
POSSUM ON TERRACE

The Southern Life and Times of Johnny Popham

and a Few of His Friends

by John Egerton

·Can you imagine Popham going one on one with
Ho Chi Minh? Talk about your Pacem in Terris-­
you'd have the South's top Possum taking over
the terrace, and the porch, and the front room,
and the kitchen, and wherever two or more were
gathered. He'd sue for peace, armed with nothing
more than his own perpetual oratory."

'B~~



A cacophony of s ound r everberates fr om t he walls and ceiling of a

t oo-small, t oo-smoky meet i ng r oom in a high-r i s e hotel near the Atlanta airport.

More t han a hundr ed communi cant s stand cheek by j owl, shoveling words and l aughter

i nt o t he vortex like s o many firemen feeding a roaring furnace. Body heat has

all but completel y overc o~e t he mechani ca l marvel of air conditioning, and the

sultry oppressiveness of a Geor gia July afternoon suffuses the room.

At one end of t he makes hift bar, a young woman dressed in cool pastels

s t ands t rans f ixed and speechless as a s hort, cherubic, well-tailor ed man who looks

t o be wi t hin hai l i ng dist anc e of seventy nears the climax of a dramatic monolog

of hist or ical i ns i ght and per s onal remembrance. He s peaks in staccato bursts of

des criptive and i ntricately woven pros e , but hi s acc ent is suggestive of the

s oft-spoken, slow-t alking Tidewater region of Virginia. Animated gestures punct uat e

his r ambling disc ours e . The f l ow of wor ds has become a verbal Ni agara , a cascading

s tream of consciousness t hat miraculous ly hol ds its shape, so t hat in retrosoect,

t he s tory can be seen t o have a beg i nning , a mi ddl e , an d an end.

~fhen t he tour de f orc e i s f i ni s hed, t he dapper gentleman blinks rapidly

s everal times and smiles warmly at his admiring listener .

"Jh, Pop, you' r e s uch a wonderful storyteller, and such a charmer , "

t he woman exclaims with de light .
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"Aw, it's j ust t a l k , dol l i n , " says Jo hn N. Popham I I I with be coming

modesty, " j ust old-f ashi oned Souther n talk."

..
A re~~~nt of j ournalists once l oosely and whi~$ ically organi zed under

the banne r of t he Sout hern War Cor r esponden t s and Camp Fo llower s had ga ther ed

in Atlant a f or a r eunion. I n fell owship wi t h t hem were veteran delegat es of

another amorphous body , a n informal assembly of higher education specia l i sts

who called t hemsel ves t he Popham Se minar. The date was July 28, 1985, and t he

two gr oups had chosen a very s pecial occas ion f or their historic j oint meet i ng .

I t was the seventy- f i f t h bir thday of Johnny Popha m--the onl y

dead, ever t o be a chart er member and central figure in both
~
o i H .,

Popham had been j our nali sm's point man in the mid- ce nt ury theater of

war i n which t he s ocial t r ans f ormat ion of t he South was played out; i n t he

co l l eges and univers it ies , he had given voi ce t o a new gener at ion of leader s

and provi ded i nspirati on f or a regionw ide educat i onal awakeni ng . Perhaps more

t ha n any other oer s on, he symbolized and per sonified t he bes t of t he South 's

newspap er r e porters and higher education adv ocates in an era of extended trial

and eventual triumph .

The coming t ogether of t hese two gr oups of Southerner s to c ommune

and r emi nisce with one another and with t h eir esteemed a nd voluble colleague

br ought a r ush of s tories and anecdot es and humorous inciden ts t o the minds of

one and a l l. And as i n t i mes pas t , Popham was in t he cent er, embr acing everyone,

l a ughi ng a t them and at hims elf , filling t he air with his own pat ent ed br and of

Sout hern ta l k . It was a day and a night t o r eme mber, t his t ime wnen a singular

company of pr es ent and f or mer Souther ner s col lect ively r eca l l ed an unfor get tabl e

peri od i n their lives and t he life of their home l and .
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"Pop came back in 19h7 to c over t he South for The ~ew Yor k Times,"

r ecalled Harry Ashmor e , t he Pulitzer Pr ize-winning f ormer edit or of t he

Arkansas Gazet t e i n Little R~OCk "anq tha. t was t he beginn~~g of my acquaintance
ChWLJ~ t.tu..- /J.J-6.Jv -co .....~~ M../

with him. I had i ' itor of t ne Charlotte News , and one day th is
h

y oung f e l l ow wearing a little nar r ow- br im hat show ed up in my of f i ce . 'Ne ' ve

been f riends ever s i nce . He performed a orodig ious f eat, cover ing t he whole

South, from the Pot omac t o Eagle Pass . He was the only correspondent fo r a

national newspape r wno was Daring attention t o t he South at t hat ti~ , and he

set r ec or ds t hat woul d never be t ouched by t he platoons of cor respondents who

f oll owed him . He di d two really r ema r kable t hings: He covered that enor mous

terr itory all by himself, without benef i t of ai r transport or s t r ong drink.

No one else has ever even attemoted to do that."

Robert C. Ander son, a f ormer vice president of t he Uni ver s i ty of Georgia

and a c o-founder of t he Popham Seminar , noted t hat in 1968, after Poonam had
'ct::4-~~, i:kL.-

left The New York Ti mes t o become managi ng editor of . 7 Chat t anooga Times,
{\

t he veteran journal i s t ' s sage advice and c ounsel to col l ege and uni versity

of f icial s , pr inc ipally t hr ough t he Souther n Regional Educat i on 30ar d in At lant a ,

orompt ed a group of t hem t o orga nize a f orum for conti nui ng dia l ogue bet ween

higher educa tion a nd t he pr ess . "Popham was t he natura l catalys t f or s uch a

convocation ," Anders on said. "He ·.as un iversally r espected by whit e and black

educators , newspaper and television j ourna lists , Democrat and Republican public

of f ic i als . Even t hen, twenty years ago, Pop was t he first person everybody t hought

of wnen t hey wanted t o br ing differen t interest groups t ogether i n t he Sout n."

Ashmor e and Anderson , r epresenting the Corre spondent s and the Seminarians,

r es pect ively, were among t he principal s peakers at a banquet in Popham ' s honor

on t hat July even i ng in 1985 . Remar ks by t hem and others in a tt endance , along

witn informal histories of the tw o groups, are included in a book of tributes
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edited by Ander son and dis tr i buted later t o the member s and gues ts . From that

collecti on comes an intr oduction of the cast of characters who ~~de up t ne

Correspondents and t he Seminarians, and a gener a l outline of t he net wor k tnat

J ohnny Popham was s o instrumental i n f orging bet ween t nem.

The Southern War Cor r esponden t s and Camp Followers , s o named by Har ol d

Fleming , a sel f -described fo llower, can be t raced to a spring morning in 1947

whe n Popham, on a Southern swing f or The Times, joined his bos s , deputy managing

ed i t or Turner Catledge, a native Mississippian, i n t he Atlant a Cons t i t ut i on

of f ice of ed i tor Ralph McGi l l . Already notor ious f or his out spoken vi ews on

ra ce and other controvers i al matters, McGi l l wa s nearly f i f t y yea r s ol d and

clearly a wise elder in t he eyes of Popham, t hen t hirty - seven . Even so , t he

two men quickly t ook a l i king to each other, and t heir per s onal and profess ional

as soc i ation beca~ the f oundation on whi ch t he lar ger circle of journalist s

wa s soon based.

Harry Ashmore became acquainted wi t h both McGill and Popham shortly

thereafter , and by the time the Charlotte News editor moved t o the edit orship
Iq4-~,

of t he Arkansas Ga zet t e .... i n ~ he had established close tie s wi t h tnem.

Popha m chos e Chattanooga a s t he home office f or his r ov i ng Ti mes bea t , but he

f r equent ly enc ountered McGi l l and Ashmore i n his travels. On a vi s i t t o At l a nta

in 1948, he went t o hear El eanor Roosevelt speak t o a gr oup of women convened

by t he Southern Regional Counci l . There , Popham met the young infor mation

direct or of t he c ouncil, Harold Fleming, and an Emory Uni versi ty administra t or

named J ohn A. Gr i f f i n, and t hose two men became t he first gamp &ol l ower s (to use

Fleming's t er m) a mong t he small ca dre _of j ournalists.

Another wri ter of note to j oin t he i nformal group was Wi l l i am C. Baggs ,

ed it or of t he Mi ami News . I t wa s McGill who steered Baggs away fr om s ports writing

and into more serious pursui t s i n t he late 1940s, and t heir f r i ends hi p enlarged
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t he net wor k. So, t oo , did t he r et ur n t o Atlanta of native s on Bill Emer s on in 1951 .

Emers~n an d Flew~ng , als o a Geo r gi an, had ~et a s student s at Harvard Univer s i ty after

t he war , and wnen Emer s on ooer-ed a Souther n bureau f or Colli er ' s Ma gaz i ne (a nd l a t er

one f or ~ewsw e ek ) , he natura lly gravi tat ed to Fleming and his f r i ends .

So i nfor mal was t h i s str i ng of ~cquaintance s t ha t onl y in r etros pect

di d t hey t hink of th~selve s a s a gr oup or network of like-mi nded colleagues .

As t ney ~oved i nt o t he 1950s a nd t he civil right s kett le simmered t oward a boil,

other s wno es t abl i s hed what would bec ome a continuing as s ociati on in t he camp

included Cla ude Si tt on of The Times (later t o be Popham ' s repl acement a s chief

Soutnern c or r es pondent ) , Euge ne Patters on of t he Const i t ution, and ~ugh Pat t er son

of the Ar kansas Gazet t e . Ot ner s c on~uned wi t h t hem occasiona l l y : Hoddi ng Car t er

of the Delta Democr at-Ti mes i n Gr eenvi l l e , :-li ss i s s i ppi , Har k Ethr i dge of t ne

Cour i er -Jour nal i n Louisville , Kentuc~J , Pete Mc Kni ght of the Char l ot t e Obser ver ,

3ill :1inor of the ~ew Orl ea ns Times -P i c~crn Howl a nd of Time Magazine's Southern
'*"~~~ t/.u..,~'" MJi;tL,

burea u i n At l anta'I\Les lie Dunbar and Paul Anthony of the Southern Regi ona l Counc i l .

Long bef or e aob Anderson and his colleagues i n higher ed uca ti on staged t he first

Pooha:n Seminar at a n Atlanta hot e l in 1969, t he unor gani zed Southern ,Tar Correspondent s

and Camp Fol lower s could count perhaps t wo or thr ee dozen journalist s a nd ot her s

whose associations a l ong t he Southern net wor k reached back a number of y ears - -

and f or a f ew of them, begi nni ng wi t h Popham and McGi l l , t he ties wer e t hen mor e

t.han t 1<en t y yea r s ol d.

Af t er Popha~ became manag ing editor of t he Chattanooga Times i n 1959 ,

leaving t he vas t Southern beat t o ni s y oung c olleague Claude Sitt on, he f ound

mor e t i me t o devot e t o h i s fa mily a nd his pr i mar y public i nter ests , par ticular ly

education . Through t he Sout her n Ass ocia t i on of Colleges and Schools , t he r egional

accr edi t i ng agency, and t he Sout her n ~eg i onal Educat i on 30ar d , an intersta t e

compa ct agency f or hi gher educat i on, he e s t ablis hed l i nks t hat helped the
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institutions of education and t he pr es s discover t heir own mut ua l interests.

At n~~erous conferences of Southern governors and legislators, me et i ngs

of SRE3 and SACS, and ga therings of ot her regi onal or gani za t i ons s uch a s the

Southern Regional Co~~cil and t he Southern Education Reporting Service, Popham

became known and respected in the 1960s as a progressive advocate of educational

ref orm and i~provement. Hi s ef f orts to gi ve widespread vis i bilit y to t he 1961

r e por t of t he Commis s ion on Goals f or Higher Education i n t he South were rec ognized

by staff members of SHES , t he s pons oring agency- - and by Raloh MCGi l l ) a member of

the commission--as being cent r a l to t he ult i ma t e influence of the reoort itself.

By 1968 , Popham was looked upon at SREB and els ewhere in higher education

as t he i ndi spensabl e linchpin c onnecting colleges and universities t o the press--

or at least as t he pr es s figure mos t interested in ma i nt a ini ng that connect i on.

After a meeting in Washington t hat year , fulane Uni ver s i t y publ i c

r e l at i ons director Hor ac e Renegar s pent a "scotcn-misty afternoon" at Dulles

Airport with 30b Anders on and Ed Crawf ord, both former admi nistrat ors at SREB

in Atlanta, and it was t her e that the idea of a periodi c higher - educa t ion-and- the -

pres s seminar was born. (Bill Bowden, another f ormer SHES staff er, later t ied

Popham's name to t he first seminar, and i t stuck.)

By t hat t ime, a se cond genera tion of j ournalists had entered the

turbulent Southern arena, and t he civil rights movement had broadened its f ocus

from the S out h to the nation as a Whol e . Only Bill Emerson of t he vet eran war

corresoondent s was among t he journalis t s who attended t he first seminar in 1969--

he and Popham, of c ourse . John Griffin, _one of the or i g i nal camp foll owers, was
:= ~- -

also t her e, in his capacity as exe cutive director of t he Southern Education

Foundation . Neil Dav is , editor and publi sher of the Lee County (Alabama) Bulletin,

and Reed Sarrat t, executive director of the Southern Newsoaper Publishers

Ass ociation, were t he only ot her j ournalists present . ( I n later years, Claude
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Sitt on, Hugh Patterson, Gene Patterson, Pete McKnight , and Rober t F . Campbel l ,

executive director of ~~e Souther n Education Repor t ing Service in Nashvill e , . nu
-u..t..., ~ lA<..LW

became r egul ar par t i c i pant s , a s did JQe Cu~~ing , Emerson's success or atANewsweekl\

Educat ors wer e the dominant gr oup numer i ca lly , and SHEB led the way .

Among the present or f ormer staffers of t he agency who t ook part in t he first

Popham S~minar were Anderson, Crawford, Bowden, John Ivey, Winfred Godw i n, J ohn

Folger , Rudy Pate , and Tex Schieti nger. The onl y other r ec or ded participant

was Rus s el l Thackery, executive se cr et a r y of the Na ti onal Ass ocia t i on of State

Uni ver s i t i es and Land-Gr ant Colleges, whose office contributed t o t he cos t of

t he meet i ng- - pr es umabl y because Ed Crawf or d , one of t he instigators , was by t hen

a member of Thackery ' s staff.

From t he firs t , partici pant e i n t he Popham Seminar s wer e c l osely divided

over the f or ma t , with many want i ng a specific agenda and f ormal pr-oceedfnga duly

recorded and an equally numerous group prefer r i ng an unstruct~re d, unrecorded,

largely social event. The latter gr oup--inspired, perhaps, by the spect acul ar

Southern rhet oric and verbal pyrot e chn i cs of Popham and Emerson, two acknowledged

mas t er s of t he art--carried the day, and from ~~t tL~e to t he present, social

interests have always outweighed topical ones at t he gather ings.

The or i gi nal group of so-ca l led War Cor r espondents , mea nwhile , had

managed only sporadic meet i ngs , also pure ly s ocial , and most of them wer e a

r esult of J ohn Gr i f f in ' s efforts as host and convenor . There was a session tied

to a series of · s chool crLsLs" l ect ures at Emory University in At l ant a in t he

mid-1950s, an other in Louisville i n 1961, other s i n Miami and T~llahassee and

back in Atlanta later i n t he sixties . In 1969, t he year of t he first Popham

Seminar, the Cor respondents gather ed t wic e i nvol unt ari l y--fi rst in Miami for

t he funera l of Bi l l Baggs , and t wo months later in Atlant a for t he f~~eral of

Ralph McGi ll. J ohnny Popham, Har r y Ashmore, Bil l Emer son, Harold Fleming , and
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John Gr iff i n were t hen the survivi ng char t er member s ~f · t he networ k tna t McGi l l

and Poonam ha d begun to est abl ish i n t he l otiOs .

