loved eating, drinking corn whiskey, and womanizing. He could be counted on to prepare a delicious Page 94 →breakfast of fried fish and grits. His drinking, while legendary, never seemed to affect his mental acuity. One evening, he had so much to drink that he fell asleep with a full glass of whisky in his hand. At a point in the surrounding conversation that required his authoritative advice, he awoke and held forth on the topic without spilling a drop. His one fault was his need to be the smartest person in the room. There was no doubt that he was, but I was irked by his incessant craving for recognition.

For three summers, Uncle Leroy financed summer camp for my brother, Wally, my cousin, Charlie, and me. Attending the 4H Club camp at Dublin, Georgia, was a joyful experience. I remember the interminable 117-mile-long school bus ride to camp from Savannah. I made several good friends there and idolized Frank and Robert Gordon, lifeguards at camp. Robert was an especially strong swimmer. He wagered a couple of campers that he could swim across the wide, current-ridden Oconee River adjacent to the camp. Robert swam across the river in good form and after collecting his bet, he pronounced: “I take the less I need and win the rest.”

The two were the sons of Asa (“Seth”) H. Gordon, dean of the faculty at Savannah State College, who lived a few houses down from Uncle Leroy and a good friend. He migrated to Savannah State from Colored Normal, Industrial, Agricultural and Mechanical College, where he taught, among other courses, a required history course, Problems of Negro Life, to senior normal students. He was an able scholar, educated at Atlanta University and Hamilton College in law, who published prodigiously, notably Sketches of Negro Life and History in South Carolina, detailing the struggles and successes of Black people in South Carolina.7

My mother reminded us to write postcards to Uncle Leroy while at camp to thank him for his generosity. One particular year, I forgot to send my obligatory postcard, and Uncle Leroy never let me, or the family, forget it. I felt like the black sheep of the family in his eyes. His behavior was insufferable. I really didn’t want to be around him.

Page 95 →Many years later, Uncle Leroy expressed satisfaction that I would soon be graduating from USC. At a family holiday gathering, he asked about my plans after college. I told him that I was going to apply to Harvard Law School. Uncle Leroy could not believe what he had heard. His response, likely thinking that only he was smart enough to get into Harvard, was: “If you get into Harvard, I will help finance your legal education.” Then he mused with misty eyes: “If you got a degree from Harvard Law School, you could come back to South Carolina and run for governor.”

When I was accepted at Harvard, I finally received redemption for slighting him with the postcard many years before. My acceptance was one of the happiest moments of his life. His feeling was genuine—maybe out of deference to me as his possible equal. His sincerity touched me so much that I wrote him a very warm letter during my first year of law school, acknowledging his many contributions in life. I know he was proud of that letter because my mother told me he showed it to several family members and friends. In a funny way, I miss that old man and wished that he had not put up a wall while I was growing up. I could have learned a lot from him.

I am especially proud that Uncle Leroy was elected in 1970 as the first African American to sit on the Thunderbolt Town Council. He broke the race barrier and set a pattern for the modern-day town government. His picture hangs in Town Hall. Today the town government is mixed, with Black and white residents serving side by side on the town council, zoning board, and town administration.




Black Social Life in Savannah


In the 1950s, Savannah Beach was off limits to Black folk. If African Americans in the greater Savannah area wanted to swim in, or picnic near, the ocean, they had to take a ferry boat from Savannah and traverse the salt marsh waterway to Daufuskie Island. The ferry trip takes 30–45 minutes. The island is located between Savannah and Page 96 →Hilton Head Island and has three miles of beach on the Atlantic Ocean side. The island is beautiful. I once sailed from Hilton Head Island for two miles through the Calibogue Sound to Daufuskie.

Daufuskie Island’s legacy of slavery produced a colorful and rhythmic language called Gullah among Black inhabitants, who were descendants of enslaved West Africans. The language likely had its origin in the mixed languages spoken in the multicultural environment of the “gate of no return” slave castles. Because of the island’s remoteness and isolation, the Gullah culture was incubated and preserved over the generations. The cotton trade precipitated the import of slaves to the island during the early 1800s. During the early twentieth century, Black labor supported a once-thriving oyster industry.

After many years of traveling to Daufuskie, Uncle Leroy and his good friends, Dr. Stephen McDew Jr. and Dr. Henry Collier Jr., decided to develop beaches on Hilton Head Island, one of the Sea Islands off the coast of South Carolina. Hilton Head had been a thriving Black community during and after the Civil War. Black people owned a large portion of the land. The island, known as Gullah/Geechee Nation, is home to many descendants of those early Black inhabitants, some of whom have maintained the Gullah language.

A friend and caretaker of our family beach house, Charlie “Fuskey” Simmons, was a descendant of the historic Mitchelville community of former slaves on the island. The Simmons family was prominent on the island since the days of slavery. William Simmons (ca. 1835–1922) was born a slave and later served in the US Army during the Civil War, enlisting in the 21st US Colored Infantry. He bought land on Hilton Head after 1865, as did many other Black people. Regrettably, over the years, many Black residents lost their land to rising property taxes or sold most of the land to white developers for a pittance. Many Black residents were duped into selling and were no match for determined white developers.8

Page 97 →For the better part of the twentieth century, Charlie Simmons Sr. (1905–2005), affectionally called “Cap’n Charlie,” operated a ferry boat that provided a vital transportation link to the island before a bridge was built in 1956 connecting the island to the mainland. He ferried people, produce, livestock, seafood, and the mail through the Calibogue Sound, stopping at Daufuskie en route to Savannah. On the return trip, he brought back needed home supplies. As a boy, I took the ferry boat, “Alligator,” that transported people and supplies from Buckingham Landing, South Carolina on the mainland, across Skull Creek, to a landing on the island before construction of the bridge. In recognition of the transportation services he provided, Cap’n Charlie, also known as “Mr. Transportation,” was posthumously honored in 2014 by the naming of an island bridge on Spanish Wells Road after him.

In 1954, Dr. McDew bought a large tract of land leading to the beach and named it Bradley Beach, to honor his wife’s birth family. He bought the land from Samuel Christopher, a Black landowner with roots on the island. Later, Dr. McDew created the Bradley Memorial Subdivision, a plat of lots that ran to a pavilion on the beachfront. In 1957, Uncle Leroy purchased a lot in the subdivision adjacent to Dr. McDew. In the early 1960s, Uncle Leroy designed and built two identical brick and frame two-story houses with porches next to each other, one for Dr. McDew and one for himself. Uncle Leroy bought a contiguous lot in 1961 from Samuel Christopher. A few years later, family friends, John and Ann Lawton, from Atlanta, Georgia, built a smaller one-story cottage next to Uncle Leroy’s house. These three houses served as a compound of social life for the Brown family on the island for years. My two brothers, Charlie, and I grew up with Dr. McDew’s daughters, Frieda and Stephanie. Dr. McDew also built a beachfront pavilion, which served many Black patrons from Savannah on day trips to the beach.

Dr. McDew, Uncle Leroy, and Dr. Collier, who developed the contiguous Collier Beach on the island, were part of Savannah’s Page 98 →Black elite. Drs. McDew and Collier, graduates of Meharry Medical College in Nashville, Tennessee, were very successful physicians. Dr. McDew was a resident physician at Charity Hospital, which evolved from the 1896 McKane Hospital. It was the first hospital in Savannah to train African American doctors and nurses. Dr. McDew removed my appendix during the summer of 1957 at Charity Hospital. My only memories of the experience were that the hospital was very clean, all nurses wore white uniforms, and I was served lots of ice cream.

After Uncle Leroy’s death, I acquired the beach house from his widow and siblings in 1981. I kept the house for sixteen years while my sons, Neville and Oliver, were growing up. I eventually sold the house after my neighbors, the Lawtons, passed away and their estate sold the house to an insufferable person. The beach experience was not what it had been with a new, less-cultured class of white residents moving in.

I am chagrined at the loss of a way of life that was so meaningful to me while I was growing up. During the 1950s, the Black middle class built and sustained many institutions that provided intellectual and social opportunities at a time when the white society excluded them. That generation provided the next with the one thing that earlier generations did not have: choices. Many hard-won battles on the economic and political front opened many opportunities. The decision for my generation was to either sustain the traditions that our parents fought for and preserved or to carve out a different path. Should our parent’s generation have done more to keep their offspring connected to the traditions that were established? Probably not. They wanted us to make that decision, rather than guilting us into following in their footsteps. This was the conundrum for the boomer generation: do I stay with the known or venture out to find anew.






chapter 8 Promise of the 1960s


Page 99 →The summer of 1963 was one of active civil rights protest in Orangeburg. On August 20, the Orangeburg Freedom Movement submitted 10 demands to Orangeburg Mayor Fair and the City Council. Key demands were removal of “White” and “Colored” signs from municipal buildings and businesses licensed by the city, upgrade city and county government employment opportunities for Black residents, open county-owned hospitals to all regardless of race, and county and district school board compliance with the Brown school desegregation decision. Protest marches preceded and followed the demands. Leaders of the Orangeburg movement understood the lesson of Frederick Douglass: “If there is no struggle there is no progress. Those who profess to favor freedom and yet deprecate agitation, are men who want crops without plowing up the ground, they want rain without thunder and lightning. . . . Power concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will.”1

That summer was the first time I became active in the Orangeburg Freedom Movement. I had just finished my junior year at Wilkinson High School and had been accepted to attend Fisk University as an early entrant in the fall. The center of the Orangeburg movement was Trinity United Methodist Church. My father was a member of that church and my brothers and I attended most Sundays, except when we attended Mt. Zion United Methodist Church in Jamison, where my mother was a member. I was captured by the charisma of Matthew McCollom, who pastored at Trinity. He Page 100 →incessantly promoted participation in the movement. He especially engaged with the youth to get them involved because parents had employment obligations and some wanted protection from being fired because of protest activities. With my parents’ permission, my older brother, Wally, and I heeded the call to participate in protest marches. It was courageous of my mother, who had been recently rehired as a public school teacher after being fired for civil right protest activities several years earlier, to permit us to get involved. She had a strong moral compass for equality and human rights.

Before protest marches, it was customary to have a rally to instruct student protesters on how to behave in a nonviolent and respectful manner. There was the singing of many civil rights songs, especially “We Shall Overcome,” to buoy our spirits. I was picked on numerous occasions to lead rallies because of my oratorical ability. My adeptness in this leadership role caught the attention of Reverend I. DeQuincey Newman, who was the South Carolina field secretary of the NAACP. He asked me to join him to speak at a rally in Columbia to get students involved there. Early in high school, I recognized that I had a talent for public speaking and demonstrated that prowess by speaking at various school assemblies, reenacting various foreign policy positions of Woodrow Wilson in my American History class, and campaigning for vice president of the student council.

The summer of protest involved many marches, and several of us were arrested for trespassing because of sit-in activities. The summer reached a crescendo with the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. I can still feel the excitement of that wildly enthusiastic crowd of 250,000 as we gathered at the Lincoln Memorial on August 28, 1963. The march was organized to coincide with the 100th anniversary of the issuance of the Emancipation Proclamation on January 1, 1863. This marker was critical to dramatize the unfulfilled promises of equality and freedom provided for in the language of the proclamation.

Page 101 →I was sixteen years old at the time of the march. It had been a long night journey on the Atlantic Coastline train from Orangeburg to Washington, DC. The Atlantic Coastline train, dubbed the “Freedom Special,” originated in Florida on August 27 and travelled up the East Coast picking up marchers at various locations, including Orangeburg and Florence, where the train added several cars from the western part of the state. By the time it reached Washington, it was twenty-two cars long.2

The trip was made shorter by the energy and enthusiasm of our youthful group filled with anticipation of the dawning of a new day in America. Every student who actively participated in protest activities was invited to attend the march with the Orangeburg delegation. We sang civil rights songs throughout the night, including “Keep Your Eyes on the Prize,” “We Shall Not Be Moved,” “Blowin in the Wind,” “If I Had a Hammer,” and of course “We Shall Overcome.” Our group included devoted young civil rights workers who had participated in sit-in and community organizing activities. One of them, my brother, Wally, had at age seventeen spent two weeks on the chain gang in Bowman for sit-in activities at the lunch counter at Orangeburg Pharmacy two weeks before the trip to Washington. So were the other Black students who experienced the same ordeal, which included hard labor and eating food infested with bugs.3 After their incarceration, the group was required to register with the Orangeburg police department pursuant to a picket registration ordinance. The ordinance permitted the tracking of students who periodically participated in protest marches.4 It was clearly designed to discourage Black students from exercising their First Amendment free speech rights.

That summer marked a period of pronounced civil disobedience in Orangeburg. I was arrested twice: once for seeking service at the Piggy Park drive-in on Calhoun Drive in Orangeburg, and again for participating in a sit-in at the lunch counter at S. H. Kress 5 &10 store in downtown Orangeburg.5 However, I escaped incarceration Page 102 →in the Orangeburg County Jail, euphemistically called the “Pink Palace” because of its pale color, because at age sixteen I was considered a juvenile under South Carolina law and was released to the custody of my parents. All persons arrested for protest activities between August 28, 1963, and March 19, 1964, are listed in the underground newsletter The Torch. The newsletter was secretly published by Dr. Charles E. Cottingham, professor of biology at South Carolina State College. It was the most effective means of communication between protestors and the movement leadership.6

Gene Johnson and Loretta Thomas were a part of the group as well.7 Gene, a neighbor, was notable for telling many offbeat jokes throughout the night. Loretta, the daughter of a civil rights leader Charles Thomas in Orangeburg, was petite and pretty. She was a former head majorette in the Wilkinson High band. We sat across from each other, stealing glances, and exchanging bits of personal information. Loretta was impressed that I would be attending Fisk University in the fall.

Disembarking from the train at Union Station on that hot and humid day, we confronted a mass of Black folk. Ike Williams, from Charleston, a member of our group, described the scene as follows: “I remember that Union Station swelling with ‘We Shall Overcome.’ Just like a choir—it was almost like Judgment Day and all of the believers coming together singing a great hymn, and that hymn was ‘We Shall Overcome.’”8 On the morning of August 28, more that 2,000 chartered buses, 21 special trains, 10 chartered aircraft, and countless autos from across the nation descended upon Washington. The March on Washington, at that time, was the largest gathering of demonstrators for human rights in the history of the nation. There was confusion about the starting point of the march, so we just headed down Constitution Avenue toward the Lincoln Memorial. We were sandwiched among thousands of excited faces. I have only experienced this kind of Black energy once since then—at President Barack Obama’s first inauguration. Most of our group got separated Page 103 →in the sea of humanity, but a few of us, including Joseph Fuller, managed to garner a vantage point just below the tripod on the right side of the steps leading to the Lincoln Memorial.

The program started with a vibrant rendition of the National Anthem by Marian Anderson. She also sang a spirited version of “He’s Got the Whole World in His Hands.” This was Anderson’s second singing appearance at the Lincoln Memorial. After being denied the right to sing at Constitution Hall by the Daughters of the American Revolution because of its racial segregation policy, President Franklin Roosevelt, at Eleanor Roosevelt’s instigation, arranged for Anderson to sing at the Lincoln Memorial on April 9, 1939. While growing up, my mother had spoken often of her musical prowess as the premiere contralto.

Many leading civil rights leaders spoke, including A. Philip Randolph, director of the March; John Lewis, national chairman of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee; and James Farmer, head of the Congress of Racial Equality. Interspersed among the speakers was the booming voice of Mahalia Jackson singing, “I’ve been buked, and I’ve been scorned.”

As the three-hour long program neared the end, the anticipation of its final speaker was palpable. Then the moment came. Standing in the shadow of the Great Emancipator, the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. fired up and inspired the crowd with his eloquent “I Have a Dream” speech: “I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true meaning of its creed: ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men are created equal.’”

I left the event with euphoric exhaustion and quiet reflection on Dr. King’s parting words that “unearned suffering is redemptive” and that we must “not wallow in the valley of despair.”

Our group was subdued on the long train ride home. We had witnessed something historic and were trying to grasp its significance, savoring every thought. Did Dr. King’s words move the moral conscience of the nation? Were we at a turning point in the civil Page 104 →rights movement? Would the event lead to more favorable civil rights legislation? These were a few of the questions we pondered on the trip home.

Dr. King’s oration stuck with me for many days after I returned home. I first realized the power of words in high school. One afternoon in 1961, while surfing the three channels on our black-and-white television set after school, I landed on Johnny Carson’s weekly game show on ABC, Who Do You Trust? After laughing my way through the episode, I remained on the channel, and President Kennedy appeared in one of his weekly press conferences. I started to listen and was mesmerized by his use of the English language. He spoke with an unusual (to me) Boston accent and a cadence punctuated with body language, especially pointing his finger. He mixed humor with his message and handled himself with consummate aplomb.

After the press conference, I started mimicking the cadence of his language and gestures and tuned in weekly to the press conferences to revel in JFK’s words. Several years later upon the death of Winston Churchill, I stayed up all night listening to Churchill’s speeches that were played on BBC radio to commemorate his life. JFK shared Churchill’s passion for the English language and both used it effectively in their political careers. While attending Fisk University, a friend, Micky McCarthy, observed that I sounded like JFK in my speech mannerisms.

I am fascinated with the various ways the English language is spoken. Growing up in the South, there was the distinct drawl of Southern white people, the broken and mixed English of lower-class Black people carried over from the days of slavery, and the moderately accented language of educated Black people. The variations of spoken English were especially noticeable among Black people in school and church, where attendees were from different socioeconomic classes. I recall switching back and forth with word pronunciation and enunciation depending on the circumstance of who was Page 105 →present. This automatic verbal reflex continues to this day, a method of relating better to the person with whom I am speaking. This behavior is not directed exclusively at Black people but at Southern white people as well.

In high school, we read Shakespeare and Dickens and were taught to model ourselves after those who spoke the Queen’s English. I started paying particularly close attention to diction, syntax, and cadence in language delivery when I got hooked on watching the press conferences of President Kennedy. It was not long before I started tweaking the pattern of my spoken language. By the time I entered college, my speech pattern was fully formed.

Rooming with Nick Wheeler-Robinson at Harvard had a large influence in tilting my speech pattern towards BBC English. Nick, a Brit educated at Trinity College, University of Cambridge, was well-read and, to my mind, spoke perfect English. The expressiveness of his speech delivery, especially when he read poetry, was mesmerizing. My exposure to Nick started a slow, yet deliberate, process of studying English culture. It prompted frequent trips to London to immerse myself in English society. Since the game of cricket had a large influence on the cultural formation of England, I was naturally attracted to the game and tried to understand its impact on English society.



Enrollment at Fisk University


In September 1963, I enrolled in the early admission program at Fisk University, formerly the Fisk Free Colored School and the second oldest historically Black college, founded in 1866 in Nashville, Tennessee. As a young civil rights activist, I imagined myself walking in the shoes of W. E. B. Du Bois, an earlier graduate in 1885. (Professor Du Bois had died one week before I enrolled.) Professor Du Bois cofounded the NAACP, and edited its magazine, The Crisis, for nearly twenty-five years. I was very successful in high school, ranking second academically in my class and was ready to leave. I had Page 106 →exhausted the upper-courses curriculum by the end of my third year. I am indebted to my mother for respecting my decision to attend college, 500 miles away from home, without finishing high school.

Fisk had a rich cultural history and an excellent academic reputation. Located on Jefferson Street about two miles from downtown Nashville, the historic campus includes notable neo-Gothic and Victorian buildings, including Jubilee Hall. The Carl Van Vechten Gallery at Fisk boasted the Alfred Stieglitz Collection, consisting of European modernists (Cezanne, Renoir, Picasso) and American artists, including Georgia O’Keeffe.

Most of my teachers were white, transplanted from other colleges and universities, with a mission to enhance Black education. Several Black professors played a major academic role, most significantly Arna Bontemps, a poet and novelist and noted member of the Harlem Renaissance, whom I had the pleasure of meeting. He was the college’s librarian located in Cravath Hall. Mr. Bontemps was Langston Hughes’s best friend, who was also on the faculty at Fisk during an earlier day; they co-authored the acclaimed 1949 anthology titled The Poetry of the Negro. As a tribute to Langston Hughes, I made a recording of his signature poem, The Negro Speaks of Rivers, for my elocution class. Hughes used rivers as a metaphor for the totality of the African American experience—from the beginning of civilization on the Euphrates to the Congo, Nile, and the Mississippi River. One of Arna Bontemps’s children, Arna Alexander Bontemps, was a classmate at Fisk.

Fisk reinforced confidence in my academic ability by assigning me to the Basic College dormitory. That dorm was for male high achievers. I lived and dined with a group of guys who placed a premium on studying and doing well. Late night study was the norm, only punctuated by a visit to the food truck for a stromboli sandwich. It felt like we were the living embodiment of Professor Du Bois’s “talented tenth,” leaders of thought and culture who would advance the cause of Black people. Recognizing that its mission was Page 107 →developing future leaders, Fisk required all students to take a course in elocution.

I was invited to enroll in the honors Western Civilization class taught by Professor Theodore S. Currier. He had an impressive and enigmatic intellect. He was also quirky, owning two identical Lincoln Continental cars of different colors. Professor Currier was a chain smoker and had a habit of pacing the floor throughout his lectures. We were mesmerized by his elegant mind. He was sixty years old when he taught me, and his brilliance did not wane over the years from the time he was the senior faculty member of the History Department at age twenty-eight. He was a mentor to the renowned historian, John Hope Franklin, and constantly talked about him as a role model. Years later in a conversation with John Hope at Harvard, I referenced Ted Currier, which elicited a smile from him. Professor Currier was so confident of John Hope’s ability that he financed his former student’s first year of graduate studies at Harvard University.9

I took pre-calculus from a dynamic mathematician and physicist, Professor Nelson Fuson. He chaired the Physics Department and was a Quaker pacifist who was active in the civil rights movement in Nashville. He excited me by teaching me how to calculate and prove pi. I was introduced to the Beatles at his house. His children had the new release: “I Want to Hold Your Hand.” It was the Beatles’ first US number one hit, and the start of the British invasion of the American music industry. Professor Charlotte Spivack mesmerized me in her English course. She made English literature exciting. She taught me how to read poetry, and I still read the poetry book from her class.

My quintessential course was an honors colloquium titled “The Good Society,” taught by Professor Myron Lunine. The colloquium dealt with questions concerning the nature of justice, the dimensions of freedom, the meaning of equality, the role of government, and the purpose of education. We read the classical philosophers, including Plato, Rousseau, Locke, and Burke. My final course paper, “Property Rights Versus Human Rights: Possible Burkean and Lockean Page 108 →Positions,” was selected as the freshman entry to the Fisk Honors Review.10 In it, I analyzed the Negro’s continued oppression against the societal dilemma of reconciling the competing interests of property rights versus human rights. My paper was an argument for congressional action in enacting the Civil Rights Act of 1964.

I made many wonderful friendships during my freshman year. My roommate, Fred Powell, was a fellow early entrant from Fairmont, North Carolina. After graduating magna cum laude, he later studied medicine at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and is now a doctor. Moses McKissick, the son of an old Nashville family that established the first African American architecture firm in the United States, was my mentor. He made many helpful suggestions on how I could improve my honors paper. He later attended the Woodrow Wilson School at Princeton. Roswell Beck from Florence, South Carolina, a fine trumpet player, persuaded me to join his three-piece combo as piano player. We played Dave Brubeck’s “Take Five” at the opening class assembly. Following in the footsteps of his father, he became a doctor after graduating from Meharry Medical College in Nashville. Noah Griffin, a charismatic person with a lovely voice, later attended Harvard Law School with me. Noah’s father was a social activist who headed the NAACP in San Francisco, and Noah went home to follow in his footsteps. Mickey McCarthy from Birmingham, Alabama, taught me how to bowl and invited me to attend a Ray Charles concert with him in downtown Nashville. Fisk had an endless contingent of very smart women. In fact, my freshman class of 276 consisted of 190 women and only 86 men. I had a crush on Ramona Hoage, a go-getter in my class who graduated magna cum laude. I met her earlier at her grandparents’ house on Oak Street in Orangeburg. Later in life as an academic and activist, Romona was credited with introducing the term “African American.”

My year at Fisk was a time of turmoil in the larger society. Student demonstrations and sit-ins were common throughout the Page 109 →country, including in Nashville. John Lewis was a classmate at Fisk University, although I did not know him. He headed the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee at the time and led many protest marches in Nashville and elsewhere. He was jailed many times for protest activities, including his participation in the Freedom Rides during the summer of 1961. Later, John became an influential congressman from Atlanta, Georgia.


[image: Two young men sit indoors against a plain wall, both wearing sleeveless shirts. One wears a cap and holds a pipe, while the other smiles toward the camera.]

With my roommate Fred Powell during our freshman year at Fisk University, 1963. Author’s collection.



I remember when Martin Luther King made a speech to the Fisk student body in the college gym. He was every bit as eloquent as he was when I first saw him at the March on Washington a few months earlier.

On November 22, 1963, President Kennedy was assassinated. None of us could make sense of it and concluded that it was a symptom of the turbulent 1960s. We were all glued to the TV as we watched the riderless horse and caisson, carrying President Kennedy’s body, meander through the streets of Washington, DC. The Page 110 →caisson made a clickity-clack sound to the rhythm of a somber drum cadence and Chopin’s Funeral March. That was the saddest day for America in my short lifetime.

Dr. King’s moral imperative combined with President Lyndon Johnson’s political acumen resulted in passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the most comprehensive civil rights legislation since Reconstruction. The Voting Rights Act would follow in 1965 after a bloody confrontation at the Edmund Pettus Bridge in Selma, Alabama. It is sobering to note that the record African American voter turnout for Barack Obama would not have been possible before the passage of the Voting Rights Act. The civil rights laws were also an assault on gender inequality. Women changed the way they defined themselves in the 1960s. In 1966, the National Organization for Women was founded.




Symptoms of the Sixties


The Sixties gave currency to the belief that no problem—whether poverty, illiteracy, war, or space travel—was too big to be solved. We became ambassadors to the world by joining the Peace Corps in record numbers. We vested ourselves in the Head Start program to stamp out illiteracy at a very early age. And we landed a man on the moon on July 20, 1969.

In his American University speech on June 10, 1963, President Kennedy implored that we could achieve the peace that always eluded us:


No problem of human destiny is beyond human beings. Man’s reason and spirit have often solved the seemingly unsolvable, and we can do it again . . . Not a Pax Americana enforced on the world by American weapons of war. . . . [but] a genuine peace that makes life on earth worth living, the kind that enables men and nations to grow, and to hope, and build a better life for their children.11



Page 111 →The Sixties redefined our relationships with our parents, our government, our schools, our churches, and other institutions of authority. Boomers had the sheer numbers to set dress codes (tie-dyed T-shirts, bell bottoms, boots, miniskirts, long hair, and Afros) and music trends (James Brown’s “Say It Loud, I’m Black and I’m Proud,” Bob Dylan’s “Blowin’ in the Wind,” The Beatles’s White Album, which featured “Revolution,” Rolling Stones’s “Gimme Shelter,” Doors’s “Light My Fire”), carve out a new speech vernacular (groovy, far out, dig it, mellow, bummer), and defined a sexual revolution (epitomized by bra burning and free love) that would culminate in the Woodstock music festival in August 1969. AIDS would eventually scare us back into celibacy a couple of decades later, but Woodstock was a time to express freedom against the fiery backdrop of Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, Richie Havens, Joe Cocker, and the Grateful Dead. You’ve probably heard the commentary on the drug culture: “If you remember the Sixties, you weren’t there.”

