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John Cole:

Welcome to the Library of Congress.  I’m John Cole.  I’m the director of the Center for the Book in the Library of Congress [Library], which was created 25 years ago to use the resources and the prestige of the Library of Congress to promote books and reading.  And now we’ve added to that list the promotion of libraries and literacy.  We do this through a variety of ways.  We have a network of state centers for the book now in all 50 states, which focus on writers from that state primarily, but also on the book culture of the state through wonderful projects such as state literary maps [break in audio] authors of the state and arguing about who’s from [break in audio] in the process we hope to start thinking about the books and the book culture of the state.  

More recently we have become involved with the National Book Festival.  If you don’t know about it, we are involved with Laura Bush, the first lady, who also as you know is a librarian, and she is the honorary chair of the National Book Festival.  But the Library of Congress [break in audio] is the sponsor, which means we raise the money for the festival, and also [break in audio] so I’m in the midst right now of lining up authors and participants for the third festival, which will be on Oct. 4.  This is the earliest we’ve ever [break in audio] National Book Festival, it will be held on the [break in audio] down on the [National} Mall this year.  Last year it was on the Capitol grounds and on the [break in audio] part of the Mall.  

And if you would like to learn about last year’s festival and keep up with the news as it [break in audio] you could do so through the Center for the Books Web site, which is www. [break in audio] loc.gov/loc/[break in audio]cfbook.  And when you look at that fancy new little [break in audio] you will see the National Book Festival [break in audio] today [break in audio] on that Web [break in audio] will be more [break in audio] put up on the Web site [break in audio] another [break in audio] books is through events [break in audio] currently [break in audio] books that are [break in audio] to our collections [break in audio] checks [break in audio] has promoted [break in audio] tonight [break in audio] have a speaker who will [break in audio] illuminate [break in audio] strongest [break in audio] as I was telling him, be seen via cybercast on the Center for the Book [break in audio] so this is a recent [break in audio] to share the [break in audio] tonight’s talk with a much broader [break in audio] we are [break in audio] introduce our speaker, Adrienne Cannon, who has been a specialist in the Library of Congress’s Manuscript Division since 1996.  She came to the Library [break in audio] the University of Virginia Library, and she is currently, and has been for a number of years, our Afro-American History and Cultural specialist.  And it’s a pleasure -- we’re lucky to have Adrienne.  And I’m pleased to introduce her to say something about our collections and to introduce the speaker.  Adrienne?  Let’s give Adrienne a little hand.  

[applause]

Adrienne Cannon:  

Thank you, John.  Kenneth Janken’s new book, “White: The Biography of Walter White,” is the first biography of Walter White, who served as the executive secretary for the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, NAACP, from 1931 to 1955.  
In the opening pages, Dr. Janken acknowledges the truly voluminous records of the NAACP, which are housed in the Library of Congress, as a major resource for the book.  The Library of Congress has served as the official repository for the records of the NAACP for nearly 40 years.  The NAACP records now consist of approximately five million items dating from 1909, the year of the association’s inception, to 1995.  Included are manuscripts, photographs, pamphlets, broadsides, audiotapes, films, phonograph records and videocassette recordings.  Every phase of the NAACP’s many activities to advance the struggle for racial equality is reflected in this rich and diverse collection.  

The NAACP records are the largest single collection ever acquired by the Library, and annually the most heavily used.  The NAACP records are also the cornerstone of the Library’s unparalleled resources for the study of the 20th century civil rights movement.  We hold the records of the other organizations that led the fight for civil liberties, notably the NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund, the National Urban League, the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, the Leadership Conference on Civil Rights, as well as the papers of prominent activists, such as Thurgood Marshall, Roy Wilkins, A. Philip Randolph, Bayard Rustin, Arthur Spingarn, Robert L. Carter, Morfield Storey, Edward W. Brooke, and Patricia Roberts Harris.  Many of these individuals were Walter White’s colleagues.  