There were t i mes whe n a f ew of t he j ournalists and s ome of t he educa t or s

were t oget her on mis sions of mut ua l interes t , but t he fir st extensive i ntermi ngl i ng

and a~ lgamat ion of Cor r es pondent s a nd Semina r ians mi ght be said t o have occ ur r ed

on January 27 , 1977 , when Popham , a t age sixt y -seve n, re t ~r ed fr om hi s post as

mana ging edit or of t he Cha t t anooga Time s . Rutn S . Holmber g , publisner of tne Times ,

st ag ed a memorable party f or the honor ee i n t he restored c l ub ca r of t he f amed

',; aba sh Cannonba ll at t he Choo Choo Hi l t on i n Cha t tanooga , and t he ass embled gues t s

were a wor t hy r e pres ent at i on of t he l eading figures i n Southern hi gher educati on

and t ne or es s .

Al l of t hese f or ma l and informal c o~~ngl ings and ot her s as wel l were

hi stor i ca l ante cedents t hat set t he s t a ge f or the 1035 At l anta celebration narki ng

Poonam's seventy -fifth bir t hday . Mos t of t he Cor r es pondents and Seminarians were

pr es ent , along with ot her s fr om a newer and l ar ger c irc l e of fr i ends and ass ociates ,

and Popham was t he cement t hat he l d t hem t ogether . ~e was i n h~ s el ement t hat

af t ernoon and evening, t he i ndef at igabl e Pop- - tel l i ng war s t or i es and ribald t ales,

r ec onstructing his t ory , gr eet i ng ma Le a nd f emale a l i ke as "doll in" or "sweetnear t , "

quot i ng everyone from Snopes a nd Sartoris t o Sant ayana . Near t he end of t he

even ing , as he s t ood at the podium r es pondi ng t o t ne ac colades of his f r i ends,

POD' S r het oric s oared t o ora t orical height s as he de liver ed an ~~br oken s t r i ng

of ageless and origina l t a les i n t he mellow Ti dewat er cadenc e of his l ong-ago

yout h . It was vint age Popham, and i t br ought ba ck a f l ood of memori es from

f our t umultuous decad es of Sout hern change. It a lso reached f ar t her back , exposing

stra nds of pers onal h i s tor y t hat he l ped to def i ne t he man through t hose who came

befor e him.

*
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'ihe n t he Plymouth Company s ent an expedition t o explore t he coast of

what i s now Ma i ne in 1607 ( the same year Ja~estown was sett l e d far t o t he s outn),

t he lea~r~~-seven-year -O ld seafar i ng man fr om Somerse t County, England,

named George Popham . Hi s uncle , Si r J or~ Popham, Lord Chi ef Justice of England ,

was a principal s oons or of the commer cial ve nt ures t hat ultimat ely established

a permanent Br i t i sh or esence i n Vi rg inia and Ma ss achus et t s . Thus , fr om t he very

beginning of European coloniza t ion on t he ~orth Amer i can cont inent , t here were

Pophams pr ese nt , and t o t his day, t here is a v i l lag e ca l led Pooham Beach i n Mai ne

and a stream called Popham Run in Vi r gi ni a .

After Sir John and Ge orge came Sir Franc i s , J ohn's s on, and he was

f ollowed later by such colorful f i gures as Sir Home Riggs Pooham, Littlepage Popham,

Colonel J ohn Sc ott Popham, a nd Confederat e Col onel J ohn Richard Popham, a

gr ea t -gr andf a t her of t he contempor ary Chat t a nooga s~e~

"I I m not we l l - ver s ed i n tne famil y hi st or y , " ~ ex plained . ""hen you

live with it , you neve r bot her t o look it up . I do know that my ances t ors wer e

very a ctive i n t he colonization of t his count ry , but I don ' t know t he det ails . "

Pop pi cks up t he st ory with J ohn Richar d , h i s great -gr andf ather :

"He be came a Republ Lcan after t he Ci vil '''ar - - a Readjus t er , a n ol d Nhig--and he

r e pr es ent ed Bat h and Hi gh l and counties in the Vi rg inia Hous e of Delegates. He

a lso ma naged t he successful U. S . Sena t e campa i gn of Si l l y YAhone , an ex-Confederat e

gener a l who became t he fi r st Rebel to be e l ect ed t o the Senat e after t he war .

Mahone was l at er or es i de nt of t he Nor f ol k &~estern Rai lroad .

"My great -grandfather wa s t he edit or of t he Sout her n Int elligencer i n

Ri chmond early in t he 1870s, and l at er he went t o ~ashingt on t o edit the

pro-Republican nashingt on I nt e lligence r . The elect i on of Ruther fo r d B. Hayes

a nd t he s o-ca l l ed Compr omis e of 1977 t h at ended Rec onstruct i on in t he South

helped t o assure the s uccess of J ohn Richard Popha m and his newsoaper . He was
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not a r ac i s t and a know- noth i ng , though; he was a t hear t a rec onci l er , a man

drawn t o journalism a nd oolit i cs and publ.i,c service."

The fa mily was by t hen firmly anchored in t he Vi r gi ni a Tidewater region,

with t he home place between the Potomac and Rap paha nnock r ivers in Westmoreland

Count y , east of the t own of ?reder i c ks burg . The news paper int eres ts of John

Ri char d Popham kept him and his fami l y frequently on t he move bet ween Richmond

and Na shingt on and midway olaces i n t he Fr ed ericks burg ar ea, and it was in t hat

orbi t t hat J ohn Nicholas Popham, Ri char d ' s s on, gr ew to adulthood.

"He ·.as my gr andfa ther a nd my name sa ke," said J ohnny Popham. "John

Ni Chol a s I , a chi ld of t he Recons t ructi on Sout h and of pos t -Ci vi l Nar ~ashington ,

a page boy i n t he Senat e , a br i ght young man who we nt from college s traigh t to

a State Depa r t ment assignment i n t he Cent r a l American isthmus - -now Panama, but

t nen part of Colombi a . That was in 1333, wnen he was just twenty-three years

ol d , and he stayed there as a diplomat and bus i ness man unt i l he died in 192u .

~y grandmothe r , who was Ruth McKim 3rown , kept an a partment i n Nas hi ngt on , but

she went of t e n t o sta y with her husband , s o t he f ami l y divided its time bet ween

Centra l America, Nash i ngt on, and Virgi ni a - - a nd I suopos e t ha t explains t heir

affec t ion f or diversity and t heir ease of movement f rom one place t o another .

They were Epi scopal i a ns wit h a dee p resoect f or t he Cat holi c f aith of Lat in

A~rica. My grandfather was f l uent in Spani sh, warml y dispos ed to t he Latino

oeople and t hei r hist or y , a diol omat in t he truest sense . "

I n 1387, Ruth Popham ga ve birth to a s on, J ohn Ni cholas !I, in

Culpeper, Vi r ginia , and he t oo divided his ear ly year s betw een the three f ocal

points on t he family c ompass . Af t er finishing colle ge a nd l aw s chool i n

Nashingt on, he married Pauline Becker , a Cathol i c girl f r om Maryland ' s Eastern

Shor e , i n 1907 . :Ie be ca me a ca r eer of f i cer i n the U. S . :·!ar i nes , f ollowing i n

t he military a ca r eer s imi l ar t o t hat of his father i n t he dipl omat i c corps .
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A sense of famil y t raditi on and c ont inuity became established. "My

gr a ndfa t her ' s f ami l y, and my father 's , moved freely and easi l y fr om one culture

t o an ot her ," s aid J ohnny Popham, "I' riey nad no nangups on r ace or c l ass , but

rather an empat hy a nd a car i ng and a sense of feeling completely at home wherever

t hey were. My f at her ser ved i n Cni na , in Latin Amer ica - - and ~herever he was,

my mother and I went t o be with him as often as we could . I Was bor n in

Fr ede r i cksb urg in 1910 , went t o school t here, thr ough high s chool - - but I als o

s pent time in Chi na , i n ?a nama , i n Brookl yn . I t was a ver y worldly childhood

and yout h , very unusual , very r i ch and diverse."

A w~zingly, three ge ner a t ions of globa l l i ving c ould not erase the ech oes

of Tidewater s peech f r om t he Pophams, and whe r ever ne has gone , J onn N. Pop ham III

has s ounded like his fa t her a nd hi s f ather before h im, s aying hoos e , abo ot, fawtha,

repotah, and Sooth as dis tinct ively as the most seasoned Tidewa t er den i zen .

"That 's my her itage , " he expla ins, "and I've never felt compe l l ed t o change it . "

After he fin i shed high school in 1929, young Popham went to j oin h is

oar ent s in ~ew Yor k , where his father was commandant of the Mar i ne 3ar r acks at

t he Br ooklyn Navy Yard , and t ha t fall he enrol l ed i n For dham Uni ver s i t y . Thr ough

hi s f ather he a lso me t Henry Sur gui , edit or of the 3rooklyn Standard- Union , a nd

at t he same time he began h i s col lege ex perience , Popham als o launched his career

as a r e por t er.

"There ·. ere fift een or t '.enty daily paoer- s i n New Yor k a t t hat time,"

Popham r eca l l e d , "a nd t hat mea nt s cores of young cub reporters like me, doing

pi ece wor k, get ting paid by t he story-- fifteen dol l ars a week , if you r eally

hust l ed - -wor ki ng a ll hour s of ~~e day and night. I t was high ly competitive , but

t her e Was als o a cl oseness, a camaraderie, a lmost a sense of calling. There's

no way you coul d understand t hat unles s you lived i t . I t was a l ong way fr om

t he innocence of Fredericks burg, but I t ook to it r a t her qui ckl y . It was quite
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fascinating, you know. There I wa s, a country boy , you might say , a youngster

wi t~ a Southe rn accent , l earning my way around the gr eat es t city in the wor l d.

New Yor k was a vast ca uldron of diver s i ty , a conglomeration of i~igrants, ethnic

groups , races, classes . Tnroug~ t he ne ws pa per , t he university , the mili ta r y l i f e

of my parent s , I had t i es t o t he whi t e, middle - c l ass ma i ns t r eam of t he city, but

at t he s ame time, I was a l s o str ongly attracted t o t he ot~ers , t he Irish and Poles

and : t alians, the blacks , t~e Ori enta l s . Tnroug~ my j ob, I l i ved t heir lives with

t hem- -ate in t he i r r estaurants, went i nto t heir ho~s , at t ende d t heir weddi ngs a nd

f unerals . All in all , it was a wonderfu l life f or me , very exciting , and I t ook

adva rr tage of i t and tried to make the mos t of it ."

The Standard- Union f olded in 1932--one of the many casua l t ies of t~e

Gr ea t De pr es s ion- -and Pop~am managed t o get hired a s a cr ime r eporter f or Standard

News , one of t wo cit y wire s er vice organizations s upplying co py t o the l oca l paper s.

~e a ls o dropped out of Fordham after a c ouple of year s , finding the academic lif e

a r at her dull existe:1c e c ompared t o journal i sm:

"I was writ i ng cr-Lme st or i es f r om Orooklyn, Queens , Long Island, par t s

of Connect i c ut and New J er s ey . I foll owed Meyer 3er ger on that beat aft er he

went over t o The Times, w~ere he became a f a mous reporter . That period of t he

ea r ly 1930s was a ~ell of a t i me--the Nall St reet collaose, t he Deoress ion , t he

New real , Pr ohibit i on and t hen its r epeal , t he cr iminal unde r-s or-Ld , polit i cal

corr upt i on, t he Li ndbe rgh kidnapping , Ji~ ~alker a nd Fiorello LaGuardia ,

Ta~~ny ~al l )'" Ci t y ~a ll . I t was a gr eat t ime to be a y oung r e porter, and I

Lnok ba ck on i t now w1t h plea s ur e ."

:>ne special dimension of the pleasure was provided by ba s eball . "I lived

in t he F latbus h section of 3rooklyn," Popham r ecalled, " j ust a few bl ocks fr om

Ebbet t s Field , and i t ha poened t ha t one of t he daug hters of Char l es Ebbet t s ,

t he l ate owner of t he Dodger s , was mar ried to a Captain Boot h, a friend of my
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father ' s, and t heir s on ~rank was a good friend of mine . So I had easy entree

t o t he Ebbet t s box at t he ba l lpar k, and we went pr act ically every Sunday the

Dodge r- s '~ere in t own. "

Af t er t nree years at Standard ~ews , Popham was, at t ne te nder age of

t wenty-five , a seasoned ~ew York City r e porter . I n 1935 , wi t hout moving fr om

his ? l a t bus n a?artment , he joined t he staff of roe ~ew Yor k rimes a s a r eporter

i n Brookl yn , wr iting abo ut what he called t he three C's- - crime, c orrupt i on, and

the courts . ~e became cl ose f riends with ~illiam O' [wyer , who wa s l at er t o become

mayor of ~ew York City .

"0' IMyer wa s a young lawyer , " sai d Popham, " ol der t han me, in hi s f orti es,

but stil l young , and he served as di s t r i ct att orney before he was elected mayor

i n 1946 . He a nd I struck up a f riendship . He was an Irish i mmigrant - -had almos t

bee n a pr i es t , but l eft Ireland for New York ins t ead- -and he or ided hL~elf on

t he fac t that a s a br Ickl.ayer- he had he Load t o build the ,fool wor t h Buildi ng . He

was also a c oo bef or e he studi ed law at Fordham a nd started his career in publ i c

of f ice . 3i 11 ') ' l)" yer l oved t he t heater, l ove d liter ature and hi s t ory. i. e were

warm f riends . He ' s the godfat ner of our s on J oillL~y--John ~ . Popham Tv. He wa s

a grea t a~~er of Andrew Jackson. One night in t he winter of 1947, near t he end

of my res i dence in New Yor k, he i nvited me to 3r ac i e Y~nsi on f or dinner wit h

Marqu i s James , the J a ckson bi ogra pher , and we had a mar ve lous discuss i on t hat

even i ng . 3i11 made me fe el almost I r i sh , a nd in t rut h I could pass v-unt Ll, tney

hear d my accent."