Strangely, the Sixties ended as rapidly and mysteriously as they had begun. Like a small fire that quickly grew into a raging torrent, the Sixties would just as quickly consume itself in the flicker of a moment. Beginning in the psychedelic bliss of drugs and free love, the Sixties picked up steam fast and ended in turmoil. The year 1963 saw the assassination of President Kennedy; 1965 saw the assassination of Malcolm X and the race riots in Watts, a section of Los Angeles; 1967 saw the conviction of Muhammad Ali for refusing on religious grounds induction into the Army, race riots in Newark, Detroit, and Washington, DC, against an international backdrop of the Six-Day War in which Israel defeated Egypt, Syria, and Jordan and claimed the West Bank, Gaza Strip, Sinai Peninsula, and Golan Heights; 1968 saw the massive escalation of hostilities and death in Vietnam with the Tet Offensive and President Johnson announcing that he would not run for reelection; and later in 1968, Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy would be assassinated only two months apart, and Richard Nixon would win a close election Page 112 →by only .7 percent of the vote over Hubert Humphrey to claim the presidency.

Did the hope, idealism, and promise that propelled us during the Sixties die with its magical leaders? John Lewis recalled that while he was devastated when Dr. King was killed, he soldiered on because Bobby Kennedy kept the flame alive. I too adored Bobby Kennedy ever since I shook his hand during the summer of 1966 while working at the US State Department.

I can still hear Bobby’s profound message of suffering and hope in quoting Aeschylus after Martin Luther King’s assassination:


Even in our sleep, pain which cannot forget falls drop by drop upon the heart, until, in our own despair, against our will, comes wisdom through the awful grace of God.

What we need in the United States is not division; what we need is not hatred; . . . but . . . love and wisdom, and compassion toward one another . . . Let us dedicate ourselves to what the Greeks wrote so many years ago: to tame the savageness of man and make gentle the life of the world.



When Bobby was assassinated, I shared John Lewis’s feeling that “the country was falling apart.” Andrew Young (later ambassador and mayor of Atlanta) shared that view by describing the numbness of “just going through the motions.” Tom Brokaw observed: “Kennedy and King could appeal to the center as well as to the left and mobilize those forces against the conservative tide that was about to sweep the nation.”12

Were we so disillusioned by the turn of events that we would, in the words of Timothy Leary, “turn on, tune in, drop out” and abandon our critical engagement with the world? No, that did not happen. We would continue to fight for our beliefs. But we had experienced a loss of innocence and, more important, the loss of our dream of bringing about a true revolution in the way society defines and solves problems.

Page 113 →The question unanswered to this day is whether the Sixties left a meaningful and lasting mark on the American ethos. Which raises the ancillary question: Were we boomers all that different from our parents? Granted, we certainly were a temperamental and spoiled lot who indulged in excesses made possible by the rising affluence of American society. But I don’t think that we were all that different. While many of us continued to carry the flame of revolution forward, most of us reverted to the ways of our parents and embraced the expectations and comforts of the establishment—became investment bankers, lawyers, and other professionals in the pursuit of greater wealth—and devolved into self-absorbed, egocentric individuals imbued with an entitlement mentality.

At my 25th reunion at Harvard Law School, one of the more radical members of our class, after observing our dress, speech, and thinking, concluded that the lot of us sounded and acted like a “fucking board of directors.”






chapter 9 Forever to Thee


Page 114 →My admission to USC was not a smooth process. Although I applied in early spring 1964 and presumed that my final first-year transcript from Fisk was supplied in early June, by late July I still had not heard anything from the admissions office. Concerned about the delay, I wrote to the admissions office and made a veiled threat that if I didn’t receive a decision soon, I would take further action. Within a couple of weeks, I received an acceptance letter. I’d like to think that the delay was caused by an inefficient admissions office, but I couldn’t be sure. I had to think the worst because classes would be starting in early September, and I needed time to engage a lawyer, if necessary.

I’m not sure what I was expecting as I enrolled at USC in the fall of 1964. It had been desegregated one year earlier by two Black undergraduates, Henrie Monteith and Robert “Bob” Anderson, and one Black graduate student, James Solomon. Henrie and Bob had transferred from other colleges. Having experienced success at other colleges was important as they faced the new desegregated environment. They weren’t sure whether their new professors would evaluate them fairly. That eventuality would likely have rattled them psychologically had they not already known that they could succeed academically. I carried the same mindset when I entered USC as a sophomore.

Henrie lived in a dormitory on campus during her first semester. Bob spent his entire three years living at Maxcy College, a dormitory Page 115 →named after the university’s first president, Reverend Johnathan Maxcy, a Baptist theologian who was an alumnus of Brown University and later its second president. He held an honorary degree from Harvard University. His imposing monument adorns the Horseshoe.

Transferring from Clark College (now Clark Atlanta University), a Methodist historically Black college in Atlanta, Georgia, Bob was assigned to Maxcy College because the dormitory had a few rooms with private bathrooms. The university did not want to risk an incident by having Bob share an interracial bathroom. Bob endured repeated incidents of harassment by a few white students who lived in the dorm. Late at night, they would knock on his door and flee before it could be answered or bounce basketballs on the street outside his room so he could not study or sleep. This harassment was so unbearable that Bob often fled the campus for some peace and quiet.

The year I arrived, four Black male students were housed at Maxcy College on the second and third floors, atop each other. Bob Anderson from Greenville and William “Bill” Washington from Charleston, a transfer student from South Carolina State College, roomed on the second floor. Risher Cross, a freshman, from Charleston and I roomed on the third floor. We became a closely knit group and Bob created nicknames for us: Risher was Forty, implying it would take him forty years to graduate from USC; Bill was Scholar, a reference to his highfalutin language.

Unfortunately, Bill withdrew from USC at the end of the academic year. I’m not sure of the reason, and he never reenrolled. Another Black student, who lived off campus, withdraw for academic reasons. However, he did return a few years later to complete his coursework. During the early days of desegregation, no academic support (and only meager psychological support) was provided to Black students who might need it. Black students had to negotiate the foreign environment on their own, except for the support they received from fellow Black students.

Page 116 →During my second year, I roomed with Bob. He grew up in segregated Greenville at a time when Black people had to scrap for educational opportunities. At the age of sixteen while a student at Sterling High School, Bob could not abide racial inequalities and was arrested for participating in civil rights sit-ins at the segregated Greenville Public Library and F. W. Woolworth five-and-dime store lunch counter. His family lived near Jesse Jackson and knew him well. Jackson became a key leader in the Southern Christian Leadership Conference under Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. and had grown up in Greenville. Jackson encouraged Bob and his sister, Carmen Anderson, to participate in the sit-in protest at the Greenville Public Library. They sat and read books and magazines until they were arrested.1 While he was a student at Clark College, Bob was jailed for participating in civil rights protest activities organized by Reverend Martin Luther King Jr.

He talked about his friend from Sterling High School, Franklin “Bo” Miller, who worked on a garbage truck to finance his way through Fisk University. Bow was a resourceful person who read Dante while picking up garbage. I met him when I was at Fisk. He played football and impressed me as a person who would leave a mark on society.

Bob’s academic concentration was political science, as was mine, and he was helpful to me in selecting courses. He provided me with the skinny on certain professors. Bob was widely read, especially in Black history and contemporary literature. He read all of James Baldwin’s works and often made references to The Fire Next Time. He was wont to quote passages from acclaimed literary works: Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman (“old Willie is out there in the blue with a smile and a shoeshine . . .”) and Shakespeare’s As You Like It (“Men have died from time to time, and worms have eaten them, but not for love”). Bob was well-respected by white students because of his quick wit and towering vocabulary. He was a keen debater on the Page 117 →university’s debate team. I heard him engage Marty, a white student, over the debate between James Baldwin and William F. Buckley at the University of Cambridge Union in 1965. The motion debated was: “The American dream is at the expense of the American Negro.” Baldwin won the debate against Buckley as, it seemed to me, Bob did against Marty.

Bob loved music. He was a student of jazz and loved listening to trumpeters Miles Davis and Freddie Hubbard. Bob played the trumpet and sat in on improvised jazz jam sessions at a nightclub located near Allen and Benedict Colleges, two historically Black colleges in Columbia. He also loved the poetry of folk music. We would often listen to, and discuss the meaning of, Bob Dylan’s poignant antiwar ballad, “With God on Our Side.”

Although Bob had a first-class mind, I sensed that he had little direction. He was very introspective and didn’t share his thoughts readily. When Bob enrolled at USC, his sister, Carmen, was unaware of his plans and found out about his enrollment through a news program on a TV station that posted his picture. During his senior year, he struggled with what life after USC would look like. He once talked about studying law, but that never materialized. I lost contact with him after he graduated, and years later, I was surprised to hear that he had been drafted to serve in the Vietnam conflict. After that experience, he worked as a social worker in New York City, and upon retirement worked at the Veterans Administration until his death. Upon reflection, I was not surprised to hear about his career choice. He had a vulnerable side that propelled him to help others who lived in the shadows and lacked a voice. He was so committed to his work that he declined to attend a family reunion after the World Trade Towers were hit because he believed victims of that tragedy needed his help.

Life in Maxcy College was pleasant overall, although the predictable pranks of white students knocking on our doors continued. We Page 118 →experienced no violence while living there. The dormitory had an ideal location, just off the Horseshoe. It was very convenient for me to attend classes in scattered academic buildings.

My primary courses were in political science, English, history, international studies, and naval science. I studied incessantly, dividing my study time between my dorm room and the Thomas Cooper Library. My diligence paid off with professor recognition in my American history, French, and economics classes. Professor George Rodgers read my final American history exam answer to the entire class as a model of good analysis and writing. My French teacher praised my facility for pronouncing the French language with the proper accent, clarity, and expression. My economics professor encouraged me to pursue the field further with advance course work. Professor Ford, who taught honors American literature, enhanced my worldview of the classics, and I continue to reread my two favorites, Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, and Ernest Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises.

Enrolling in the Naval ROTC program satisfied my physical education curriculum requirement. But the attraction was more than that. I aspired to become a naval officer. I was the only African American enrolled in the program and was treated very respectfully. I played bass drum in the Naval ROTC Drum and Bugle Corps. I had loads of fun parading around campus on drill day and marching in parades in Columbia. I would have completed the ROTC training and accepted a commission as an ensign but Captain Jeffery, the head of the Naval Science program, informed me the Navy would not allow me to study law after college. The military buildup in Vietnam was beginning, and the Navy needed officers to captain boats.

During my three years of matriculation, USC was not an oppressive environment, but it was not inclusive, either. While I was there, Black students were not integrated into campus life. We tried to maintain a modicum of camaraderie by eating lunch and dinner together at the Russell House dining room. I joined the staff of The Page 119 →Gamecock, the student newspaper, during my first year at USC. However, I left at the end of the first semester because I could not abide the politics of the editor, who took it upon herself to endorse Barry Goldwater in the 1964 presidential election. Another Black student played on the USC marching band for a brief period before withdrawing from the university. Black students were not invited to belong to fraternities and sororities. No Black students played any varsity sports. We did not attend many football or basketball games for fear we might encounter violence. However, I did make an exception by attending the 1965 homecoming dance that featured the performance of Diana Ross and the Supremes.


[image: A uniformed Naval ROTC drum and bugle corps poses in rows, wearing dress uniforms and caps. A large bass drum in front reads “University of South Carolina USN ROTC.”]

Me (back row, third from left) with the Naval ROTC Drum and Bugle Corps at the University of South Carolina. USC 1965 Garnet and Black Yearbook.



To rectify this social void, Theodore (Ted) Ledeen, administrative assistant to the dean of students, and his wife, Libby, extended themselves to make Black students feel welcomed and included. They invited us to their home for dinner and planned social events for us. They often sponsored trips to Penn Center, an African American cultural and educational center located on St. Helena Island near Beaufort, South Carolina. Their son, Larry, rode a Harley Davidson and played folk music on a twelve-string guitar. Larry hosted many folk jam sessions at his apartment and invited us to hang out. One of our favorite songs was “Guantanamera.” Upon graduation from USC, Ted and Libby gave me a copy of Fyodor Dostoevsky’s The Grand Inquisitor.

Page 120 →The social environment on campus improved in my senior year (my third year at USC) when Black students were integrated into regular dorm life with community baths. My roommate, Zack Clarkson, from the Columbia area, and I lived at the Honeycombs and did not experience any problems while living in that integrated dorm environment. My senior year was enhanced with the purchase of a blue, bubble-top MGA. The MG gave me the freedom to get away, which I did often, to have dinner at the College Inn Tourist Home, a Green Book-designated soul-food restaurant on Harden Street near Allen and Benedict Colleges.

During my senior year, an interracial group of like-minded students, led by Paul Bloom, a fellow political science major from Virginia, discussed the feasibility of creating an organization that would raise the consciousness of students who desired dialog on progressive social issues. That discussion led to the creation of AWARE. Our inaugural event was held on campus at Columbia Hall on February 9, 1967, and featured Julian Bond as the keynote speaker. In 1965, he had been elected to the Georgia House of Representatives, but the House refused to seat him because he helped co-found the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and opposed the US involvement in Vietnam. The US Supreme Court ultimately compelled the legislature to seat Mr. Bond, holding that he had been denied his constitutional right of freedom of speech.2

As the coordinating secretary of AWARE, I extended an invitation to Mr. Bond and had the privilege of introducing him at the public event. His flight to Columbia from Atlanta was delayed because of a snowstorm that evening. The event drew 200 people, mostly students and friends, several faculty members, and a few newsmen. The theme of his speech was the future of the Negro in America. However, during the question-and-answer segment, all questions dealt with his position on opposition to the war in Vietnam and Black Power, an emerging Black empowerment movement led by Stokely Carmichael. On Vietnam, he forcefully defended his Page 121 →position that the war was “illegal, immoral and unjust.” On Black Power, he skillfully avoided the trap of those who accused him of advocating violence by stating that “Black Power is people having power—political and perhaps even economic power.” Although the event was approved by the university, it nevertheless drew controversy. The Grand Dragon of the state Ku Klux Klan threatened to picket the event, although that never materialized. The Columbia Police Department provided tight security at the event, checking the identification cards of attendees at the door.3 The event was enhanced by a reception afterwards graciously hosted by Professor Bradley, a faculty member in the English Department, at his home.


[image: A young man in a suit and tie speaks with others in a crowded indoor setting. Several people stand close together, listening and conversing in the background.]

Julian Bond and me (far left) at the inaugural AWARE event at USC in 1967. Archives of USC Center for Civil Rights History and Research.



I studied political science because I was advised that the courses provided a good preparation for the study of law. I was fortunate that the Political Science Department had some of the brightest professors at USC. The erudite Professor Jerome Wiesner stimulated my interest in political philosophy and theory. His pedagogy was efficient. He entered the classroom, looked around in his characteristic Page 122 →shy manner to see who was there, and immediately began to lecture from well-thought-through notes. The lectures were nonstop for the entire hour, only pausing to transition from one topic to another.

The unflappable and debonair Professor Donald Fowler grounded me in the practicalities of the political process. In fall 1966, Professor Fowler hosted a seminar in Washington, DC, on the workings of the federal government. Through the seminar, I met Senator Teddy Kennedy. In his office, Senator Kennedy shared personal stories about pictures taken with his brothers, President Kennedy and Senator Robert “Bobby” Kennedy. Inscribed on a picture of Teddy and Bobby together were Bobby’s words: “From one coattail rider to another.” The reference denotes that both Teddy and Bobby got elected because of President Kennedy’s popularity. Professor Fowler and I shared a hotel room together because he did not want to create friction by forcing a white student to room with a Black person. Professor Fowler strongly encouraged me to attend Harvard Law School and remained a proponent of my professional growth over the years.

Years later, Professor Fowler was picked by President Bill Clinton to co-chair (along with Senator Christopher Dodd of Connecticut) the Democratic National Committee. Under their stewardship from 1995 to 1997, they expanded the reach of the party, especially enhancing voter registration of African Americans. Professor Fowler and I have kept up with each other over the years and met at the Monocle Restaurant for breakfast during President Obama’s first inauguration. The Monocle, a favorite of Members of Congress, is the closest restaurant to the US Capitol building. Don Fowler passed away on December 17, 2020.

The courtly Professor Glenn Abernathy, the gentleman scholar, set the standard of civility that I would aspire to emulate throughout my professional life. One of Professor Abernathy’s heroes was Professor Paul Freund of the Harvard Law School faculty. He referenced Professor Freund frequently in his Constitutional Law class. I got to know Professor Freund while at Harvard. He was the advisor Page 123 →to my moot court club, the Cardozo Club. Professors Abernathy and Freund were both quiet and reserved constitutional scholars dedicated to promoting decency in our society. After I graduated from Harvard Law School, Professor Freund was a reference for my Massachusetts bar admission. He advised me to “return to my hinterland”—advice I eventually followed. Professor Abernathy helped to make that a reality. He championed my successful appointment to the law faculty at USC and remained one of my staunchest supporters.


[image: A formal studio portrait of a young man wearing a suit and tie. He faces forward with a neutral expression against a plain background.]

My senior year photo at USC, 1967. Author’s collection.



During my entire academic experience at USC, I was fortunate to have had fair-minded professors who evaluated my work without prejudice. Accordingly, Harvard was able to get an accurate and true depiction of my academic ability. Unfortunately, other Black students did not have a similar experience.



Interracial Dating


Throughout my life, I have been attracted to people based on their character and decency. A person’s skin color, nationality, religion, or Page 124 →other characteristics never mattered to me. Although I grew up in a segregated society where Black people were routinely demeaned, I never harbored any hatred toward white people. Fortunately, I have met far more decent white people than those who were prejudiced and bigoted.

There were times during my undergraduate experience when racism raised its ugly head. One night, I decided to frequent a restaurant on Sumter Street around the corner from Maxcy College to get some food after a long session of studying. I had gone to that restaurant during the day without incident, so I figured it was a safe venue. I finished eating and paid the cashier. Upon leaving the restaurant, I noticed that three hostile-looking white individuals followed me out of the door. Anticipating that I would be accosted before I got back to Maxcy College, I immediately turned around and reentered the restaurant. I sat at the counter and waited about a half hour for the three men to leave the premises. The manager of the restaurant knew exactly what was happening and allowed me to sit there without ordering to ensure my safety. I learned a lesson from that incident. Never go to an off-campus white-owned restaurant alone at night.

Given my liberal views on race, I was destined to have issues with the South’s cardinal rule against racial mixing. I knew that dating a white woman while being enrolled at USC would be frowned upon and could even be dangerous. Nevertheless, I followed my heart rather than my head.

Robin was a very intelligent and attractive woman. She spoke with a mild British accent, and I believe she had an English lineage. Before enrolling at USC, she had spent time studying theatre and acting. We shared many of the same ideas and ideals. We believed in racial equality and social justice and were founding members of AWARE, a student group that exposed students to diverse viewpoints. Robin had every reason not to rock the boat, because her father was a professor in the English Department at Davis College. Page 125 →Nevertheless, we carried on a discrete relationship and fortunately did not experience any serious problems.

My relationship with Robin began with the passion of a hot fire. I met her one fall day in 1966 while walking across the Horseshoe. She was with some of my friends, so I felt she shared their worldview of things. She looked stunning that day and I wanted to spend time with her. After a few chance encounters, we began secretly meeting at her apartment late at night to avoid suspicion. We had the perfect opportunity to spend time openly with one another at a weekend civil rights retreat we were invited to attend at Penn Center in Frogmore, South Carolina.

Penn Center was founded in 1862 by Quaker missionaries from Pennsylvania and named in honor of William Penn. The civil rights program that weekend included a speech by Stokely Carmichael, leader of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, who later founded the Black Power movement. The other speaker was Charles Morgan Jr., a civil rights attorney from Alabama. He helped establish the legal principle of “one man, one vote” and represented Julian Bond and Muhammad Ali before the US Supreme Court. I vividly recall his humorous response when asked how he deals with hostile idiotic questions. His response was “When you are asked a damn-fool question, you get a damn-fool answer.” On our way back to the campus, we topped off the weekend with a side trip to the quaint Catfish Row in Charleston’s historic district, where we had an invitation to attend a party.

Robin and I spent a memorable weekend at Penn Center, engaging in intellectual banter with the group and spending quiet moments along the intercoastal waterway. We were consumed by our love for one another. The passion of the relationship cooled the closer we got to graduation. Since I had been accepted to Harvard Law School, I could not reconcile our relationship with my new pursuit. It was a hard decision to break up with Robin.


Page 126 →[image: Three men gather outdoors near parked cars. One man stands while two others sit on a car, engaged in conversation.]

Attorneys Matthew J. Perry (left), Zack E. Townsend (center), and Earl W. Coblyn (right). Coblyn was a mentor of the author. Cecil J. Williams, photographer, March 1960.






Revelation


When I enrolled at USC, I had no idea what that decision would mean for the Black community in Orangeburg. As it turned out, matriculating at USC had spawned high hopes that I was on the path to becoming a future leader in the community. For them, I projected the image of a talented Black person who understood the white establishment and who could represent the Black community effectively in voicing its issues.

Community leader Mr. Bythewood, field secretary of the state chapter of NAACP Reverend Newman, and Earl Coblyn (a civil rights attorney) certainly believed that I could transition into a community leader, as did most of my former teachers at Wilkinson High School. Reverend Newman pushed me to develop my leadership Page 127 →skills. Earl Coblyn often remarked that when I addressed an audience, my persona dominated the room. In addition, many of my contemporaries admired my savoir faire and imitated my moves in many ways. All of them made it clear that I did not have the luxury to ignore the significant issues affecting Black people; I had a greater responsibility to use my talents for the good of the Black community. Initially I did not have the maturity to understand the responsibility others felt I should shoulder and was slow to understand it. However, soon after realizing the gravity of that revelation, I knew, going forward, that I could not ignore the message that was being conveyed. Indeed, that message influenced my selection of academic courses to ensure I would be prepared to make a career choice that would reconcile with service to the Black community. In the quiet moments, I sought guidance by reflecting on the passage from Luke 12:48 (King James Version): “For unto whomsoever much is given, of him shall be much required . . .”






chapter 10 Foggy Bottom


Page 128 →I have always been a romantic and a dreamer, and things were no different on that spring day in 1966. Tennyson got it right in “Locksley Hall” when he wrote: “In the spring a young man’s fancy lightly turns to thoughts of love.” While entering Harper College, the political science building, with thoughts of love, my eyes were drawn to the bulletin board on the left near the entryway. Posted there was a brochure soliciting candidates to apply for the Rhodes Scholarship to study at Oxford University. I had become thoroughly acquainted with the Rhodes Scholarship the summer before through the chance meeting of a Dartmouth College student named Richie Joseph.

Richie and I met the summer of 1965 at a protest rally in Washington, DC, billed as the Conference for Unrepresented People. The conference was a peace and civil rights gathering with an emphasis on nonviolent direct action (Saul Alinsky style). My decision to attend the rally was precipitous. I decided to tag along with two white female civil rights workers from the Northeast who had gone to St Matthews, Calhoun County, South Carolina, a few miles north of Orangeburg, for the summer of 1965 to assist with the project to register Black voters called Summer Community Organization and Political Education (SCOPE). The project was organized by the Southern Christian Leadership Conference to educate and register Black citizens eligible to vote in 120 counties in six southern states. White college students were recruited to help with education and registration. Phyllis Greenfield, a student at Brandeis University, located in Waltham, Massachusetts, who was a guitar strumming Page 129 →flower-child idealist in the Joan Baez mode, and Elizabeth “Liz” Hafkin, who also studied at Brandeis, decided to attend the conference. They asked me to go along for companionship and to experience an unusual gathering in Washington.

Getting to the conference is a story in itself. Violating the South’s cardinal rule, that Black men should not fraternize with white women, the three of us set off from St Matthews late in the day, headed for Washington. We travelled on US Route 301, the major north–south highway between Florida and Delaware before Interstate 95 was constructed. As night fell, my two female companions needed to use a bathroom. Against my better judgment, we stopped at a restaurant near Dunn, North Carolina to permit my two friends to use the facilities. I stayed in the car, but when the women returned to the car, we were observed by a group of three white men, who began kicking the car door. I ignored them and tried to get away as speedily as I could. The men followed us, and a high-speed chase ensued. Luckily my driving skills and the car (a Simca) did not fail me that night. I was able to outrun the pursuing car, which gave up the chase after about 20 minutes. I often wonder what would have happened to us had we been caught on that dark road in rural North Carolina that night. Years later, Phyllis contacted me and wrote: “Since then I have wished to sit down with the person that was put in harm’s way by my presence, and who, by his clear-headedness and skill under pressure, saved our lives.”1

The Conference for Unrepresented People turned out to be an unremarkable event. After the conference, Richie, a few others, and I drove to Birmingham, Alabama. Another civil rights conference was taking place at the 16th Street Baptist Church in Birmingham. That church had been bombed by the Ku Klux Klan in September 1963, and four Black girls were killed. On the trip to Birmingham, I learned that Richie had won a Rhodes Scholarship. My view of the Rhodes would forever be colored by my admiration for Richie. He was the quintessential example of the emerging Black Page 130 →leader—intelligent, confident of the future, and able to appeal to a broad spectrum of people. Richie has become an acclaimed scholar on Africa, teaching at several major universities and publishing a prodigious number of articles and books.

On that spring day in 1966 while contemplating the “dreaming spires” of Oxford, I was feeling comfortable at having achieved a measure of academic success and faculty recognition. I had gained enough confidence to begin exploring the world beyond the cloistered walls of USC. I had been a student leader in the civil rights movement and felt that, with my academic credentials and diverse interests, I had a shot at matriculating at Oxford.

While reading the Oxford brochure, my eyes drifted to another brochure. It was seeking applicants for a summer program at the US Department of State. The Foreign Affairs Scholars Program was established to interest minority students in careers in the Foreign Service. The summer experience was designed to expose candidates to the workings of the Foreign Service and prepare them for the qualifying Foreign Service examination.

While in college, I had an interest in international affairs and took several courses in the field at the War Memorial building. The International Studies program had some very able scholars, including Professor Donald Wetherbee. I especially enjoyed a course in sub-Sahara Africa taught by a young free-thinking scholar from the University of California, Berkeley, who was conversant in Arabic. In that course, we explored the nuances in Frantz Fanon’s landmark book, The Wretched of the Earth. His writings depicted the ethos of the schizophrenic African who tried to break the shackles of colonialism and embrace independence.

I decided to compete for the Foreign Service internship. Within three weeks of applying, I was called for an interview at Morehouse College in Atlanta. This was an unforgettable experience. At the beginning of the interview, the panel was astounded that I was an African American matriculating at USC. They confessed that one Page 131 →of the reasons they wanted to interview me was to find out what I looked like. They thought that maybe a white person had mistakenly applied for the minority-focused program. After we exchanged pleasantries, I was grilled by a panel of political science and international studies professors about my interest in and knowledge of the world. I especially remember the piercing mind of Professor Robert Hughes Brisbane, whom I later discovered was a legend at Morehouse.

I have always had an affection for Morehouse College. I considered attending as an early entrant after my third year of high school. During the late 1960s Morehouse was synonymous with Julian Bond, one of its distinguished alumni. He had been very active in the civil rights movement. He was denied his seat in the Georgia legislature because of his outspoken views on civil rights and his resistance to the draft during the Vietnam War.

Soon after my interview at Morehouse, I was selected to participate in the Foreign Affairs Scholars Program and was en route to Washington—to Foggy Bottom—in early June. The program included a work experience in one of the State Department’s divisions, classroom study at Howard University focused on milestones in foreign affairs history, and cultural experiences, including attending plays at the National Theatre and musical events at the Carter Barron Amphitheatre. I remember attending a performance of Neil Simon’s Barefoot in the Park at the National Theatre. The classroom exposed us to some of the leading scholars of the day, including Dr. Kenneth B. Clark of the City College of New York. Dr. Clark conducted the pioneering “doll” study that dramatized for the US Supreme Court deliberating on the Brown case the psychological damage to Black children resulting from segregation in Clarendon County, South Carolina. For fun, I would frequent The Tombs, a college hangout in Georgetown, to get a beer and a quick meal. Senator Robert Kennedy was a regular patron at that establishment where it is rumored that he carved his initials in a wooden table, which was a common practice that I engaged in as well.