Kenneth Robert Janken is associate professor of Afro-American studies and adjunct professor of history at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  His teaching interests include the civil rights movement, the Harlem Renaissance and black thought.  
Dr. Janken received his B.A. and M.A. degrees in history from Hunter College of the City University of New York, and his Ph.D. in American history from Rutgers University.  
He wrote his dissertation on the life of Rayford W. Logan, under the direction of David Levering Lewis.  This was subsequently published in a revised form, as “Rayford W. Logan and the Dilemma of the African-American Intellectual,” by the University of Massachusetts Press in 1993.  Dr. Janken conducted some of the research for his first book in the NAACP records and the Rayford W. Logan papers in the Library of Congress Manuscript Division, so he is clearly no stranger to the Library.  Please join me in welcoming tonight’s speaker, Dr. Kenneth Janken.  

[applause]

Kenneth Janken:  

Excuse me.  Good evening.  I want to thank the Center for the Book for inviting me.  And I want to thank you for coming out on a cold evening.  Back home in North Carolina for the last week or so we’ve been hearing frogs croaking.  And to come here and be hit by the wind was a rude awakening.  It told me that winter was still very much with us.  

It’s really an honor for me to be here.  And I’ve been coming here since 19 -- I guess 1989, and I spent a lot of time in the Manuscript Division.  And it feels really good to finally come back into the building with a finished book in hand, so I’m really happy to be here.  

I want to begin my remarks about Walter White at the end of his life, and in fact I think I want to begin with his funeral.  When Walter White died in March of 1955, the “Chicago Defender,” which was one of the most influential black weekly newspapers, eulogized the late NAACP secretary in this way: “Fifty years from today” -- and that’s you know, just, of course, just about now -- “Fifty years from today, when the rivers flowing and the democracies have eddied into every area barren of democracy, men the world over will still be acknowledging Walter White as a poet of freedom and author of justice.”  When he died, President Eisenhower issued a statement honoring Walter White.  The vice president, Richard Nixon, announced to the press that he had lost a “very dear and good friend.”  And it was an irony that the departed would have appreciated, because name-dropping and instant familiarity were trademarks of Walter White.  He was, for example, the only person of his age who called the first lady, “Eleanor.”  Everybody else, including Mary McLeod Bethune, her very good friend, called her “Mrs. Roosevelt.”  

Senators and representatives of both major parties sent their condolences and engaged in a bit of bipartisan mourning.  The governor of New York attended the funeral, as did Paul Robeson.  And this is significant, because when Paul Robeson embraced the left – embraced the left wing in the 1940s that led to a rupture of a longtime friendship with Walter White.  And Paul Robeson felt compelled to attend the funeral.  Publishers and editors paid their respects.  And Oscar Hammerstein II was an honorary pallbearer.  Thousands of Harlem residents, who were unable to get into the church, which was packed with official mourners, lined the streets of Harlem to get a glimpse of the funeral procession.  The “[Chicago] Defender’s” prediction of immortality for Walter White, I think, was more than kind words for somebody who had recently died.  

Consider for a moment some of the highlights of Walter White’s long and storied career.  He investigated more than 40 lynchings and race riots.  Most of the time he operated undercover; he went incognito, and he did so at great personal peril.  His exposés generated publicity, which eventually led to the stemming of the epidemic of mob murders of the late 1930s.  He never saw Congress adopt an antilynching law because the Southern reactionaries continued to filibuster it every time it came up for a vote, but the NAACP lobbying campaign that he devised and orchestrated throughout the 1930s were textbook cases in effectiveness.  And so by the late 1930s, the NAACP was, I think, an organization that politicians had to reckon with and ignored at their own peril.  

Walter White helped to launch the Harlem Renaissance, the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s and 1930s.  He was, for example, an author of two of the important novels of this time period: “The Fire in the Flint,” which was translated into German, French, Japanese, and Russian; and Flight, a semiautobiographical novel about an African American, in this case an African American woman, who was passing for white.  White was also one of the Harlem Renaissance’s most active promoters.  In a historical moment when parties and entertainment were crucial to the business and culture of politics, you could find Walter White, after a long day in the office, you could find him club hopping into the late hours taking around critics for the “New York Evening—the “New York Evening Post,” or potential funders for the NAACP.  You could find him taking them around to all the Harlem nightspots.  But he and his wife hosted parties at home, as well.  George Gershwin was at one of these, where he premiered on Walter White’s piano, his composition “Rhapsody in Blue.”