3et we en 193 5 and 1942, " hen ne ent e r ed t he mar i nes , Popham bui lt a

s olid r e puta t ion as a s ki llful and kn owl edgabl e r eo orter . "I was a New Yorker

through and t hrough by t hen ," he sai d, "and I had devel.ooed t he s ources, t he

contact s , t hat eve r y good r e por t er must nave t o s tay on t op of his j ob. The

accent didn ' t hurt a t all--i n fact , it was my t rademark, and it he lped me. I
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got t ips phoned t o " t he ki d ·~ ith the Southern accent ," I wore a ha t t he n , of

course - -ryractica lly every repor"er wore a ha t , and stuck his pr es s ca r d i n t he

ba nd s o :le c oul d ge t access t o crL~e s cene s and f i r es a:ld such as t hat . So a

na t was no distinguishing f eat ur e--but an a ccent was, and I used i t t o good

adva nt age . "

Popham r e-ent er ed For dnam in the lat e 1930s t o c omplet e ni s under graduate

degre e and pr eoar e f or t he study of law, as hi s father bef or e hi m had done . As

a f ull-time r eporter and a subway student, he ha d his hands f ul l . Hi s fat her wa s,

at f ift y-f ive , retired and in f a i ling health whe n t he Uni t ed States ent er ed World

War I I , and i n 19112 he di ed , l eavi ng hi s wi dow and s on as s ole survi vors t o car e

f or each other. Mor e ex plic i tly t ha n he had at first int ended , J ohnny Popham

decided t o f ollow i n ni s f a t her 's f ootsteps --not t o law s chool , but to t he U. S .

v ..4r~nes :

" I had poor vis i on, but, got a '~ a iver t o enter the marines , and in 19u2

I was enrolled in of f i cer t raining school a t Camp LeJeune , ~lorth Carolina . 3ef ore

t he year was over , I was a f irst lieute nant i n t he Third l~rine ~ivis ion i n t ne

Sout.n Pacif ic . "

Ser ving as a pr ess lia i son officer with war c orrespondent s and in

var i ous ot her capac it ies, Popham r ema ined in t he Pacific f or t ne three-year

dura t i on of t he war, taking par t in ni ne amphi bi ous landings . leile were on Guam

in 19115," he r eca l l ed, "pr eparing f or t he i nvasi on of J aoa n, whe n t he a tomic

bDmb was dropped on ~ir osh ima , and t hen on Nagasaki . I well r eme mber t he r eaction

of everybody t here . Not horror at t he t hought of such massive des t r uct ion and

death- -we co uldn 't imagine t he magnitude of i t . Instead , t he re was gr ea t j oy ,

ex..'1ilarat i on . Al l we could f eel '~ a s relief : 'Tha nk God '~ e don' t ha ve t o go i n, ·

'~e won't be l anding i n ·r ok'.fO har bor . "'
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~~en the war ended , Popnam was one of f ourteen A ~~r icans chosen f or

a miss ion t o China t o assist in t he t ransition of pow er t o t he Nat ionalis t

gover-nnent 0:: Cni a ng Ka i - s he k f ol.Lowi ng t he Japanese sur r ender . ":le ·~ ere all

f or :ner r es i de nts of China ," Popha m explained , "and our task wa s t o be a s ma ll

but vis i ble ore sence on t he s ide of Ch iang in hi s ongoi ng pover s t r uggle with

the C orr~unists and Mao Tse - tung . He were s upposed t o stay abo ut three mont hs ,

but it was a year bef or e I f inal l y got back t o Hash i ngt on and r es i gned r r om

act ive duty t o r eturn to The Ti mes . "

?opham1s r irst ass ignment i n 1946 wa s t o j oi n a t eam of Ti~£ s r eporters

cover ing committee meet i ngs of t he new l y es t a blished Uni t ed Nat i ons at Lake

Success on Long Island. "The decision had been made to establish the UN

headquarters Ln t he eastern United St a t es , " Popha m said, "and l a t er t hat year

the s ite was purchas ed on the East River i n ~~nhattan with a gif t of more than

e ight million dollar s fr om J ohn D. Rockefeller . out in t he meant ime tner e were

meet i r~ s takir~ place at Lake Succe ss , and I was one of a bout eight Times

r e porters--Abe Rosenthal, Tom Hami lton , and other s - -as s i gned t o cover them . I

me t ma ny wor l d f i gur es on t ha t assignment , including s ome pr ominent Americans-­

J ohn Foster Dul les , Ralph 3unche , Eleanor Roosevelt. 3unche had a secretary I

got t o know or e t t y well-- used t o ride t ne train out t o Long Isla nd wi t h her - -and

t hr ough her I got oret ty well acquainted wit h 3unche . ~e was a very i nte l l i gent ,

well - grounded man , I admired him very much. ,.

3y t he spring of 1947 , Popham was securely and co~ortably r e -e st a bl i sh ed

at The Times and in New ? ork: "I was in t he catbi rd s ea t . I had a covet ed

a s s ignment , I f elt a t home in t ne city, I was clos e enoug h t o l ook af t er ~

mother , I had fr iends and colleagues wh ose company I enj oyed. I wasn 't l ooking

f or a change of scene - -but t he paper of f er e d me one j ust t he same ."

Turner Catledge , a n as s i s t ant managing editor f or nat i ona l news , called
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him in to discus s a new post i n t he South . "Turner and I got along . ell," Popham

said. "He was a Mi s sis s ippian , a grea t r epor-t er- t ur ned editor : he had gone fr om

t he Commerc ial-Anoeal in ~~mnh is t o the 3altimore Sun and tnen t ~ The Times , ~d

moved ri ght on up, and he r e t a i ned a stror~ and a bi di ng interest i n t he South .

He wanted t o open a bur eau t he re , t o have s omeone in residence r oaming from

Virgi ni a t o Texas, f iling s t or i es an a regular basis. No one else . a s doing

t hat . The Times was the log ica l pa?er t o do i t , and Cat ledge .anted me t o be

the cor r espondent . "

Popham was r eluctant at fi rs t , but at the same time he f ound t he i dea

i ntriguing : "I hadn ' t traveled a ll t hat much in t he De ep South , but I thought

I under s tood s ome of its complexit ies . Gr owing up as I nad i n norther n Vir ginia ,

c l ose t o Washington and fa r fr am t he die-har d fanati cism of Di x i e , I had been

of a South that histor i ca lly had kept a natianal outlOOk. The Union meant

t o them--in fact, t he . hole i dea of union came fra~~n~ fr om 30ston .

This was t he home land of ~o1a sh ing t on a nd Jeffer son , Y.adi s on and XO:lroe , and of

Ge or ge Ma s on , f ather of t he 3i l l of Right s . Even Lee never wanted t o des t r oY

t he Union- -ne never waved the bloody flag, neve r s nouted ' ni gger .' So t hat was

my her i t age , and t hose great figures out of our hi s tory .ere par t of my i mage

of a decent South. It may have be en mor e of an ideal t han a reality, but I

had a nosit ive f ee l ing about it jus t the same.

"I had seen t he pove r ty t oo, of c ourse , and the r acism, and I kne'"

the Sauth was laggard an d defensive. I knew l ots of neople who had c ome pour i ng

up t o t he cities of t he ~orth , fleeing hunge r , chas ing opportunity . The newsoaper s

had plent y of t hem, and still do--bright, ambi t ious , ded icated peopl e , sens i tive ,

good writers . An awful l ot of t hem were escaping Snopes , es capi ng dead- end j obs

in c l osed s ocieties. The South seemed so r esistant t o change, and ye t it nad

pr omis e, and the t nought of returning began t o interest me ."
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i n Galve s ton Bay , ki l l ed nearly f i ve hundred

'Nhe n a mas s ive explos i on on a s hip ~t

~

peop le ~

A litt le later , ne dispatched

Ca t l edge did~ 't r us h nim.

Texas Ci ty , Texas ,
lqli-'1,

Apr i~ he se nt Popham down t o cover t he story .

him t o Gr eenvil l e , South Carolina, t o cover a sensati onal lynch t r i a l (I~ebecca

'Nes t wa s ther e f or The New Yor ker , " Popham r ecalled , "an d Str om Thurmond was

gove r nor - -my God , I r emember i t s o we l l , s o well" ), and slowly but s urely, t he

l ong-de parted nat i ve son beg an , as he put, i t , "to r e -ent er t he Sout hern culture. "

~e we nt next to New Or l eans , wher e Catledge 's friend George Healy,

edit or of t he Times- Picayune, i nt roduced him t o )wen and Ella Br ennan a nd t o

the gener a l i t y of " r ench Quar t er s eductions. Then , in Jackson, Mi ssis s i ppi ,

he met the Picayune's new corresDo~dent , Bi l l Minor , and sat i n on a session or

t wo of t he Mississippi l egislature , and t hen went on up thr ough the de l ta t o
~

Memphi s . He was s uccumbing :

"People were a >lfu l ly nice , you know--it was one of t hose war m t hings,

a feeling--and t hen Catledge met me i n Atlant a , and we went aro~,d t o see Ralph

McGi ll. I nad met him once befor e , very briefly , a nd I knew his reputati on. He

was seen eve n t hen, i n s ome quar t er s , a s a 'wild-eyed, nigger -lovi ng s on of a

bitch, ' but he seemed all r i ght t o ~ . We had a pl easa nt meet i ng , and t hen

Turner and I dr ove up to Chat t anooga , to t he Ochs f ami l y pap er , and he asked me

what about it , and I sa i d I 'd t ake t he j ob. "

(Adol ph S . ) chs , a pr inter in Knoxvil l e , Ter.nesse e , had pur chased t he

Chat t anooga Times i n 1978 and t urned i t i nt o a lead ing Democratic paper of t he

pos t -Civi l War Sout h . In an expansion move in 1896, Ochs naid ~75, o)) f or a

struggling Manhat t a n newspaper cal l ed The New York Ti mes , circul at ion 9, 00) .

When he died in 1935 , hi s hol dings went i nt o a f amily trust t ha t still cont rols

both t he New Yor k and Chat t a nooga enterprises , among many other s . Ar thur Jchs

Sulzberger , t he empire bu i l der' s grands on, now head s The New York Times, and



19

gr anddaught er Ruth Sulzbe r ger HoI rnber-g is publisher of t he Chat t a nooga I' Lmes ,

"They don ' t t ell t hat story ar-ound New York ," says Popham, s:niling. "Not many

peool e know t ha t i t was a J ewish print er fr om t he S outh who t ur ned r he New Yor k

Time s into a gr eat i nt ernat i onal newspaper . " )

"Catledge want ed me to operate out of Chatt anooga, wner e t he rimes' s

fami ly ties were," Popha:n ex pl a ined, "and t na t sui ted me j us t f ine . I wa s n ' t

married t hen, and I ~~ew I 'd be on t he r oad a l ot - -I enj oyed driving , t aki ng

the back r oa ds , meeting people along the

a ppea l i ng as Atlant a , Which at t ha t time

little country t own."

way-- and C~ttanooga was at l east as
~

s eemed like~~re tbAn a dinky

It was t he SQ'llffier of ' 47 . Rober t Penn war r en ha d won t he Pulitzer

Prize tha t year f or All t he Ki ng 's Men, hi s mas t erful novel based on the life of

Louisiana ' s ~uey Long . At Ebbet t s F i e l d i n 3r ooklyn, J acki e Robi nson ha d broken

t he color barrier with Popham's beloved Dodger s , a nd that f all he l ed t hem

t hrough a s e ven-ga :ne donnybr ook with the r ev i l ed Yankees . EverTwher e , e ven i n

t he South , c hange was in t he wi nd . '<li t h optimism and high nooes , Popham packed

hi s bags and left Flatbush f or t he l and of his bi rth .

*

:-lor e than his j ob and his clace of r es i de nce wer e about t o change . " I met

an attractive young woman that s~~er ," Popham r ecall s . "I was stay ing at t he

Hermi t age not el i n Na shvill e , wor ki ng with Fred Travis , a marine buddy of mine

who was t hen t he caoit ol correspondent f or t he Cha t t a nooga ri~s . A:nerica n

Airlines had an of f i ce next door t o t ne ho t e l , and one day anot her re porter f r i end ,

Mor r is Cunni ngham of t he Commerc i a l -Appea l i n Memphi s , to ok me by and i ntr oduced

me t o a pret ty girl named France s Evans , who worked tnere . She was a Na shvi l l e

gi r l , a Peab ody Col l ege graduate , a l ibrar ian by t ra ining . Her f a t her was Giles
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Evans, a n att orney, a la~ 9ar tner of :an McGug in, t he famous Vander bilt f ootball

coach . Franc es an d I s t ar t ed dating, and we got mar ried t he f ollow ing ~rch .

I hadn' t exactly r us hed into marr i age - - I ·" as ne arly t~, irty-eight years ol d . "

They l ived i n a Cnat t anooga aoartment f or a whi le, a nd t hen bought a

hous e on Lookout Mount a i n . They had a s on, John Nicholas Popham IV, and a

daugnt er , ~ilary Becker ?09ham, t he 3ec ker name i n honor of P09ham' s mot her .

(He also ke pt and carri ed on hi s mot her's Ca tho l i c fai t h, and France s, a Me t hod i s t ,

became a oar i sn oner with him a t Our Lady of t he Kount a i n, t he communi t y parish .). ~ ~- '*'~ ~

:;O or a doze n yea r s , Popham was"a Ti mes man and a family ma n, "'/f!!! The TL'Tle s ",demanded

and got t he most of him; mor e of t e n t ha n not, he was on t he r oad f or the newspaper,

covering stories in a t errit ory t oo vast f or any one reporter t o enc ompaSS I
Dodge t hat Catledge procured fo r me, and then I got a

"I started of f with aAgreen Bui ck- -a f our -door j ob, six cylinders- -

and I had to get a new one ever y yea r or two, because I drove 50, 000 t o 80, 000

miles a yea r . If you can r e member what t he r oads were l ike t hen--no interstates ,

not even much f our- l ane- -y ou' l l know what a f eat that was. No air conditi oning ,

e i t her , in t he cars Dr t he hote l s . I genera lly stayed i n t he dow ntown hot els i n

t he ci ties, t he pl aces wher e t he politic ians hung out - -the St . Char les i n New

Orlea ns , t he Peabody i n Memphi s , t he Her mi t ag e or t he Andrew Jacks on in Nashvi l l e .

Lots of sma l ler t o·"ns had hot el s t oo, Dr touris t courts , or pr i vate homes t ha t

of f er ed r oom a nd board. I had t he Dunca n ~ines guidebook with me , but after a

Whi le, I knew as ~2ny places as he di d . I made i t a poi nt t o eat and dr ink wi t h

t he peopLe. That' s ho~ I built my s ources . L drove Dr r ode t he tra in alm ost

ever ywhere I went, even af ter a i r trave l bec ame mor e common. Some peopl e have

said I was afraid t o fly , but t ha t wasn 't it- - I had fl own all over t he world ,

f or God ' s sa ke , i t didn' t fr i ght en me . I t j us t wasn ' t my styl e t o r ush . My way

was much mor e deliber at e , indirect , oer sona l . I dr ove s o I could get behind t he

scenes and meet peo pl e . "
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To r ev i ew Popham's year-by -year itinerary and t he r oste rs of s ources

he maintained in eve ry s t ate, and to go back and r ead his bylined pieces in The

Ti rres\is t o catch a gl imps e of a j ourca listic exp erience Q~ique f or its t i me and

unduolicated s i nce. In politics , r e l i gi on , and educati on , t hree of the pi l l ar s

of Sout~ern s ociety , he pat iently and met i culous ly established a visibl e pr esence

as a j ournalis t , and as t he year s pass ed , he came t o be trusted and r es pe ct ed

by c ontending parties i n t hose camps . ~e was a r egul ar at the Southern Gover nor s

Confer ence and t he legislative meet i ngs wi t hi n and among the states. He s pent a

week or two every s~~er at t he YMCA camp or one of t he denominational church

retreats in t he North Carolina mountains , listening and t alking and abs orbing more

t han writ i ng. ~e atte nded the Race Re l a t i ons Ins ti t ut e at Fisk Uni ver s i t y i n

Nashville each s u~~er, staying f or the entire program . ~e was well connect ed a t

t he Southern Regional Counc i l , t he pr i vate agency in At lant a t hat carried on and

ex oanded the work of its predecessor organi zat i on , the Council on Inter rac i al

Coooerat ion. He was or esent whe n t he Southern governors created the Southern

Regi onal Educat ion 30ard in 19h7, a nd was a central figure i n t he Southern

Educati on Re por t i ng Service after tne For d Founda t i on estab l i shed i t i n 195h.