Page 132 →Dean Rusk was Secretary of State when I arrived. Lyndon Johnson was in the White House and Secretary Rusk was one of the foreign affairs whiz kids who continued after the Kennedy administration abruptly ended. Secretary Rusk cut his teeth under Dean Acheson during the early years of the Cold War. My initial impression of Secretary Rusk, when I met him at the 4th of July reception in the Secretary’s suite, was that he was a man of great intelligence and quiet dignity. Vietnam would later take its toll on him and greatly diminish his stature. The same fate was in store for Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, whom I got to know a few years later.

This was an exciting time to be in Washington. During the summer of 1966, I was exposed to some of the most influential people of that time: Secretary Rusk, Vice President Hubert Humphrey, and Senator Robert Kennedy. It was also a summer of intrigue and romance. I recall my Cold War security briefing—admonitions to never remove documents from the department, never to talk to strangers about work, and if there were a need to communicate officially, only communicate in places with a noisy background. This was stuff straight out of John le Carré. The flamenco dancer I met at the International Club located on 16th Street mesmerized me with the elixir of her fandango dance. I was so taken with her that I frequented El Bodegon, a Spanish restaurant in downtown DC, where she danced, to enjoy the gastronomical treat of paella while watching her perform. The ambience of it all made me feel like I was a participant in Rudyard Kipling’s Great Game.2

I was assigned to the European desk and had a front-row seat to world events. During the summer of 1966, President De Gaulle of France was in the process of wrecking the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), having withdrawn France from the NATO military command structure. NATO, a collective defense pact consisting of nineteen countries, was formed on April 4, 1949, to foil hostile Soviet intimidation and military activity in Western Europe. Page 133 →Europe had experienced the 1948 communist coup in Prague and the 1948–49 Soviet blockade of Berlin.

Given what France experienced under the German occupation during World War II, I’ve always found it curious that President de Gaulle would move to dismantle NATO seventeen years after it was formed. A host of factors contributed to De Gaulle’s action. Foremost was the new war strategy promoted by the United States called “flexible response,” the essence of which was that a limited nuclear war could be fought in Europe. This idea caused a crisis among NATO members, particularly France. While the new strategy was ultimately adopted by the alliance in 1967, France opposed it and left the NATO integrated command. In addition, De Gaulle fell prey to the influence that “détente” had on certain members of the alliance.

I shared an office at State with a chap named John Brimes. He was an interesting and bright fellow who decided to become a diplomat after attending Columbia Law School. He had aspired to become a Foreign Service Officer for a long time. In fact, he was so determined to join the diplomatic corps that he feigned employment at a Wall Street law firm to please his wife, while he stole away to the New York Public Library to study for the Foreign Service exam. Under Brimes’s supervision, one of my responsibilities was to brief, on a biweekly basis, a trade delegation involved in the General Agreement on Trade and Tariffs (GATT) negotiations. I recall Brimes reining in my expansive discourse on various GATT agenda items. I quickly learned the importance of words and nuance. If too much new information was communicated to the GATT delegates, they were likely to think that there had been a change of policy. In short, the less said the better.

Much has changed since my brief stint in the European Division during the summer of 1966. First the Berlin Wall fell on November 9, 1989. Eight months after that momentous event in July 1990, my family and I visited Berlin to observe life in eastern Europe Page 134 →after the collapse of communism. We stayed with a German friend in West Berlin, which provided a base to visit East Berlin and Potsdam. I marveled at how poor and deprived East Berlin was compared to West Berlin, a symptom of a failed communist system. I especially recall the jackbooted goose-stepping East Berlin soldiers performing the ritual of the changing of the guard at the memorial for the victims of fascist militarism on the Unter den Linden Boulevard, a few blocks from the Brandenburg Gate in East Berlin. What a frightening sight.

After leaving Berlin, we visited Prague, Czechoslovakia. I had always been mesmerized by pictures of the dramatic Romanesque, Gothic, Renaissance, and Baroque architecture of Prague, well preserved during World War II. My violin instructor and member of the Hartford Symphony Orchestra, Joža Karas, a Czech/American who was born and educated in Prague, encouraged the trip and arranged a reservation at a quint hotel, U Blaženky, for lodging. It is located in central Prague providing easy walking access to Prague’s historic sites, including Charles Bridge, Prague Castle, and Old Town Square. Vestiges of the former communist state manifested itself on the train ride from Berlin. After crossing the border into Czechoslovakia, we were approached by a Czech customs officer who asked to see our passports. He looked at Becky’s and my passport for an interminably long time, checking it against information he had in a book in his possession. After eyeing us from head to toe, he returned our passports. I had trepidations that he would find a profile close to ours and arrest us or throw us off the train with our two young children. I thought the country was friendly after the Velvet Revolution under Václav Havel’s leadership.

There have been other significant changes that have transformed Europe. Germany has been reunified; the Soviet Union has been dissolved; the Common Market countries formed a monetary union, from which the United Kingdom has withdrawn as a result of a national referendum (Brexit); NATO has been expanded to Page 135 →31 member countries; and NATO’s ability to form and maintain a consensus in armed conflict has been tested in its successful campaign against Yugoslavia, resulting in the liberation of Bosnia, Herzegovina, and Kosovo, and providing ongoing military assistance to Ukraine in its war with Russia, which has enabled Ukraine to defend itself against Russia’s invasion.

Russia, smarting over its diminished world influence, launched a scorched-earth invasion of Ukraine. With the receipt of lethal military equipment from NATO countries, the Ukrainians have mounted a formidable defense against a much larger military force. Further, the NATO countries and others have imposed economic sanctions on Russia. Vladimir Putin gravely misjudged the resolve of the Ukrainian people and the cohesiveness of the NATO alliance in supporting Ukraine. Unfortunately, with diminished support from the US, the war in Ukraine has become a war of attrition. One can only hope for a negotiated solution to what has become a stalemate on the battlefield.

While I never pursued a career as a Foreign Service Officer owing to my overarching interest in law, I have remained keenly interested in foreign affairs—especially how foreign policy is made and conducted.

Most of what I’ve learned about foreign policy was set against the backdrop of the Cold War and the emerging tide of nationalism that was sweeping the globe in the 1960s and 1970s. During the Cold War, the world was dominated by two superpowers—the United States and the Soviet Union. Relations between the two superpowers defined the world political order. Each superpower exercised control or strong influence over a block of aligned countries and competed for control of the nonaligned countries. Each superpower defined the overarching philosophy that governed its sphere of influence. Aligned countries accepted that philosophy, some grudgingly, either out of fear of military occupation and repression, or as a trade-off for protection from the other superpower or economic gain.

Page 136 →With the collapse of the Soviet system, only one superpower remained. However, with the emergence of China as a major economic and military power, the world order again appears to be returning to a bipolar alignment. With its outsized population and the world’s largest market for goods, China cannot be denied superpower status. Our challenge will be to find an accommodation that benefits both nations. Otherwise, we will face debilitating trade, technology, and travel constraints and the possibility of armed conflict over the status of Taiwan, which will diminish the prosperity and security of all.

Clearly the international order does not behave like a bipolar construct. The United States and China do not have the spheres of influence surrounding them that characterized the former Cold War adversaries. Several countries—China, Russia, India, and Turkey—maintain a locus of power. The current international order is now fractious with these four powers and the United States capable of causing destabilizing mischief.

The United States, under the leadership of President Trump, has recently destabilized the Middle East with an unprovoked attack, along with Israel, on Iran to bring about regime change and contain its nuclear armament capability. Although the United States and Israel have dropped hundreds bombs on Iran’s military infrastructure and other buildings, killing Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei and his top leaders, that aggression has not brought Iran to heel. On the contrary, Iran has managed to continue to launch missiles at Israel and neighboring Arab countries, and close oil shipments through the Straits of Hormuz, thereby disrupting the world oil supply and causing the price of energy to soar. President Trump is now flailing about to find a solution to bring back normalcy to the shipment of oil. Because Trump did not consult with the NATO countries before his assault on Iran, he is finding it difficult to persuade those countries to help restore the status quo in the region.





chapter 11 Langdell Hall


Page 137 →There was nothing unusual about the summer of 1967 as far as I can remember. I had just graduated from USC and was working as a counselor in the university’s head start program for minority students called Upward Bound. Lyndon Johnson was in the White House building the Great Society—Americans were still optimistic about winning the war in Vietnam—and most important, student deferments were still available. Life was pretty good, and the possibilities for the country and for me personally seemed limitless. What I remember most about the summer of 1967 was that it was a summer of waiting. I was filled with anticipation about attending Harvard Law School in the fall.

Although classes would not begin until September, I felt like a racehorse eagerly stirring in the gate and couldn’t wait that long to make the journey to Cambridge. So in mid-July, I boarded a Greyhound bus in Orangeburg and set off in search of my destiny at Harvard. As the bus pulled away from the platform, I stared misty eyed at my mother as she waved to me, wondering to myself whether I would ever return to Orangeburg. I would eventually return home many years later, only to discover that Thomas Wolfe was right: You can’t go home again.

Apart from the symbolism of crossing the Mason–Dixon line for the first time, the bus ride to Boston was unremarkable. I would have completely forgotten it had I not had a change of buses at the Port Authority in New York City where, curiously, I purchased a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice at a stand in the terminal in Page 138 →the wee hours of the morning. The next leg of the trip took me to the Charles Street bus terminal in Boston. After disembarking and fetching my suitcase, I meandered along the perimeter of the Boston Common, up Boylston Street past the Steinway piano store, and left onto Tremont Street until I found my way to the Park Street subway station. From there I took the Red Line train to Harvard Square. This was my first subway ride! Not understanding the subway system, I got off at the first stop thinking it was Harvard Square. In fact, it was the Charles Street/Massachusetts General stop. That error prompted me to study the subway map, and I successfully took the next train to Harvard Square.

Emerging from the station at Harvard Square was an eye-opener. Although I felt a little intimidated by the “anything goes” surroundings of Harvard Square coming from a small town of 15,000, I could sense the excitement of the square. It was wonderful! After crossing Harvard Yard, I found my way to Langdell Hall, the main law building—a white stone edifice with massive columns at its center entrance. Above the entrance is inscribed the legal principle of Henry de Bracton, thirteenth-century English jurist and cleric: “Non sub homine sed sub Deo et lege”—“Not under man but under God and law.”

Just beyond the portico on the left stands the statue of Joseph Story, the youngest person ever to sit on the US Supreme Court and a former Harvard Law School professor. Justice Story wrote the opinion in the landmark case United States v. Schooner Amistad,1 freeing Africans of the charge of mutiny and murder aboard La Amistad. His statue beckoned all who would enter to take heed of the seriousness of the place. At that moment, I could feel the pull of history asking much of me—asking me to swear allegiance to the tradition embodied by this place. I eventually negotiated the steps to the third floor of this legal temple. There at the entrance to the library on the left stood an imposing bust—a sculpture of the great judge, Learned Hand.

Page 139 →I stood there in awe as I gazed at the compelling figure of the judge: pronounced bushy eyebrows, penetrating eyes, high forehead, and strong cheekbones and chin. The bust reflected Judge Hand’s profound awareness that “Suffering is permanent, obscure and dark, and shares the nature of infinity.”2

Although I had yet to read a single law case or attend a single law lecture, I felt a strong urge (as if I were under a spell) to seek out whatever I could find to read about Judge Hand’s life. Very soon, I discovered the Harvard Cooperative Society (the Coop) where I purchased a book of lectures by Judge Hand titled The Bill of Rights. This was the beginning of my effort to pluck out the mystery of this most enigmatic person.

Little did I know it then, but those lectures were Hand’s last (delivered at age eighty-seven) and most controversial. Hand himself had a foreboding about them before he delivered them, referring to them as those “goddam Lectures.” He accurately predicted that the lectures “will be as welcome . . . as a skunk in the parlor.”3 The central theme of the lectures was an attack on the judicial activism of the US Supreme Court under the leadership of Chief Justice Earl Warren. The logic of Hand’s view compelled him to question the Supreme Court’s decision in the Brown v. Board of Education case that outlawed racial segregation in public schools. This was controversial stuff coming, not from an extremist, but from a highly regarded judge who in an earlier time had been an impassioned advocate of liberty. In an article published in the Manchester Guardian, Alistair Cooke accurately predicted that the lectures would “set off bonfires in Dixie” and make the judge “the latest idol of the South.”4

Judge Hand is considered by many to be among the three greatest judges in the history of the United States—the other two being John Marshall and Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. The irony of Judge Hand’s life is that, although revered for his brilliance and facility for use of the English language, being the most quoted judge thirty years after his death (1961), he was plagued by self-doubt, insecurity, and Page 140 →moodiness at every stage of his life. No wonder US Supreme Court Justice Felix Frankfurter, a close friend of Judge Hand, called him “the modern Hamlet.”5

After studying the bust, I entered the main reading room of the law library and cast my eyes to the heavens. Near the ceiling, I saw an inscription by the sixteenth century Anglican theologian, Richard Hooker, that reads: “Of law there can be no less acknowledged than that her seat is the bosom of God.”6 This creed and the inscription above the entrance to Langdell Hall, exalt the primacy of the rule of law, which has been the compass that has guided me throughout my professional life.

Soon after arriving in Cambridge in mid-July, I got a part-time job in the Law Library and resided off campus at 24 Agassiz Street, about a mile north of the Law School near Radcliffe College.7 My first mission after arriving in Cambridge was to explore Harvard Square.

Fortunately, I had a chance encounter with Reynaldo Glover, whom I recognized while walking across Harvard Yard, from my time at Fisk University. I hardly ever ran into him while at Fisk because he was an upperclassman and a star basketball player. Everyone at Fisk knew and idolized him. Reynaldo was a third-year law student at Harvard Law. After graduation, Reynaldo became general counsel of Beatrice International Foods, a company acquired by Reginald Lewis, a former Black graduate of the law school.

Reynaldo’s first piece of advice was to sign up for a Coop card because it provided rebates to members. The Harvard Cooperative Society was a full-service department store in 1967. It sold everything and was a mainstay for academic books, clothes, and other necessaries. I took Reynaldo’s advice, and the first chance I got, I acquired a Coop card. In addition, he recommended Elsie’s (located on the corner of Mt. Auburn and Holyoke streets) for reasonably priced good food. It didn’t take long to develop a craving for the roast beef special, big burger, or turkey deluxe (known to all as a TD). I Page 141 →frequented Elsie’s for many years after I graduated from law school until it closed in 1994. A stop at Brigham’s (located across the street from the subway kiosk) for an ice cream cone was also standard fare. Harvard Square was teeming with excitement.

I found a job at the Law Library that summer. There I met a fellow first-year law student, Trevor Bryan. He was from New Orleans and had attended Amherst College. We became good friends, and I later found out that he was dating Violet Harrington, a woman from Florence, South Carolina, who was attending Mt. Holyoke College. The Harrington family has roots in Orangeburg, and my family knew them very well. Trevor introduced me to Dennis Young, a freelance student who was dating Alma Harrington, Violet’s sister, who attended Radcliffe College. Alma and Dennis and Violet and Trevor eventually got married and I was a groomsman in both weddings.

Trevor, Dennis, and I spent many evenings together discussing national and world politics. One of our favorite hangouts was Charlie’s Kitchen, with its signature red vinyl booths, which reliably sold reasonably priced food and beer. After my introduction to the place, I ate many meals there and still stop by when I go to Cambridge for a Harvard football game. I introduced my son, Neville, to the restaurant when he began his studies at Harvard in 2001.

In early August, I received a list of my first-year law courses and professors. I decided to pay a brief visit to my professors ahead of the academic year to get to know them. That was a mistake. Professors Alan Dershowitz and Clark Byse were nice enough. To my surprise, while visiting Professor Dershowitz’s office, I encountered Kathleen “Thais” Courts, the office secretary, whom I met in the 1965 Summer Community Organizing and Political Education voter education and registration project targeted at Black residents discriminated against in attempting to register to vote in rural counties in South Carolina.

I proudly told Professor Byse that I was reading Oliver Wendell Holmes’s The Common Law. He gave me a scowl and said: “Throw Page 142 →that goddam book away and enjoy what Cambridge has to offer. Legal scholars have difficulty comprehending that tome.” I sheepishly exited his office. My brilliant idea of visiting professors in advance backfired the first week of class. I got called on by both professors because they were acquainted with my name. They destroyed me with their questions.



Challenges at Harvard Law School


Harvard Law proved to be a life-altering experience. It is a very competitive place that accepts only the best students from across the nation. My classmates were very self-confident and let it be known that they were out to change the world. They were well-read and articulate and had an air of intimidation about them. Adding to the pressured environment, Dean Erwin Griswold told all first-year students at the very first assembly in Austin Hall’s Ames Moot Court Room: “Look to the left and to the right because, at the end of the year, a few of you will not be here.”

The first year of law school was stressful but fun. The pressure at Harvard never intimidated me. I had worked hard to get there, and I was not going to play the one-upmanship game. I have always possessed supreme confidence in my ability and had the fortitude to adapt to new situations.

The first year of law school was a brutal experience. We were overwhelmed with five year-long courses: contracts, torts, property, civil procedure, and criminal law; a one-semester course, development of legal institutions; and a legal writing and moot court requirement. The reading assignments were prodigious, and we attended Saturday classes. Saturday evening was the only time off because Sundays were spent preparing for Monday classes. All I can remember is the endless studying and the fear of being unprepared in class. The pedagogy used in most classes was the Socratic method, which entailed being called upon to recite the case under study and enduring the endless questions from the professor that would follow.

Page 143 →The content of law courses and pedagogy differed significantly from my college experience, but it was all very exciting. Near the end of the nineteenth century, Dean Christopher Columbus Langdell revolutionized the study of law at Harvard by introducing the case method. Students studied law cases that were decided by judges with the objective of learning the evolutionary development of legal principles. That method of study challenged the analytical faculties of students and taught them to understand and apply the logic of legal decisions, based on case precedents. This methodology enabled students to try to predict the future course of the law. This dialectical process was how the common law of England was developed. This process of lawmaking was transported to the United States. It was important for students to study the development of legal institutions and to read English common law cases. The Property Law course was especially steeped in the study of English case law.

When I visited home over the Christmas holidays, my books were in tow. A classmate, John Jay Osborne, wrote a popular novel, The Paper Chase, about the unpleasantness of the first-year law school experience. The novel is about the interaction between a first-year law student and the feared and intimidating professor of Contracts and master of the Socratic method, Professor Charles W. Kingsfield. Many Harvard Law graduates believe that Professor Kingsfield was a composite of Contracts Professor Byse and Property Professor A. James Casner.




Relationship with Harvard Law Professors


Professor Byse taught me Contract Law and had a lasting impact upon me. I recall the fear of being called upon in class to analyze the case being studied. After a year of study with Professor Byse, I wrote him a tribute at the end of my exam paper quoting one of Dag Hammarskjöld’s reflections. Professor Byse was touched by that tribute and was moved to leave his office while correcting exams to seek me out and express appreciation for my thoughtfulness.

Page 144 →Many years later, I taught Contract Law at my undergraduate alma mater, USC, as the first full-time African American law professor in its history. I modelled my course after the Socratic teaching style of Professor Byse. I wrote him and told him about my accomplishment, and his response was “keep spreading the gospel.” Over the years, I maintained a relationship with him, touching base when I was in Cambridge. Knowing my interest in legal education, in 1986, he sent me a copy of an article he authored titled “Fifty Years of Legal Education.” At the top of the paper, he affectionately wrote: “For Jim Bowers, one of my all-time favorite students. Clark Byse.” I loved that man.

Professor Byse’s success as a teacher was honored at a dinner and tribute at Harvard Law School, October 21, 1999. His teaching style and philosophy were described in the program:


Year after year, Professor Byse has demonstrated a deep professional devotion and care for his students inside and outside the classroom. His taunting manner is aimed at forcing his beloved students to think more clearly and be more specific so that they can succeed in law practice—and in life. Professor Byse believes that analysis, synthesis and communication are the most valuable tools he can pass on to his students.



I attended the dinner and spoke about how Professor Byse inspired my career and life. I thanked him for treating African Americans the same in class as any other student. His response, in typical Byse fashion, was: “Thanks, Jim. I did treat all of my students the same. I treated them like shit, but I treated them all the same.”

Roderick “Rod” Hills was another favorite. He was a visiting professor on sabbatical from his law firm, Munger, Tolles, Hills & Rickershauser, in Los Angeles. He clerked for Justice Stanley Reed on the US Supreme Court and was a successful labor lawyer. Rod taught me Collective Bargaining, a great course to which he brought a lot of practical experience from his active law practice. That wonderful Page 145 →student–teacher experience blossomed into a close friendship after law school.

He invited me to join his law firm in Los Angeles after graduation. I turned down the offer because my life was rooted in the East Coast; I couldn’t see myself living happily on the West Coast. Instead, I joined a law firm in Boston. We kept in touch over the years, and our paths crossed again during my third year of law teaching at USC.

Rod was very active in Republican Party politics. When Gerald Ford became president, he asked Rod to join him at the White House as Counsel to the President. During the final year of the Ford administration, Rod was asked to become chairman of the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC), and he asked me to join him.

I arrived at the SEC in June 1977, after finishing the semester at USC. As fate would have it, Rod and I never got a chance to work together because President Ford lost reelection to Jimmy Carter in November 1976. Rod left the SEC on the inauguration of President Carter in January 1977.

I decided to pursue the opportunity at the SEC although I was disappointed not to work with Rod. I had a wonderful two-year stint in the General Counsel Office under the leadership of Harvey Pitt, a brilliant lawyer who many years later was appointed chairman of the SEC. I worked with him on a US Supreme Court brief, my first experience assisting the preparation of a case before the high court. Years later, I would appear before the Supreme Court to move the admission of a group of Harvard trained lawyers to the Supreme Court bar.




Racial Climate at Harvard Law


I was admitted to the Law School under the so-called Harvard Plan designed to increase diversity in the university’s student body. The Harvard Plan was based upon the eighteenth and nineteenth century ideas of academic freedom propounded by Wilhelm von Humboldt, Page 146 →the great German philosopher and educator, and John Stuart Mill, the father of traditional liberalism. They believed that only when people of diverse backgrounds brought their lived experiences to the discussion could their ideas grow as they learned from one another. Mill advocated for the admission of Catholics, Jews, and members of other minority religions to Oxford and Cambridge, which had for centuries been limited to members of the Anglican Church.

The racial environment at the Law School when I entered was tolerable but not great. Out of a total of 600 students in the class of 1970 (my class), twenty-nine were Black, two were women, and three were African. Black students constituted about 5 percent of the class. The Classes of 1969 and 1968 respectively had seventeen and fifteen Black students, half as many as my class. Overall, in 1967, Harvard Law School had just over 3 percent Black students.

While the number of Black law students admitted has steadily increased over the decades, that progress is now threatened by the US Supreme Court’s 2023 landmark decision in Students for Fair Admissions v. Harvard, where the court held that race-conscious admissions policies to achieve educational diversity are unconstitutional.8 Notably, Harvard only took account of race as one factor among many to promote educational diversity. However, that limited use was of no concern to the super-conservative majority of the Supreme Court who were determined to eliminate affirmation action in college and university admissions.

Only one year after the court rendered its decision, the impact was being felt among the nation’s elite colleges and universities, and it was dramatic. For the 2024 entering undergraduate class, Amherst College’s Black student population fell from 11 to 3 percent, 15 to 5 percent at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 15 to 9 percent at Brown University, and 20 to 12 percent at Columbia University.

Shockingly, the Black student enrollment at Harvard Law School fell from 7.7 to 3.4 percent (from forty-three to nineteen students), the lowest figure since 1965. However, in the 2025 entering class, Page 147 →Harvard Law’s admissions rate for Black students rebounded with fifty individuals enrolling. This increase was achieved by aggressive recruiting of high performing Black college graduates by the Harvard Black Law School Association and the Black alumni network. Notwithstanding Harvard’s uptick in admissions, most of the nation’s elite law schools, including the law schools at the Universities of Pennsylvania and Virginia, saw a decline. Overall, the court’s decision has upended four decades of admission practices.9

During my years at the Law School, the Black students were a talented group. They graduated from a diverse selection of colleges that included Ivy League universities and colleges, small private colleges, state universities, and historically Black colleges. Black graduates have gone on to assume prominent roles in law and business, as judges, partners at major law firms, law professors, general counsel of corporations, chief executive officers (CEOs), and social activists. A leading graduate and philanthropist, Reginald Lewis, skillfully engineered a corporate takeover of Beatrice International Foods and became its CEO. Reggie donated the largest gift to the Law School at the time, and the International Law Center at the Law School bears his name. Two other graduates, Kenneth Chenault and Kenneth Frazier, became CEOs of American Express Company and Merck. And my good friend and classmate, Randall Robinson, founded the TransAfrica Forum, the research, educational and organizing institution, which contributed to the successful pressure effort to free Nelson Mandela from prison in South Africa.

The Black students were a politically active group. The crowning achievement of the group was the formation of the Harvard Black Law School Association in 1968. Its biggest success was advocating for the hiring of the first Black professor to the Law School faculty.

Before his appointment to the law faculty, Derrick Bell had been a successful civil rights advocate for the government and private organizations. He was a staff lawyer in the Civil Rights Division at the US Department of Justice. In addition, he tried civil rights cases Page 148 →at the NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund with Thurgood Marshall, Robert Carter, and Constance Baker Motley. Derrick joined the Harvard Law faculty in 1969 and taught a course titled Race, Racism & American Law, the namesake of a seminal casebook on civil-rights litigation he published in 1970. I was fortunate to have taken his inaugural course during my third year. He was an able and hard-working scholar.

Derrick was the only Black professor who taught me during my entire law school studies, and for that I am most appreciative. I understood the importance of that years later when I was the only Black professor on the faculty at the USC School of Law.

In 1980, Derrick left the Law School to become dean at the University of Oregon School of Law. He resigned his position at Oregon after five years in a dispute over the school’s failure to hire an Asian American woman to the faculty. He rejoined the Harvard faculty in 1986 but took a leave of absence shortly thereafter because of the school’s failure to hire an African American woman to the faculty. Derrick eventually cut all ties with Harvard and became visiting professor at the New York University School of Law until his death. The last time I talked to Derrick was in 2008 at the Booth Theatre on Broadway for the inaugural performance of “Thurgood” featuring Lawrence Fishburne.

About every five years, the Black graduates of Harvard Law School gather for a three-day conference at the law school, called Celebration of Black Alumni. The conference provides an opportunity to showcase and celebrate professional success and to ponder and discuss issues that continue to affect Black lawyers. In addition, the Black graduates gather on special occasions to celebrate significant achievement. When Barack Obama, a graduate of Harvard Law School, was elected President of the United States, the Black graduates hosted a reception in Washington a day before his inauguration. This was a memorable occasion because it gave me an opportunity to interact with some of the leading graduates of the Law School, Page 149 →including William “Bill” Coleman, an original member of the team that argued the landmark Brown v Board of Education case before the US Supreme Court; Elana Kagan, dean of the Harvard Law School, who was later appointed by President Obama to the US Supreme Court; and Robert “Bob” Bell, chief judge of the Maryland Supreme Court.
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With Loida Lewis, widow of Reginald Lewis, and Judge Robert “Bob” Bell at Barack Obama’s first inauguration. Author’s collection.






Social Life at Harvard Law


During my first year at Harvard, I resided in Story Hall, one of the Law School dorms. The dorm was spartan; each room was the size of an oversized walk-in closet with just enough space for a single bed, desk, and small closet. My best friend lived across the hall from me. Robert Bell was a very able African American who was at the forefront of civil rights as a student at Morgan State College in Baltimore, Maryland. He was the lead plaintiff in the US Supreme Court case, Bell v. Maryland, resulting from his protest activities.10 Page 150 →Bob skillfully climbed the legal ladder in Baltimore and ultimately became the chief judge of the Maryland Court of Appeals, the highest court in Maryland.