Walter White helped to find publishers for Countee Cullen, Langston Hughes, Claude McKay, and Nella Larson.  He gave valuable assistance to the singing careers of Roland Hayes and Marian Anderson.  And I think with some justification, he took credit for convincing the young Paul Robeson to abandon a career as a lawyer and become instead a concert singer and actor.  Walter White was also the principal organizer of Marian Anderson’s Easter Sunday 1939 concert in front of the Lincoln Memorial.  Anderson’s rendition of “My Country ‘Tis of Thee” shows up in all sorts of documentaries on the depression and the civil rights movement, and is still, I think, an iconic moment in civil rights history.  

Now I don’t have any evidence for this, but I think Walter White suggested it.  It would’ve been a nice touch and was in keeping with Walter White’s personality and method of operation, in that Marian Anderson was accompanied for this song, was accompanied on the piano by the secretary of the Interior, Harold Ickes.  

Walter White was an organization man.  And I think that it is fair to say that he was the one who bore primary responsibility throughout the Great Depression years of keeping the organization together.  There were any number of influential people within the NAACP who were ready to lay the organization aside.  And Walter White refused to do that.  He stuck to his knitting.  He continued in the daily tasks of raising money, and insisting on a need for an organization that defended and extended the rights, the civil rights, of African Americans.  

At his insistence at the height of the post-World War II racial carnage, it was Walter White that suggested to Harry Truman that he establish a presidential commission on civil rights.  The next year, 1947, this commission [the President’s Commission on Civil Rights] came out with its report “To Secure These Rights,” which was an unambiguous statement that segregation ought to be eliminated from American life.  And it was something that Harry Truman, to his credit, picked up and endorsed.  

And lastly, Walter White was intimately involved in the legal campaign to end Jim Crow.  He was involved in all the strategy sessions that built up the cases against segregation in the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s, culminating, of course, in the Supreme Court’s decision in “Brown vs. Board of Education,” which is just about 50 years ago.  

So Walter White had an important career.  And these things, these six items that I laid out are really just scratching the surface for what he did in politics, and civil rights, and in the world of culture.  But for all of this, the “Chicago Defender’s” prognostication remained unfulfilled.  And fairly soon after he died, memory of Walter White faded quickly, interestingly, within the NAACP, as well as among the general public.  He was all but forgotten by the time of the Greensboro sit-ins of 1960.  A very good and standard textbook in African American history for university courses, “Black Leaders of the 20th Century,” edited by two eminent African American historians [historians of African American history], August Meier and John Hope Franklin, this collection of essays omitted Walter White completely.  And they did so not because they thought Walter White was unimportant, but because they were going to limit the biographical essays to subjects who had already been subjected to thorough analysis and study.  And under this Walter White just did not fit that.  

About nine years ago, yeah, about nine years ago I started to work on Walter White.  And when I decided that I wanted to write a biography of him, there was hardly any mention of him in existing scholarship.  Now I knew that Walter White was an important civil rights figure.  And I knew, or rather I sensed that he was an intriguing character.  He was somebody who was interesting and compelling.  But for all of that, for a long time in my research, he remained rather elusive; simply getting an accurate account of his life experiences proved to be a formidable task, despite the fact that there is all this material in the Library of Congress collections.  Much of what we thought we knew about Walter White, and most of the stories that circulate about Walter White, prove to be myth.  And much of that myth was made up by Walter White himself and promoted by himself during his lifetime.  