1I ~!y motivat i on wa s j our na list i c , not politica l or religious or

educa tional," s ai d Popham. "I worked hard at being a good r-e por-ter , That mea ns

being a cl ever det ect i ve , a s treet worker , a nd of c ourse a qui ck a nd com;let ent

writer. But you ' ve got t o do more t nan t ha t . You 've got t o gi ve up stereot ypes

a nd be ooen and acce pt i ng a nd r es oe ctful of oeopl e , of mechanics and farmers and

st orekeepers as wel l as pol i t icians and profe s s ionals . :ou ' ve got t o be able t o

listen and t a lk t o rel i gious zealots, r ac i al bigots , ooor and uneducated oeoole ,

anonymous a nd power l ess peo ol e . ~ost of us can ' t l ast mor e t han a f ew mi nut es at

t hat ; I can do i t all day . rna t 's t ne pr irr~ry ar t of good re oor t i ng : t h e gi f t of

enj oying people, liking talk, being pa t ient , not l iving by stereoty pes. I desai se
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s t ere "t yp es . "

PDD~m wat ched and r e por t ed as St r om rhurmond of South CarDlina and

Fielding '';rignt of :~is s is s ipp i , t 'n ~eo South gcver-ncr s det ermt ned t o f i ght f or

whi t e s upremacy , l ed ot ner s t o bol t t he :e ~Dcrat ic Par ty and cr e ste t ne : ixiecrats

in 1943. Counte r ing t hat right -wi:1 ~ s pl i nter gr aua was ~enry -' a l l a ce and the

Pr Dgr ess ive Par ty ,,:1 t he I:em~crat i c left , and Popham al s o f ollow ed ~'Ia lla c e on

hi s campa ign swi :1g t r: ougn t he SDuth . ~rry rrurr~ n he l d t he mi ddl e and won t he

or es i dency in s Dit e Df t hose defections , and Popha m saw in r r uman's civil rights

i nitiat ives t he begi nni ng Df t he e nd f Dr segregat i on :

"I t was i ncr easingl y c lear t.'1at mome nt.ous changes were c omi.ng , ;-!ctJi l l

knew it , Ge Drg e Mi t chel l and YDung dar Dl d F leming over at t he SDut hern Regiona l

Counc i l knew it , t he black educat Drs like Benj amin ~~ys at Mor ehDuse College and

Char l es S . Johns "n at Fis k knew it , and t hey wer e the ones I l earned fr Dm. r he

pieces a l l added up . alack s ol diers had put t he ir lives on t he l i ne i n ~Drld ~ar I I ,

and t hey wer en' t gDing to CDme back and a ccept t he ol d inj ust i ces . "li ddl e - c l a ss

pr ofessi"na l s - - lawyer s , doctor s , min i ster s - - wer e r ising up out of the bl ack colleges

and t he black churches , and t hey would n"t be de nied . 31acks wer e l ocked "ut Df

pDlitics a nd t he or ess , but not f Drever . C~nge was clearly c oming , and SDon .

";-:y : ew Yor-k exoer Lence ha l.ped t o pr-epar-e me f or '"ha t I f ound i n t ne

South~r~~overty-s tr ic ken r egi "n wi thout the eC Dno~ic strer~th t o s ustain

Dne s o2\et y,)\t r Yi ng t o ma int a i n two- -t he ' se "ar at e but equal ' ~yth . ~y GDd , I

t hought , no wonder t he Yanke es are ahead of t he game . I cDuld s ee t he tremendous

educational d i sadvantage . I n t his regiDn, only 15 percent of adul t s , white and

black combi ned , had finis hed high schoDl . Educa t i on had t o be t he key , the l Dng-t erm

a nswer t o i nequa lity and i njustice . I t ried tD l ook beyond t he ~ss iDns and

pr e j udices of t he moment and f i nd peopl e wno could change and adapt , who were

committed t D education, wnD r es pect ed hones t y and decency . r hose wer e t he people
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I turned t o tbe and time again, t he ones I t r ied to writ e about . "

~i s Souther n ac cent he lped t o c ount er ba lance his credentials as a

~ew York r e por t er, but i t no l onger set him apart fr om his peers , as i t had i n

t he Nor theas t . Another trade~ark did dist i ngaish hL~, t hough: t he narr ow-brL~

hat s that he had worn habit ually since his days at t he S t~ndard -Union i n t he

~ar lY 1930s. :lat s h d .s inuoMt-~.ttU~~till wore one i nces sa ntly'{

A and many a c ontact came~o r emember and i dentify him as "the guy in t he ha t ."

The car eful nurturing of contact s and s ources f or news and backgr ound

i nf or mati on l ed Pooham t o the clubs, t he ball games , t he churches : " I t was a

per s onal th i ng, you see .--"S";;"";;"~You wor ked at i t f r om ear l y mor ning

until lat e a t ni ght - -no t l ooki ng f or big head l ines , f or the fires and ambulances,

but l ooking qui et l y behind t he sce nes , learning t o interpret and explain t he

complexities, t o convey t he s ubtleties. Pe ople got t o know me , and t hey became

confident t hat whatever t heir poi.nt, of view, I would t r eat t hem f airly, be hones t

wi t h t hem, re spect t heir trus t . "

An inst inctive understanding t hat a good r e oor t er mus t a lways know mor e

t han he can wri t e helped Popha m to bec ome a
w-o...4/

s ources . Jne i llustrative examPleJ\the head

New Orleans :

master at cult i vating well-olaced

wai t er at Br ennan ' s Restaurant in

" I met (f,o/ en 3rennan and his s ister Ella on my first trip t o New Jrleans

in 19L7 . Tney had j ust ooened t heir now -famous restaurant t here , and t hey became

close friends of mine . Their head wa i t er was an I t alian f ellow named Frank, and

we got a long very well . I r ecogni zed wha t a unique pos i ti on he was i n, s erving

the pol i t i c ians who came there r egul ar l y f or dinner. They were making dea ls in

t he pr over bi a l s moke-filled r oom upst a irs , and Frank was right t her e with t hem.

So I cu ltivated him. :Ie went on a trip t o New York, and I had Mayor O' Dwyer put

a car and an es cor t at his disposal, get him s ome show t icke ts and so f orth . ?rom
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t hen on, Frank kept me pos t ed on what the pols said and d i d at 3rennan 's . ~e wa s

great - -better than having a mike in t he r oom. He knew that I w ou l~~'t expos e him,

and also that! could eva l uate t he i nf or~a t i on ne gave ~e , and s or t out t he valid

ne'~s f r om t he rest ')/ ; Q...good det ect i ve does

Sour ces ", i Fr ank . ere part of

that , and a r eoor t er i s no different ."

Popha m' s ne twor k. So , t oo, . ere t he

black leade~e~i~hiofield of education . "There was Gr ace Hami Lt on

of At lanta , who • the Georgia l egi s l ature, and Daisy Ba t e s , t he Little1\ ___

Rock NAACP leader who published a small newspaper ; ~ t hey .ere exce ot i ons t o t he

r ule t ha t Sout hern pol i t ics and t h e press were over~helmingly dominated by white males .

In t he black colleges and univer s i t i es , though , t nere were s ome gi ants - - Benj ami n Mays

and Charles S. J ohnson, Luther Foster and Rufus Cl ement, Herman Long and

Vivian Hende r s on and Hyla n Lewis and many other s , I co uld never na me t hem al l .

They were the peopl e who caved t he way f or ?~rt in Luther Ki ng and Andy Your~ and

J ohn Lewis and t he leaders of t he c ivil r i ghts move ment . I got t o knew t hem i n

t he f or ties a nd f ift ies , vis i t ed t heir campuses , wrote a bout them.

"And t he white educat or s t oo--;toward Odum and Rupert Va nce at t he

Un i versity of North Caro lina , Tr uma n Pierce and hi s col l eague s at Peab ody College

in Nashvi l l e , the state univers i t y pres idents, t he men like J ohn Ivey and 30b

Anderson who launch ed the Southern Regi onal Educati on Soar d . Segr ega t i on was t he

hi dden ag enda when t he Southern governor s formed SRE3 i n 1947--! was not u~~indful

of t hat - - but I saw t he peopl e whos e i deas contributed t o t hat compact, a nd I

rea l ized t hat se gregat i on was not what motivat ed t hem , but simpl y what the mome nt

r equired. I t wouldn' t las t , couldn ' t l ast . SREB was a wedge, a f oot in t he

door of cha nge. Tha t ' s what I t hought the n, and t hat's t he way i t turned out . "

"'hen he wal ked on t he scene in 1947, Popham was a stra nger to one a nd

all , an unknown quant i ty. When he began t o show up at meet i ngs around t he r egi on,

he st ood out consoicuously .
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"The f irst time I saw him," r eca l l ed Har old Fle:ning, "was at the

'.o/e s l ey Memorial Methodi s t Church in Atlanta i n Seotember 1948. I was the

information direc t or f or SRC, assigned t o handle press and co~unity re lations,

and I was ner vous t hat day because Elea nor ~oosevelt was ther e at S~C's invi t at i on

to speak to an assembly of church women ab out racial di s cr L:ninat ion, and I knew

tha t Governor Her man Talmadge and t he Geor gi a Bur eau of I nves tisati on ~ad agents

t here t aking not es on our ' subver s i ve' activities .

W~nen I saw a strange man slip f urtively t nr ough the side door and

hunker down in the back of t he r oom, I assQ~ed he was one of t he undercover men .

He was wearing an anomyous gray s uit and a l i tt le por kpi e hat that he di~ 't bother

to t a ke of f once he was inside . I made my way over to wher e he sat , introduced

myself , and asked r ather coo lly i f I could he lo him, Smiling and blinking

vig orously, he sa i d, 'Hel -lo l I'm Jo~~ny Popham of The New Yawk Ti mes. ~~ybe

we can get t ogether and t a l k ove r a cuppaj oe when t his is over . ' I nodded in

agreement , wondering what a cuppaj oe might be ."

John Gr i f f i n was als o i n t he r oom at ~e sley Memor i a l that day, chair i ng

t he meeting , and witnes sed wi t h s ome nervous ness of his own the Whi spered challenge

that Fleming delivered t o Popham. For hi s part , Popham als o reme mbers that firs t

encounter with t he t wo men who became the pr incipa l ~mp fOllowers~n t he-
ranks of the Southern ~ar Cor respondents :

"Hal Fleming s tayed at SRC and John Griff in a t Emory thr ougn the

fLft i es , as I r ec all , and I s aw t hem of t en , and de pended on t hem in many ways .

They he lped Har r y Ashmore in 19$3 wnen he put t ogether t he first r es ear ch study

on race and public educa t i on f or the Ford Foundation. The n t he Br own decision

came down fr om t he Supreme Court t he f ol l owi ng year , and f r om t hen on t he Southern

scene changed rapidly . Unt i l that time, t here was nobody much out t here on the

regi onal beat except me. I ' d see Bill Minor and Ken Toler in .Jackson, covering
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Mi s s i ssippi f or the New Orl ea ns and Me~phis paper s , and ~a lly ~es tfeldt i n

Na shvi l l e , and As~~ore in Little Rock, and 3ill 3aggs i n Miami, and McGill and

Bi l l Emerso n in Atlanta, and a few other s her e and t here , but all of t hem , with

t he except i on of McGill and Emer so n, kept t he ir attent i on f ocused on one c ity

or a single state. Te l evi s i on news was in i t s infancy , t oo. So I was t he only

t r avel ing tr oubadour until ' 5u- -and af ter t hat, i t was a new ball game .

"I t was the fr i ends hi ps f or med be f or e t hen t hat est ablis hed t he

ne t wor k , and i t's t hose sa~e f r iendships t hat remain strong t oday, among t hose

of us who survive--Ashmor e and Fl eming and Gr iff i n , Emer son , Claude Si t ton, a

handful of ot her s . We mi ss ~cGi ll , and 3agg s - -3 i l ly 3aggs , a Georg i a poor white,

the mos t cracker-looki ng ma n who eve r lived, an or phan, a distinguished aviator

in t he war, a very col or f ul fellow, gift ed , earthy, irreverent. I reme~er once

we were at t he De~ocrat ic Convent i on toge t her, he a nd McGill and I . It was hard

to get down on t he fl oor to t a lk t o peopl e , but we had a cha plain ' s badge t hat

we pass ed ar ound t he pr ess ga ller y f or that pur pos e - - i t gave us ent ree , y ou see-­

and a t one point t here was a c o~~ot ion in t he Pennsylvani a del ega t ion , and Baggs

pi nned on t he badge and went down t o see wha t i t was a l l about. He looked l ike

a Southern W. C. Fields - - hung over f r om t he previous eve ning, his eyes red-r i mmed,

h i s seersucker suit badly r umpl ed . He pressed hi s way int o the midst of t he

r oi ling t hr ong, and a woman t here s pi ed his badge and sa i d, 'Ne l l , chapla i n, I

suppose you've come t o pr ay f or us? ' Anc 3agg s r epl i ed, 'Yes ma ' am, you ' r e goddam

right , and it 's gonna be a pi s s - cu t t er ! '

"I t was a r ough and t umbl e bunch, by and l arge , a group of har d -wor king ,

l at e - night , whis key-drinking, ta l e -telling vagabonds. St r eet scramblers , f or t he

mos t par t. McGi l l was a bi g snot, of c ours e , but he was t he onl y one . He were

al l close to Hodding Carter i n Gr eenvi l l e , and t hought of him as a c omrade i n ar ms,

but his f ail ing eyes i ght conf ined hi m t o Mi s s is s i ppi exce pt on rare occa s i ons .
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Some of the other oublisher s i n the r egi on--J onat ha n Dan i e l s in Raleigh , Bar r y

Bi ngham in Loui svill e , Si llL~n Evans in ~ashville , Nel s on Poynter i n St . Petersburg ,

Virginius Dabney i n ~ichmond- -mJved in nigher circl es than our s . Dabney was t he

qu i nt ess ent i a l Sout her n gentleman , a man of r ef i ne ment a nd grace ; he and mos t of

t he ot her-s no doubt Looked on wor king r e oor t ers like us as a r owdy, boisterous

~~t.""tA.~~ . AA
In t hat t i me of early advent ure in t he South- -b ef or e 3r own ,~ef or e t he ~'

arrival of t e l evision and the nat i onal pr ess - - the r epor t er s were mostl y males ,

and almos t a ll of t hem were white . A few black wri t ers c~me fr om t he ~orth after
Jimmy Hicks ,

1954, among them ~ouis Lomax, Carl Rowan 'Aand Ted Poston, and s ome of t he r egional

papers had f emale re porters, but during mos t of tne year s t hat Popham r eported

f or The Times, he wor ked i n t he ex clusive company of whi t e male s .

It was in 1956 a t Cl int on , Tennessee , one of t he early battlegrounds

over school desegregation, t hat Popham was des ignat ed as t he first or es ident of

t he Southern 'Ilar Corr es ponde nts . "As I r eme mber i t, " he s aid, "the gr oup actually

decided that s omeone had t o be of fered up as a sa cr ifice , and I was the choice .

We were working out of a l i t t l e building owned by t he te l e p!1one c ompany , a nd a

group of l ocal t ough guys orot esting desegregation got in the habit of f i r i ng

shots over t he building . I was designated t o go and talk to t hem. I said, 'We

aren't t rying t o st op your protest. All we ask is your ass ur a nce that you will

f i r e over t he building , not into i t , ' They agreed, a nd t hat's when I got elect ed

by my colleagues . But we were nev er a' rea l or gani zat i on or a gr oup in any f ormal

se nse - -we were jus t a net work of me n woo s har ed s ome harr owing and some happy

experiences . I t was wonder f ul , in its way, a very s t rong bond, a per sona l t hing.