My social life during my first year was exciting. I made many friends in class, in the dormitory, and while playing touch football for the Cardozo Club moot court team. Many became close friends and have remained so to this day. In addition, I met many interesting people at coffeehouses, especially the Blue Parrot (located in the Brattle Theatre complex) and Discotheque Nicole (located in a basement below the restaurant Henri IV on Winthrop Street), and at mixers at the Law School that attracted students from other Boston colleges. On Saturday evenings, Bob Bell, Mack Faison (a fellow law student), and I often frequented a discotheque in Kenmore Square (home of the Boston Red Sox at Fenway Park), located under the giant citgo sign, called Sonny’s, where the popular Procol Harum recording, “A Whiter Shade of Pale,” was played incessantly. One New Year’s Eve, Bob and I were in search of a party on Commonwealth Avenue during a blizzard. We never found the party and had to run through knee-deep snow to catch the last Green Line train back to the Park Street station.

During my second and third years, I resided at 24 Agassiz Street, where I lived the summer of 1967. It was a convenient location just off Linnaean Street, which intersects with Massachusetts Avenue. The Law School was about a mile south down Massachusetts Avenue. Two of my favorite eating places were situated en route—Tony’s sandwich shop with excellent pepper steak subs and the Acropolis Greek restaurant with a specialty lamb shish kabob dinner. Additionally, Radcliffe College, where I studied most of the time, was about a half mile east down Linnaean Street. While studying at Hilles Library at Radcliffe, I met many Cliffies at the rooftop café. I especially enjoyed the company of Jody Ashenhurst from Chicago, who was a pre-med student but also studied ornithology. She could execute many birdcalls, which fascinated me. She is now a physician in Chicago.
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At Harvard Law School in 1970, wearing the green Air Force jacket that my brother Wally had given me. Author’s collection.



One evening while at Hilles, a woman approached me with a camera, said I looked interesting, and asked to take a photo of me. Yielding to my vanity, I said yes. Two weeks later she reappeared and presented me with a copy of the photo. I was clad in my normal attire: corduroys with boots, gold turtleneck sweater and green Air Force jacket, given to me by my brother, Wally, while he was in the Air Force. To this day, the photo provides fond memories of my years at Harvard Law.

Nancy Sweezy, an accomplished potter, owned the house on Agassiz Street. In 1969, she became director of the historic potter community, Jugtown Pottery, near Seagrove, North Carolina. As a master potter, she created many innovative glazing techniques, wrote several books on the subject, and set up an apprenticeship program for students. Her second husband was famed Marxist economist Paul Sweezy, whose unlawful conviction and jailing spawned the Page 152 →landmark US Supreme Court case, Sweezy v. New Hampshire,11 upholding the First Amendment right of freedom of expression and academic freedom.
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Nick Wheeler-Robinson at Pigotts in 2019. Author’s collection.



I shared the third floor of the stately Cambridge house with three unique people—an Ethiopian (believed to be a part of the opposition to Haile Selassie), a woman who wrote travel articles for the Boston Globe, and an Englishman named Nicholas “Nick” Wheeler-Robinson. Nick was a doctoral student in Education. He was educated at Trinity College, University of Cambridge, and had taken time off from his headmaster duties to do the necessary doctoral course work. Nick and I became close friends, often sipping sherry at the end of the day to stimulate good conversation. During our many conversations, Nick often talked about the game of cricket, which was new to me. Our rooming arrangement turned out to have spawned a lifelong friendship.

Page 153 →Years later, Nick encouraged me to explore his alma mater, Trinity College. During the summer of 2001, he arranged for me and my family to lodge at Trinity for a couple of days. It was a memorable experience. Trinity is probably the most intellectually versatile of the colleges at Cambridge, boasting some thirty-four Nobel laureates over the years in virtually every field. Whether strolling contemplatively through the Great Court, staring at the dominating frame of Henry VIII in the Hall, or beholding the magnificence of Wren Library, one appreciates the influence the college had upon the likes of Newton, Dryden, Byron, Tennyson, Rutherford, Vaughan Williams, and other luminaries who matriculated inside these hallowed walls. I felt that I had entered the temple of learning.

Becky and I stayed in the Judges’ Lodge, the ground floor of the Master’s Lodge. The accommodations were well-appointed and befitting a dignitary. The living area was steeped in the trappings of the English judiciary, with portraits of distinguished jurists adorning the walls. Lord Denman and Judge Nacnaughton were familiar to me through my legal studies at Harvard. King Henry VIII founded Trinity in 1546 and proclaimed it to be the royal college. It remains so to this day in important respects: the Crown appoints Trinity’s Master, the College flag is the royal flag of Edward III, and the Master’s Lodge is the residence of the King’s circuit judges when they visit Cambridge. This ancient privilege, dating from the reign of James I, is enjoyed by the judges by willing agreement of the College and not by legal right.12 Nick recalled that when he was a student at Trinity, there were processions across the Great Court in honor of the visiting judges.

Neville stayed on the ground floor in Newton’s Staircase (room E 3) near the Great Gate. The rooms where Isaac Newton worked out the proofs of his great scientific discoveries (which he published as Principia Mathematica in 1687) are on the first floor (E 4). Neville, who was studying physics and mathematics at Harvard at the time, was then pouring over the Principia, likely the most Page 154 →significant scientific work of all time. William Thackeray and Lord Macaulay also lodged in Newton’s Staircase during their time at Trinity.13

After leaving Cambridge, we visited Nick at Pigotts. Before we set voyage to England, Nick had invited me to join him at a cricket Test match between England and Australia at Lord’s Cricket Ground in London. As is invariably the case, no visit to Pigotts is complete without an engaging discussion about cricket. In his youth, Nick had been an avid cricketer who played for the Free Foresters Cricket Club, an amateur cricket club established in 1856 for players from the Midland counties. Nick bowled for Free Foresters and later for the Great Hampden Cricket Club (a few kilometers from his residence at Pigotts), where he was referred to as a “demonic metronomic bowler.” He gave me access to his respectable library of cricket tomes to research the game.

During my final year at law school, I met Judy while working in the financial aid office at the Law School. We had a warm, lengthy, and interesting relationship. We enjoyed eating at restaurants, ice skating at the Prudential Center, listening to classical music at the Gardner Museum, playing silly games, and traveling. Our favorite restaurant was the Acropolis, a Greek eatery on Mass Avenue around the corner from Agassiz Street. Judy was a free spirit.

Her parents had a house in Wilmot, New Hampshire. We frequently traveled there to escape the hustle and bustle of Cambridge. We also took trips to Chappaquiddick on Martha’s Vineyard, and Montreal. Judy’s parents owned a house on Chappy.

Judy’s father was a professor at the Harvard School of Public Health and worked at the Harvard Health Services. He was a lovely man with a gruff personality. He encouraged my brother, Wally, to attend medical school. His best friend was Dr. Winthrop Sands, a physician at the Dartmouth College Mary Hitchcock Health Service. They were neighbors at Wilmot and Chappy.

Page 155 →Winthrop Sands was a colorful person. His savoir faire exhibited itself in understated ways, whether speaking about wines or politics. He had a quiet demeanor, but when he expressed a point of view, he was emphatic in his delivery. I recall a conversation in which he berated a congressman he knew well with a put-down, comparing him to “a cigarette butt in a urinal in Grand Central Station.”

Winthrop Sands’s grandmother was Anne Harriman Vanderbilt. He obviously had wealth as measured by his houses and lifestyle. I got to know Dr. Sands and his wife well and was invited often with Judy to their Wilmot house. The Wilmot estate was generous with a large dining room, indoor swimming pool, sauna, outdoor swimming pond, and guest house. They held an annual New Year’s Eve black-tie party with dozens of guests. The one I attended in 1971 degenerated fast. After many drinks, the group shed their formal wear, baked themselves in the sauna, rolled in the snow outside, and then jumped into the heated pool. I don’t know when I’ve had such naughty fun.

One person stands out from that memorable New Year’s Eve weekend—Severn Duvall, head of the English Department at Washington and Lee University. Severn was a courtly gentleman with a pronounced mustache. He wore his spectacles below his eyes, resting them on the lower part of his nose. He taught Southern literature and poetry. He was educated at the University of Virginia and earned his PhD at Princeton. Before settling at Washington and Lee, Severn taught at Princeton and Dartmouth College, where he presumably met Dr. Sands.

Severn was a great recounter. He had star power and everyone in attendance at the New Year’s Eve gathering wanted to talk with him. He especially had a roving eye for the ladies. Severn pioneered the teaching of African American authors at Washington and Lee long before the university admitted Black students. He brought to the university a stellar lineup of prominent authors, including US Poet Page 156 →Laureate Gwendolyn Brooks, the first African American to receive a Pulitzer Prize.

In 1972, Judy and I decided to get married. I gave her a beautiful engagement ring—a ruby surrounded by diamonds. But the marriage never happened; Judy called it off about three weeks before the wedding date. Wedding gifts were coming in and other preparations had already been made. I was crestfallen and my mother was really concerned about my emotional condition. Later I admired Judy for having the guts to call off the wedding; she recognized that she was getting married for the wrong reasons based upon, I supposed, some long-standing family issues. To tell the truth, I wasn’t sure why I was getting married. The day we got the marriage license, I was so unhappy when I should have been joyful. Had we gone ahead with the marriage, I am convinced it would not have lasted.

My lasting memory of Judy is encapsulated in an inscription in the cookbook she gave me, With a Jug of Wine: “To James James on his 23d free and irresponsible birthday Sweet J.B.E.” Underneath the inscription she lifted a few paragraphs from D. H. Lawrence’s Sons and Lovers. Paul’s mother implored him: “And you ought to be happy, you ought to try to be happy, to live and be happy. How could I bear to think your life wouldn’t be a happy one.” “James James” is taken from the poem “Disobedience” by A.A. Milne. Judy threw back at me my well-worn lament: “All I want is to be free and irresponsible.” I’m not sure what I was trying to communicate back then. Maybe I was looking for some form of happiness I could not find.






chapter 12 Omnipresence of Vietnam


Page 157 →The big bang of the Sixties was the combination of the Vietnam War and the social movement for equality for minorities and women. We have had societal upheavals before that did not propel the youth to revolt. The real difference was that boomers had a real stake in these issues. The sins of the past came crashing down on us all at once, a perfect storm.

The turmoil surrounding the Law School and the greater university was unrelenting for most of my law school tenure. Protest activities against the Vietnam War and the emergent Black empowerment movement were ever present and often disrupted classes. In 1967 and 1968, the Law School was impacted by urban race riots and a tumultuous presidential election that divided the nation over the Vietnam War. President Lyndon B. Johnson announced on March 31, 1968, that he would not seek the presidency again because of challenges within the Democratic Party to his leadership in waging a hugely unpopular war. The caldron of hate simmering in the country reached such intensity that it ultimately exploded with two seminal political assassinations. During my spring break from law school, Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated on April 4, 1968, during his protest activities on behalf of sanitation workers in Memphis, Tennessee. And during final law school exams, Senator Robert F. Kennedy was assassinated on June 5, 1968, after his victory in the California primary for the Democratic nomination for President. The Kennedy assassination resulted in the cancellation Page 158 →of two law school exams—Property Law and the Development of Legal Institutions.

The morning after RFK’s death, an impromptu assembly was held in front of Langdell Hall to give students space to grieve. Professor Adam Yarmolinsky, one of President Kennedy’s whiz kids who was an aide to Secretary McNamara in the US Department of Defense, spoke to us to provide solace to those looking for closure in their despair. He recounted a parable about an island that was about to experience impending devastation because of an approaching tsunami. Since there was no escape from the disaster, most islanders either prayed or drowned their sorrow in alcohol. One islander sat quietly in his house working on a complicated equation. In the final hours, he was searching for the answer that would enable islanders to live underwater. Professor Yarmolinsky described that person as the Bobby Kennedy he knew—a person who never stopped trying to better society, even in the face of insurmountable obstacles. I have never forgotten that parable.

Unlike the two world wars and Korea, where we took up arms with clarity because we were aggressed upon, Vietnam was a war of ideology and choice. From the very start, the country was ambivalent about the war. We, and the French before us, failed to recognize that the Vietnam conflict was driven by nationalism. Mistakenly, we viewed the world as a big power chess board and felt that we would yield strategic advantage if we allowed one of our pawns to be captured.

The Vietnam War touched everyone in the United States. Every young male was vulnerable to the draft and faced life-altering choices. My student deferment ran out at the beginning of my second year at Harvard Law School. I was required to report for a military physical at the Boston Navy Yard. After passing, I was classified as 1-A—ready for service. I desperately needed options to avoid being drafted. Most of us experienced the anguish of being presented with the dilemma of serving our country, as we had been taught in Page 159 →the Fifties, or shirking our civic responsibilities through deceit or flight.

My first thought was to try to enlist in the Naval Officer Training Program at Harvard. I had been in the Navy ROTC program for a year at USC before I withdrew because the Navy would not permit me to study law. I figured that, since I was partially schooled in military science, I would have a leg-up in the Harvard program. However, there were so many students knocking on that door that it rapidly closed for me.

My next thought was attending medical school. However, timing was not in my favor. Under the best-case scenario, I would not be admitted until the fall of the following year and surely could not avoid the draft for 10 months.

My only option was to consult with an anti-war physician on Beacon Hill, who had a knack for creatively reading the military medical requirements. As the doctor was acquainting me with the medical conditions that would qualify for a deferral, he got to migraine headaches that were frequent and incapacitating. I recalled being diagnosed with migraine headaches when I was at USC. During the winter months, I would swim in a warm and humid pool. Every time I went outside into the cold air after swimming, I would get excruciatingly painful headaches. I went to the campus physician who diagnosed me as having migraine headaches and prescribed a strong painkiller. So there it was in the record that I might possibly qualify for that medical deferment. All that was necessary was to argue that the headaches were frequent and incapacitating. Suffice it to say that I was able to convince my draft board that I qualified for the deferment. However, the decision was not free of politics.

The five-member Orangeburg draft board had one African American, Earl Middleton; he was a classmate of my father in college, and he knew our family well. Mr. Middleton was very politically adept. Years later, he became the first African American to be elected to the State House of Representatives from Orangeburg County since Page 160 →Reconstruction. His view was very utilitarian. Since most of the young men drafted from Orangeburg County were Black, he saw no need to draft one of the most talented students from the county. I had done the Black community proud by attending Harvard Law School. Since he had an argument to hang his hat on—a medical condition that could neither be proved or disproved—he carried the day. I am truly indebted to Mr. Middleton, who was later awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor by President Bush.

Many others in my class were not so lucky. My class started out with more than 600 students in 1967 and graduated about 379 in 1970. Some were drafted, others enlisted or sought alternative service to get a better deal. I don’t know if any were conscientious objectors or sought safe haven in Canada, the most radical and life-altering option.

Protest over the Vietnam War took a focal point at Harvard during April 1969. Students took over Massachusetts Hall, where the office of the university president was located. Unwisely, the administration called in riot police from the Cambridge Police Department. Mayhem ensued with 45 injured and 184 arrested. The bloody confrontation precipitated a student strike. The university ultimately made two concessions to end the strike and massive rallies: removing ROTC from campus and creating an Afro-American studies department.

The escalating police/student confrontations spawned an even larger protest rally on April 15, 1970. This was labeled the worst civil disturbance in Massachusetts history. The protest began as a peaceful rally on Boston Common against the military use of taxes. The leaders led the march down Massachusetts Avenue to Harvard Square. There, approximately 3,000 protesters were confronted by about 2,000 policemen from seven police jurisdictions. Chaos ensued with protesters throwing rocks, bricks, and bottles at the police, who met this violence with billystick beatings. The confrontation lasted for five hours resulting in $100,000 property damages to nearby Page 161 →businesses with hundreds of shop windows broken and fires set. There were 214 injuries on both sides and 35 arrests.

The Vietnam War split the country into two camps and claimed almost 60,000 US lives. Unlike World War II, it was a conflict in which the poor bore the brunt of the fighting. You could escape the fight if you got a student deferment or had the right connections. The war caused a polarization between college educated anti-war protestors and members of the blue-collar class who did the fighting. Class difference manifested itself in conflicts between college educated protesters and blue-collar police and National Guardsmen. One need only recall the police riot in Chicago at the 1968 Democratic National Convention or the shootings at Kent State in Ohio and South Carolina State College in Orangeburg.

The Orangeburg shootings, dubbed the Orangeburg Massacre, devolved from a group of South Carolina State College students picketing against the racial segregation of All-Star Triangle Bowl, a local bowling alley. Other students showed solidarity around a bonfire at the front of the campus. On February 8, 1968, the second evening of protest, South Carolina Highway Patrol troopers opened fire on the defenseless students at the bonfire, leaving three dead (two college students, Henry Smith and Samuel Hammond Jr. and one 19-year-old high school student, Delano Middleton) and 28 others injured. Cecil Williams, renowned civil rights photographer and author, recounts that the “less commonly” known narrative is that of the 30 troopers ordered to load their weapons and fire, 21 refused to obey the order as a matter of conscience, which adds to the complexity of the tragedy.1

The leadership of the South Carolina Highway Patrol was responsible for events spinning out of control through the massive buildup of Highway Patrol troopers, National Guard, and other armed law enforcement personnel the day preceding the shooting. Armored tanks were deployed to patrol the streets, including Buckley Street where my parents were living. It is a double tragedy that no Page 162 →one was held legally responsible for the command ordering the firing or the shootings that followed.

The Orangeburg Massacre occurred during my first year of law school. The horror of that tragic event outraged and devastated me. While I did not know the students killed, my brother, Roy, knew Delano Middleton, who was in a class behind him at Wilkinson High School. I did have a high school classmate who was wounded. Although I had heard about lynchings of Black folks in South Carolina while growing up, I had not been closely connected to those monstrous events. But now the savagery was real since the killings occurred on the college campus that I frequented on at least a weekly basis while growing up in Orangeburg in the 1950s and ’60s. The white establishment had stooped to a new low by unleashing such deadly force on students exercising their First Amendment right to peacefully protest. One thousand miles away in Cambridge, the barbarous act prompted a friend from Columbia at Wellesley College and me to compose an editorial expressing our outrage, which she said was to be posted in a Columbia newspaper.

Where we stood on Vietnam would prove to define the political fault line decades later. The academic and social elite put up a presidential candidate—George McGovern—who reflected its anti-war, anti-establishment animus. He was trounced in the 1972 election, carrying only liberal Massachusetts. The liberal antics of the Sixties—trashing university offices, open drug use, and free love—had alienated many. Richard Nixon’s election in 1968, and especially Ronald Reagan’s in 1980, heralded a long era of right-wing hegemony.

The Sixties did much to advance the rights of minorities and women. The Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act, passed in the wake of widespread social discontent, propelled the advancement of civil rights. The presidential campaigns of Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton are testament to the changes that took place in the Sixties.

Page 163 →But the Sixties left an ugly byproduct. That period imbued boomers with an overarching sense of entitlement that exists to this very day. With the prosperity handed to them through the sacrifices of their parents, boomers felt no need to sacrifice or curb their self-indulgent desires or to accept conformity or limitations. And the beat goes on. The boomers refused to curb their desires as they grew older. Many attribute the excesses that led to the 2009 financial crisis to the insatiable greed of boomers. After all, boomers presided over many of Wall Street’s excesses—we felt that the party would just go on forever without consequences. Boomers are finally learning a hard lesson that nothing comes without a price. The ultimate revenge is that many are forced to work well into their twilight years and forego what might otherwise be a relaxing retirement.





chapter 13 Pigotts


Page 164 →There are few places where I feel at peace with myself. Pigotts is one of those places. No matter how many times I have returned to Pigotts, I have learned a little more about the ethos of the place than I did the time before. It’s as if each time I go there, I see it from a different angle, like walking around a sculpture, and I come away with a greater awareness of its many possibilities. Each time I have visited Pigotts, I have experienced the excitement of knowing it for the first time. This should not be surprising, for I believe that one of the essential truths of life is that all journeys, whether physical or metaphysical, add a new dimension to our perspective and enable us to see new possibilities in the reality we take for granted.

Pigotts is unpretentious, unencumbered, and functional. Over the years, Pigotts has provided the kind of unrestrained atmosphere that has fostered significant artistic and musical expression.

Nestled in the beautiful Chilterns, Pigotts is a large country estate located on a plateau atop a secluded hill in North Dean, near High Wycombe, a town west of London on the mainline to Oxford. Built sometime in the late eighteenth century, Pigotts is a collection of redbrick buildings that form a quadrangle. In the middle of the quad sits a brick structure that once functioned as a pigsty.



Description of Pigotts


The dominant building is an L-shaped, two-story structure (once the farmhouse) that forms two sides of the quad. The shorter side Page 165 →constitutes a large family, dining, and kitchen area. It is appointed with an enormous open fireplace (once used for cooking) at one end, and modest cooking facilities and a pantry at the other. The longer side contains a woodworking shop (once a chapel) equipped with a wood-turning machine; a billiards table sits at its center. Several bedrooms are sprinkled throughout the second floor. An adjoining music room (once a stable) houses a grand piano, various musical instruments, and scores of orchestral and choral sheet music and music books. At Christmastide 1976, the music room accommodated thirty people for dinner at a table large enough to grace a three-foot, silver candelabrum. This magnificent piece of artwork was smuggled out of Russia around the time Czar Nicholas II was toppled at the onset of the Bolshevik Revolution.


[image: An elevated view of a large farmhouse complex arranged around a grassy courtyard. Shingled roofs and surrounding trees frame the scene.]

Pigotts as seen from above. Author’s collection.



Adjoining the music room is the refectory with kitchen (once a threshing barn) with space to feed more than one hundred people. Attached to the refectory, away from the quad, is a music barn. It Page 166 →was constructed about sixty-five years ago and seats a full orchestra, choir, and audience. The refectory and music barn accommodate two summer music camps and an assortment of smaller musical events throughout the year.

The third side of the quad contains dining and additional living quarters on two levels. On the third side is an attached barn, which is used for a variety of purposes: for choral music rehearsals, as a library, and as a utility gathering room. I rehearsed with the choir in that barn at music camp in the summer of 2019.

The building that completes the quadrangle is the Long Cottage —a one-story structure that houses a series of dormitory-like rooms. At night, you can hear the “glis glis” scampering across the ceiling. In Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland, the “glis glis” is the Dormouse character, who sat between the March Hare and Hatter and is always used as their cushion. Behind this building is a shower building with several separate shower stalls.

A robust English garden in front of the old farmhouse building provides privacy for the modest nude woman bather, sculptured long ago. The symbolism of the statue is apt. It conveys the uninhibited lifestyle once lived at Pigotts. To the right of the garden is a croquet lawn bounded by an orchard of cherry and beech trees. A nondescript garden roller was used to manicure the croquet lawn (more about this later). On the other side of the garden is an arboretum, horse pasture, and jumping course.

The Pigotts buildings are surrounded on three sides by fifty acres of lush Pigotts wood. The mature beech trees once supported a bustling furniture industry in High Wycombe.

The Pigotts vicinity has a rich history. The area was a safe haven for religious dissidents in the early sixteenth century. The radicals were probably Lollards—early Protestants who worshipped independently of the Church of England. They read the Bible in the English vernacular and were influenced by the ideas of Martin Luther and others from Germany, which were all illegal at the time. Early Page 167 →records show that some were tried for heresy and burned at the stake in nearby Amersham.1


[image: A close-up black-and-white portrait of a man wearing round glasses and a suit. He faces slightly toward the camera with a composed expression.]

My Harvard roommate, Nick Wheeler-Robinson, in 1968. Author’s collection.






First Travel to England


I first visited England during the summer of 1971, one year after I graduated from Harvard Law School. I lived with Nick at 2 Coombs Street in the Borough of Islington, London. Nick was sharing a house he owned with John Hunt, a solicitor. Libations were always available since Nick brewed a robust homemade bitter. We frequented the Duke, a workingman’s pub down Coombs Street, where the Great Train Robbery was allegedly planned. I enjoyed throwing darts amid conversation in richly laced Cockney dialect.

Before embarking to London, Nick asked me to speak to the students in the sixth form at Wanstead High School, where he was assistant headmaster. He said the student interaction with a young Page 168 →American lawyer would enrich their educational experience. I agreed and decided to speak on the Pentagon Papers, a US Department of Defense top secret report on the history of US military and political involvement in Vietnam. At the time of my talk, the papers had been sensationally released without authorization by Daniel Ellsberg, a consultant for the Defense Department. An article in the New York Times concluded that the report demonstrated that President Lyndon Johnson had concealed and lied about US intentions to expand the Vietnam War. My lecture was well-received by the students.

Nick was a very generous host, introducing me to many interesting places, among them Kew Gardens, Ham House, and Henley. I especially enjoyed the trip to Lord’s Cricket Ground to watch a Test match between England and India, opened by Her Royal Majesty the Queen.

There is no greater snobbery than, while wearing the distinctive Marylebone Cricket Club (MCC) orange-and-yellow stripped club tie, to hail a London cabby and give the single command: “Lord’s!” Nick was a fifty-year member of the MCC. Of Lord’s, journalist and Formula One Chairman Louis Stanley has written so captivatingly:


There are few things so precious to the cricketer as the recollection of a lazy July morning at Lord’s, umpires moving slowly, white-flannelled fieldsmen, the trees at the Nursery End glistening in the sun, the rhythm of a flashing bat, and the prospect of luncheon with perhaps cold salmon . . . strawberries and cream . . . quails in aspic. Here was fare to be equaled only at Ascot.2



This description brings back wonderful memories of lavish tailgate spreads served on fine China and adorned with silver candelabrum at the Carolina Cup and Colonial Cup steeplechase races in Camden, South Carolina. I frequented those races often with a group of close friends while I taught at the USC School of Law. After my visit to Page 169 →Lord’s, I developed a fascination with cricket. Perhaps I was inspired by the manly statue of W. G. Grace, the great cricketer, at the main gate at Lord’s.

I always enjoy visiting Lord’s Cricket Ground, located in St. John Wood, London. The great thing about watching a cricket match is that, unlike baseball, you don’t have to be so attentive to the match for fear of missing the defining play of the game. When a run is scored, you politely clap for the batsman whether you saw the hit or not. Since you have hours of play to watch during a day’s match, the time is often spent making conversation with interesting people you meet. While enjoying a pint of Pedigree, I have had many unexpected conversations while sitting in the Warner section (reserved for MCC members and guests) at Lord’s. Not only is it scintillating to strike up a conversation with a stranger, but eavesdropping on another’s conversation can be equally satisfying. Nick overheard a conversation between two elderly gentlemen: “It doesn’t do well for one to get his knighthood too early.” And the words of a dignified dowager engaged in a colloquy on Hamlet: “You know if they had sat down and discussed things, none of that need to have happened.”




Cricket Explained


Cricket is a difficult game to comprehend at first glance.3 It has been compared to baseball, but it is not. Cricket is a game played by two teams each consisting of 11 players. It is played on a large grassy oval field much larger than a football field. The center of the field is called the “pitch”—a closely cropped area twenty-two yards by five yards. At both ends of the pitch stands a “wicket,” consisting of three vertical stakes (stumps) stuck in the ground, with two horizontal smaller sticks (bails) resting in grooves on top of the stumps.

As in baseball, there is a pitcher, called a “bowler,” who hurls a red leather ball (about the size of a baseball) at a batter, the batsman, who if he hits the ball without it being caught can score runs. And Page 170 →as in baseball, the bowler and batsman face each other from opposite ends of the pitch, the batsman standing in front of the wicket. The dynamics of the game differ from baseball. Rather than pitching from the mound to a catcher, the bowler takes a running start from behind the opposite wicket and delivers the ball over-arm toward the wicket. In the delivery, the bowler bounces the ball just short of the batsman’s reach. The bowler can make the ball swerve (curve) or change direction in the delivery by varying the wrist motion and the speed of the ball. To one side of the wicket is a catcher (the wicket-keeper). The batsman’s job is to hit the ball while preventing it from hitting the wicket and knocking off one of the bails, in which case he is out.