But through a careful reading of his personal correspondence and the really huge collection of papers of the NAACP here, by tracking his work in political and social relationships in nearly a dozen archives and research libraries around the country, through interviews with some surviving friends and family members, and with the assistance of local historians and local genealogists, I was able to piece together a story of an extraordinary life. 
 I think it’s fair to say that without Walter White the civil rights landscape would look substantially different.  And I think that without a biography of Walter White it is difficult to get a full appreciation for the history of the NAACP, and difficult, as well, to get a full appreciation for the civil rights movement and race relations, generally in the United States during the first half of the 20th century.  

Now most people who know Walter White, or are familiar with the name, would immediately become -- what most people know about him is what becomes apparent when you take a look at him.  Excuse me, shouldn’t go off camera but I will.  This is a picture of Walter White, and what most people know about him is what’s apparent when you look at a photograph or a portrait of him.  An African American whose parents were born into slavery, excuse me, Walter White, nevertheless, looks white.  He was what was known in his day as a voluntary Negro, an African American who could pass for white but chose not to.  And Walter White chose not to, except for the purpose of advancing the cause of African Americans.  
Langston Hughes, the great poet, I think captured an important facet of Walter White’s life and personality as well, in his poem “Ballad of Walter White.”  Let me read it to you, with apologies to Langston Hughes:  

Now Walter White

Is mighty light.

Being a colored man 
Who looks like white,
He can go down South 
Where a lynching takes place 
And the white folks never 
Guess his race--
So he investigates 

To his heart’s desire 
Whereas if he was brownskin

They’d set him on fire!
By being himself

Walter finds out

What them lynchers 

Was all about.

But back to New York 

Before going to press—

Cause if the crackers ever got him

There’d be one Negro less!
Yes, it’s our good fortune 
He was born so light 
Cause it’s swell to have a leader 
That can pass for white.”
Now Walter White’s investigations were deadly serious business, but I always got the feeling as I was reading through his work that he enjoyed it, that he enjoyed his work even when he was confronted with the stark brutality of lynchings and ritual murder.  
Take, for example, just one of his investigations, his first one, the lynching of Jim McIlherron in Estill Springs, Tenn., in February of 1919, which took place just two weeks after he had joined the NAACP national staff as its new assistant secretary.  Upon reading of McIlherron’s lynching, which took place on Lincoln’s birthday, Walter White persuaded his superior and his mentor, James Weldon Johnson, to allow him to go south to look into the crime.  And so five days after the murder, Walter White, single and age 24, arrived at the scene of the crime.  

What he found in Estill Springs was an economically and socially stagnant town of 200 residents, most of them white.  Town residents were jealous of Jim McIlherron and jealous of his family because they owned land, because they were prosperous, and because they refused to bow to Jim Crow conventions.  More than that, Jim McIlherron had spent time growing up in Chicago and Detroit, which made him suspect in the eyes of local whites who believed that the North ruined African Americans.  
So McIlherron was on guard on Feb. 8, when he went downtown to the store, and a gang of white youth began to throw rocks at him on the town’s main street.  Not one to give in to this, he got into an argument with them.  One of the whites threatened to kill McIlherron, whereupon Jim McIlherron pulled out a gun and shot into the crowd, killing two of the mob.  McIlherron fled, and with the assistance of his minister he was able to get as far as the nearby town of McMinnville, but hot on his tail was a lynch mob that formed.  When the mob found out that the minister was responsible for helping McIlherron escape, it murdered the minister before it went out to chase after McIlherron.  
And within a few days, the mob had captured him and brought him back to Estill Springs by train.  Attracted by the prospect of a ritual that promised real entertainment, nearly 1,000 whites from a radius of 50 miles around Estill Springs poured into town in automobiles, by horse cart, and even on foot to watch as Jim McIlherron was chained to a tree, doused with oil, poked with hot irons, castrated, slowly roasted alive, before he was thrown on a pyre.  