We were i n a war, esoecially af t er 1954, and s ome of the YOQ~ger men who came t o

j Oi:-::,~~ l ike Ge ne Patt ers on and Pet e McKni ght , were able from
/ '-

t heir prior experience t o see it i n just t hat light ."
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For t he Soutnern ni gher education spec i a l i s t s with whom Popham nad

a llied hi~e lf , 195u mar ked a snarp i ncrease i n pressure and anxiety. Forced

t o work f or cha nge ·.ithi n t ne exist i ng political fra mework, they saw t he

inevitability of conflict and crisis l ooming. The firs t over t clash came at

t he University of Alabama in February 1956, when violence gr eet ed t he court -

or der ed admiss i on of Autherine Lucy, a bl a ck s t udent. By t ha t time , Popham was

nearing ten year s of continuous trave l and r eporting on t he Southern beat , and

hi s time and attent i on had shifted more a nd mor e t o educat i on, par t icul a r l y

higher

cr i s i s

education, as t he arena fr om which a res olution of t he South's r ac i a l
~.

was mos t likel y to 1 F7)(

"There had t o be polit i ca l s olut i ons , of cour s e ; " he sa id . "Bl acks

had t o vote , t o ga i n public of f i ce , and whi t es ha d t o

and t heir needs. But the l ong-term hope was goi ng t o

and univer s i ties - - I was convi nced of t hat - -and by t he

res oond to t heir number s
.~~

na ve to ~in tne colleges

mid- 195as I was spending a

ma jor por t ion of my time in t hat area ."
and l arge ly wrote a

In 1955, Popham direc t ed A Ti mes s peci al sect i on on tne South,
1\ --

with educati on as a ma jor f ocus, and educa t or s fr om SRE3 and vari ous campus es

i n t he r egi on suoplied much of the background expertise . "I saw t oo many good

r e port s and s tudies on Southern s ocial issues fa l l ing on deaf ears," he sa id.

"The Ra ce Relations Ins t i tut e mate rials fr om Fi s k , the ~oward Odum-Rupe r t Vance

r e ports f r om Chapel :iill, the work of Truma n Pier ce a nd others at Peabody , even

t he monument al study of Southern pol i t i cs by V. J . Key and Al exa nder ~eard , and

t hen, years l ater, t he work of ~arvard 's Robert Coles- -a ll of t hese scholar s and

~~ny ot her s were document i ng t he South's deeoest needs , paving t he way f or

r at i ona l , or der l y change. I did everything I could t o encourage t hem--and that

rr.eant, mor e t han anything else , r e por t i ng t heir work in t he pages of The New Yor k

Times . It
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When Arkansas Govern or Orval Faubus precipitated a major national

crisis by blocking the desegregation of Little Rock's public schools in the

fall of 1957, Popham was, in the recollection of Harry Ashmore, the most

influential re porter on the scene,

"It happened tnat Benjamin Fine, the education writer for The Times,

was already there working on a story when Faubus surprised everyone by turning

suddenly uncooperative with the educators and defying the federal authorities.

All hell broke loose then, and Fine needed help, so Popham came in, along with

Homer Bigart, the paper's chief war correspondent. Pop was the veteran Southerner,

the guru, and all s orts of national press and television people looked to him

for guidance and interpretation. He was very influential in providing the vital

balance that a reporter needs in such a situation. In such emotional circumstances,

it's easy to be used by one s ide or another, to accept appearances at face value

and be taken in, but you've got to keep a sense of perspective--and Pop was the

wise counselor whose understanding of the people and the situation was so helpful

to t he reoorters from outside the region."
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"P OD was te lling t he Southern st ory t o the larges t literate eleme nt

Harold Fleming. The SRE3 s taff a nd othe r s i n education

obvi ous l y agreed , and t hey constantly fed him stories.

_ ~he South, i n the mea nt i me , had l ong since becoo:e a much mor e

active beat than one r eporter could hope t o c over , and Popham had ver y nea r ly

burnt himself out t rying to s t ay on t op of it . At home in Chattanooga , Frances

?ooham was raising ~~ e ir t wo ch ildre n without him.

"Claude Sitton was already c oming down t o cover a l ot of the c i vi l

r i ght s action," Pop sai d , "and I f inally dec ided in 1958 that it was time f or

me to ma ke a change . I t old Catledge . The .Times woul d have sent , me anywhere--London,

Tokyo, New York- -but I' d never ~ve seen Frances and the kids . And bes ides , the

r oma nce of report ing , l i ving on t he r oa d, was gone f or me by t hen. The

Chattanooga Ti~~ s needed a new managing editor, and I nee ded t o be in Chat t anooga

with my family . So I made t he chang e , nelped Sitt on phase in t o repl ace me ,

a nd t ook an editor 's chair at home - -and I've never r egretted i t for a minut e . "

I n December 1957, a few months before nis deoart ure from Tne Times,

Popham wr ot e i n the eaoer ' s Sund ay magaz ine a bout t he South of mytn and r eality

t hat had consumed hi s time and energy f or a decade . The sch ool desegregation
. -.::t~

crisis i n Li t t l e Rock , 4 was continui ng , and~ very much in t he

publ i c mind . Focusing on black Southe rners and their growing determination t o

destroy segr egat i on , Pop wrote "of a s ociety in the t hroes of econ omic and social

change s o fa r -reachi ng that f ew even among Southerners hav e any meani ngful gr as p

of t he trans it i on t aking place around t hem." There is white r esistance, he noted,

and s ome of it i s violent . "3ut ".Ie ar e no longer i n the nineteen th cent ury .

Hist ory clearly i ndi ca t es that t his is not t he time t o supoor t segregat i on of a

grea t ca r- t of t he populat ion of a Free Wor ld na t ion. " Time , he concluded , - is on

t he s ide of the Soutner n Negro ."
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rhe magazine ar ticle was a s~~ing up of t he work of a decade by

rhe Times 's peripatetic man in the South- -and a visi~nary pr evi ew of t he

r evol ut i onary changes that would c ome with accelerat i ng swift~ess i~ the yea r s

a head . Soon t hereafter , Popha m came in f rom t he r oad and turned his energies t o

t he " other" Times, t ne 110t her rimes- -the venerable gray lady i n Ohat. t.anooga ,

3ut the South , i ts educat i onal pr omise , and Popham 's kindred spirits i n t he

traveling Fourth Estate r emained very much i n hi s mi nd .

*

Like many other Southern citie s in the late 19505, Chattanooga s t ood out

i n t he mi dst of t he civil right s awakening as a s t udy in light and s hadow, a br oad
~..2' 'V'N'd~.

canvas f illed wi t h sharply ,f . j -;e . \l The city's ec onomic , political ,

r el i gi ous, and educational inst i tuti ons were pul led and swayed i n one direct ion

or anothe r by burning questions of r ace and c l as s. Hi s t or y hover ed like mount a i n

mi st - -Indi an his tor y , Civil '·lar hi s tor y , Je pr ess i on history, t he hi s t ory in

yesterday ' s newspaper s . rhe multiolicity of Chat t a nooga ' s contemporary per s oect i ves --

racial and s oci a l and ec onomic, conser vat ive and moder at e and l iberal , Protes tant

and Catholic and J ewish- -were at once t he city 's hope and its desoa ir . rhings

were happening s o f ast, f rom t he courthouse t o the Whi t e Hous e , that confusion

and unc er ta i nty and fear were the domina nt emot i or~ in virtua lly ever y enc ounte r .

r he l i be r a l Chat tanooga riffie s and its cons ervative riva l, t ne Cha"ta~ooga

~ews -Free Press, were mor e than dai ly combatants in t he l oca l arena; t ney were

a l s o classic symbols of t he larger s ocial c onflict that was sweeping througn the

South. The news oaoer s , like t he city i t se l f , like t he South a nd t he nat i on ,

were l ocked in a s t ruggl e that was cer t ain to bring pr of ound change , no mat ter

wnich side preva i l ed . As a player in t hat drama , J ohn N. Popham brought i nsight

and experience with hi m when he came ho me after eleven years on t he Southern r oad
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t o take UD his new dut ies as managing edit or of t he Times .

He had both t he background and the temperament f or such a j ob. His

Epi s copa l i an and Catholic re ligi ous r oot s, ~is famil y h i s t ory of mil i t ar y and

diplomat i c service, his years of l i vi ng i n Vi rgini a and New York a nd t~e Deep

South , and hi s his tor i ca l and ph i losophi cal per s pect ives al l contr ibut ed t o his

qua l i f i cat i ons - -a nd , if t hose assets were not en ough, he could a l ways fall back

on his i nst i ncts as a street-wise r eporter, his eart hy sense of ~umor , and his

ever-r eady gif t f or gab .

Nor ma n Br adl ey and Mar t i n ~chs , two of hi s edit or i al colleagues i n

Chat t anooga , l augh i ngly remember Popham's fre quent us e of mar i ne j ar gon and

f oDlOle met aphor s around t he newsr oom. ....,hen does i t let up?" he would ask,

ga zi ng heavenwar d , af t er a l ong day's night i n t he newsoa oer wars . Hi s favorite

:nar i ne slogan- -"no guts , no glory" - -was s oon pi cked UD OJ ni s Cnatt ano oga ass ociates ,

and it a l s o became s omething of a barroom r a l l y cry among t he ·oar Cor r es pondent s .

"I l earned ear ly how i mportant it is t o gain t he r es pect and confidence

of peopl e on al l sides of a conflict,. Popham said year s la t er . "You don 't have

t o ad opt t he ir point of view--you can 't do t hat with everybody- -but you have t o

show that you're wi l l i ng t o l i sten, that you ' l l play straight with t nem, give

them t heir s ay, be honest and fair . I drew on my Mar ine Corps tradition f or s ome

of that . Pe ople f orget, or never knew, t nat a grea t many mar i ne of fic er s f rom

my t i me a nd my fat her ' s time were Sout herners, young me n out of t he military s choo ls

t hat used t o exist in a lmost every state i n t he region . The military ...as a way

out , a way up , another escape from Snooes . Like all whi te Southerners , tnose me n

ha d their rac ia l prejudices--but t hey weren't virulent, and t hey had t he saving

virtues of educati on and travel to hel p t hem adjust and change . The t op mar i ne

general i n the ?acific f or a peri od of t i me dur ing World ~ar II was Hol l and M.

Smitn- - old ' J owlin Mad ' Smit h- -a gr aduat e of the University of Al a bama . Tne
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conventi onal wi sdom was that tne South' s mil i t ar y tradition or oduced noth i ng but

right-wing reactionaries, arch - conserva tives, rabid r ac ia l bigot s - -but I had a

di f fe rent under s t and i ng . I saw among many of those me n- -and among the edu cat ors ,

the re ligi ous leaders , even t he pol i ti c ians - -enougn s a nity and decency t o convince

me t ha t the South woul d event ua l l y change, that it . as al l going t o wor k out f or

the bes t . That was my f aith, and that was t he goa l we ke~t before us ."

0n t he l ocal s cene , Po~ham wa s active at several leve ls , f r om the home

and s chool and church interest s of a privat e f amily man t o the civic and s ocial

i nvolvements of a public cit izen. At the paper , he helped t o cont inue and ex oand

the tradition of progressive soci a l res~onsibil ity and j ournal i st i c qual i ty t hat

AdoLph Ochs and his descendants had carr i ed on f or eighty year s . "There were

always t he extremists who screamed about 'that Jew-Commi e-Nigger newspa per,' and

you came t o expect t !lat crap, " said Popham, "but I think Cha t t anooga ns i n gener a l

have t h ought of t he paoer as a very posit i ve i nstitution and one of t he city's

real assets. "

The pres t ige of t he Times a nd its continuing ties t o its nationally

and i nternationally pr ominent relative i n ~ew Yor k opened an even l arger f or um

for the Southern education and race relat i ons s pecialists who earlier had

developed the habit of keeping Popham aoprised of t neir ac t i vit ies . He opened

the columns of his paper (and indirect l y thos e of hi s f ormer empl oyer i n New

York) t o dozens of academicians , researchers , and writers whos e studies of t he

South a nd i t s pr oblems mi ght other wise have r ece ived s cant notice. Having g i ven

i nitia l i mpetus t o a weekly syndicat ed c ol~n on nigher education pr oduced by

the Souther n Regi onal Educa t ion Soard staff , he not onl y published i t r egul ar l y

but also enco urag ed other editors t o do the same . He also served on a variety

of l ocal and regional boar ds and com~ssions c oncerned with mat t ers of race and

education, and kept up his regular at t endance a t pol i t i cal par t y convent i ons,
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conferences of Souther n gover nors , and numerous ot her events at which the South's

many social problems wer e painfully and oass i onat el y debated .

"Educa t i.cn wa s t he only hcoe , " said Popham , "Tha t s eemed very c l ear t o

me by t he time I got t o the Chat taO'1ooga pape r , and I was det er mi ned t o cover the

educat i on s t ory i n t he Sout h just as t.n or- oughLy and as ser i ous l y .t her e as I had with

The New York Times . I saw so many peopl e i n t he univers i ties who were commit t ed

t o f airne ss and decency f or blacks a nd the poor - - the Howard Odu:ns , the Char l i e

Jo hnso ns , s o many of t hem- -and I knew I could gi ve t hem the help they needed , t he

expos ure , the f orum. And s o t he network of j ournalists became a lar ger network

that i ncluded educator s - -maybe fifty or sixty people, a hundred at t he mos t ,

newspa per peopl e and e ducat ors , front line pe opl e , tre nch fighters, a l oose-knit,

informal network of key peop l e in every state."

As the swing man be t ween the t wo groups , Popham kept t he j our nal i sm-and­
e,

education ~andem i n harn~ss . Fr om ni s Chat tanooga editor's desk, he i nvited t he

educators t o c ontinue the fl ow of reoort s , s t udi es, and good s t or i es. " I had a

di f fe rent r ole t here, " he sa i d , "but t he goa ls and object ives were t he same, and

the educators wer e vital t o t he pr ocess. I s t ill got t hem into the pape r , and

even into ~ ol d oaper in ~ew Yor k . Too much good work was fa lling on deaf ears.

I n t he big Sunday and hol iday papers we' d have page after pag e of seven-column

ads with a s ingl e collli~~ f or c opy nex t t o them, and I 'd f i ll t hose ho l es wi th long

one - col umn stories, s ome of them nuggets of wisd om a nd i ns i ght . "

The assoc iat i ons cont inued a nd grew t hr ough t he st or~ decad e of the

1960s . Cl aude Sitton, Popham' s r epl acement as t he r oad warri or f or The New York

Times, was on the scene as racial ba t t l egrounds f ollowed one after ano t her :

Gr eens bor o, Sirmingham, Jxfor d , Albany , St . Augustine, New Orleans , Selma . Tne

earlier skirmishes of to'1e 105)s, the ones Pop witne ssed- -1':ont gomery , Clint on ,

Nashvi l l e , Li t tle Rock- -slowly r eceded f r om memory and s l ipped i nto hi st ory .
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r he South' s t rava i l was t he major dome s t i c st ory of t he decade . r he vast

territ ory wher e ?ocham once had r oamed was now clear ly t oo much f or one r eporter,

and Sit ton event ua l l y got re inf orc e~ents fr om r ne r i~es - -Mart in Nal dron, Roy

Reed , J ames '';oot e n , Drum..nond Ayres , and ot her s j oi ned t he ranks . Ot her capers and

w3 gazi nes s ent r e porters, and televisi on grew t o mat ur i t y i n those tense times,

and organizat i ons such as the Sout nern Regi ona l Council and t he Souther n Educat i on

Repor ting Service had writer s on t he s cene . Ma ny mor e j our nal i stic names became .
~ f.\. I\.\ov~

familiar t o t hos e who r ead a nd watched the unfol ding drama ' Frank rriPpett,}(~ichard

Ha~~a~:s, Rees e CleghO~C~ng , Edw i n ~ . Yoder , Jack Bas s , Jack

Ne l s on, H. 3randt Ayers, J ohn Perr y , Ha r ry Golden, Lavi d Halber s t a m, and many ot her s .