There are two batsmen at either end of the pitch at all times—the “striker” who stands ready to hit the ball and the non-striker who waits at the opposite end readying himself to run if the ball is hit. If the batsman connects with the ball without it being caught (an out), the two batsmen can run to the opposite wicket changing ends, which counts for one run. But they don’t have to run if they feel they cannot get safely to the opposite wicket before a fielder can retrieve the ball and dislodge a bail on either wicket. If they have time to change ends again before the ball is retrieved, they have scored two runs. As many as six runs can be scored on one hit. If the ball is hit to the boundary that encircles the perimeter of the field before being stopped, that’s an automatic four runs, achieved without changing ends of the pitch. If the ball is hit over the boundary (as in home run), that’s an automatic six runs.

The team that scores more runs by the end of the match wins—well maybe. If the opposing team is not out within the time limits of the match, the match is a draw. Therefore, strategy comes into play. A side with a high score may declare its innings closed before all of its players are out. Then its bowlers try to dismiss opposing batsmen, allowing as few runs as possible, before the match ends.




Page 171 →Tatiana Orloff


Nick felt that my education of London would not be complete without an introduction to his vivacious stepsister, Tatiana Orloff, who lived at a fashionable address in the Chelsea district. At an all-night gathering at her house, filled with intellectual banter, she introduced me to some of the more interesting people of London society—writers, philosophers, and other bons vivants. Early the next morning, we took a trip to Covent Garden for breakfast. That morning, Covent Garden was a kaleidoscope of produce and flowers unequaled in visual experience. Its richness has been described as a “vivid canvas of Van Gogh.”4

At Tatiana’s house, I met Alicia, an elegant Brazilian woman who lived in Greece. After our excursion to Covent Garden, the three of us drove to Pigotts. This was my first visit to Pigotts. There, I met Nick’s father, Bernard Wheeler-Robinson, and his wife, Tatiana’s mother, Elizabeth. Bernard and Elizabeth purchased Pigotts in 1963 after Tatiana noticed an advertisement in The Times that read “Eric Gill’s old home for sale.” My first impression of Pigotts was feeling connected to the place. I was consumed by the surroundings. It felt like Tatiana, Alicia, and I were characters in a Manet painting as we spent the afternoon walking through Pigotts wood. The rolling hills of Buckinghamshire, sprinkled with flint stone houses with thatched roofs, are spectacular. On this junket, I discovered the Gate, an earthy pub down the hill from Pigotts at Bryant’s Bottom. I have frequented the Gate on every successive trip that I’ve made to England, always downing a pint of bitter while there.

Tatiana can always be counted on to provide interesting experiences during my visits to London. During the summer of 2018, we left her house at Camberwell Grove in southwest London headed in the direction of Paddington Station in the Marylebone district. I had no idea how the evening would unfold at a music soirée at Phillip Page 172 →and Minkey’s house. Taking the scenic route across London, we meandered past Tatiana’s old haunt in Chelsea, through Hyde Park, and eventually arrived at a mews off the beaten path. The setting provided a welcomed refuge from the commotion of the city.

On the ride over, we talked about the garden entryway to Phillip and Minkey’s house. When my eyes set sight on the flora, the garden did not disappoint. It was planted in several oversized pots, some with soil three feet deep. The design of the garden was dictated by the cobblestone courtyard of the mews. Although there was no natural soil to work with, Minkey’s green thumb managed to achieve plant growth of appropriate thickness and height to scale the stone façade of the house up to the second floor.

Emerging from the greenery encasing the archway, a charming house unfolded from within. We paused briefly in the foyer exchanging pleasantries with Minkey and ascended the staircase to meet Phillip at the top of the landing. He showered us with a hearty hello and a glass of champagne to start the evening.

The living room off to the left was adorned with paintings and sculptures. Tatiana informed me that the bronze sculptures of Phillip and Minkey’s children were molded and cast by her. She has two art studios—a potting wheel in her home studio at Camberwell Grove and another around the corner at an art mews populated by a community of painters, sculptors, and stain glass workers. Minkey is also an artist, painting many of the modern-art canvasses that hung on the walls throughout the house.

Educated at Balliol College, Oxford, Tatiana is a woman of many talents. When I first met her during our younger years, I fancied her. Her natural beauty—accentuated by darken complexion, high cheekbone, and intense eyes—was mesmerizing. She had many suitors. Tatiana had an aristocratic upbringing. Her father’s family, close to relatives of Russia’s Czar Nicholas II, fled Russia when the Bolshevik Revolution began.

Page 173 →About fifteen people were gathered in the living room engaged in small group conversations. Tatiana said she could only manage a few introductions because most were strangers to her. Her limited introductions proved to be adequate. I was especially taken with the cellist, who discussed the Brahms pieces he would later perform with Phillip at the piano.

As I struggled to follow the discussion about the technical aspects of the Brahms pieces, my eye caught sight of an attractive, cheeky woman engaged in conversation with another woman a few feet away. Before long, we were summoned to the first floor to experience a little night music. Phillip has a tradition of organizing music gatherings. He was described to me as a music genius. He played piano professionally for years but was compelled to stop when a hearing disability affected his playing. He taught philosophy during the intervening years before returning to music. His playing was sublime and stole my attention throughout the evening as he performed Bach and Brahms selections.

Sitting next to Emma during the performance, I learned that she was casting discrete glances at me. She expressed approval of my blue jacket and Harvard-emblazoned crimson bowtie and told me, “You are smartly dressed.” Although others were casually dress owing to the unusually oppressive heat of London, I was spiffily attired, because earlier I had attended a Test match between England and Australia at Lord’s Cricket Ground. I returned the compliment fixating on the breast-sized silver necklace and stylish black outfit: “Your necklace suits you.” Together we critiqued the various musical pieces as they were performed. “You know, I studied the cello,” she volunteered, but had not played for many years, which reminded me of my neglect of the violin. As our conversation grew old with the evening, she enlivened it: “I plan to take a trip to Spain to see the bullfights.” Surprised, my quick retort was: “Do you plan to root for the matador or the bull?” She smiled. The only thing I could think Page 174 →of as she talked was Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises and Gertrude Stein’s lost generation. After dinner, the evening drew to a close rather quickly. Such was an expected pleasurable evening planned by Tatiana.

Tatiana’s mother, the former Countess Elizabeth Orloff-Davidoff, was married to Nick’s father, Bernard Wheeler-Robinson in 1959. Elizabeth was from a distinguished and wealthy family. She was born a Scott-Ellis, a daughter of the 8th Lord Howard de Walden.5 She was the widow of a Russian count, Serge Orloff-Davidoff. Serge was a descendant of the powerful five Orlov (sometimes spelled Orloff) brothers in Russia. One of the brothers, Count Grigory Grigoryevich Orlov, gained fame as the lover of Catherine the Great. He and a brother, Count Alexei Grigoryevich Orlov, put Catherine on the throne after dispatching her husband, Peter III. Tatiana has visited the family estate, Otrada (which translates as Home), which was eventually taken over by the KGB. Grigory gave the magnificently large Orlov diamond to Catherine. The diamond is displayed in Moscow’s Kremlin Armoury. The Orlov family had a good reputation; it built hospitals and railways, looked after their estates properly, and freed their serfs long before it was done by decree. Count Serge Orloff-Davidoff died near the end of World War II and left Elizabeth with two daughters, Tatiana and Marina.




Bernard Wheeler-Robinson


Bernard Wheeler-Robinson was a physicist who, during the 1920s, worked on Ernest Rutherford’s nuclear team at the Cavendish Laboratory in Cambridge. Later, he worked with Sir William Bragg on x-ray crystallography at the Davy-Faraday Laboratory at the Royal Institution in London. In 1915, Sir William and his son won a Nobel Prize for establishing the field of x-ray crystallography. Bernard was the son of a distinguished Baptist theologian, Henry Wheeler-Robinson, who was instrumental in moving Regent’s Park College from London to Oxford University in 1927. He was a reader in biblical criticism and Page 175 →was recognized as the most learned British Old Testament scholar of his day. I was privileged to have been given permission to view his portrait that hangs in the refectory at Regent’s Park College, Oxford.

Nick’s father and stepmother purchased Pigotts from Eric Gill’s descendants in 1963. They were attracted to the Pigotts buildings and thought of using them for a music camp. Both Bernard and Elizabeth were very fine amateur musicians—he a violinist and conductor and she the lead cellist at Music Camp. Elizabeth played a Hieronymus Amati cello given to her by her parents as a birthday gift because she showed great promise.

While he was a student at Cambridge University in 1927, Bernard and some friends enjoyed a holiday at Poynders End near Hitchin in Hertfordshire playing music in the village hall and camping in a nearby field. It was so successful that the music gathering became an annual event. There were soon two summer music camps each year for an orchestra and choir. The music camp moved over the years from Poynders End to various sites in Sussex and Essex to Bothamstead (near Newbury in Berkshire), where it rooted itself for thirty years, and finally rested at Pigotts. Music Camp became a powerhouse of amateur music-making whose output eclipsed all but the largest music festivals.6

Bernard was a violinist of no mean ability. He was also an accomplished and inspiring conductor, who many described as autocratic, though none would deny his impressive knowledge of the scores. The roster of musicians who performed under his baton is long and distinguished. Under Bernard’s leadership, Pigotts became a challenging, exciting, and all-consuming musical environment. Sir Colin Davis, famed conductor for the London Symphony Orchestra and guest conductor at Pigotts, wrote in 1977, “There are few places where you can, in the course of days, sing music by Josquin Desprez, take part in a Strauss tone poem, grapple with the last act of Meistersinger and at the same time become acquainted with masterpieces of chamber music.”7

Page 176 →In 1966, Bernard wrote that the mission of Music Camp was “the serious rehearsal of the major works of music, by a competent team of friends, close-knit, self-sufficient, and free from other distractions.”8 Those who attended Music Camp were expected to make music their priority. Camp conditions were kept basic, which had the effect of stressing music and communing with friends. Music campers brought their own sleeping facilities; tents were pitched and caravans were parked on the lawn of the horse pasture. All work was to be shared equally, including chores like cleaning, carpentry, and brick laying. This communal effort fostered a sense of belonging rarely found in large musical organizations. Whether in music or work, Bernard was not so much interested in how good an individual was, as what he or she brought to it or got out of the experience. Bernard’s modesty and unpretentiousness won him many devoted friends.

Bernard’s first wife, the former Alice Dodds (a gifted pianist), said that he had a “genius for making good use of other people’s spare time.” Recognizing that there was no building large enough to house a large orchestra and choir, Bernard elicited the help of volunteer labor and designed and built the music barn (65' × 40'). Bernard put me to work planting trees in the arboretum during my holiday there during the winter of 1976.

I have fond memories of and much affection for Bernard Wheeler-Robinson. He was purposeful in everything he undertook. I remember the little things: playing billiards, talking about woodworking, and planting trees. I’ll never forget the Christmas gift of Cuban cigars with the accompanying Byron quote: “Yet thy true lovers more admire by far; thy naked beauties—give me a cigar.” In one respect, Bernard was larger than life, presiding over any group with his fatherly demeanor. He appeared to be all-knowing, and he was very comfortable to be around. Yet there was sadness in him. I suspect the years had taken a toll with the loss of two devoted wives. Page 177 →While I often wondered what was going through his mind during the quiet moments, one thing I was always certain of—he was at peace with Pigotts.

Bernard died in July 1997. He has left a lasting mark on Pigotts, making it synonymous with music during his thirty-five years there. He created a new approach to amateur music through building a community of dedicated and disciplined musicians inspired under his leadership to tackle increasingly difficult scores. It is fair to say that he created a new definition, respectability, and awareness of the amateur musician.




Eric Gill’s Life at Pigotts


Pigotts’s famous resident was Eric Gill, an artist-craftsman of considerable ability and notoriety. He exhibited tremendous innovation as a sculptor, letter cutter, wood engraver, and typographer. Gill was eccentric, self-centered, and uncompromising in his view about structure and order. He was constantly preoccupied with sex and eroticism, themes that are visible throughout his work. He spent the latter phase of his life, from 1928 to 1940, at Pigotts. His legend still lives at Pigotts, where people still speak with verve of his penchant for naughty living.

Throughout Gill’s life, he aspired to integrate “life and art and work and worship”—“‘to make a cell of good living in the chaos of our world.’”9 Although often thwarted, Gill repeatedly tried to create a self-contained and integrated artist-craftsman colony at Ditchling in Sussex, at Capel-y-ffin in the Welsh mountains, and finally at Pigotts.


In all these places Gill himself, in the familiar stonemason’s smock (belted, worn with woolen stockings, never trousers), presided genially over a large household—wife, daughters and a whole extended family of craftsmen, priests and Page 178 →passers-through. His aura of holy domesticity invited comparisons with the household of St. Thomas More in Chelsea.10



Although Gill tried to ground his colony in domesticity, his “cell of good living” had major cracks in it. Gill’s household bore the scourge of incest. His diary describes in vivid detail sexual encounters with both his sisters and daughters.




Pigotts’s Lasting Effect


The essential character of Pigotts was defined by both Bernard Wheeler-Robinson and Eric Gill. Each man shared the strong belief that music and art can only reach its highest form of expression in a community of people dedicated to musical or artistic excellence. It was not merely music or art for its own sake, but in the larger context of its meaning in a person’s life. Both believed that music or art should make the quality of a person’s life measurably better.

Bernard would demand the best that one could contribute musically, for the joy and satisfaction of the person exerting the effort. He elevated the self-esteem of the “amateur” musician. In a larger sense he broke down the distinction between the “amateur” and “professional” musician and enabled each to share with the other. The most technically gifted and the average player both studied at the feet of Bernard without bias and distinction, and both walked away the better for the experience.

Likewise, believing that art should not merely imitate life, Gill believed that the great sculptures reflected not so much what the artist saw but what the artist believed in his heart. Art is a creation made by human hands as an answer to some inner vision that the artist had of life and the world.11 To Gill, there was no perfect form. He brought to sculpture and drawing the structure and simplicity of a letter cutter. Unlike most twentieth century sculptors who modelled their figures in clay, cast them in plaster, and finally reproduced the model in stone, Gill carved directly into a block of stone based on his Page 179 →concept of the figure in his mind. Direct carving prevailed in medieval times. Gill never tried to package his art for his patrons. Instead, he would try to express the beauty and vulgarity of the world as he perceived it. His art was intellectually androgynous, expressing the idea that spirit and matter, the sacred and the mundane, are not antithetical but intimately intertwined.12 He was trying to capture life in the raw with all its passion, appetite, and holiness.

Gill was not unique in this regard. Over the centuries, many sculptors have explored the relationship, indeed tension, between sexuality and spirituality in their work. Nude sculptures were used to express the attributes of the gods during Greek and Roman times. Spirituality in eastern religions was also expressed in nude (and sometimes erotic) sculptures. The Judeo-Christian tradition is replete with naked sculptures depicting Adam and Eve, David, Christ, and other religious figures. During those early times, the tension was expressed in requirements that genitalia be covered up with fig leaves, loin clothes, or girdles. To the sculptor, though, not to include genitals in a creation of art would be to leave out an essential element of manhood or womanhood.13

Pigotts has been an artistic passage for me. Pigotts introduced me to Eric Gill, which has helped me to define and cultivate an interest in sculpture of the human body. Studying Gill’s sculpture has enabled me to grasp a deeper meaning of the human form. It has enabled me to break down inhibitions of expression about naked beauty. It has taught me that only those who dare look, probe, study and ponder can gain insight into the spirituality of the human body. We need to be able to lay bare our vulnerabilities to acquire the truth about a subject. A very perceptive line in the stanza of a poem entitled “The Dream” reads: “Love is not love until love’s vulnerable.”14 To be able to acquire truth about naked beauty, one must lay bare the vulnerabilities about one’s own body. Facing one’s vulnerabilities is the experience of self-awareness one needs to define the spiritual component of reality. Gill’s “think,” born of the experience of living, Page 180 →defined his reality not the forms around him. Studying Gill has enabled me to get in touch with my “think.”

Earlier I mentioned a nondescript garden roller that was used to manicure the croquet lawn. The roller was left behind as an item of little consequence when the heirs of Eric Gill sold the estate to Bernard and Elizabeth Wheeler-Robinson. When I saw the roller on my successive trips to Pigotts, it did not strike me as having any value beyond its intended use. However, the roller would later be sold to the Leeds City Art Gallery in 1990, and the proceeds would be used to purchase a large part of the wood that surrounds Pigotts. The roller is titled Adam and Eve because of the male and female acrobatic nudes carved onto either side. This vignette is illustrative of the link between the two successive occupants of Pigotts that will benefit future generations who dwell in this place.






chapter 14 Early Years of Law Practice


Page 181 →After completing my second year of law school, I took a summer clerkship at Sullivan & Cromwell (S&C), a leading “white-shoe” Wall Street law firm. (The term “white-shoe” refers to a prestigious law firm traditionally populated by white Ivy League graduates.) S&C was founded in the late nineteenth century and has represented the titans of Wall Street, including J. P. Morgan. When I arrived, S&C did not have any Black partners and only a handful of Black associates.

The firm provided a rich learning experience, for I had no idea what type of work law firms handled. Being the product of a small town, I knew only lawyers who were either solo practitioners or in small partnerships. One of those memorable practitioners was Shadrack “Squire” Morgan, a family friend and neighbor. He was called Squire, a shorthand for Esquire, a common suffix for members of the legal profession.

I applied to work at S&C because summer clerkships were promoted by Harvard Law School as a resume builder that positioned you for future employment. When I arrived at the 48 Wall Street office, I quickly understood the basis for S&C’s stellar reputation. The firm housed the leading practitioners of the New York City bar. There was much talk of John Foster Dulles, who once anchored the firm. S&C embodied the profile of the lawyer-statesman. At different points in his life, Dulles served with distinction seamlessly as a consummate corporate lawyer and US Secretary of State. Many others in the firm had similar profiles. His brother and fellow partner, Page 182 →Allen Dulles, was head of the Central Intelligence Agency. During my summer experience in 1969, Arthur Dean, who was the chief negotiator of the Korean Armistice Agreement and one of the “Wise Men” who counseled Secretary of State Dean Rusk during the Vietnam conflict, was active in the firm. So was Robert MacCrate, who had been counsel for Governor Nelson Rockefeller. The plethora of excellent legal talent at S&C was dizzying. At a summer gathering at the Greenwich, Connecticut, estate of Eustace Seligman, a retired partner at S&C, I had the opportunity to engage him in private conversation and learned that he had a family connection to South Carolina. Mr. Seligman was a quintessential gentleman, who founded the Voluntary Defenders Committee in 1917, which later became a part of the Legal Aid Society of New York City.

The summer got off to a rocky start. The law associate with whom I shared an apartment had an issue with my girlfriend visiting me. Things came to a head after one week of living together. I suspect the real issue was my roommate’s difficulty in accepting my interracial relationship with a Radcliffe College student, whom I had met at Harvard during my second year. The issue created a crisis for the firm because it had an interest in recruiting African Americans, and my situation did not reflect the image it wanted to portray. The remedy was far beyond what I had expected. Michael Cooper, a young partner who coordinated the summer program, moved me to a lovely Brownstone in Brooklyn Heights, two subway stops from Wall Street. Richard “Dick” Carlton, the young partner who lived in the Brownstone, was given the house of a leading partner in the Hamptons for the summer, and he graciously gave me his house rent-free. I loved living on State Street in Brooklyn Heights. I especially enjoyed strolling along the Promenade, a couple of blocks away, overlooking the downtown cityscape. Walking across the Brooklyn Bridge to my Wall Street office was also a treat.

That summer, New York City was bustling with commercial activity. The World Trade Towers were under construction, and I saw Page 183 →the deep excavation that provided the massive foundation for what would become New York City’s tallest buildings. Law firm salaries for starting associates were the highest in the nation, which provided a great recruiting advantage for attracting the brightest Ivy League law school graduates. S&C provided a sweetener to encourage longer working hours for associates. If you stayed past 6 pm working on a client’s case, you were rewarded with dinner at the client’s expense. I dined at many of the finest Wall Street restaurants that summer because of my work initiative.

That summer, New York City offered a cornucopia of entertainment to sample. I enjoyed going to nightclubs and the theatre. I especially enjoyed the production of The Fantasticks, a light musical, performed in a small, quaint theatre in Greenwich Village. The quality of the musical was so spectacular, with continuing performances for forty-two years as the longest-running musical, that I took my kids to see it years later when they were in their teens. My favorite watering hole was Chumley’s, also located in the Village. Chumley’s was an historic pub that was established as a Prohibition-era speakeasy. It was a gathering spot for writers, poets, and playwrights (including e. e. cummings, William Faulkner, Eugene O’Neill, and John Steinbeck), and the walls were adorned with pictures of the covers of books supposedly worked on there and portraits of writers, like Ernest Hemingway and F. Scott Fitzgerald, who were regulars.

The living arrangement, salary, and other benefits were a great recruiting enticement. They made it difficult for me to turn down the offer I would later receive to join the firm after graduation. But I did turn it down. I just wasn’t ready to throw in with the firm and move to New York City.

After graduation, I was torn over what I wanted to do with my law degree. Rod Hills, my Collective Bargaining teacher, had arranged interviews with several leading law firms in Los Angeles during my last year at law school. I received offers from most, including his law firm, Munger, Tolles, Hills & Rickershauser. Charlie Page 184 →Munger, the lead partner, was a national powerhouse in the law and business, eventually hooking up with Warren Buffett’s investment conglomerate, Berkshire Hathaway, as vice chairman. Being firmly rooted on the East Coast, I was apprehensive about moving to Los Angeles. When it became obvious that I was not going to make that move, a good friend who had just been hired at Hale & Door, a leading Boston firm, persuaded me to go for an interview with the firm. I did and got an offer, which I accepted. I accepted out of financial desperation and had to ask for a one-month salary advance.



First Legal Job at Hale & Dorr


In the 1970s, leading law firms were frantically trying to attract African Americans. With the Harvard Law credential, I had the pick of any firm in the country. I joined Hale & Dorr as its first Black associate.

In 1970, Hale & Dorr was an attractive place for young associates. It had been the home of Joseph Welch, the man who in 1954 orchestrated the destruction of Senator Joseph McCarthy at the Army-McCarthy hearings. The hearings involved two issues—the legitimacy of McCarthy’s allegations of Communists infiltrating the arm forces, and Roy Cohn’s (chief counsel of McCarthy’s subcommittee) alleged improper influence on behalf of an Army recruit. It was in those hearings that Joseph Welch famously said to McCarthy: “Have you no sense of decency, sir?”

I had the privilege of working with lead partner James “Jim” St. Clair in opposing Boston’s first rent control law. While I sympathized with the opposite side of the case, the experience of assisting Jim St. Clair in an argument before the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court was a fabulous experience. As a young lawyer, Mr. St. Clair had assisted Joe Welch in the Army-McCarthy hearings. Later in 1973, he acted as chief legal counsel for President Richard Nixon during the Watergate scandal and assisted his defense before the US Supreme Court to withhold incriminating tapes. Nixon lost unanimously.

Page 185 →Notwithstanding the few good experiences, overall the time I spent at Hale & Dorr was less than satisfactory. Law practice was not at all what I expected it to be. It felt like I was still in law school with endless research assignments. I did not have the maturity to appreciate what a first-year associate had to endure to establish himself. Further, I found it difficult to reconcile my values at that time with the role that law firms played in defending powerful business interest. Working for an institution dedicated to this mission was not the reason I went to law school. I also found myself becoming addicted to the glitzy lifestyle that came with working at a firm. This quandary caused me to lose interest in law firms and seek work experiences more aligned with serving the public interest.




Legal Wilderness


My love for the mountains of Vermont took me there in search of employment. Dr. Samuel Bell, a close friend and physician who worked at Harvard University, introduced me to his good friend James L. Oakes, a judge on the US Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit. Judge Oakes’s judicial district included Vermont, and he had a house near Brattleboro, Vermont. He suggested an experience with Vermont Legal Aid and arranged an interview at a Legal Aid office in Bellows Falls. However, after thoughtful consideration, I passed on that opportunity because I did not want to remove myself from what I considered to be the mainstream of legal practice. I continued to communicate with Judge Oakes over the years and considered him a friend.

I was rescued from my ambivalent law firm experience by my close friend, Earl W. Coblyn, whom I met in 1965 while he was teaching law at the all-Black South Carolina State Law School and practicing law part-time in Orangeburg. The South Carolina State Law School was hastily established in 1947 because of a federal district court order, imposed by federal Judge J. Waties Waring. The order was rendered to provide Black students with legal education Page 186 →that was “separate but equal” to white law students thereby avoiding the necessity of Black students attending the white-only USC School of Law. The South Carolina State Law School was inferior from its inception and never measured up to the quality of the all-white law school in Columbia.1

Earl graduated from Suffolk Law School in Boston, Massachusetts and practiced there while assisting his wife in managing a restaurant. In 1961, he was hired by Dean Leo Kerford to join the law faculty in Orangeburg. Earl remained on the faculty teaching business law until 1966 when the USC School of Law was desegregated, and the South Carolina State Law School was closed. While teaching Earl teamed up with Zack E. Townsend in a two-person private practice. The partnership handled many civil rights case during that period. They defended many cases involving students jailed during civil rights protest marches and handled school desegregation cases as well. They worked closely with Matthew J. Perry, who was the principal NAACP attorney in South Carolina. Earl was also involved in many community organizing efforts, including the Summer Community Organization and Political Education project to register eligible Black voters.

Earl’s wife, Donnesse (Donnie) Slade Coblyn, was the daughter of Renner Slade (1881–1945), the original owner of Slade’s, the historic Black restaurant in Boston. Through her father, Donnie knew the Black elite in Boston, including Edward Brooke before he became the first African American to serve in the US Senate since Reconstruction. When the restaurant failed, Earl and Donnie moved to Orangeburg. Orangeburg had opportunities for Black lawyers, two thriving historically Black colleges, Claflin University and South Carolina State College, which supported an emerging Black middle class.

When the South Carolina State Law School was shuttered in 1966, Earl left Orangeburg. He had hoped that the USC School of Law in Columbia would offer a few positions to individuals who Page 187 →taught at the Orangeburg law school. That never happened, which was a shame, because Earl was acknowledged to be a very able lawyer and teacher. He subsequently moved to Washington, DC, to work at a think tank called T-Square that worked on novel educational programs for African Americans. He eventually left T-Square and began teaching business law at what would become the University of the District of Columbia.

Earl was handling consulting work while teaching. He asked me to assist him with a consulting assignment for the Department of Health, Education and Welfare (the precursor to the Department of Health and Human Services). The task was to analyze the child labor laws of Delaware, Pennsylvania, and New Jersey for a new education model. That was the experience I needed. I had the flexibility to be creative, and I enjoyed working with Earl, who had become a mentor. During that consulting project, I lived on Capitol Hill, a few blocks from the US Supreme Court. That was a convenient location because I did most of my research at the nearby Library of Congress.

Washington was always a magical place for me, and I enjoyed being there again. I looked forward to frequenting places in the Georgetown area, walking the cobblestone sidewalks to the Tombs and Clydes, favorite drinking holes; eating at a French market that sold delectable sandwiches on French bread; and visiting Dumbarton Oaks, the historic estate owned by Harvard University, where I attended many invitation events. Dumbarton Oaks is the site of the international conference that developed plans for the founding of the United Nations. On Sunday mornings, I always had brunch at an interesting Capitol Hill restaurant, my favorite being the Gandy Dancer, where Eggs Benedict was my favorite dish.