Now Walter White uncovered this story because he was [looked] white, of course.  But it was of no small import, I think, that he relished his task, and really looked forward to going down there and tricking unsuspecting whites.  When he went, he told the NAACP staff back home in some of the letters that he wrote back at the time, he said that he was posing as a salesman for the Excellento Medicine Company of Atlanta, selling hair straightener, who was awaiting a fresh batch of samples which should have reached here on Saturday.  It has worked beautifully so far. It turned out, however, that at first the local residents, including many members of the mob, were unwilling to share the details of their handiwork with an itinerant salesman.  But Walter White wrote again from the field, back home, “But by waiting for them to bring up the subject, which I knew would be inevitable, and by cautious questioning I got all the information I needed.”  

Walter White used to like to tell friendly audiences about cases of mistaken racial identity.  And he did this in order to explode myths of racial inferiority and racial categorization.  One of his favorite tales, which was widely told, again in print and by people that I interviewed, concerned White’s train travel.  On one particular trip, he said he sat next to a man whom he described as otherwise Southern, and cultured, and white.  But his seat companion spent nearly the entire trip obsessing about race.  So keen were his racial antenna, he told White, that he could tell if a Negro was trying to pass just by looking at his fingernails.  And he grabbed Walter White’s hand and held it up, and he said, “See, unlike you,” African Americans “have fingernails with pink crescents at the cuticles.”  Concern for his personal safety prevented Walter White from revealing his racial identify just at that moment.  But he frequently did let it be known that he was African American and watched as whites’ jaws dropped to the ground, nor was he afraid to make himself the butt of a joke.  And he seemed to have a good humor about this.  And he didn’t mind so long as he could make a point.  
One of the things I found difficult when I was writing the book, was that I really wanted to avoid all the puns on Walter White’s last name.  And as you can tell by the title of the book, “White,” I wasn’t always successful, despite the fact that I like the title very much.  You may know, for example, that Walter White titled his memoirs, “A Man Called White.”  What you might not have known, however, is that in the wake of the 1943 race riot in Harlem, Mayor [Fiorello] La Guardia asked Walter White to co-chair an investigative committee.  The other co-chair was Algernon Black of the Ethical Culture Society.  And Walter White always got a laugh out of Algernon Black’s observation that, quote, “the Black-White Committee is an ideal combination, especially since the man named Black is white and the man named White is black, or calls himself black.”  
White also loved to tell the story of the time that he first met Clarence Darrow, after which they became great friends, and such good friends that White named his son, Walter Carl Darrow White, partly after Clarence Darrow.  Now Walter White was trying to assemble a legal team to defend the man named Ossian Sweet who was a Detroit physician, African American man, who had bought a home in a white neighborhood in Detroit in 1925.  When the Sweet family tried to occupy their house, a mob formed, a mob of about 5,000 formed.  And the mob was abetted in its assault on the house by the police who stood by.  In the pandemonium, someone inside the house, either Dr. Sweet, or his brother, or somebody else inside the house, shot out into the crowd, killing one and wounding another.  That was a signal for the police to act, which they did, by busting into the house and arresting all the occupants of the house on murder charges.  Walter White decided that this was potentially a landmark case.  And he decided that Ossian Sweet deserved the best legal counsel available.  And that meant Clarence Darrow.  A meeting was arranged between Darrow and three NAACP officials, none of whom Darrow had ever met, and one of whom was Walter White.  

As the meeting opened, Darrow turned to one of them and said, “I know the troubles of your race, and I am deeply interested,” to which the official replied, “I don’t happen to be a Negro.”  Darrow turned to the next person and said, “You’ll understand how I feel about this.”  But this man replied, “I am not a Negro, either.”  Darrow then turned to Walter White and said, “I won’t make that mistake with you,” to which, of course, Walter replied, “I am a Negro.”  So with these three incidents, Estill Springs, the train trip, and his meeting with Clarence Darrow, are good examples of the ways that Walter White liked to use his confusion and the disorientation he caused around his physical appearance. 
 I think he had two purposes in mind. On the one hand, as you can see in the case of Estill -- he loved to make rednecks look foolish.  By doing so, he punctured their pompous racial superiority, and he encouraged African Americans to shake off the grip of fear that the lynch mob had on them.  And I think that we cannot underestimate the fear factor and what Walter White’s stepping out and doing the things he did, what that did to embolden African Americans.  And secondly, I think, by manipulating racial categories, by making it not clear whether he’s a black or white and then springing it on whites of goodwill, as in the case of Clarence Darrow and in other cases, that what he was doing was, he was encouraging whites of goodwill to rethink their own racial preconceptions.  