Popham was by t hen a me~er of t he ol d guar d , one of the gr i zzl ed

veterans- -he and t he dean, Ralph McGi l l , a nd t hat handful of pioneers that i ncluded

Har ry As hmor e , 3 i l l 3aggs , 3il l Emer s on , and a few mor e . "rha t was t he core

group , l at er j oined by Gene Patter son a nd Pet e McKni ght and a f ew others, · he sa i d, "anc

occas i onal ly augment ed by Hoddi ng Car ter or 3ill Ai nor or Ke n r ol er , and still

later by s ome of t he younger ones . And of course Sitton was her e fr om 1958 on,

and I always t hink of Har ol d Flemir~ and J ohn Gr iff i n a s cha r t er member s , t hough

t hey were not news oaper men . r here' s no way I could name them all , no way . It

was a ra uco~'la~b~~i~~ '" rag-t~~O~~d~O~::I:~~

mo st par t - - enl l sted me~~offic ers~~nd I r eme mber t nem all wi t h gr eat affection.

f he camaraderie , the adventure , t he stories, t he l ong-wi nded talk--it was

wonder f ul . rhose days ar e gone now, and so i s t he moment ous a t mospher e , t he

war-like tension t hat built strong bonds among embattled peop l e ."

r here is a cert a in wi stfulness in Popham' s voice as he recalls t he na mes

and the ti~es . Part of it no doubt s tems fr om t he r e porter 's occupa t ional disease ,

t he f irenorse year ning t o get t o t he bl aze ah ead of the pack , but t here is a deeoer

ca use t nat c o~es out i n hi s nar ra t i on of r emembra nce '



3L

"1:1 the context of the times , I t h i nk it's fai r t o s ay that practically

all of the peoole I 've mentioned wer e oro-integr ationis t in s pirit. He would have

differed a good bi t 0:1 t ne ways a nd means of bringing racia l change t o the South,

no doubt , but I t hink we all felt, deeD down , t hat i n t ne interest of fairnes s and

decency , black pe oole s hould have the s ame ba s i c r i ghts and opoor tunities as whi te

peopl e . -~e wer e fed uo witn t ha t I nigger , ni gger I stuff . 'tie unders t ood where

bigot ry a nd meannes s came fr om, wnat caused i t , and we coul d be sympathetic wi th

oeop l e who were caught up i n t hat , out we knew it couldn' t go on, k:lew it was

go ing to end , a :1d we were hooeful beca us e of that . So i n a se ns e you coul d say

we were not obj ect i ve , if ther e i s such a t hing . We had strong fee lings - - a leaning ,

even a bias , you might say- -but I think t he r ec ord s hows that we were very f air,

and sympat hetic t o the plight of Sout her:lers , white and black . I could get fi lled

up wi t h t he segs, but I could a lwals go spit i t out, a:ld not le t it diver t me fr om

trying t o get t he t rue story of what was happeni ng . It was a lot mor e complex than

just a confr ontation between good guys an d bad guys . It was a hi stor i c time, a

s i ngular time of s oci al t ransf ormation , and I think we realized , most of us , t ha t

it was t ne stor y of a lifetime ."

Peopl e who share such dramatic a nd unforget table exoe riences discover

beneath t heir di ver s ity a ki :1ship, a co~~on human i t y . Popham and his colleague s

in t he pre ss and t he academy made such discoveri es , a:1d t heir loyalties to one

another , l i ke fO~hole f r iendsh i ps, were deeo a nd i nde l i bl e:

"-.-Ie :nade conne ct i ons , unders tand? You live i n t he S out.n -c -you know how

it i s . On one l evel, it's what we call our Sout her n conv ersation--who your f at her

was , where l OU went t o school or church , who t a ught you E:1g1ish i n high school .

Connect ions , str ong ties, f amily, friends . Ralph McGi l l court ed ~~ry Elizabeth

Leonar d i n Xashville , and t he l i t t le gi r l :lext door was Frances Evans, who later

became my wife . ~~e dis cover ed t hat ass oc iation early i n our acquaintance , and
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i t deepe ned our fr i endshio. The sane with Ashmore and Fleming, 3aggs and Grif f in,

~ny of t he oth er s . It's al l cart of the co~~on gr ound on which t he deeper leve l

of f rie ndshio and cevotion is built . II

?or t heir par t , t he other s r ecipr ocat ed wi t h e qually warm express ions

of devotion

it woul d be

1960s . 3ut ,

t o POD . ";Iis f r iends have said tha t if t here were no J ohn N. Popham
. ~~

nece s s ar y to i nvent one , " McGill asserted to an ;~. - gathering in t he

he added , " his friends have re l uc t a ntly c onc l uded t hat it woul d not

be poss ible t o create an ot he r one . He is t he fir s t a nd la st. " At about t he s a me

time , Eugene ?at t er s on , McGi l l ' s colleague at t he At l anta Cons t itution , wrot e t hat

Pooharn t s gift - -aside fr om be ing " one of the gr ea t talke r s i n t he Wur l i t zer

tradit i on"--wa s t hat he went out fi rs t t o t he backr oads South a nd "listened to

t he unhea rd pe opl e . " Claude Sit t on called him " Dixi e's cracker-barrel Demos thenes , "

and memor a bly descr i bed his tide water - soaked oratorica l flourishes as being l i ke
~

"d oLl.ons of s orghum syrup spat f r om a Ga t ling gu n. " In a mor e s erious vein, Sit ton

conceded that "I t' s not possible f or a r ep orter t o do n ow fin 1 97~7 what Pop did

during t h ose year s he cover ed t he 3 0uth- -I cer t a inly c ouldn't do i t when I f ollowed

!lim. ~e j ust had s o many contacts , he knew so many people . No r e port er after

him was s urpr ised when a s ha detre e mechan i c ba ck i n s ome Appalachian cove a s ked

after Popham' s he alth . "

Although his duties i n Chat t a nooga r emoved him from the c i t ies a nd t ow ns

t hat be came t he war -z one date lines of the 1960s , Popha m coul d s till be seen

occas i ona l l y in t he t eeming t hr ong, l ooking, wr ote Gene Patterson , "l ike a

larcenous cho irboy, a weathered cherub , " ta l k ing fast, walking fast, r ushing t o

embrace everything and eve ryone in his gras~~ed about hi s

appear a nc e (the nea t sui t s , t he shirts a nd ties , the stingy-brim Dobbs Dr Brooks

Sr others hat wi t h the f ea t her i n t he band ) , his wide-ranging knowledg e , his

stable of famous and a nonymous s ources, his silver tongue, hi s bot t oml es s capacity
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f or c offee .

Xos t of hi s co l league s s ipped stronger f l u i ds on occasion, and a ll of

t hem marve l ed at Popham' s abst i nence , par t i c ular l y on cer emoni a l occa s i ons and

after t rying times '. hen a dr am of bourbon or a jigger of gi n might be s ummoned

t o ease t he t ensions and lubr icat e t he wheels of conve rsat i on . Nith Pop, t h ough,

it was a l ways j ust one cuppa joe aft er another.

n:-,.y reputat i on lias t hat I didn 't dr i nk at a ll," he exp la i ned later .

"I had been known t o drink with t he boys years bef ore , in New York and i n the

military, but I c ould always take it or leave it . Then I came South and got

mar ried and had children, and I was on t he r oad a lot , and I wor ked long hours ,

a nd I needed t o be at my bes t , t o exhi b i t the keenest concentration and j udgment .

Dr i nki ng wa s not a pr oblem f or me , but I decided t o give it up--f or my hea l th,

my work, my family . It '.as just a discipline thing, you see . I cou l d enjoy t he

c ompany of my friends who drank just as much wi t hout dr i nking with them ."

For t went y years , Popha m never t ouched anything a l cohol i c . Then, on

a February afternoon i n 1969, he stood wi t h the surviv i ng ~ar Cor respondent s i n

John Griffin 's of f i ce in Atlanta, t he remna nt ga thered t o honor t he ir departed

f riend Ralph McGi l l , wi t h Bi l l Baggs havi ng pr eceded h im in death jus t weeks

ear lier , a nd whe n the ot her s lifted a t oas t t o Ralph , Pop ca lml y s plasned a

little bour bon over s ome ice cubes and r a i sed nis gla s s t o eye level. "He l ooked

ar ound at each of us without s a ying anythi ng, " Gene Patter son r eca lled l ater,

" a nd t he n he drank t ne whi s key . 'tie wer e all speechless , ast onished . Finally ,

Ashmore f ound his voi ce . 'P op,' he said, 'aren ' t you afraid it'll make you

garr ulous ? '"
executive vice-

Ashmor e , thenApresident of t he Center f or the Study of Lemocratic

Instituti ons on the ~est Coas t , was dee DIy involved dur ing t he 1960s i n a number

of world peace init ia t ive s inspired by t he dramat ic encyclical of Pope J ohn XXII I
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known as Pacem i n Terr is (Peace on Ear th) . He directed t he or gani za t ion and

staging of two major convocati ons of wor l d figur es a round t ha t t heme- -one in

~ew York in 1965, t he ot her i n Geneva , Swi tzerla nd, t wo years later - -and in

1967, As h~ore and his ~ ld f r iend 3ill 3aggs made a secret j ourney t o Nor t n

Vi et nam f or an audience with Ho Chi Minn in Hanoi. They r eturned f or more taL~s

t he f ~llowing year, and t hen co-authored a book, Miss i on t o Hanoi, ab out t he i r

i mpr obable ques t f or a route t o peace in Southeast Asia .

That t he independent di plomatic mi s s ions of Ashmore and 3aggs did

not br ing an early end to t he war was disappoint ing , but not suror is ing ; they

~ere , af ter al l , j ust t~ o men , two r es ourceful Sout hern talkers , up agains t t he

pr i de and fury of nations in a l ife-and-dea th conf l i ct . Perhaps if t hey had

t a ken the entir e cont i ngent of Southern ~ar Cor re s pondent s and Camp Follower s - -

~c3ill and Emer so n, Fleming and Griff in, and most of all the voluble and l oquac i ous

Pooham, t he warr i or-diplomat, t he orince of prose - -the out c ome might have been· ~ _
~ w' 49d~t.AU

• d~'f.fe ent . '~'ca ou iruagine P'Phajn,,&.~ing one-on-one 3",L. ' Ho Chi Mi nh?"
-WJ~ ~ ~, \ .

.! ~ . "Talk about your Pacem in Terris --you ' d have the

South's t op Possum taking ove r the terrace , and t he porch , and the fr ont r oom,

and t he kitchen , and wherever two or nor e were gather ed . He 'd s ue for peace ,

armed wi th nothi ng more t han his own perpetual or a tor y . "

3y t he tine Popham 's r et ir ement party came ar ound i n 1977 , 3aggs and

McGill were gone and t he Vietnam ~ar was over and Jimmy Carter was i n t he c' ni t e

Hous e , Rut h Holmberg , publishe r of t he Chat tanooga Ti mes t hr oughout Fop 's~~cL
t hirty -year s oj ourn in t he Sout h , staged t he surprise gather i ng in t he station-bound

Wabas h Cannonball , and mos t of the ~ar Corresoondents and Popham Semi nar i a ns came

t o j oin t ne Holmber gs and Sulzbergers and Turner Cat l edge and Frances Popham in

a t oast and r oast of t heir favorite r epor t er . Har ol d Fleming called t he ga t her i ng

" t he conf l ue nce of t wo grea t ora l t r ibutar ie s , t wo no bl y gar r ulous traditi ons ,"
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Another of t he anecdotes r eca lled t ha t night by Tur ner Ca t l edge and
p~

embellished by Popham himsel f c oncer ned ~ expense account af ter c overing t oe

Henry Wallace pr es i dent i a l campaign through t he South in 19h8. The l ong and

hilarious tale of a ten- to f ourteen-day swing from North Carolina through

Tennessee, Al aba ma , Mississippi, and Arkansas incorporated a cast of characters

that included folk singer Pete Seeger, a cadre of left-wing radicals, Wallace's

black secretary, assorted Southern straight men, reporters such as E~ Folliard

of the Washington Post, the colorful and controversial candidate, and)\narrator
J

Popham. There were countless motorcades and train trips and hotel stops--sometimes

as many as three registrations a day~""~n the end, Popham chose t o frame his

expense acc ount to The Times i n the f orm of a long narrative that ran to about

a dozen pages. "The acc ounting deoartment kicked it up to me, "Catledge recalled,

"and I or der ed t hem to pay it. It had everything--lunches in tne woods, l aundry,

entertainment , even a watermelon. I sent a copy up to the Neiman Founda t i on at

Harvard and they printed it in their house organ. It was a rare document."
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and t he jour na l i s t s and educat ors, as if t o or ove t he obse r va t i on , proc eeded t o

fil l t he old rai lwa y club car a nd di ner to overf lowing with laughter and cheer

and t or r ent s of high-octane Southern talk .

One aft er another , h is cont emporarie s r ose t o lift Popham up and do him

inr- Gene Patt ers on, Har ry Ashmore , Harold Fl emi ng, Bil l Emer s on, each strivip~

t o acc ompl i sh Ruth Holmberg 's sta ted ourpos e : "to make Pop speechless . " Fleming ' s

ode t o t h e hon oree ("To a Popham: Retiring but Neve r Shy " ) c ontained t hese l ilting

verses:

Dec k the l odge with oer s i flage ,
Popham' s s tepping down .
Hi s peer f or sheerest ve r biage
Never will be f ound.

~ith wni te and black, with ba d and good ,
Popham' s stock stayed high ,
Fo r when t he y asked him wnere he stood ,
He just s aid, "Semper fil"

I f at the pear ly gates s ome day
St. Peter bids me, "S t op ! "
I ' l l only need t o s mile and say,
" I'm a friend of Pop."

For delightful and out r ag eous ex ces s, Emer son , a s usual , t ook t he

prize. He asserted t hat Popham had "talked t he South thr ough the crisis of

, I

~t
t he

s ixties," and t hat h i s rambling dis s ertat i ons on Sartre and Camus were some t imes

s o stuoefy ing t o h i s Dixi e audi ences that "it made you want to l ay on your back,

put yo ur f eet up i n t he air , and l ose your wi ll t o l i ve ." Pa t t e r s on ha d alrea dy

described how "caffe i ne i gnited Pop, " but Emer s on claimed it was a ll a camouflage.

'"Noen coffe e got up to t he pr i c e of booze ," he said, "POD switched. Al l along ,

t he s neaky l i t t l e devil was savi ng hi s l iver f or his twilight yea r s . "

Finally, t he man h i ms e l f was inv i t ed t o res pond , a nd it was clear t hat

Holmbe r g ' s g oal of r ender i ng him s peech l ess ha d a lmost bee n acnieved . "There's

very l i t tle I can say he r e t onight , " he be ga n , "ex cept t o exor ess my gra t itude
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and s ur prise and t ha nks t o all. " He t ol d how ne ha d f irs t met 1 Catledge

in a bar acr oss the street fr om rhe ~e~ York T~mes of f i ce s i n Mannattan: "It

was a favor ite af ter -nours watering nol e f or newspa per people , and I was t her e

with s ome c ol l eague s, and Cat ledge, st a ndi ng nea r by , heard me t a l ki ng. We nad

not met at t he ti~--t~~t 's a big newsoaper , yeu know--and he ca~e up to me and

said , 'Are y ou fr om t ne South?' And that wa s the beginning of a long j ourney tha t

now, thir ty years l ater , has brought me her e t onight. "

Popham sa i d a little more about his friends : "I owe s o much t o all of

you , mor e t ha n I cou l d ever r epay . The knowledge , t he wi s dom, ~~e trave l i ng ,

the grea t st or i es- - s o many l ovely hours together . " And t he n, uncharacteris tically,

he s t opped , and sat down . And all t he others r ose as one and aDpl auded him f or

a l ong t ime .