The consulting assignment led to a job as associate director of an American Bar Association public interest project. My assignment was to assist state legislators in drafting and lobbying bills to remove ex-offender employment restrictions. That job was perfect because it afforded me the opportunity to travel to many states. The Page 188 →association’s ex-offender project was led by Dan Skoler, a socially conscious graduate of Harvard Law School. On the project board of directors sat Richard Hughes, former governor of New Jersey; Robert McNamara, former secretary of defense during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations; and A. Leon Higginbotham Jr., judge on the US District Court for Eastern Pennsylvania. I especially enjoyed the interaction with Secretary McNamara. I was impressed by the quickness of his mind and the wisdom he had gained from his service at the Department of Defense. I commiserated over his travails in trying to manage a favorable outcome to the Vietnam War.

While working at the American Bar Association, I lived in an apartment building called Triangle Towers in Bethesda, Maryland. I preferred that location because my close friend Earl Coblyn had a house in Garret Park, a fashionable area in Bethesda. I developed a close friendship with my next-door neighbor, Herbert Mulqueen. Herb was very smart and enjoyed doing adventurous things. He had once traveled across Afghanistan packing a gun for protection. He enjoyed running, as I did, and we often ran together at the end of the day from the apartment building through the National Institutes of Health complex near the Naval Hospital and back, about five miles.

Through Herb, I met many people with varying interests, including mountain climbing, war-game junkies, and electronic aficionados. I especially enjoyed the company of his cousin, Joseph Henry, and his Naval Academy friend, Edmund Giambastiani. Both were young submarine officers in Admiral Hyman Rickover’s Nuclear Navy who rose to the rank of admiral. Ed Giambastiani was so talented that he was later appointed Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff from 2005 to 2007. I admired Ed and we developed a strong relationship of mutual respect for each other.

Herb and I were such good friends that we were in each other’s wedding parties. He introduced me to his parents, Herb Sr. and Moya Mulqueen, who lived in Sherwood Forest, Annapolis, Maryland. Sherwood Forest was a gated community next to the Severn Page 189 →River. All houses in the community were required to be painted green to resemble a forest. I grew attached to Herb’s parents, and they included me in many family activities. I attend the 1973 Preakness horse race with them; it is the second jewel in the Triple Crown of thoroughbred horse racing. (The first jewel is the Kentucky Derby in Louisville, Kentucky, and the third is the Belmont Stakes outside of New York City.) We had front row seats in an exclusive section of the Pimlico Racetrack at Baltimore. On that occasion, I saw the great Secretariat dominate the field of thoroughbreds, and three weeks later he won the Triple Crown. Years later, I learned that the exercise rider, George “Charlie” Davis Jr., and horse groomer, Eddie Sweat, for the famous horse were natives of Orangeburg County. They were hired in the early 1970s by trainer Lucien Laurin, who owned the Branchdale Racetrack, now known as the Holly Hill Training Center.2

Herb told me that his mother was very connected in Republican politics in Maryland; Moya knew everyone, including former Governor and Vice President Spiro Agnew. Moyer was so connected that she had a permanent pass to visit a friend who worked at the White House during President Richard Nixon’s administration.






chapter 15 USC School of Law, Returning Home


Page 190 →While at the American Bar Association in 1972, I received a call from Professor Robert Felix, a senior faculty member at the USC School of Law. He wanted to know whether I had an interest in teaching a summer law course to a group of talented Black college students who aspired to attend law school. I have always had a commitment to teaching African Americans and took on student counselor positions in both college and law school. In the summer of 1967, after graduating from USC, I participated as a counselor in the Upward Bound program funded by the US Department of Education. The program had a mission of identifying talented Black high school students from underserved communities and motivating and preparing them for the academic rigors of college. Similarly, in the summer of 1968 as a Harvard law student, I worked as a student counselor in the Council on Legal Education Opportunity program sponsored by the Law School and the Ford Foundation. The program was designed to diversify the legal profession by providing underrepresented students with academic assistance to enable them to attend and succeed in law school through preparatory coursework and other support.

Longing to return home, I accepted the offer. I taught a course on Product Liability, a segment of Tort law, dealing with personal injury caused by defective consumer products. This was an area of law I had enjoyed in law school. My first experience teaching law was exhilarating. I found the students to be very interesting and Page 191 →bright. I followed the progress of a few of those students over the years and witnessed their successes in law school and professional life thereafter. I especially remember Mary Alice Gresham Bullock, who became professor and dean of the Howard University School of Law.

A year after that successful summer, I was asked to join the law faculty at USC. Since I felt good about the experience, I accepted the challenge to teach full-time. The southern novelist Tom Wolff wrote that you can’t go home again, and I wanted to see whether that adage applied to me. I lived at home in Orangeburg during my first year of teaching. That was my first experience of living with my parents as an adult. Because of my father’s out-of-state work travel, I was basically living with my mother. We got to know each other on a different level. I was rarely around the house, leaving for Columbia early in the morning and returning at night. Since my commute to the law school was 40 miles each way, I stayed in my office after class to prepare for the next day of classes. Sometimes my mother would wait for me to eat dinner, but most of time she went ahead without me.

When I joined the faculty, the law school was full of promise. It had recently moved from its Greene Street location in the Pettigrew building to a newly constructed Law Center on lower Main Street. The new facility provided more space for expansion of the student body, faculty, and course offerings. The faculty had been enlarged with the addition of several young teachers, who were educated mostly at eastern law schools. Several of them took Master of Law degrees at Harvard Law School. My classmate from Harvard Law, Dennis Nolan, had recently joined the faculty. The new composition of the faculty was divided between the old guard and the new young Turks. The old guard ran the law school and had several distinguished professors, including Robert Foster, David Means, Coleman Karesh (emeritus), Charles Randall, Webster Myers, and Harry Lightsey. There was some friction between the old guard and new recruits, who constantly pushed for curriculum, pedagogical, Page 192 →and scholarship improvements. Notwithstanding the differences of views over how the law school should be run, we were a collegial faculty who respected each other’s point of view. Although I hung out socially with younger faculty members, my views about how the law school should be run comported more with the old guard than the young Turks.

I taught three law courses: contracts, insurance, and negotiable instruments. Contract law was my favorite because of the influence that Professor Byse had on me at Harvard. I taught insurance law to gain a better insight into my father’s work in the insurance industry. Further, I was inspired by a wonderful insurance law professor, Robert Keeton, a courtly gentleman from Texas with a charming southern drawl. Professor Keeton played a key role in advancing the no-fault automobile insurance concept. He was later appointed a federal district court judge in Boston.

I remember well my first day of class as a law professor teaching contract law. As a twenty-six-year-old professor, I was anxious about whether I would quickly gain credibility as a teacher among my students, many of whom were my age or older. I felt that I needed to demonstrate my pedagogical prowess with a cleaver feat that would dazzle them. As an undergraduate at USC, my American History teacher at Currell College, Professor George Rogers, dazzled us with his ability to match the names with faces of about a hundred students he had never personally seen before. The methodology entailed studying the pictures and accompanying names of students on the class seating chart until you could visualize matching the faces with names. Then, on the first day of class, you ask each student to pronounce his or her name in the order listed on the seating chart. I was daring enough to attempt this exercise in mental gymnastics with my maiden contract law class. To my students’ amazement, and mine as well, I flawlessly matched the names and faces of about a hundred students I had never personally seen before. After this feat, my students thought I was brilliant.

Page 193 →After I had their attention, I tried to give my students a broad perspective of how contract law permeates our everyday lives, although often unnoticed. After explaining how contract law affects the food we purchase, the apartment we lease or house we buy, the tuition we pay, the checks we write, the job we work, the movie we watch, and the car we repair, I concluded with an intriguing thought: “And even when you say your prayers at night before bed, you have allegedly created a contract with God to enter the kingdom of heaven.”1

I used the Socratic method in teaching Contract Law. The pedagogical method most college students are accustomed to is listening to lectures by professors. Students take copious notes and apply what they have learned at examination time. The Socratic method is radically different and involves engaging students with questions about the case law they have read. There are no neat and easy answers to the legal questions presented in the case materials that are assigned. Students are compelled to reason with the professor to deduce the possible answers to the queries. Students are often frustrated and uncomfortable with this approach to learning, at first, because one answer always leads to another question, and on ad infinitum. However, over time, students learn that the key point of this incessant question and answer approach is to develop a method of analyzing legal problems.

I became a master at using the Socratic method. This approach to teaching requires a great deal of preparation by the professor. It often required me to spend four hours of preparation time for one hour of class time because a teacher needs to explore multiple possibilities of resolving a legal issue, requiring access to many secondary sources of research. By and large, most of my students appreciated the excitement of these mental gymnastics. Teaching law is generally colorblind, agnostic, for the same issues often arise no matter what ethic group you are a part of. After you have mastered the principles of law, then you can use those skills to try to bring about social change.

Page 194 →My first year of teaching was a success. I enjoyed the intellectual interaction with my students. I discovered that my students often referred to me as “Gentleman Jim,” likely because of my affable and courtly nature. After my final Contracts class, a white student approached me and thanked me for teaching him. He said: “In my many years of education, you are the first Black person to teach me. I thank you for that.” I reflected on those words long after they were spoken. I then recognized a broader mission to my presence at USC. Certainly, I was there to enhance the education of Black students. But equally important was the task of relating to white students. I realized that I had a platform to change many attitudes and perceptions about having a relationship with a Black person.

Dean Robert Foster appointed me to serve on the admissions committee. That assignment proved useful. My goal was to increase the enrollment of Black students. If the dean wanted a particular student admitted for reasons benefiting the law school, I would go along with his recommendation, expecting that he would reciprocate for one of my candidates. Together we built a very talented, interesting, and diverse class.

I relished being accepted as a colleague by former professors. I was invited to dine with Professor Abernathy, which was a quintessential experience since I had revered him as a student. Professors Fowler, Randall, Means, Myers, and Karesh were equally generous. Professor Karesh share his contract law notes which he had compiled over years of teaching and discussed some legal concepts with me. I was invited to join offshore fishing trips to Morehead City, North Carolina, and Hilton Head Island, South Carolina, with Dean Foster and Professors Myers and Means. I felt good about being a part of a scholarly and caring faculty.

Notwithstanding a successful year of teaching, I longed to return to Cambridge again. My first year of teaching was all work. My daily commuting left little room for any meaningful social life, and most of my friendships were professional. I asked Dean Foster for a leave Page 195 →of absence; he understood my plight and did not hesitate to grant my request. He likely felt that if there was any chance of retaining me on the faculty, he had to accommodate me.

I returned to Cambridge and affiliated with a small partnership specializing in tax law. However, after a few months of work, I parted ways after observing some unethical practices at the firm. I didn’t think this would happen so soon after departing USC, but after a short bout with law practice, I found myself longing to teach again. As a long shot, I sought an adjunct teaching position at Boston University School of Law. I interviewed with Professor Robert Monahan, head of the appointments committee, and upon receiving a positive reference from USC, I was offered a position. I was asked to teach Trusts and Estates. I had to hustle to prepare for that course because, although I studied estate planning at Harvard, there was a great deal to learn. Although I had to adjust to a totally new law school environment, I enjoyed the challenge and exhilaration of the classroom again. I acquitted myself well with the course and wanted to return to USC.

I matured during my leave and learned that success at anything does not come quickly. I decided to settle in and learn to be an effective teacher. I was happy to return to USC. I made some changes that were the source of my unhappiness before. First and foremost, I got an apartment in Columbia, thereby saving myself the burden of commuting from Orangeburg.

Because I now had time, I began engaging more with Black students. I offered suggestions to the Black Law Student Association on how to raise its profile on campus. I arranged to have a Black law school friend, Judge Robert M. Bell, then sitting on the District Court of Maryland, to speak at the annual dinner of the association. The event drew a large gathering, including representation from the faculty. The following year, Judge George N. Leighton, a Black federal district judge in Illinois, spoke at the annual dinner.

I enjoyed refreshing my relationship with several good friends on Page 196 →the faculty. Walter Reiser was very supportive. I first met Walter at Harvard Law, where he was director of the legal method program. All first-year law students were required to take a course that taught us how to do legal research, write a legal brief, and make an oral argument. Walter was instrumental in urging me to teach at USC. When Walter left Harvard to take a law professorship at USC, specializing in evidence, he put me on a wish list of people to be recruited to join the faculty. That plan took fruition when I was invited to teach in the special summer program. Walter had a wonderful wife, Martha Rainsford Reiser, from Edgefield, South Carolina, who spoke with a dramatic Southern drawl. She easily could have been cast in Gone with the Wind.

Since I was close in age to most of my students, I often fraternized with them. I played rugby with a group of students and faculty members at USC. Rugby was a club sport, which enabled students and teachers to play together. I learned the game by playing with the American University Rugby Club in Washington, DC, while working in the city in 1972. I love the game and played wing position because I was a fast runner and could kick. Since rugby players tend to be rowdy, and sometimes bawdy, at parties after rugby matches, I had to be careful to set the right example for students. When a student journalist got wind of my rugby exploits, he wrote an article about me titled “Law Professor Plays ‘Weird Football.’” The article featured my sports philosophy of “sound body, sound mind” and highlighted one of my primary goals for teaching at USC: “As the first black professor at the Law School, Jim has found it refreshing to hear from his [white] students that they felt fortunate to have the opportunity to study with a black professor knowing that they would have missed a growth experience otherwise.”

Separated by only three city blocks, the law school and the South Carolina legislature had close ties. One of my colleagues at the law school, Harry Lightsey, had been a very influential legal advisor to several Senate committees. He continued to counsel the legislature Page 197 →during his tenue as a professor and later as dean of USC School of Law. He later became president of the College of Charleston. By virtue of my position as professor of Insurance Law, I was invited by the legislative Insurance Committee to counsel the chairman of the committee on the adoption of no-fault auto insurance legislation. In a small and insular state like South Carolina, many law professors played a role counseling the legislature.

A good friend, William “Bill” Campbell, served in the state House of Representatives. He was the legislative leader on many important issues, including juvenile criminal justice, the environment, and transportation. Bill supported the civil rights cause of his close friend, Modjeska Monteith Simkins, a civil rights activist in Columbia and the aunt of Henrie Monteith, who desegrated USC. Bill contributed greatly to my social life while in Columbia. He invited me to theatre, movies, and other social events. I remember attending an oyster roast, where I met several of his political friends. An oyster roast is a South Carolina Lowcountry culinary treat, where cluster oysters are spread on a large metal slab covered with wet burlap over an open fire. The oysters are shucked using an oyster knife and gloves.

My new life at USC was going well until, again, I started to evaluate my career calling. While I was complimented on the effectiveness of my teaching, I felt that I had not given law practice a chance and wanted to get back in the legal mainstream. Besides, if I decided to return to law teaching, I would be a more effective teacher having gained experience with the practical application of legal principles to real-world controversies.

When I informed Acting Dean Harry Haynsworth of my resignation, the special assistant to the provost, Keith Davis, instructed the dean not to accept it. He wanted assurance that a plan was in place to replace me as soon as possible with another Black professor. He pointed to the “nation-wide shortage of Black lawyers,” and the value of a Black professor who “would be better able to communicate with the Black students and thus build their confidence and morale.” Page 198 →Further, he pointed out the value to “the entire student body” of having a “professional environment” that “enhances the students’ ability to function in multi-ethnic settings.”2 Dean Haynsworth agreed with Mr. Davis’s assessment and tried to persuade me to stay. When confronted with the university’s true concern about having a diverse faculty and student body, I reconsidered my resignation. However, on balance, I felt an imperative to reenter active law practice for my own professional development.

I seriously considered staying in South Carolina to get my much-needed law practice experience. Randall “Randy” Bell, a colleague and close friend on the faculty at the USC law school, who later became a judge on the South Carolina Supreme Court, arranged an introduction with former Governor Robert McNair, who presided over a prominent law firm in Columbia. Randy had been doing some part-time work at McNair’s firm and had a stellar reputation there. I interviewed Governor McNair and other key partners at the firm, and at the conclusion, felt that I had made a favorable impression. However, for an unknown reason, I did not get an offer. I surmised that Governor McNair felt that the time was not ripe to have an African American senior counsel or partner at his firm. At that time, no major law firm in South Carolina had Black lawyers.

Governor McNair’s decision not to hire me was mystifying since his standing with the African American community had eroded. The Orangeburg Massacre, where two South Carolina State College students and one Wilkinson High School student were killed after protesting at a segregated bowling alley, happened on his watch as governor. That tragic event damaged his relationship with the African American community, which had viewed him favorably before the shootings for his good works as a progressive governor. In the 1968 presidential race, Senator Hubert Humphrey seriously considered McNair as his vice-presidential running mate until opposition surfaced from the African American community.

Page 199 →I transitioned back into law practice through a generous offer from Rod Hills, my former teacher and friend. During the last year of his term, President Ford asked Rod to become chairman of the SEC. Rod asked me to join him at the SEC in the role of Attorney Fellow. That position was designed to bring into the SEC fresh legal talent from academia. I joined the SEC in June 1977 after finishing the semester at USC.





chapter 16 Settling Years


Page 200 →Summers are generally oppressive in Washington, DC. On a hot Sunday in July 1977, I spent the early afternoon at the American University Washington College of Law doing research on a Securities and Exchange Commission legal brief. Reaching the point of exhaustion, I left the library to return home to McLean, Virginia. After exiting the library, I noticed a woman wearing a Mt. Holyoke College T-shirt sitting on the campus green engaged in study.

Mt. Holyoke College was familiar because I visited its beautiful campus in the spring of 1968 while I was a law student. Trevor Bryan, a friend at Harvard, was dating Violette Harrington, a student at Mt. Holyoke, and he invited me to join him on a weekend trip to visit her in South Hadley, Massachusetts. Violette’s parents, who lived in Florence, South Carolina, were well-acquainted with my parents.

I introduced myself to her and asked if she attended Mt. Holyoke. She said yes and introduced herself as Becky Swanson. We talked for a spell about Mt. Holyoke and why we were on the American University campus. She informed me that she was a master’s degree candidate in International Development. While at Mt. Holyoke, she had a summer internship with the Agency for International Development (AID), and it sent her to Yemen to study the role of women in that country. She recorded her research into what would become a seminal paper on the subject. Becky was anticipating working at AID upon completion of her degree and was excited about the prospect of working in a foreign country.

Page 201 →I asked whether she wanted to take a walk through the adjacent Foxhall Road neighborhood, appointed with very attractive and expensive houses. We sauntered languidly through the neighborhood getting to know each other. Not wanting our encounter to end, I asked Becky if she wanted to have dinner at my favorite restaurant in McLean. She accepted, and we continued our encounter into the evening. Before we said goodbye at the end of the evening, I asked her whether she wanted to get together again. Becky said yes, and that was the beginning of a whirlwind courtship that resulted in marriage seven months later.

I am not an impulsive person and usually don’t make big decisions fast. Nor does Becky. But I guess we were taken with each other and had to be together. We have been married for forty-eight years. We’ve had our ups and downs, like any other couple, but our love for each other has endured.



Becky’s Family Background


Becky was born Rebecca Lambert Swanson to Harold Elvin Swanson and Elizabeth Lisle Hathaway Swanson. She has one sibling, David Lisle Swanson. Harold Swanson had roots in Orleans, Nebraska. His parents, David Verner Swanson and Ethel Davenport Swanson, were farmers and had three children: Harold Elvin, Hugh Verner, and Verla Mae. Harold received his undergraduate degree from Nebraska Wesleyan University and studied physics as a graduate student at Columbia University, where he received a master’s degree. He completed the coursework for a doctoral degree. However, he did not write the required thesis because there was friction between him and his supervising professor. While at Columbia, he taught at Cooper Union. After graduating from Columbia, he worked on the Manhattan Project at the Oak Ridge, Tennessee, laboratory, where plutonium was produced to develop the atomic bomb during World War II. The Manhattan Project was shrouded in such secrecy that Page 202 →Harold found out that the bomb had been dropped on Tuesday, August 7, 1945, while listening to the radio at the barbershop.1 He later worked as a geophysicist with the New Jersey Zinc Company and the Newmont Company until his untimely death. He was hit by a car while riding a bicycle.

Elizabeth Swanson, called Betty-Lisle, was born in Goshen, New York. Her parents, Thomas H. M. Hathaway and Harriet Cummings Hathaway, had two children, Betty-Lisle and John, called Jack. Betty-Lisle was educated at Vassar College, where her mother had gone before. Harriet’s mother was Susan Ogden Cummins. Her father, Colonel Francis Markoe Cummins, fought for the Union cause at Gettysburg. Thomas Hathaway was president of a bank in Hudson, New York until it was closed by President Franklin D. Roosevelt during the Great Depression. Thomas Hathaway suffered a stroke after a robbery at his bank and never recovered.

Becky’s grandmother, Harriet, was a fascinating woman who loved her exquisite antique possessions. She relished her fine furniture, including possessions from the historic Lambert House in Wilton, Connecticut. During Becky’s and my courtship, I had an animated conversation with Harriet about who owned the apples that fell onto her yard from the next-door neighbor’s tree. She disclosed that she had dated a renowned professor at Harvard Law School, Henry Hart, whose book I used in a course I took on the Legal Process.

Becky’s middle name, “Lambert,” came from maternal ancestors who lived in the David Lambert House. The Lambert House is a two-and-a-half-story clapboard colonial-era house with federal and colonial revival alterations. It was built around 1726 by David Lambert (1700–1784), one of Wilton’s early wealthy settlers. The house was called Lilacstead because of the lilac bushes that framed the front doorway. Harriet Cummins Hathaway summered at Lilacstead as a child with her aunt, Eva Ogden Lambert. The house survives to this Page 203 →day; it is listed on the National Register of Historical Places and is owned by the Wilton Historical Society.

Wilton was a well-known route on the Underground Railroad, and the Lambert House was a station. The house had a secret stairway leading to a cellar where a tunnel led to a nearby saltbox house used to hide fugitive slaves.2 In 1897, the house was the scene of the sensational robbery and murder of Professor David S. R. Lambert (1852–97), great grandson of David Lambert and husband of Eva Ogden Lambert, by one of his former students.3




Early Marriage Years


Becky and I got married at the American University Chapel on January 21, 1978. The wedding day followed a record blizzard that dumped mounds of snow in the mid-Atlantic region and the northeast. The storm paralyzed communities throughout New Jersey, Connecticut, Long Island, and upstate New York, dumping up to twenty inches of snow in suburban areas stretching from Washington, DC, to New England.4 Fortunately, our parents, Becky’s brother, and my two brothers arrived before the storm got too bad. However, many family members could not make it. Becky’s family from Massachusetts and New York could not get to the wedding because the highways north of Washington were closed. Many flights were cancelled. My family from South Carolina fared better, because the storm did not affect the southeastern United States. One of Becky’s bridesmaids from New York City could not leave the city because the New York metropolitan region was buried under more than thirteen inches of snow. But a last-minute bridesmaid substitution by Becky’s American University roommate came to the rescue. Other than the absence of many family members, the wedding went off without a hitch.

After the wedding, we lived in a house in McLean, Virginia. We loved the location because it assured a reasonable commute to my work at the SEC on Capitol Hill and provided easy access to Page 204 →outdoor activities in Virginia and Maryland. Becky and I often hiked the Billy Goat trail off the path along the C&O Canal in Potomac, Maryland. We often stopped by the Old Anglar’s Inn along the trail to have a drink by the fireplace. The ambiance of the old restaurant was most enjoyable. Rumor had it that US Supreme Court Justice William Douglas, one of my heroes, frequented that place.

A year later, we moved to West Hartford, Connecticut, and purchased a house built in 1810 or so. The house had originally been a creamery (called Highland Creamery) that bought cream from 22 local farmers to be churned by steam power into 700 pounds of butter weekly and sold to local grocers. An office in the Highland Creamery building was used as a branch of the US Post Office. James W. Pine, an African American born in Danbury, Connecticut, who helped to organize Black troops (called Sherman Guards) during the Civil War, was the mail carrier between the creamery and West Hartford Center. Mr. Pine had many other callings, including poet, preacher, and cemetery sexton/grave digger.5

After we moved to West Hartford, Becky enrolled at the University of Connecticut School of Law. She chose that career path after exploring the limited opportunities for employment in the international field in the Hartford area. Shortly following graduation from law school, she realized after the birth of our son that it was difficult to pursue any full-time employment opportunities. She pivoted to part-time law practice until it became impractical to sustain with her increased family responsibilities. However, she has participated in many meaningful volunteer activities, including serving on the West Hartford Conservation and Environment Commission.

We celebrated the birth of our son, Neville Swanson Bowers, in 1983. Fifteen months later, another son, Oliver Swanson Bowers, was born. The two boys are our pride and joy. While you cannot precisely plan these things, we had hoped that our children close in age would grow up to be close friends. That was the case with Becky and her Page 205 →younger brother, Lisle, and with my two brothers, Wally and Roy. I was the middle child and had a close relationship with both.

From the very beginning, our kids were overachievers but not sibling competitors; they supported one another in all endeavors. Neville visited the hospital and saw Oliver the day he was born. When he awoke two days later to discover Oliver in the kitchen, he was a little confused as to why Oliver was there. After Neville got his breakfast, he accepted Oliver fully. By the time Oliver was 1 year old, they were best friends and playmates, despite their very different personalities and interests.

Oliver followed Neville in lockstep through elementary and high school. They both attended Renbrook School and Loomis Chaffee School. Renbrook provided a private and nurturing environment where both received individual attention. Both were on the tennis and soccer teams. At Loomis Chaffee School, both did well academically and joined the swim and water polo teams. Neville graduated first in his class at Loomis and later matriculated at Harvard University. Oliver graduated with honors and matriculated at Brown University.

Although both kids had the same educational exposure, Neville was drawn to science, mathematics, and computers. By 8 months, Neville was fiddling with the buttons on the dishwasher. At 18 months, he took parts out of the inside of the dishwasher. The problem was he didn’t put them back in their proper place. When Becky tried to wash the dishes, no water flowed into the dishwasher. It took us two hours to figure out how to get the dishwasher to work again. In kindergarten, Neville began designing simple electrical circuits using batteries and lights. Once, he decided we needed a better antenna on our short-wave radio. He rigged up one and sent me up on the roof to attach it to the chimney. It worked. He tore apart a computer and put it back together at an early age to see how it worked. He designed a website while in grammar school.

Page 206 →Oliver was interested in the humanities: literature, sketching, and music. He is a creative person. While his method of solving problems is often different (at times even unorthodox), he has a knack for exploring different pathways to learning. He can visualize abstractions and articulate them in coherent thought. His written expression is vivid and communicative; the imagery in his sentences conveys volumes to the thoughtful reader. Oliver has a rare gift for memorizing literature and music. He can recall what he had read or heard verbatim. At age eleven, he recited for memory the eighteen stanzas of Edgar Allan Poe’s Raven before a large Renbrook audience to the amazement of his teachers and others. Oliver excelled in art because he possesses an enhanced visual depth perception. As a fourth grader, one of his sketches was selected by Renbrook as the cover for its holiday card. In music, Oliver would hear a song sung or played once and then proceed to sing it or play it verbatim on the piano.

Oliver’s mind finds expression in his musical compositions. Ever since he was a small boy, he would analyze sounds and synthesize the vast input into a melodious opus. His compositions, like his writings, convey deep emotion and introspection. His music teachers have marveled at his compositions, comparing them favorably with works of professional quality.

In 1988, we took Neville (age five-and-a-half years) and Oliver (age four-and-a-half years) to their first ballet: The Nutcracker Suite. Both enjoyed it, but for different reasons. Neville was intrigued by the technicalities of the set and lighting. In rapid-fire succession, he asked a million questions: How do they make the impression of a moving star and snow falling? How do they create smoke vapors that crawled along the floor? How many curtains do they have? How do they get one scene to fade into another? How do they create the lighting effect of the Kingdom of the Sweets?