This was one of the most outstanding things – outstanding features that I had come across with Walter White.  But his effectiveness was not limited to his ability to exploit his complexion, although I think he did do this well and with great relish.  He was also a masterful strategist and organizer.  During the first half of the 20th century, African Americans had very little political power.  They faced an omnipresent danger of violence, and they had to fight being completely pushed off the public stage.  African Americans had few allies during this time.  Organized labor was hostile.  The two major political parties were also hostile.  And liberal whites in the North and in the South showed a striking mendacity in paternalism, even when they thought that they were acting in good faith.  Walter White made something out of nothing.  He was a dynamo.  He was a schmoozer.  He was persuasive.  And he was bold.  The campaign he initiated to block the nomination of the segregationist John Parker to the U.S. Supreme Court in 1931, and then following up that campaign with another campaign to punish senators who voted for him, was nothing short of daring.  And the funny thing was, it worked.  

It was efforts such as this that caught the attention of Eleanor Roosevelt, and through her, Franklin Roosevelt.  And when Eleanor could not influence her husband, Walter White had an additional way.  He had Mr. and Mrs. McDuffie, two African Americans, respectively the president’s body servant and the first lady’s personal assistants, he had them place notes on their beds in the evening.  And with his ties to influential senators, representatives, and cabinet members, as well as important philanthropists, Walter White built the NAACP into a formidable civil rights machine in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s.  

Now this is not to say that he was entirely successful, or that his was the only way to go.  Despite his considerable victories, he probably lost more than he won.  But his ability to pick himself up after a defeat and to attack again with abandon was a valued trait, as Eleanor Roosevelt, herself no stranger to defeat, remarked about him.  Walter White, if I had to weigh out the positive and the negative side, Walter White on the negative side pushed out of the NAACP advocates of organizational democracy and that struggle as an alternative to lobbying.  

Ella Baker is probably the best example of this.  Ella Baker, of course, helped to guide the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee [SNCC] in the 1960s, but in a previous phase of her life she was a Field Secretary for the NAACP.  She and Walter White got into it a fair amount because Ella Baker believed that the NAACP chapters ought to be involved in organizing.  And chapter members or branch members ought to be – out to do more than just give their monthly dues.  They ought to figure out where they could improve civil rights locally and fight for it.  They ought to take up big national issues and fight around them.  

Walter White, on the other hand, was suspicious about mass organizing.  It was something that he couldn’t control.  Certainly he could not control mass organizing as well as he could, oh, a conversation with Eleanor Roosevelt, or with a cabinet secretary, or with a labor leader.  And Walter White, when he would speak about having, you know, being the representative of an organization with 200,000 members or 300,000 members, what he really meant was, “I have two or 300,000 members that are paying dues.”  And he looked at the NAACP primarily as a cash cow for lobbying.  On the other hand, as I said earlier, African Americans had very little political power.  And lobbying seemed to be a rather effective way to go.  

Nevertheless, the consequences for the NAACP of Walter White’s leadership were serious, I think, because when that struggle began, soon after Walter White’s death -- he died in ‘55, you have Little Rock in 1957 and then Greensboro in 1960 in the sit-in movement and the freedom rides of ‘60, ‘61, ’62 -- the consequences was that on a national level the NAACP was woefully unprepared to take a leadership role, and found itself playing catch-up quite a bit.  But whatever his shortcomings, I think, Walter White never shied away from controversy.  And we can talk about this in the questions.  He never shied away from controversy.  He was indefatigable in his fight for civil rights.  And his energy and enthusiasm shown through everything he did.  And I must say that in the nine years that I’ve been working on this, I never ever got tired of him, although my family did at times, 
[laughter]

I never did.  Thank you very much.

[applause]

[end of transcript]