*

The pas s i ng of Baggs and McG i l l mar ked t he end of an era f or the litt l e

band of Soutnern ~ar Cor r espondents and Camp Fol lowers , a nd in t hat same spring

of 1969, another era began when 30b Anders on, Ed Crawford , 30race Renegar and a

s ma l l coterie of h i gher ed uca t i on spec i a l i s t s staged t he f irst Popham Semi nar at

a n Atlanta ho t el . The obj ect i ve of t he ass embly wa s t o keeo alive t he dialog

t hat had started between higher ed ucation and t he pres s dur i ng t he tense decade

of the 19605 , but only f our of t ne fifte en Deoole who at t ended the fi r s t gathering

reoresented the ores s - -Popham and 3i l l Emerson among them- -and onl y two of t he four

wer e act i vely engaged in t he practice of journa l i sm in t he Sout h . (Emers on

was act ual l y between j obs , having had h i s editorial hor s e shot out f r om under

him a t the Saturday Even i ng Pos t a short t ime befor e . The Post 's death t hroes had

caused Emer son t o miss 3aggs ' s funeral , prompt ing his i rreverent f riend Ashmor e

and t elev i s i on newslllan Sand er Va nocur t o s e nd hi m a tel egram f r om ~IiamL "Sorry
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I can't make i t t o yours , either , " it said. It was signed • 3ill Baggs . ' )

T~ose who want ed a for ma l , ag enda -bas ed seminar ar gued t heir case

ear l y, but los t ; '. hat evol ved '. as , in Anders on's des cr iptive phrase , "an

~
i nf ormal bull s ess i on, unstr uct urr unr ecorded , and unreported," and t hat first

meeting i n At l anta set the pat t er n for all t ne other s t o come.

" Peoole ~ve asked me if I f ee l complL~ented t o ~ve t hese affairs

named f or me , " Popham once sa i d t o t he gr oup. "I said no, not at all. I don't

t ake it as an honor . I t was a very pr agmat i c choice, you see. I t ' s ca lled t he

Popham Uns t ruc t ured Semi nar becaus e i t 's meani ngl ess , misdirected , and meander ing- -

just like me."

Subs equent seminars were he ld in Cnar- Lot t.es vt.Ll.e , Virginia, in 1971,

New Or l eans in 1972, Raleigh in 1974, Atlant a in 1975, and ~a sh ington in 1976,

before t he memor abl e Chattanooga r et irement par t y in 1977. The pr e -r et irement

gat herings brought t ogether an ever-expanding an d r otating r oster of educators

an d j ourna l i sts, veter ans and newc omer s al i ke, as we l l as a scattering of

polit i cians and a f ew women. The s tandi ng age nda was i dentified by Ed Crawf ord

as "the huma n condition . " J oe Cu.1l.~ing of Newsweek descr ibed t he semina r s as

"a cons piracy t o mythol ogize the de- mythologiz i ng LOf t he S out~7. · He marveled tna t

"so many good and gamey stories and ideas were piled and flung."

Former Sout~ern Regional Educa t i on Board staff member s Ruth Smith and

Jean J ohns on t ook Dart in the di s cus s ions at the At l anta meet i ng i n 1975, and

after t hat t he gatherings routinel y i nc l uded f emale par t ic ioants . Politicians

who j oi ned i n fr om time t o t i me i ncl uded Sena t or Bi l l Br ock of Tennessee, f ormer

Gove rnor s Sid McMat h of Arkansa s and LeRoy Col lins of Fl or i da and Linwood

30l ton of Vi rgi ni a , and f ormer Congres sman Brooks Hays of Ar kansas . To t he

r egr e t of ma ny at thes e periodic assembli es , black gues t s have been eve n mor e

cons pi cuo us ly abs ent t han women and polit icians ; onl y J ohn Lewis, now t he



41

c ongressman fr om Atlanta , has ever joined in any of the War Cor respo ndent or

Seminar activities, and he onl y once . "I t hink," said one ol d- t imer , "this i s

j us t t oo dis reputabl e a gr oup t o attract a higher class of Lnmat.es , " Eff or ts

t o pers uade non-wh ites t o oar t i c ipat e are continuing .

Xost of t he semi nar s since 1977 have been he l d in t he At lant a area ,

t he most notabl e exce pt ion being a 1932 retrea t at Sape lo I s l a nd on t he Georgi a

coas t . The 1931. s ession, back in Atlanta , pai d

editorial work a t the Ra leigh News and Obser ver

Prize . Seminarians Ed Crawfor d , Rudy Pate, and

hono~Claud~on, whose wri t i ng a!

had : ~j. a Pulitzer

Bob Anders on s Ubs eque ntly have

been singled out for rec ognition at the meetings , not s o much f or pr i ze -winning

as f or wha t Bi l l Faulkner, another Southerner of note, valued most l endurance.

Aft er the Sapelo adventur e , charter Seminar ian John Folger , a fo r mer

Souther n Regi onal Educa tion Boar d staf£e r since gone on t o

se r vi ce in Fl orida , Tennessee, and Colorado, w~de one more

hi gher f i elds of

e­
attempt t o har~s s

t he ext emperaneous or al en erg ies of Popham a nd t he other veteran verbalists .

" It wa s a grea t oopor t uni t y t o visit wit h ol d friends , and t o r eviv e our ' bondi ng '

to t he flowi ng cul t ura l t raditions of t he new Sout h, " he wr ote in a post-ses s i on

cr i t i que , and he added I "I suggest a ner et i ca l t hought I t ha t we select a t heme

of a mor e curr ent nature whicn the Seminar i ans might di s cus s af t er t he usual

obe i sance t o Cl i nton, Lit t l e Rock, t he U. S. ~arines and ot he r mil est ones of

r eg i onal pr ogr ess . There ar e s ome very br i ght peopl e who assemble at t hes e

meetings , and I f eel a l i ttle chea t ed i f t hey onl y t e l l Southern war stor i es."

Fol ger was not pr opos i ng anyt hing so f or ma l as an or gani za t i on, or officers ,

or even adva nce pLa nntng , "You woul dn I t need an agenda ," he wrote , "just a

c ouple of pe ople who mi ght put out a few ideas f or discussion . "

The mode st s uggesti on never r eac hed t he tria l stag e . Good intent i ons

not wi ths t a nding, t he pr eponder ance of ga thered jour nalis t s and educat or s see med
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content t o leave the daily imoeratives of t heir wor k behind and t o enjoy tne

"seminars" as a day or two of s ocial and cultural and even spiritual renew al

u~rre d by so much as a h i nt of seriousness or f ormality . These were times t o

eat , drink, cnat, chuckle , and perhaps mos t of all to list en as Popham and t he

other soellbindi ng Sout hern orator s hel d for th in what Haro l d Flemip~ called

"the twil i ght of t he or a l tradition. "

Tnere was much of his t orical i mportance i mbedded in t he stories, and

al though separating t ne ore f r om t he s lag could s ometimes be tedious and

t ime-consuming, t.'le effort was of t en r ewarding. Fleming , f or example , has on

occa s i on given a vivid a nd t norough account of the circumstances t hat led t o t he

pUblication i n 1954 of The Negro and t he Schools, a pathf inding survey and report

on s egrega t i on in public education on t he eve of t.~e u. S. Supreme Court ' s

mome ntous Brown dec ision, and so has Harry Ashmore, who directed t he s tudy, and

J ohn Gr iff i n, who worked with Fleming and other s on t he proj ect staff . Ashmor e

t ook l ea ve f r om the Arkansas Gazette t o complete t he massive j ob in les s than

a year . The Ford Foundation 's Fund f or t he Adva ncement of Education fina nced

t he pr ojec t , and Southerners carried i t out - -As hmor e , Fleming , Griffin, staf f

director Phi l ip Ha~r , Mozel l Hill, Ruth Morton, Guy J ohnson, Robert Leflar ,

Ernst Swanson, J ohn ~clachlan , Tr uman Pi erce , Hylan Lewis, and about t wo doz en

other s , men an d women, whi t e and black.

The Kegro and t ne Scho ol s was not only t he firs t r esponsible wor d fr om

the South on t he is sue of school desegregation; it als o s erved as t he basis for

a cont i nui ng s t udy by j ournal i s t s and educators of the South's respons e t o

revol ut i onary so c ial change . The Southern EducationRep~ttl~~

s uccess or or gani za t ion, the Race Rel at i ons I nfor ma t ion Center , ."81 ae7"\Yll V
Xa s hvi l l e witn s uppor t f r om the Ford Foundat i on and other oni l ant nropi c gr oups

fr om 1954 to 1973.
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"'"hen I t ook~ fr om the Gazette Ln 1953 t o start t hat project,"

s a id Ashmor e, "I reme :nber telling a veter an Ar kansas polit i c i a n about i t , and

he said , ' Son, it sounds t o me like you 've got yourself in the pos ition of a

ma n r unni ng f or son ofabitch wi t hout oppos ition. I I als o rerr.ember asking Pop f or

adv ice. 'You've got t o do it, of course,' he said . ' It' s v i t a l, t :-'e t i me i s

rignt, a nd you're t he man fo r the j ob.' Ashmore's incisive and exc e l lent book

on Amer i can racis ~, Hear t s and Mi nds , published in 1982 , give s a gener al acc ount

of t he 1953-54 study- -with s omewha t less de t a i l and color t han has been heard

in t he r ambling , anecdotal ver sions a t the Popham Semi nars.

Ot her war s tor ies , mor e humorous and pr obab ly l ess historica l l y

s i gnif i cant , linger oleasantly i n t he minds of veteran Seminarians. There was
......... W>t'D

t he t i me at C l inton~hen Ted Poston, a black reporter fr om t he New Yor k Post,

vent ured ont o the street during a lul l in the act i on. Murr ay Ke mpton, another

Nor t her n reporter, may have been with him. "They were wearing walking shorts, "

s aid Popham , " t he sor t of attire you might s ee on a Br iti s h fiel d off ic er in

the t ropics , but not what men i n east Tennessee wor e i n t hose days . I f eared

f or t heir l i ves. At ab out t hat t ime, word came t o us of a new disturbance up

i n Ke ntucky, and I s ugge sted t o Poston and Ke mpton t hat t:-'ey hurry up ther e to

check i t out . I di dn ' t br eathe easy until tney were safely out of t own."

And t hen t here was t he time, ver y ear ly in Popham's r eturn t o t he

South, when he f ound himself in jai l in Jackson, Miss is s ippi. "I had been

covering t he gove r nors conference a t '.-Takulla Spr ings , Florida," he said. "This

was i n the spring of 1948, after the Dixiecrats had or gani zed t heir exodus from

t ne Democr at i c Par t y. They walked out of the conven t ion i n Phi ladelphia later

t hat s~~er, an d they ran Governor Strom Thurmond of South Carolina and Gove rnor

Fiel di ng Nright of Miss issi poi as a president i al t i cket tha t f a l l. I had managed

t o get myself on s peaking terms with those gentlemen at t he conference i n Fl orida,
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mee t i ng at a bl ack church t here, an d whil e i t was in pr ogre s s , two w~i te men

w~o t ur3ed out t o be pla inc lot~es police~e n wal ked in a~d i3vi ted me out s ide .

I Are you -"hite ? I one of them sa id t o me . I acknowledged t nat, I -"as , and t hey

t ook me downt own 3.nd l ocked me up . I s t ayed in j a i l for four hour s . ~crd of

my pl ight r eached ?ercy Gr een, a wr i t er f or t he black paoer i n Jacks on, and he

ca l l ed Ken Toler i n t he ca pi ta l press c orps, and Ken called Gove~nor Wrigh t ,

and the gove r nor , r emember i ng our conver sa t ion a few days ea r l ier , called up
,

t he mayor of Jacks on and tol d him to turn me loose . It was t he only time I ever

got t aken out of t ne game, and it r e i nfor ced my determina t ion t o keep t he l i nes

open t o all s i des as I moved a bout trying to cover t his great stor y of t he

South's transformati on."

A3d s o he did. Wi t h the Dix iecrat supersegs and ol d-guard Popul ists,

the bourbons and buff oons , Ule courtly Old South aristocra t s and t he come l y

New South orogressives , Popham t a l ked and lis t ened mor ni ng, noon, an d nigh t - -

and whatever t heir i de ological pos i t ion on t he ~onumental issues of th e time,

they al l came t o r egard hi m as an hones t scrivener trying t o do his job in a

pr of es s iona l manner , and t hey r es oect ed him f or t hat. Some on t he l i beral

side of t he sca le , fe e ling an inst inct ive kins hi p, came t o value him as a

personal f r iend.

One of t he l att er was LeRoy Col lins, Fl or i da ' s governor fr om 1955 to

1961. "J onn Popham wa s not a politician, not in t he f r ont r ank of c ons picuous

r ef orm organ izat ions " i n t hose year s , Colli ns wrote in 1955 . "Nevert hel es s , he

came t o know mor e about t he Sout h, i t s peopl e , i t s pr i de, its limi tations , i ts

pot ent i a l " t han anyone el se t he gover nor coul d call t o mind . He added :

"Pop wa s f ar mor e t han a f i ne r epor t er . -~~i le he probabl y would never

admit it, I t hink he was a mis sionary, sa ving souls as well as a region and
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nat i on . He be l ieved i n a future f or t he South that would bring out the best in

our people of all r aces, re l i gi ons and callings . iie shared hi s ins ights

with may or s , gover nors and ~~ber s of Congr e s s . Every time ne ca me my way , he

did mor e talking than I di d. And t he knowl edge I ga i~ed f r om hi m, I shared

with others . He was a man I coul d under st a nd, admire , and a ver i t abl e wel l s pr i ng

of i nforma tion that was l oaded with i mpor tant meaning f or t he Sout h . "

Keeping t he lines open- -that ·. as Pop 's t r ademark. "fhe man has no

known enemies ," one of his colleagues explained, and Pop himself , i n one of

his stream-o f -consci ousness s oliloquies , made the same point :

'~ace was clearly t he over r i di ng i ssue in the South , but t here was s o

much mor e : t he cities , rural peop le , local gover nment s , county ag ent s and

ex periment stat i ons , the pul pwood industry-- i t goe s on and on, and i t all ties

t ogether . Hy God , what happened t o all t hos e kids I went to high scnool with?

iii -Y, reading the Bibl e, clean living , plain middle class people who have made

nice anonymous l ives f or t hemselves. f ney're not wild men - - tney ' r e or di nary

of duPont's

t he change ,~rt of

Fifty per cent

people. : knew t hat world existed, ~nd s o~

along with t he pol i t i c i ans and the~arid~uPont.
investments were in six Sout hern states, and they wer e passing t he word to their

managers : 'You're goi ng to have t o ac c ommodate.' f he power shifts , t he vot ing

shi fts, t he money shifts --you had to know all of t ha t t o understand what was

hapoening on t he s urf ace , with t he gover nor s a nd all. I n t ne universities t here

were some r i s i ng young administrators , operators , people who could work wi th the

politicians. I didn't just cover falmadge--I also cover ed t he Southern Regional

Council , and the black colleges . Most reporters fo llowed a whi t e habi t - - they

didn't see anything happening at t he black colleges , so t hey stayed away. But

I went to t he i r meetings and confe rences , and I stayed around af t e r . ar d f or bull

sessi ons, and I wrote about them. The Southern Regional Education Boar d , t ne
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Race Relati ons I nstit ute at Fisk, Char l es S. J ohns on, Thurg ood Marshall, Ruby

Hurley, Harold Flemi ng at sac, j ournal i sts, prof ess or s - -he l l , t hey were all

impor t ant , key oeopl e, and most of t hem unknown . Tne governor s conferences--

I c overed s o many of them, I could just about run them . I cover ed t he Henry

Nallace campa i gn in 1948, and t he Dixi ecr a ts tha t same year, and tne state

delegat ions at t he national c onve nt i ons . I had a gif t of ga b--plus I t r uly

think I never hurt anybody. f hey hurt thems elves somet i mes , but I went at i t

s t ra ight - -ther e 's a way t o do it- -so when I wrote s t or i es quoting t hem on t he

race issue, t hey' d usually r emember t hat I ' d also writ t en about t heir ot her

efforts, t he good t hings t hey wer e doi ng, and t hat governor woul d usually say,

'Well, t his story ma kes me l ook l i ke a f ool, but old Pop's fair.' I was fair-­

f air t o his l ife, t o hi m as a per son. I t he lped me , whereas it hurt s ome ot her s

who began t o cover t he South l ater on, who got ident ified as t he guY who only

sticks hi s head in the door when you' r e be ing called a s onofabitch, and he wa nts

t o know how do you s oell your name with s onofabi t ch. I got acqua i nt ed, I f ound

out where the good r es taurant s were, I got t o know t he bar tender s and t he wa iters .