Oliver was choreographing his own dance interpretation to the music. I was so absorbed in Oliver’s dance that I was neglecting the Page 207 →performance. To me, Oliver’s interpretations were far more interesting than the professionals. I didn’t realize that he had developed some sophisticated ballet movements. He had wonderful arm interpretations, and he turned and leaped to the beat of the music. He even memorized the ballet score from playing the Nutcracker record repeatedly before the performance.

After experiencing the magical world of the Nutcracker, we stepped outside to an amazing light snowfall. What a nice way to end the performance. It was difficult to tell whether we had just experienced fantasy or reality. Kids are great for allowing adults to dream and pretend with them. I hadn’t felt that wonderful in a long time.

Oliver was always the more sensitive of the two boys. Neville would cut to the chase by analyzing the problem. Oliver would contemplate the problem and might never reach a conclusion. At age ten, before settling down to bed, Oliver asked: “What’s the point of life?” I knew that he contemplated larger issues, but I was not expecting this question. I responded: “The point of life is to leave the world a better place than the one we found. It is not necessary to accomplish significant things if what we do is positive, like planting a tree or just being kind and helpful to someone.” I think that response satisfied him, for he moved on to the less serious topic of Willy the Whale. Oliver and I had many conversations before bedtime.

Bedtime stories were the primary vehicle through which I related to the children. The kids looked forward to nightly stories that I would narrate. Becky was excluded because I felt she would inhibit the creativity by disapprovingly raising her eyebrows over some of my language. My bedtime stories ran the gamut. Sometimes, I would read a well-known book (Young Indiana Jones). At other times, I would improvise upon a book to create a totally different story, based upon events that I had experienced either alone or with the kids. The Indiana Jones books were very educational, because they introduced Page 208 →the kids to adventures connected with familiar places (Stonehenge) or world customs (the whirling dervishes of Istanbul).
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Author with Becky and our two sons, Oliver and Neville, visiting the Library of Congress in 2007. Author’s collection.



Our two favorite stories were the exploits of Fanky and TK, and Herr Bergsteig. The Fanky and TK stories were very fanciful and would ramble all over the place. The recurring theme was that Fanky and TK would always get in trouble in every situation. Herr Bergsteig was derived from our trips to Bavaria, where we did a lot of mountain climbing (Die Bergsteigen). The Herr Bergsteig stories were all about situations happening on a mountain climb.

Our family has matured over the years. Neville and Oliver are now young men. Neville married Janette Fong in 2013. They live in San Francisco and both work in the technology industry. They have an eleven-year-old daughter, Azalea, and a five-year-old son, Amari.

After Harvard, Neville went to work at Microsoft in Seattle, but after two years, finding the company too corporate, he moved to Silicon Valley and joined Facebook. Neville joined the company at Page 209 →a time when it was in its infancy. While at Harvard, Neville lodged at Kirkland House. Mark Zuckerberg also lived at Kirkland House, although Neville did not hang out with him then. Zuckerberg dropped out of Harvard to develop Facebook, which he started as a student. Neville finished Harvard two years after Zuckerberg left. Neville spent nine productive years at Facebook. When he departed, he teamed up with two friends to launch a startup, Rimeto. Neville has always intended to start his own business. The company was so successful that it was acquired by Slack, a larger technology company, which was in turn purchased by Salesforce.

Oliver got off to a slower start. After his freshman year, he took a year off. Upon his return to Brown, he excelled academically, quickly becoming fluent in German and receiving recognition by his induction into Delta Phi Alpha, a national German honors society. After finishing Brown with honors in English literature, he entered the University of Connecticut School of Law. Becky and I both have law degrees; we were surprised at his decision to study law because he had never showed any interest in the field. We thought he would teach at a prep school that gave latitude to his expansive thinking.

Oliver has a natural facility for languages, which took him to Jesus College, Cambridge, England during the summer of 2001 to study Latin poetry and rhetoric. A more suitable setting for studying Ovid and Virgil cannot be found. Book in hand and head bowed in reverent reflection, one strolls amid the monastic architecture that once was the twelfth century Benedictine nunnery of St. Mary and St. Radegund. If you pause long enough, the walls give up the secrets of the past, and you can almost hear the voice of young Samuel Taylor Coleridge (at age nineteen in 1791) reciting verse while seated in the refectory, fixated on the five-hundred-year-old ceiling carved in Spanish chestnut.

Jesus College is steeped in history and tradition, taking its name from its twelfth century chapel (previously a nun’s church), the oldest college building in Cambridge. When only two nuns remained in Page 210 →the nunnery, John Alcock, Bishop of Ely, founded the college in its place in 1496. According to the institutional legend, the nuns were forced to leave because one of them was senile and the other was pregnant.

Oliver studied German in prep school and college, Japanese at Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut, and is teaching himself Mandarin. In addition, he took music composition courses at the University of Hartford Hartt School of Music and received instructions in painting, which he has always been good at. He seems to have found his niche. He is fluent in many languages and has settled down to painting and composing music.






chapter 17 Climbing the Corporate Ladder


Page 211 →The SEC proved to be a rich experience. I was assigned to the Office of the General Counsel, which managed the appellate litigation practice for the commission. The Enforcement Division would try securities law cases in the federal district courts and the General Counsel Office would handle the appeal of those cases in the federal circuit courts. Often the General Counsel Office would appear before the US Supreme Court if permitted by the US Solicitor General. The solicitor general defers to the expertise of the SEC in most securities law cases.

It was an exciting time to be at the SEC. The commission was pushing into new areas of the law. The SEC’s primary weapon for policing the capital markets was the antifraud sections of the Securities Act of 1933 and the Securities Exchange Act of 1934. Both statutes were enacted during the Great Depression to control the unbridled speculation and misinformation that caused the collapse of the US stock market.

A new federal statute, the Foreign Corrupt Practices Act (FCPA), was enacted shortly before I arrived at the commission. That law essentially prevents US companies from bribing foreign officials to obtain or retain business with those foreign countries. The SEC had a dynamic Enforcement Division director, Stanley Sporkin, who vigilantly pursued companies that violated the FCPA. Before a securities law case is brought in federal court, a majority of the five SEC commissioners must agree with the merits of the charge against a company or individual. Stan Sporkin often presented a Page 212 →summary of the case to the commissioners. Commission lawyers would often joke about Sporkin’s common refrain before the commissioners: “This is the worst goddam fraud I’ve ever seen.” Sporkin was a colorful figure who later became a federal district court judge in Washington, DC.

The general counsel, Harvey Pitt, was a hard-charging, exceptionally able workaholic. He was a wunderkind who was appointed General Counsel at age thirty, the youngest ever to achieve that rank. Harvey expected others in the office to give as much as he did. Once I ran into Harvey at the elevator around 7 pm, after a long day, and his only comment as I entered the elevator was: “Nice you could come in today.” I often joked with my fellow lawyers that, before leaving the office in the evening, we should leave the lights on and a coat on the chair in case Harvey did a bed check at night.

In truth, we enjoyed the high expectations that Harvey had for us. Once you penetrate the gruff veneer of Harvey’s persona, his warm and joyful soul becomes apparent. Harvey meant a great deal to me. He gave me interesting assignments overall and selected me to work on a team that was preparing a brief and argument before the US Supreme Court. The case was a very complicated antifraud matter that involved the novel question of whether a “pledge” of stock constituted a “sale,” an essential element in determining whether a federal court has jurisdiction to hear the case. The matter was so complicated that the Supreme Court ducked the issue by dismissing the case, deciding that “certiorari was improvidently granted.”1 Certiorari is the discretionary authority the Supreme Court has for accepting a case for argument and decision.

Working in the General Counsel Office was the quintessential assignment at the commission. I learned the appellate practice from two legendary litigators. David Ferber was the SEC’s Solicitor, the second in command in the office. He had a gentle demeanor and commanded attention and respect because of his brilliance. His Page 213 →comments on my legal briefs were concise and pointed, grounded in knowledge, gained over years of practice, of what the circuit court judges wanted to see. Jacob Stillman, Principal Assistant General Counsel and third in command, was a Harvard Law–educated dynamo with a towering intellect. Jake’s mind would work a mile a minute. He peppered me with so many questions about my legal arguments that I felt I was back in law school. Jake did not suffer second-rate preparation, and I would always try to be at the top of my game in discussing legal matters with him. He was later appointed Solicitor and argued cases before the Supreme Court.

I had a two-year appointment at the commission. At the six-month point, I got married and Harvey was a guest at the wedding. After marriage, I started to think more about the future. Should I stay at the commission or reenter private practice with a law firm? During my second year at the SEC, Harvey left for private practice at Fried Frank Harris, a leading New York law firm.

Ralph Ferrara took over as General Counsel. Ralph had been chief of staff or special counsel to three SEC chairmen and his appointment seemed natural. I got along well with Ralph. He recommended me for the General Counsel position at the Council of Economic Advisers. I interviewed for the job but didn’t get it. Later I interviewed at a few leading Washington, DC, law firms. I realized quickly that a law firm position would be hard to get because I had been out of law school for nine years. Lateral hires by the leading law firms at the time were highly unusual, and my profile didn’t fit neatly with the standard associate-partner paradigm. When I realized that, I began looking at legal positions with corporations.



Settling in at Aetna Life & Casualty


I spent most of my professional life as a lawyer at the Aetna Life & Casualty Company. I was hired from the SEC to fill a securities lawyer position in the Aetna Law Department. However, no sooner Page 214 →than I began that role, the General Counsel, Stephen Middlebrook, asked me to take on two additional roles. He wanted me to assist the senior antitrust counsel and the senior employment law counsel.

Part of my securities law role was providing legal advice to the Aetna Board of Directors Compensation and Organization Committee. That role provided insight into the corporate governance of a publicly traded company. That committee included the quintessential heavy-hitters on the board: CEO of Aetna (James Lynn, former Secretary of Housing and Urban Development and Director of the Office of Management and Budget in the Gerald Ford Administration); the CEOs of United Technologies (Harry Gray), Union Carbide (Warren Anderson), US Steel (David Roderick), and Barnes Group (Wallace Barnes); and Barbara Franklin (“Secretary and Commerce”).

The role of legal adviser to the Compensation and Organization Committee provided great opportunity and entailed great risk. I played it straight down the middle with the committee, calling the issues as I saw them and not pulling any punches. I encountered one career-ending situation relating to providing legal advice on a stock option agreement that was proposed by the Human Resource’s Executive Compensation Office. The office had designed a provision of the agreement that did not pass the legal smell test. I was not aware of the provision until it was proposed for a vote before the Committee. I advised the committee not to vote on the agreement because there was a legal defect. Well, you can imagine the looks I got from Aetna’s CEO and the head of the human resource department. However, I did not receive any negative feedback from the committee members, who were probably grateful that I did not allow a legally deficient document to be acted upon. Word spread throughout Aetna’s senior management about what had happened; after all, I had prevented a stock option grant to senior management during the meeting. Some thought I would be fired for my action. At the end of the day, Aetna’s General Counsel called me into his Page 215 →office, and I just knew I would receive my pink slip. However, to my surprise, he thanked me for delivering the correct legal advice and standing up in the face of an untenable situation created by others.

Although the work of the committee was treated with the utmost seriousness, there were moments of levity. In a discussion about whether senior executives should be treated the same with respect to compensation, David Roderick, of US Steel, quipped: “You know, the sun doesn’t shine on the same dog’s ass every day.” His point was well-taken from the vivid metaphor.

My board exposure also made possible the development of a close friendship with the board’s sole African American director, Earl G. Graves Sr. Earl clawed his way to the top of the publishing industry with his successful launch of Black Enterprise magazine. Created in the 1970s, the magazine covered African American businesses and had a readership of 3.7 million. Earl provided me with valuable coaching on how to navigate corporate America.

When the senior antitrust lawyer took early retirement, I was appointed senior antitrust counsel. This was a full-time engagement. I had to provide day-to-day antitrust counseling as well as manage the antitrust compliance program. That latter role became especially significant when the company was sued in an industry price-fixing case that went to the US Supreme Court. I traveled around the company teaching managers and key individuals the fundamentals of antitrust law compliance. At the same time, I became very active in the American Bar Association Antitrust Law Section. This volunteer activity provided large professional exposure. After I had spoken on the topic of healthcare antitrust law at several major law forums, my name became widely known among leading antitrust lawyers around the country. Those forums included the ABA Annual Antitrust Law Section Business meeting in Washington, DC, and the Practicing Law Institute in New York City, the leading educational institution for legal training.

Page 216 →Because of my success in managing Aetna’s antitrust practice, General Counsel Zoe Baird selected me to head a new compliance law unit. I managed several lawyers practicing in the areas of antitrust compliance, information technology/intellectual property, corporate services, and communications/public relations. I was in that role a short time when Aetna’s CEO, Ronald Compton, appointed me to become Aetna’s chief compliance officer. In that position, I provided oversight and leadership to a network of senior compliance officers located in five insurance business areas: health, property and casualty, life and disability, financial services, and international.

Aetna provided me a wonderful professional experience for twenty-five years. I worked on an interesting public relations project in 1998 involving the disclosure that Aetna had sold life insurance policies on the lives of slaves in 1853. The policies protected slave owners from financial loss of their human “property” upon the death of an enslaved person resulting from hazardous work. Benefits under the policies generally would not be paid for death resulting from mistreatment. After a diligent search of Aetna’s archives, only a handful of slave policies were found. While more policies were likely written, subsequent records suggested that Aetna wrote a limited number of slave policies. In one policy sale, Mary Raby purchased from Aetna’s New Orleans office a one-year policy on the lives of slaves for a premium of $17.25. The policy would pay $600 if one or more slaves died. When the sales were publicized in 2000, Aetna apologized and expressed “deep regret” for the few years that it sold a small number of slave policies.

There was a demand for reparations to the extent Aetna profited from the sale of slave policies. Although Aetna had no intention of paying reparations, since the sale of such policies was legal before slavery was abolished, the company did seek out ways to support the critical needs of the Black community. Aetna’s General Counsel, Edward Shaw, and I visited Harvard Law Professor Charles Ogletree, Page 217 →a leading Black scholar with a reputation for finding creative solutions to seemingly intractable issues affecting the Black community. We started a dialog on productive ways that Aetna might support the Black community. An area that found a receptive ear was supporting an initiative that Aetna had already begun examining racial disparities in the delivery of healthcare services. Since 2001, the Aetna Foundation awarded more than $30 million to support initiatives to reduce racial and ethnic health disparities.

All of Aetna’s voluntary efforts were not enough to stave off a 2002 lawsuit against the company, FleetBoston Financial and CXS (a railroad company) filed in a Brooklyn, New York federal court for allegedly profiting from the slave trade. The lawsuit was dismissed in 2004 because there was no alleged connection between plaintiffs and the companies they targeted.2

For many years, Aetna promoted the interest of its employees and public welfare. The company was affectionately known as “Mother Aetna.” Aetna gave millions to charities through the Aetna Foundation and encouraged its employees to get involved in public service in the community. The company afforded me the opportunity to pursue my love for teaching by allowing me to teach law courses at the University of Connecticut and Yale University. The Yale experience was especially exciting because I was able to team-teach a corporate practice seminar with Jan Deutsch, a brilliant Yale law professor.

Aetna encouraged me to join the board of directors of Greater Hartford Legal Assistance, a legal services program for the poor. I spent a decade on the board, ultimately becoming president of the organization. My most significant achievement as president was working with University of Connecticut Law Dean Hugh Macgill, president of the companion Neighborhood Legal Assistance, to merge the two programs to achieve greater organizational efficiency at a time of limited funding for legal services.

Page 218 →Pursuing my love of education, Aetna encouraged me to join the boards of trustees at Renbrook School, a private elementary school that my children attended, and Saint Joseph College, then a Catholic college for women. At Renbrook, my service led to the headmistress, Jane Shipp, appointing me board chair, the first African American to hold that position. At Saint Joseph, I chaired the faculty appointments committee, which evaluated teachers for tenure. Both of those experiences taught me a great deal about the administration of educational institutions. The Renbrook head encourage me to seek a position as headmaster of a prep school, which was a nice compliment.

Over the years, I have served on other boards of trustees that have had critical missions. Serving on the Hartford Hospital Board of Directors and Board of Governors has been especially rewarding. For over twenty-two years, I have served on the hospital’s Research Committee, where I have been exposed to cutting-edge research protocols designed to improve the hospital’s clinical program. I believe that medical research is the key to solving some of the most serious diseases that have plagued mankind. Recently, Becky and I established a research fund at Hartford Hospital to promote medical research.

I have been actively involved in the Harvard Law School Association (HLSA), the alumni organization, for over forty years. My primary contribution has been as chair of the Awards Committee. The HLSA Award is the highest alumni award granted to individuals for extraordinary service to the legal profession, society, and/or Harvard Law School. Under my leadership, the Awards Committee conferred awards on Deval Patrick, former governor of Massachusetts; Loretta Lynch, former US Attorney General; David Gergen, Harvard professor, CNN contributor and former assistant to three US presidents; and Kenneth Frazier, CEO at Merck.

For my many contributions to HLSA, I was honored with the James Coolidge Carter Award for Distinguished Service and the Page 219 →Harvard Alumni Association (HAA) Award, the university’s second highest alumni award.




Returning to Law Firm Practice at Day Pitney


My last fifteen years of law practice were spent at the Hartford law firm of Day Pitney. After taking early retirement from Aetna at the end of 2003, I wanted to end my law career at a law firm. In a sense, I had come full circle from where I began my law career at a Boston law firm. Day Pitney was the leading firm in Connecticut, and I had known several of its key partners through my work at Aetna. Since I had become a quintessential practitioner of compliance law, a nationally emerging law practice area, at Aetna, Day Pitney was interested in me developing a new compliance law practice at the firm. I had never engaged in the entrepreneurial practice of law, always practicing at a corporate institution, and this was an opportunity to see whether I could build a business. While it was difficult, after months of planting seeds in preparation, I hit a stride and brought in many new and lucrative clients to the firm from multiple industries, including transportation, insurance, energy, and publishing. After I reached my seventies, I began to think about retirement from the active practice of law. I wanted time to pursue other endeavors that were not necessarily law related.






chapter 18 Who Owns the Past?


Page 220 →In 2015, Dean Martha Minow appointed me to a committee of students, faculty, alumni, and administrators to examine whether Harvard Law School’s ceremonial shield should be retired. A group of Harvard Law students, called Royall Must Fall, protested the use of the shield because its design replicated the family crest of the wealthy slave-owning Royall family. Isaac Royall Jr. endowed Harvard’s first law professorship in 1816, a precursor to the creation of the Law School a year later. In 1937, long after the Royal gift, the image of three sheaves of wheat, the coat of arms of the Royall family, was adopted by Harvard University as the Law School’s shield.

The Royall Must Fall group was inspired by the Rhodes Must Fall protests at the University of Cape Town in South Africa and Oriel College, Oxford University, England. The protest demanded the removal of statues and other symbols of Cecil Rhodes, a wealthy colonist whose gifts benefited universities and students. The gifts endowed the prestigious Rhodes Scholarship. Rhodes made his wealth in mining diamonds through the ruthless subjugation of black Africans under the system of apartheid. In 2015, the Rhodes Must Fall protestors were successful in removing a statue of Cecil Rhodes at the University of Cape Town, and in 2020 Oriel College voted to remove a Rhodes statue at Oxford. However, because of costs and other complications, the statue at Oriel College remains.

The Royall Must Fall message took on heightened meaning after the portraits of African American professors hanging in Wasserstein Hall were defaced using strips of black tape. In response to the Page 221 →defacing incident and students’ demand that the Law School abandon the shield, Dean Minow assembled a committee, led by Harvard Law Professor Bruce H. Mann, an able historian and consensus builder, to research and make a recommendation on whether the shield should be retired.

The committee was unanimous in recognizing that institutions must acknowledge their past associations with slavery, not to assign guilt, but to understand its continuing impact. For Harvard Law School, this meant reminding itself of the role of wealth derived from slave labor in its founding and using that knowledge to promote racial justice. The committee was not unanimous on the question of whether retaining the shield as the official symbol of the Law School helps or hinders reckoning with its past.

Professor Annette Gordon-Reed, recognized for her pioneering work on Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings, was a committee member. She argued that the continued presence of the shield showing the Law School’s association with its slave-owning benefactor is essential to ensuring that the community will not forget its past. Set against this view was the reality that the shield was dividing the Law School community. Many who became aware of its origins viewed the shield as a distasteful symbol rather than an opportunity to learn from the past. The consensus was that there are better ways to engage the past and its legacy than by retaining a symbol that so many members of the community reject.

The committee recommended to the dean that the shield be retired. The dean endorsed the recommendation and forwarded it to the President and Fellows of Harvard College (the Corporation) for decision. The Harvard Corporation, the university’s highest governing board, approved the recommendation.

The decision to retire the Harvard Law School shield raised the larger question of who owns the past. Do we, as a society, have a duty to the past to preserve all symbols, monuments, and building naming’s, no matter how controversial or hurtful, to preserve an Page 222 →unbroken historical narrative of our past? Or should exceptions be made? If so, what standards should govern the exceptions, lest we destroy all unpopular symbols that offend contemporary sensibilities. Should history be scrubbed and, if so, how much? Who should have the power to speak about what content is appropriate? Must an institution have clear values and beliefs to guide the acceptability of symbols before they are shelved? Rather than erasing or editing the past, should the proper solution be to present a point and counterpoint narrative to ensure all points of view are represented?



The Elgin Marbles


Thomas Bruce, 7th Earl of Elgin (1766–1841), was a Scottish member of the British House of Lords and a career diplomat. In 1798, George III appointed Elgin Ambassador Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary to the Sublime Porte of Selim III, Sultan of Turkey. At the time, England was at war with Napoleon, who had recently invaded Egypt. Lord Elgin’s official duty was to participate in the British effort to expel France from Egypt and to keep the Ottoman Empire on friendly terms with Great Britain. But Elgin also had a personal mission. He wanted to restore fine arts in Great Britain by introducing the art of Athens. Greece was then a part of the Ottoman Empire and had been under Ottoman rule since 1458.1

After the British expelled the French from Egypt, Lord Elgin became the most influential representative in Constantinople. Within weeks of the British victory, Lord Elgin secured an official Ottoman document (firman) granting permission to conduct certain architectural activities at the Acropolis, including detailed drawing, measuring, and molding. The firman was ambiguous, and its scope was interpreted to include removing bas-reliefs and sculptures, including metopes sculptured in high relief, from the Parthenon. While Lord Elgin removal activities were clearly beyond the scope of the firman, Elgin’s defense was that, over centuries, the Acropolis had been defaced and pounded into mortar. The classical Greek marble Page 223 →sculptures, made under the supervision of the architect and sculptor Phidias, are known as the Elgin Marbles. They have been housed safely in the British Museum for over 200 years.2

In his solitary travels through several countries, Lord Byron captured the events and people associated with each place in his celebrated work, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage. In Canto 2, Byron’s Childe sitting amid the ruins of the Parthenon muses about the pillage of Greece’s architectural patrimony. In these stanzas, Byron immortalized the controversial activities of Lord Elgin in removing the ancient marbles from the Parthenon.

My son, Neville, and I viewed the Elgin Marbles on a trip to England in 2004. Nick Wheeler-Robinson told us that the Right Reverend Stephen Verney (1919–2009), father of Rachel Verney, Nick’s wife, has an ancestral connection to the Elgin Marbles. I was keen to have a conversation with Stephen about the Marbles.

The Verney family played an important role in the history of England since the thirteenth century. Sir Ralph Verney became Lord Mayor of London in 1465 and member of parliament for the City in 1472. The family manor known as Claydon House, which I have visited, is located in Middle Claydon in Buckinghamshire and is now a part of the National Registry.

Stephen lived in Blewbury, England, a quaint little Saxon town tucked away in the Thames Valley with its thatched roof cottages, watercress beds, and winding lanes. He was an intriguing man whose gentle demeanor as a retired Anglican bishop belied his earlier years as a British intelligence officer in the Greek resistance during World War II. He studied at Harrow school and Balliol College, Oxford, reading the classics and becoming fluent in Greek. Putting his Greek to good use during the war, he had many exploits in Crete. He arranged the release of captured prisoners and enabled defections.

After the war, Stephen trained for the priesthood at Westcott House, Cambridge University. Among his many interesting church Page 224 →assignments, in 1970, he became canon of St. George’s Chapel at Windsor Castle. He believed the Anglican church was too conservative and began addressing such issues as nuclear disarmament, just war, opposition to capital punishment, and gay rights. He published several significant theological books.3

I paid a visit to Stephen at his home in Blewbury. Upon entering Blewbury, we took a right turn off the main road (A417) onto South Street and passed the Load of Mischief, a pub and inn from the eighteenth century. A hundred years ago when Blewbury had a population of about 600, it boasted six pubs—a merry town it was. From South Street, we took the first left down Church Road and then made a right turn onto a winding lane. We parked near the eleventh century Parish Church, St Michaels and All Angels. Our destination was across the lane from the church to a 1709 structure converted from a school to a house.

A tidbit of information I had garnered before our visit was that Stephen’s great-grandfather had proposed marriage to Florence Nightingale (1820–1910). He was rejected and settled for marrying her sister instead. With this information as an appetizer, I could hardly wait for the main course.

We knocked and were greeted at the door by a diminutive older gentleman in a grey cardigan sweater. In a faint and stuttering voice, he introduced himself as Stephen Verney. There was an air of distinction that surrounded him—he was self-assured, a man at peace with himself. I had met Stephen briefly about twelve years earlier at Pigotts at the christening of his grandson, Caleb. Caleb is the second son of Nick and Rachel. While Stephen and I were formally introduced back then, we didn’t really remember each other because we hadn’t engaged in any meaningful conversation.

After he introduced his unassuming wife, Sandra, of Welsh stock, we proceeded through the house to sit in the garden. After a brief tour of their robust garden, we sat on a patio and took tea. “So, what do you think of the controversy over the Elgin Marbles?” Page 225 →I asked. In a halting voice, Stephen said: “I’m rather conflicted. On the one hand, it would seem fitting for the Marbles to be repatriated to Athens to take their place among the ruins of the Parthenon. They would make the Parthenon complete, and those visiting would have a total experience. On the other, would the Greeks be able to look after them? The Marbles have survived intact in the British Museum for the past two hundred years with open access for the world to view. I’m not sure what kind of stewards the Greeks would be.”

At that moment, Sandra got up and walked to the garden to retrieve a stalk-like plant with linear leaves and elongated clusters of berries. While showing it to us, she explained that it was an asphodel, a Greek plant, which was the stuff of poets. The plant was mentioned by Homer in the Odyssey. In Greek poetry and mythology, the asphodel was the flower of Hades and the dead, sacred to Persephone. Sandra mused that the flower is referenced in the New Testament, although no one seemed to be able to find the chapter and verse.

After a brief pause, Stephen continued: “You know the Greeks are passionate about freedom.” Stephen then talked about his activities with the Greek resistance during World War II. His assignment was to organize resistance against the German occupation. “You know, I really didn’t appreciate the danger of that assignment when I was a young man,” he said with a sheepish smile as he tried to mask the look of proud accomplishment. “What do you think about the Marbles, Jim,” he asked, seizing the role of interrogator, and training his eyes on me. “Well, I think there is a rather complicated legal aspect to the matter. How do the British return the Marbles without admitting having taken them illegally? I suppose they could loan the Marbles to Greece and never bother to retrieve them. It could set a dangerous precedent, and the title to all antiquities taken from a foreign land could be in dispute.” “Oh, Jim,” he sighed, “you have made the matter even more complicated for me. You’re right, if the Marbles go back, then everything would have to go back.”

Page 226 →Continuing, he said: “You know the Marbles destroyed my grandfather, Lord Elgin.” Stephen’s mother was the daughter of the 7th Earl of Elgin. Near the end of our conversation, Stephen started to talk about his grandfather’s appointment as viceroy to India during the reign of Queen Victoria and about the driving personality of Florence Nightingale. I could have stayed all day and the next talking to Stephen about the genealogy of his family and its connections to the Marbles, but I had promised Neville a tour of Oxford, and the day was waning. I bade Stephen farewell and was left to my thoughts and imagination.

The larger question of who owns the Elgin Marbles (now referred to as the Parthenon Sculptures because of their disputed patrimony) remains. Is the British claim to the Marbles illegitimate because the legal document (firman) establishing title was ambiguous from the beginning? If legal title cannot be established through documentation, has Britain established a legitimate title to the Marbles through preservation of the sculptures for over two centuries? Should legal title to historical objects, like the Marbles, rest in the hands of those best able to preserve them? The Marbles may well have been destroyed over time but for the British intervention. There have been negotiations between the British Museum and the Greek government to come to some agreement that would allow for the return of the Marbles to the Acropolis, but those negotiations have recently stalled.




Black Lives Matter


The Black Lives Matter movement was a response to the unequal treatment of, and discrimination against, people of color. The movement was propelled onto the national and international stage after the shocking police killing of George Floyd on May 25, 2020. A white police officer nonchalantly knelt on Floyd’s neck for about eight minutes while he was on the ground pleading “I can’t breathe,” causing asphyxiation leading to his death. The incident threw into Page 227 →clear relief the harsh treatment of Black people in the criminal justice system. It also brought to the fore a deeper history of discrimination against Black people in housing, jobs, and healthcare.

The widespread protests reignited the push to remove monuments, statues, and other symbols that glorify slavery and white supremacy. Most of the Confederate icons were not constructed at the end of the Civil War to commemorate the South. Instead, they were erected during the Jim Crow era, at the beginning of the twentieth century, as a display of white supremacy. The monuments were designed to intimidate Black Americans and signal that white people were in charge. White supremacists were determined to show Black people that the lost cause of the Confederacy was still alive and that their subjugation would continue. Many southern states boldly and proudly flew the Confederate battle flag on statehouse property. The State of Mississippi enshrined the battle flag as part of its state flag.

The Black Lives Matter movement influenced the actions of public officials across the nation. Police reforms have been adopted to improve the treatment of Black people in the criminal justice system. Controversial policing tactics, such as chokeholds and neck restraints, are being outlawed, and greater emphasis is being placed on police training.

Many state and local governments have recognized that Confederate memorials are symbols of hate. Statues have been removed from public spaces. In Orangeburg, my hometown, the town council and mayor have taken action to remove the Confederate monument from the town square and to rename John C. Calhoun Drive.4 However, these actions may be all for naught because the Republican-controlled state legislature is close to adopting a bill to protect nearly every historic statue, monument, street, and building name across South Carolina.

Notwithstanding the success of many efforts to remove offensive monuments to promote racial healing, still more than 2,000 Confederate symbols remain in public spaces across the country.5 With Page 228 →the return of Donald Trump to the White House, efforts to remove symbols of hate from public places have been stalled. US Army bases named after generals in the Confederate army (e.g., Forts Benning, Bragg, Gordon, Hill, Hood, and Lee), that were renamed after other military leaders pursuant to recommendation of the congressionally authorized Naming Commission, have reverted to the names of the original bearers. To circumvent federal law, the new namesakes bear the same surnames as the Confederate generals but ostensibly named after lower ranked soldiers. In addition, there are instances of Confederate statutes that have been removed from public lands being restored to their original location. The bottom line is that many efforts undertaken to promote racial healing are being snuffed out by the Trump administration.

Again, who should decide what public monuments are to be preserved, especially those that convey hatred for certain segments of the community? Should the matter be left to the fiat of the governing class? Or should there be community standards to resolve claims of legitimate or illegitimate heritage and patrimony? Who owns the past?






chapter 19 Twilight Club


Page 229 →In 1973, the Right Reverend Walter H. Gray wrote, “Our meetings between daylight and dark linger in memory as the play of sunshine and shadow on a distant meadow still bright and fragrant in the retrospect.” This reflection describes the fulfillment of being a member of the Twilight Club. The club is a congenial group of individuals who gather monthly to dine and share good fellowship, scholarly papers, and scintillating conversation. Reverend Gray, bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of Connecticut and former club member, wrote an historical account of the club, which was established in 1886 by the Reverend Dr. Graham Taylor, pastor of the Fourth Congregational Church in Hartford, Connecticut.1

Ellsworth Grant, a former convener of the club and historian, updated the club’s history in 1998. He recorded observations about the club and the times that surrounded its establishment.2 After the Civil War, Hartford emerged as a thriving center of manufacturing and insurance. The city’s prosperity afforded the elite the time and money to engage in leisurely pursuits, like clubbing. In the late nineteenth century, three prominent literary groups were organized: Monday Evening Club, Saturday Morning Club, and Twilight Club. In 1869, the Monday Evening Club was founded by Horace Bushnell; Calvin Stowe, husband of Harriet Beecher Stowe; and J. Hammond Trumbull, head of the Connecticut Historical Society. Mark Twain became a member in 1871. He used the club to test many ideas during his seventeen-year period as a prolific novelist in Hartford. Page 230 →Two of his blockbuster novels, The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (1876) and Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884), were written while he was in Hartford and a member of the Monday Evening Club. The Twilight Club was formed two years after Huckleberry Finn was written.

Ellsworth Grant was married to Marion Hepburn, the sister of famous actress Katherine Hepburn. Ellsworth would often provide tidbits of conversations he had with Miss Hepburn while at her home in Fenwick, Connecticut. A descendant of Hartford founder Thomas Hooker, Ellsworth was former mayor of West Hartford, Connecticut.

I was invited to join the Twilight Club by Robert “Bob” Lazear in 1994. Bob was acting headmaster at Renbrook School when we met. He had been headmaster at Kingwood Oxford School for many years until his retirement. Kingwood Oxford revered him for his wisdom in guiding the school through many successful years of growth. After a Renbrook event, Bob approached me, and we engaged in a free-ranging conversation. With unexpected frankness and surprise, he exclaimed, “Jim, I like the way you look me in the eyes when we talk.” He asked whether I had heard of the Twilight Club, to which I replied that I hadn’t. He gave me a brief history of the club and invited me to join. Colin McEnroe, a club member and journalist, in a feature article for The Hartford Courant Sunday Magazine titled “Won’t You Join Us?,” facetiously, but accurately, noted that these “highbrow, elitist, self-massaging . . . literary clubs seem to prefer—when possible—new members who have never even heard of the club until the moment they’re asked.”3

Bob had been an incessant promoter of Black education as a dean at Hampton Institute, a historically Black college in Hampton, Virginia. Bob felt that, after one hundred plus years as a white organization, it was time the Twilight Club integrate African Americans into the club. A few years earlier, the Right Reverend Clarence Nicholas Coleridge, the first African American bishop to head the Connecticut Episcopal Diocese, was considered and rejected for membership.

Page 231 →The club was slow in expanding its membership to include women. The first woman was admitted in 1988, six years before I was selected. At first, the suggestion of admitting a woman caused considerable angst among some members. The catalyst that pushed an affirmative vote was the refusal by Patrick McCaughey, the new director of the Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, to accept an invitation of membership because of the club’s century-old tradition of admitting only white men. Alice DeLana was the top vote getter in the next balloting for membership. Alice, the widow of former club member William DeLana, a prominent lawyer at the law firm of Day, Berry & Howard, had a very successful career as an English literature and history of art teacher at Miss Porter’s School, a private preparatory school for girls located in Farmington, Connecticut. The current gender composition of the club is more balanced.

In 2006, the congeniality of club members faced a threat far more serious than the debate over gender admission. The controversy came close to ending the club’s existence. A paper was presented by a member that another member perceived as an attack on his reputation. The presenter’s key point was that in situations involving the award of competitive contracts for civic projects, there was a growing trend among the leaders of Hartford’s establishment to choose professionals from outside of Hartford, notably New York and Boston. In most cases, Hartford professionals in law, medicine, architecture, and other consulting professions were the equal of outsiders. To underscore the sensitivity of the issue, the observation was made at a time when Hartford was losing its luster as a leading commercial center with established banks and insurance companies being acquired by outside entities. The aggrieved member was the director of a leading museum and had a large influence in selecting the contractor to improve the museum building. He was offended and resigned from the club, which triggered another resignation by a member supporting his viewpoint. The member who delivered the paper also resigned, which triggered another member resignation Page 232 →in support. Two other members sympathetic to the presenter were seriously considering resigning. To stem the flow of further resignations, the club’s convener, Daniel “Put” Brown, masterfully persuaded those leaning toward resignation to reconsider. A year later, the presenter, who apologized for an error of judgment that caused hurt to club members, and the supporting member accepted invitations to rejoin the club. The aggrieved member and another chose not to rejoin the club. After the episode blew over, Philip Reynolds, a senior club member, exclaimed: “It looked like Gotterdammerung for the Twilight Club.”

The signature feature of the Twilight Club has always been its professionally diverse membership. When I joined the club in 1994, the membership included leading educators, physicians, lawyers, businessmen, writers, historians, and media professionals in the Hartford area. The club included the presidents of Trinity College, University of Hartford, and Hartford College for Women; the Chief Justice of the Connecticut Supreme Court; the CEO of Connecticut Bank & Trust Company; the president of the Connecticut Historical Society, the dean of the University of Connecticut Medical School, the dean of the University of Connecticut School of Law; the CEO of Hartford Hospital; the chief psychiatrist at the Institute for Living; and the head of the Wadsworth Atheneum. Past club members included luminaries, such as William Hooker Gillette (the great thespian), Bishop Walter H. Gray (head of Episcopal Diocese of Connecticut), Dr. Francis J. Braceland (renowned chief psychiatrist at the Institute of Living), and Ellen Peters (Chief Justice of the Connecticut Supreme Court).

The club meets monthly from October to May at the former stately Colonial Revival mansion of Theodore Lyman and presently the home of the all-women Town & County Club in Hartford. The Lyman House is located a half block from the Mark Twain House and Harriet Beecher Stowe House in the historic Nook Farm area of the Asylum Hill neighborhood.

Page 233 →Meetings begin with cocktails and conversation in the Lyman library adorned with a carved oak panel around the fireplace, followed by dinner in a dining room, and a return to the library for the reading of a paper. Some papers are so thoroughly research and footnoted that, on occasion, a member or two might get caught nodding (not surprising, since they are delivered after a substantial dinner and libations). In his article, Colin McEnroe noted the humorous incantation of Patrick McCaughey: “At no time during any paper is every member of the Twilight Club awake.”4

On occasion, meetings have been convened at special venues, including Hasty Pudding at Harvard University; Dauntless Club (historic sailing club founded in 1905) in Essex, Connecticut; and the Yale Center for British Art at Yale University. The membership numbers twenty, and each member is required to present a paper about every two years. The club has no formal rules and is managed by a convener, who has absolute authority over club administration.

When I joined the club, I had no idea what topics I would choose to write about. Then one day it hit me. I had always thought about writing a memoir. I felt that I had something to say from the many experiences I had accumulated. The topic of my first paper was African American education in the South after the Civil War and my family’s contribution to Black education. Over a period of thirty years, I delivered twelve papers, which constitute the primary source for this autobiography.

During my Twilight tenure, I have observed that many members have written papers that were deeply personal autobiographies, including Chief Justice Ellen Peters, who wrote about her family’s flight from Germany to escape the Nazi concentration camps; Humphrey Tonkin on his upbringing in Cornwall, England; Gene Gaddis, who discovered that his great-great grandfather was an enslaver; Jared Edwards, who chronicled his genealogy over four centuries; Kathleen McGrory, who described her life as a Roman Catholic nun, and Phil Reynolds on aging. Other papers that exhibit the Page 234 →varied interest of the members include Humphrey’s contributions to the development of the Esperanto language, Elizabeth Normen’s exploration of the evolving definition of feminism, Mally Cox-Chapman’s introduction to the phantasmagorical world of emoji, Louise Blalock’s explanation and demonstration of cooking two yeasted breads passed down from her German grandmother, and my historical exploration of the political division within America.

During my nineteenth year as a member, I was selected convener. I was not elected to that role by the membership but instead chosen by the then current convener. That is the tradition at the club. One of the important responsibilities of the convener is to closely observe members to be able to select a successor based upon leadership ability and the respect of other members. Over the years, the succession process has worked well. There has never been a challenge to a convener appointment.

I was appointed convener by Put Brown, a very distinguished and erudite lawyer, who was educated at Williams College and Yale Law School. He practiced law at Shipman and Goodwin, a leading law firm in Hartford, where he once led the firm as managing partner. After retirement from the firm, he was elected probate judge in Granby, Connecticut. Put is a person with varied interest. He once was an avid sailor who was a member of the crew on the successful America’s Cup twelve-meter yacht “Constellation” that defended the cup against the British yacht “Sovereign” in 1964. Put selected me to be convener because he said I was the “obvious choice.” He also thought it was good to acknowledge the first African American member at the helm.

Through my position as convener, I have brought other African Americans and people of color into the club, including Joanne Berger-Sweeney, the first Black and woman president of Trinity College, and Meera Viswanathan, head of The Ethel Walker School and former professor at Brown University. This has been a defining Page 235 →feature of my life—paving the way for Black people and others to enter institutions from which they have been historically excluded.

At the end of the 2023–24 season after eleven years at the helm, I appointed Mally Cox-Chapman to succeed me. Just as I was the first African American convener, it was important to me that a woman follow me. While there had been a woman co-convener, Alice DeLana, who shared the position with Charles Todd, then headmaster of the Watkinson School, a private secondary school, for two years (1996–98), there had never been a solo woman presiding over the organization. Mally is a graduate of Yale University; she is a writer and heads her own charitable consulting company.

During Put’s tenure as convener, he started the practice of summarizing the papers delivered. The summary wasn’t necessarily a verbatim synopsis but instead provided commentary on the topic presented. I followed that practice after I became convener. During my 11-year tenure as convener, I provided commentary on 65 papers. The titles of a sampling of papers show the diversity of interests of members: Kathleen McGrory, “In Our Midst: Joža Karas and the Music of Terezin” (2013); Gene Gaddis, “We are all related: Stories from the Life of Josiah Henson” (2014); Steve Metcalf: “The Lenny Legacy: Leonard Bernstein at 100” (2018); and Put Brown, “The Sea or Me” (2020).5

Regrettably, the Twilight Club has not undertaken the preservation and archival of the many scholarly papers that have been delivered over the years. Various members have preserved their papers, as I have. Phil Reynolds has published his collection of papers.6 Phil satisfied his paper requirement by writing, over a period of thirty-five years, a series of memoirs on topics ranging from his military service, politics, charitable boards, music, clubs, and business.

During the spring of 2019, in-person meetings were suspended for safety reasons because of the Covid-19 pandemic. However, the membership did not want the intellectual fervor of the club to go Page 236 →dormant, and members agreed to continue interactions through Zoom. For two years, the club functioned on a modified format— a brief member presentation on a topic followed by general membership discussion.

At the December 2020 Zoom meeting, I led a spirited discussion about the removal of monuments and the renaming of buildings, programs, and other objects named after historical figures whose advocacy or support of activities would today be considered abhorrent. The following questions were considered: Must an institution or state authority have clear values and beliefs to guide the acceptability of structures, spaces, symbols, and names before they are shelved? Rather than erasing or editing the past, is the proper solution a point and counterpoint narrative to ensure all points of view are represented? Where an honored name had failings, should his or her positive contributions be considered? Should it matter whether an individual’s abhorrent activities and beliefs were viewed differently during an earlier time? We considered those questions in examining monuments commemorating the Civil War, Christopher Columbus, and Thomas Jefferson.

Fortunately, in 2022 the membership resumed in-person meetings since vaccines and other public health precautions were introduced to the public. Happily, the club is now back on sound footing and is looking forward to celebrating its 141st year of existence.

The Twilight Club has been instrumental in integrating me into the cultural life of Hartford. Although the club is professionally diverse, its members play a key role in powering the cultural life of the city. In addition, club members have a connection to the families that were instrumental in guiding the progress of Hartford in the arts, academia, and business. Many member papers have been written and delivered that document the history of the city. A few of those papers have been archived by historical societies, like Jared Edwards’s paper on Elizabeth Hart Jarvis Colt and her life at Armsmear, the Colt mansion, after Samuel Colt’s death.7





Epilogue


Always Looking Forward

Page 237 →My life has been an odyssey with many unscripted twists and turns. In my quest to find purpose and intellectual and spiritual fulfillment, I have encountered many challenges that were uncomfortable, even painful and frightening, and I learned from those experiences. However, I have known far more meaningful, interesting, and enjoyable experiences that have made my life complete.

Notwithstanding, the central theme of my life has remained consistent. I have always sought new challenges and have not been afraid to fail. My loadstar has been the unending pursuit and advancement of educational excellence, which is essential to eliminating the inequities in our society. My grandfather, James A. Brown, bequeathed to me his drive for academic excellence and the accumulation of knowledge, and with the encouragement and help of my parents, teachers, and the community, I developed a strong belief in my ability to break down barriers that have prevented other Black Americans from succeeding.

From an early age, I have been a dreamer. I longed to accomplish something significant in life. While I had the intellectual facility to go in many directions, it took me a while to find the right path. Following in the footsteps of my older brother, Wally, medicine was my preoccupation when I entered college. In preparation for that pursuit, I worked as an orderly at Orangeburg Regional Hospital. That experience exposed me to the joy and pain of being a doctor. Page 238 →Knowing of my interest in medicine, a white doctor took me under his wings and instructed me on how to perform a spinal tap. I also recall the sobering experience of seeing a man bleed to death from an internal injury caused by an automobile accident. Experiencing that person’s death taught me that the science of healing had its limitations and could not cure everyone.

Shortly after I commenced my premedical studies at Fisk University, the civil rights struggle steered my career direction. I felt that the study of law would better equip me to advocate for social change. However, I would learn later that medicine is just as important as law to the plight of Black people. Disparities and inequities in providing health care to Black Americans are as invidious as any other form of discrimination. Indeed, one could argue that it is worse since poor health care dramatically shortens the lives of Black people. Liberty and the pursuit of happiness are meaningless unless one is assured a healthy life.

Although I chose a different career option, my love for medicine has remained unabated. My interest in medicine led to stewardship at Hartford Hospital, where I became a member of the hospital’s Board of Directors and Board of Governors. As a former law professor, I have always valued research and was appointed to the hospital’s Research Committee, whose primary role is to allocate funds to promising medical research proposals. Over the past twenty-two years on the committee, I have read close to a thousand proposals. I have learned a tremendous amount of medicine through my years of service. Because I believe in the power of research to improve people’s lives, my wife and I have established a philanthropic fund that supports research initiatives at Hartford Hospital.

When I embarked upon the study of law, I had every intention of returning to Orangeburg after graduation to pursue the important work of a civil rights lawyer. That was a noble calling embraced by my parents and the Black community, who felt I could make a difference. I was expected to fall in line behind other skillful civil Page 239 →rights lawyers, who had brought about meaningful change to South Carolina.

Things did not turn out that way. The exposure to new ideas and career choices at Harvard Law School opened a vast world of possibilities beyond Orangeburg that were tempting to explore. I could not have imagined, when I enrolled at Harvard Law School, how that institution would change me. My professors and fellow students introduced me to new ways of thinking about how to use my legal talents for the good of society.

Harvard Law School drilled in me that I was going to accomplish meaningful things in life. How could I not? After all, I was taught by the best professors the legal academy had to offer and had access to the resources of the premier law library in the country. The Harvard Law library even has the original copy of the Magna Carta, the 1215 document establishing the principle that King John of England and his government were not above the law. The Law School embedded in my brain a belief in the inevitability of success. I was one of the chosen few. Most of my classmates bought the storyline of manifest destiny.

In preparation for law practice after graduation, I clerked at the Wall Street firm of Sullivan & Cromwell after my second year of study. That experience introduced me to the concept of the lawyer-statesman—a lawyer whose legal career included facets of both private counseling and public service. I embraced this concept. At S&C, I felt I was a part of the power elite. I shared an office with two high-achieving associates, lived in a brownstone in the gentrified Brooklyn Heights, was given a key to a private bathroom, dined at upscale establishments, including the India Club, and invited to the Greenwich, Connecticut estate of a well-heeled partner, who gave me special attention. All that was expected of me in return was total loyalty to the firm, and doing the work assigned in a skillful manner. At the end of the summer, I received a tempting offer to return as an associate after graduation. After a great deal of soul searching, I Page 240 →turned down the offer. Being a person with small-town roots, I could not envision happiness in the bustling metropolis of New York City.

Joining Hale & Dorr, a white-shoe Boston law firm, after graduation provided a legal experience like the one I got at the New York City firm. As the firm’s first Black associate, the partners went out of their way to give me good assignments and the help necessary to successfully complete them. I recall joining the legal team that represented the powerful Catholic Archdiocese of Boston in a real estate matter. The archdiocese owned large landholdings in the Boston area. I joined the team that challenged the constitutionality of Boston’s first rent control law. Although I philosophically disagreed with the position of the landlord association, I was taught and believed that every person has a right to legal representation and that a just result would be achieved in an impartial tribunal. I was very comfortable mingling with firm members, whether at the weekly firm meetings, playing touch football on weekends, or attending the annual outing at a country club. I loved my office so much that I would often go in on Sundays just to read the Sunday Boston Globe newspaper at my desk.

Amidst the glitz and glamor, I got addicted to a lifestyle of power and comfort and lost sight of the reason I went to law school. I desperately needed to get in touch with myself and find out who I truly was. That was the beginning of a journey to find myself and my place in the law.

Recognizing that I had forgotten the reason I wanted to become a lawyer, my rehabilitation began with a move to Washington, DC, to pursue a public interest job. Eschewing the glamour, power, and money of the law firm world, I signed on to a public interest project that involved researching the child labor laws of Delaware, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania to guide the development of a new education model by the US Department Health, Education, and Welfare. That was a very satisfying experience that led to a larger public interest Page 241 →assignment with the American Bar Association. There I worked with state legislators to remove state laws that prevented ex-offenders from gaining meaningful employment opportunities. Those work assignments grounded me and brought focus back to why I had attended law school—to help members of society who are less fortunate.

Given the path I was on, it was logical that I would pursue law teaching at USC for the next four years. Law teaching was the quintessential job. It gave me the freedom to think about the meaning and purpose of law and the weighty responsibility of shaping young legal minds. I enjoyed teaching students about how law can be used to benefit society. It was the most important and significant work I have undertaken in my legal career. Lawyers rarely get positive feedback on what they are working on, usually managing problems rather than resolving them. With law teaching, I got feedback at the end of each semester through the appreciation I received from students who thanked me for guiding their learning in my course.

Although I left full-time law teaching in 1977 after four years, the same tenure of Professor Greener, the first African American professor at USC during Reconstruction and part-time teacher at the law school, I continued to teach law as an adjunct professor at the University of Connecticut and Yale University. I believe that teaching is in my DNA passed down to me by my ancestors. Near the end of my professional life, it was important for me to establish a memorial to honor the contributions of my ancestors to Black education. Equally, I wanted to leave a legacy memorializing the barriers I broke and the important work I accomplished at USC both as a student during the early days of desegregation and later as the first full-time African American professor at the School of Law. To burnish that legacy, I have endowed a law professorship in my name, the first to bear the name of an African American. In addition, I have endowed a lecture series to study and share knowledge on the important topic of Democracy and the Rule of Law.

Page 242 →Without question, the rule of law is the backbone of our democracy. If the rule of law is destroyed, power rather that fairness would become the prevailing arbiter of what rights we hold. And the voice of the people would be silenced.

The people of the United States have grown complaisant over the years by taking for granted that our democracy will preserve itself without attention and work on our part. We have neglected to teach our youth the basic tenets of civic responsibility. Many don’t understand the structure of our government and its constitutional protections of checks and balances among the three coequal branches. Many don’t vote and have forfeited their voice on choosing leaders that represent us. It is my desire that the lecture series will be publicized broadly and opened to all students and leaders of Columbia, South Carolina.

Further, I commissioned a portrait that hangs with other South Carolina legal luminaries in the ceremonial Coleman Karesh Reading Room of the law school library. Current and future generations of students and professors should know that in 1973 there was a voice at the law school for greater inclusiveness. It is my hope that young Black students will look up at my portrait and believe that they too can reach the heights that I have achieved. I am proud of what I accomplished in four years as a law professor at USC. Many students who studied law under my tutelage have become successful legal practitioners, judges, and businesspeople.

Notwithstanding my early success as a law teacher, it was important for me to gain the practice experience that I lacked to become a better teacher. It was my intention to return to teaching later. I received the practice experience that I sought through successful government, corporate, and law firm experiences at the SEC, Aetna Life & Casualty, and Day Pitney LLP. When I retired from Day Pitney, I had come full circle from where I had started law practice. Although I ultimately mastered the practice of corporate law, the question that Page 243 →lingers is whether the path taken was as socially beneficial as my original plan to return home as a civil rights lawyer.


[image: Several adults stand indoors around a framed portrait displayed on an easel. The portrait depicts a man in a suit holding a book.]

The unveiling of my portrait at the University of South Carolina Rice School of Law, October 2025, with Neville, Becky, and Dean William Hubbard. Author’s collection.



Over the years, I have watched Black lawyers make meaningful contributions in a myriad of career experiences. Since there are so few Black lawyers, indeed only 5 percent of the legal profession, and the legal needs of the Black community are so pressing, any role that a Black lawyer chooses provides a benefit. There is no “one” role that a Black lawyer should aspire to undertake. They should think about multiple roles—the lawyer-statesman paradigm. Black lawyers can make useful contributions in large or small law firms, solo practices, corporate law departments, government service, law teaching, the judiciary, public interest work, and business. A lawyer has not failed because he or she is not suited for a particular type of law practice. It Page 244 →may take time and experimentation to find the right fit. Fortunately, I was not afraid to explore possibilities.

Over my legal career, I have learned that, given the paucity of Black lawyers, it is imperative that we remain open to opportunities for public service. Those opportunities may come serendipitously when we least expect them, but we must be willing to accept those challenges to enhance the image of all Black lawyers and be of service to the Black community. I was presented with such an opportunity when I received a back-channel overture from Connecticut Governor Lowel Weiker’s office to consider becoming an associate justice of the Connecticut Supreme Court. At the time, I was successful and comfortable with my role as a law practice group head in the Aetna law department. However, I felt that I owed it to the Black community to take on that new role, if offered. Unfortunately, the expected vacancy on the supreme court never materialized because of circumstances that derailed the departing justice’s plans. However, the important takeaway was my willingness to end a successful career at Aetna to blaze a trail in a new and totally different legal role. All Black lawyers should be prepared to abandon the safety and comfort of the known for the unknown if presented with an opportunity for public service.

I am at peace with myself and contented with my place in the law. As a consummate corporate lawyer and business counselor, I don’t feel that I have betrayed my initial dream of becoming a civil rights lawyer. I have simply evolved from the place I was at when I set that initial goal. Now I am equipped to provide needed legal and business advice to Black entrepreneurs engaged in their own struggles to find success in a white-dominated business world. At Day Pitney, I provided legal advice on many complex legal and business issues to Black and white general counsel and corporate executives and was glad to be equipped to provide service. My work involved providing interdisciplinary compliance solutions to a host of state and federal regulatory issues in the insurance, energy, transportation, Page 245 →investment, and media industries. The indirect benefit of serving in many different environments is that you have an opportunity to change the stereotypical image that white people often have of Black people. Being successful at what you do goes a long way in changing prejudices formed over many years.

With deep reflection, I harken back to my teaching years at USC, where a white student thanked me for teaching him because it was the first time he had been taught by a Black person in his entire educational experience. That unexpected compliment is emblematic of the dual satisfaction I have received over my entire professional life. While holding high the banner of Black excellence, I have promoted positive and inclusive relationships with white people. In a larger sense, I have promoted the essential underpinning of our democratic society—an informed and critical thinking citizenry, and mutual respect, tolerance, and understanding among the groups that make up America.
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