I knew enough t o c over all t he ba s es , to call a g over nor or be seen out on t he

street with t he local power figure--eating, drinking, be ing seen ar ound, checki ng

with l awyers, learni ng about families , old milit ary connect ions . I t's buYing

a l i t tle pr otection, it 's k,owing wna t t o say, it' s findir~ out where t o be the

next day . I never r an fr om anybody , but I never was in serious t r oubl e. It ' s

a s ense of security--I knew who I was. The South has a lot of that--a c losene ss ,

a family t hing: ' I knew your daddy , ' or 'He fought in t he marines t ogether. '

Growing up f eeli ng i t' s a war m worl d. Bl acks - - how swiftly t hey can give t heir

l ove t o a ch i l d, a niece , a cousin . In t he North, i n the cities , i t ca n be t hat

way wi thin a small family c i rcle , or on one f l oor of a t enement building , but

t he circle is very smal l. I was willing to l ea r n fr om ot her peopl e , all kinds
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of pe opl e . They ha d wisdom. I owe t hem a gr ea t debt. I f I did anything useful ,

it Was discovering how many really good oeople t her e were i n the South, peoo l e

who had no other way t o be known , t o be hea r d , exce~t t hr ough a stor y i n The

New York Times . So ~ny people woul d c ome f r om uo East , and t hey c ouldn't get

thr ough t hat mas k the Southerner had on . You had to take pains to under s t and

and r eport . All t hose gr ea t black and whi te peool e with t remendous t a l ents and

abilities , and t he gr eat af ~ection s ome of t hem ha d built t ogether , worki ng t o

transform the South- -and you coul dn ' t f i nd many pe opl e in tne North who knew that

any s uch t hing exi s ted. They saw t he Sout h as a monol i th. I knew bet t er. And

underneath it all there was so much humor , even t hough you wer e deal ing with a

tragic story . I t wa s t he savi ng gr ace , i t was what sustained people , what all owed

them t o keep t heir sanity . It was a t ime of grea t events, and people were exci t ed

by t he vent ure . There was a closene ss , almost like in wart i me-- a nd it ~ a war.

Ther e were t a cticians as br illiant as Lee, a s adroit, as misunder stood. And

t here was t h e growing r ealization t hat by God, it was going t o work t his time.

The Sout h couldn 't kee p on s aying, ' Never!' There would be some l ost s kirmishes,

but not the battle, not the war . The South was going t o change . It was a great

t i me, a gr ea t t i :ne--and a great bea t on which t o pract i ce the skills of j ournalism."

Vintage Popha m, non-stop Popham. I t was monologues s uch as t his t hat

i nsoi red t he f ormation of t he Popham Seminars i n t he f irst place, a nd i t was t he

amazing abil ity of Popham, Ashmor e , Emers on, and t he other Nar Correspondents and

Camp Followers t o sustain ~~e leve l of r het oric t ha t doomed all ef fo r t s t o

As a warm-up f or th~ 1979 seminar , Popnam s t ood befor e
~a...~\"-v""'~<'v

a group of university sci ence wr i t ersl\and t alkJd f or an hour wi t hout gla ncing at

a note , r oaming t hr ough time f r om t he Dark Ages t o the Spa ce Age, t hrough geography

f rom anci ent China t o modern Cna t t anooga ,

"Fifty yea r s ago I wa s a cub re oorter in New Yor k, ' he be gan, "and t hat
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was i n Pr ohibi t i on t i mes--s pea keasies and s o f orth. And a t tha t par ticul ar time

ther e was a very poou~ar pl ac e for newspaoermen t o hang out in the Brooklyn Heights

sect i on . The Bro oklyn Heights sect i on i s a very f amous old par t of America. I t

is where Tallyrand wal ked wit h a gold -headed cane when he was a refugee fr om

Fr a nce . I t 's . nere Eamon DeVal er a was bor n, who l a t er went to I rel and to lead

t ha t oar t i cular r evol ution. It 's where Count Svorsa was l iving aft er Mus s ol i ni

had driven hL~ out of Italy. ! t ' s where Walt Wnit~an, as edit or of the Br ookl yn

Eagle, used t o wa lk t he s t reets and sp out his poet ry . And ther e was a beer

garden t here in the basement of a h ouse , r un by a man named Hagger t y . We would

dr ink ther e at night--you c ould get a large pi t cher of home brew f or a dollar.

The bricklayers and p~asterers and latherers who worked on t he buildings were

Irish, and t hey would c ome t here. But yo u see, they weren't just bricklayers and

pla s t er ers and lather er s - - they were t he first urban guerrillas i n modern history.

They had all fought with t he I r i sh Republ ican Ar~. Many of t hem had been at

Phoenix Park in Dublin i n 1916, an d t hey had had t o f l ee Ir el an d when t heir cause

crumbled i n about 1922. . "

0n t he stor] went, t hr ough t he Bolshevi k Revolut i on, t hr ough Andre

~a lraux and Man ' s Fat e , back t o Prince Henry t he Na vigator in t he sixteenth

century, f orward t o Benj ami n Franklin and Thomas Jefferson serving successively

as early A~r ican envoys t o France , backward and f orward, up and down, in and

out , weaving a t ao e st ry of his tory and human c omedy. The audi ence was mesmeriz ed,

beguiled, he l d i n thrall. Fi nal ly , appropriately, mir aculous l ] , Popham tied t he

long discourse i nto a single s oar ing structure with a verbal oortr ai t of a gr ea t

scientist , Christ opher ~ren, an astr onomer, an architech, a Renaissance Man, who

des i gned forty of t h e gr ea t cathedr a l s and churches of London in t he seventeenth

century , and whose body i s bur i ed i n t he walls of St . Paul's Cathedr a l ,

" . • • and over his t omb is a motto which says in Latin si monumentum
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r equiris c i rcumspece - -whi ch translates, ' If you seek his monument , l ook ar ound

you . ' And I submit t o you this eveni ng t hat if you seek our monument , l ook

around you on t his un~vers ity- -vibrancy , f r eed om, bel i ef , conf i dence , f as ci nat i on

with t he human mi nd, l ifting yoursel ves t o a co~on pur pos e . ~e all f unct i on

so much better when we ha ve a sense of meani ng f or a l l t he peopl es of the wor l d

tha t we can share wi t h. An open and fr ee s ociety. ~~ny f l aws , many f l aws--I

don ' t ques t ion that. aut nevertheless , it 's s t i l l a grand design, and s t i l l a

gr eat adventure . Not s ome pyramids left by an aristocr a t , not s ome grea t l and

holdings in t he ha nds of some ma jesty, not great arches and t riumphal Cae sars

and soldiers - -but vibrant , living, democratic i ns titut ions t hat every single

one of us can shar e in and do s omethi ng ab out. We are invol ved in orobabl y t he

gr ea t es t advent ure t hat man has ever had in t he Wes ter n world. We are t he

unque stioned shapers of the whole tning . And I suggest to you t hat if you go

back home and see it that way, we may endure . "

The science wr i ter s exploded i n applaus e and cheers . They had just

been sent on a noble miss i on, and they charged f r om the ro om l i ke t he Gi pper ' s

gladiator s. The smi l i ng , sagacious PossUffi. had taken t he terrace by charm.

Not long after hi s retirement f r om t he Chat t anooga Ti mes, Johnny Popham

turned hi s r est l es s energy t o an unfinis hed endeavor that he had laid aside mor e

t han t hirty years before - -the s t udy of l aw . Several days each wee k f or six

months, he commuted bet ween Chat t an ooga and Nashvi lle- -a 270-mile r ound tr i p- -

t o attend classes. Tne gr ea t distance and t he r e s t r i ctions of wint er weather

f inally s t opped h im. Living as he and Frances did on the Ge orgia side of Lookout

~ountain , he t hen decided t hat as a r es i dent of Georgia he should go i ns t ead t o

school in At l a nt a--and s o, f or more than three y ears , he drove t he r ound-tr i p

distance (a mer e 220 mi l e s) t hree or f our times a week. Finally , in 1992, t he

vigorous and indomitabl e J ohn Nicholas Popham III , sevent y-two year s young,
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~ched in a s olemn oroce ssional with a bout f orty ot her men and women t o r eceive

t he Doc tor of J ur i s prudence degree f rom t he J ohn Y~rsha ll Law School of At l a nta .

I t would be ha r d t o i~gine a man mor e s uit ed--by exoerience as well

as t raining , by phi l os ophica l bent , by character-- t o t ne majesty of t he law, and

t o i ts f oundations of trut h, j us tice , and fairness. But sometimes t he law, as

a Di ckens charac ter onc e sai d, i s a n a ss; i n its :nindl ess obs ess i on with

i nstitutional self- pr es ervati on, it may l ose t he a bility t o di st ingui s n bet'~ een

wha t i s corr ect a nd pr oper , i n a nar r ow sens e , and wnat is t rue an~ wise l i n a

iversa l sense . ~ t.f....l . t1J...A.L, I!l.---.?~) tk..G~~
~~y to~ ~.

Severa l t i mes since trl.s gradua t ion, Popham ha s t aken t he Georgia Bar

Exam and f ai l ed t o get enough correct answers. A ma n of s ome pr ide , he is

unwi l ling t o pursue cr am courses and int ens ive coaching i n pre par a t ion f or t ne

test--a nd without s uch artif i c ia l inst ruction , he is not likely ever t o s ucceed .

He is not bitter a bout h i s fail ure , or t he system's ; on th e contrary, he is

quiet l y pr oud of hav ing survived t he r i gor ous discipline of l earning t he law,

even t hough he is t echnica l ly pr ohi bited fr om practic ing i t .

I'ne l aw is the l oser , i t and the peopl e it prot ects . I mag ine t he sight

and sound of J onn N. Popham, counsel f or the def ense , del ivering ~~e closing

argument i n a courtroom!

*

I n the post - noon l ull, befor e t he cr owd gat nered f or cockta i l s a nd

dinner and t he ce lebrat i on of his seventy-f ifth birt hday, Popham was ensc onced

in the hot el bar with a lit tle clutch of early arr ivals. A renovation of t he

l obby was i n pr ogress , a nd the i ntrus i ons of no i s e and dust a nd Ge orgia hea t

s eeped under t he barr oom door s , but the ma n of t he hour oai d t hem no mi nd . He

r emoved hi s stingy-brin st raw ha t and blotted the sweat around his thatch of
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t hinni ng gray hair . He wor e a ~earing a id in each ear --and, with t hose as

his badges of ent itl ement , he was entertaining t ne group with a "deaf " joke .

rne punch l i ne was coming :

"'Wnat' d he say? ' t ne woma n asked , and her husband r epl i ed, ' He said

~e t hinks ne knows y ou f r om eo.newaer-e e Ls e, ! "

r he table erupted in ga l es of laught er a s Popham blinked and smi l ed .

He se emed hi s us ual ebull ient self - -e nerget i c , l oquac i ous, ea rthy and irreverent ,

laughi ng hardest at hi s own f oibles , greeting and embracing one and al l wi t h

mer r y delight . As ~~e afternoon progres s ed , a few of hi s c l os est fr i ends may

ha ve detected a l ittle a ge in hi s eye s . Perha os t he year s had s l owed him by a

ha l f - s tep, by a few RPMs; hefS omehowl seemed}mor e r elaxed, maybe quie t er, at

moment s almost s ubdued- - or was i t just a mellowness ? ~tever it was, you had

t o l ook c l osely t o s ee i t . He was, as aLvays , still s t i ;nul a t ed and animated

and ene r gized by t he gi ve and take of good conver sa t i on, good Sout hern t alk,

a nd when s ufficientl y prOV Oked , he coul d still deliver an el egant and e l oquent

extemporaneous s olil oquy , whether t he audience was a s i ngl e person or a huge thr ong.

a t his favor iteHe demons t r at ed the \Iif~ over beer and hamburgers
XN\J.AJ ~~ ~.

Chat t anooga lunch s pot one after noonA. At a corner table f or two, t he talk ranged

over numerous subjects bef ore it fina lly turned, as it of ten does, t o t ne once

and future South. A jukebox deliver ed c o~~try musi c i n t he backgr ound . Leaning

f orNard on his elbows, Popham wa s deep in t hought, turning a question over in hi s

mi nd, t hen ta l king r api dl y, hi s v oice gr adually ris i ng over the mus i c . I n t he

c ool semi -darkness, he was addressing tne cont i nui ng ident i ty , f or be t ter or worse ,

of the Sout h as a s epara te place :

"rhere ' s cha nge , pl ent y of i t , and s ome of it is regret table , disaopointing .

r he sameness , the rv, the f ast f ood, all ~f t hat. r her e 's no magnol ia heaven her e ,

there never was. 3ut t he character of t he South at its bes t is stil l here , and
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it will linger, I think it will survive . It's always bee n t here, y ou know-­

t he feeling f or hi s t or y , for family, t he closeness, t he s i ncerity. There wi ll

a lways be an element of decency her e , leadi ng as well as f ollowing . ~e 've got

s o~ g ood people i n ~ongress now, and i n t he statehous es--incl udi ng many blacks-­
"S'-

and I rea l ly be lieve they'll pre serve those t hings we know t hat make us

Sout her ners. Shed t h e negative s t uff, the bad stuff, t he sh~~ biz, and r et a i n

our best. We ' l l be an i dent if i abl e region, in t he best sense, f or a long time

t o c ome. You know t he qua l i t i es --the fami lies, the f eelings, t he food, the or al

traditions, t he humor, t he eccentric ities. We'll still have an identity, and

it ' ll be a pos itive one.

IIBut will '~ e in our lifetime see the end of racism, and of the problems

it ca uses? I don 't think s o. Ther e have been many good cha nges, of c ourse, but

we have done so much wrong all over the country, down t hr ough history. The

terrible heritage of debasement of blacks goes back t o our beg inni ng , and we

haven ' t corrected all t he problems ye t . We don 't under stand history . Look at

Lat in America now, vis a vis the Uni t ed States. Out of ignor a nce , we are repeating

the sins of our ancest or s . TIle Latino t oday ca n 't l ook a t us and say, 'My God,

that 's my friend, I can depend on him, he knows, he understands.' This is the

great challenge of our time. '..estern civilization, '''es t er n materialism i s not

enough; t he challenge is the whole planet, the r elationships, the interdependence.

That' s our duty, our hist oric responsibility, our mission. I think we'll do it ,

we' l l make i t - -I'm a very opt i mist i c pe r s on by nature--but it 's goi ng t o be very

hard . Let me t ell you, t he challenge is s o grea t , calling for all ki nds of

knowl edge and wisdom and l ove and understanding. The Ser bs, the Hungarians , t he

Asians, t he Third Wor l d , all of that--my God, t hey've done i t a lone, without t he

nest er n nati ons . The Huns , the Mohammedans , the peopl e of his t ory , t he grea t

diverse human parade. We call them Spies, Chinks, Ni gger s - -we know nothing, nothing .
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'fi e expect everybody to understand what Washi ngt on meant , what Jefferson meant,

but what do we know about t he other gr eat f i gures of history? 'Nhat do we know

about the Long March in China in 1934 a nd '351 Not ancient his t or y, but r ec ent,

i n our t ime. I t was l ike cr ossing t his cont inent twice--over mount a i ns and

r i vers , t hr ough s now and r ai n and hea t , a hundred t housand men , women, and

childr en f ollow i ng ¥AO Tse- tung, and only t en t housa nd s ur vivi ng. Forget i de ology.

I magine what t hat story means t o t he people of China--women carrying children,

men carryi ng t heir few possessions , peopl e dying in gorges, drowning , t oppling

over mountains--and we don't even know it happened l To us , they're just a bunch

of communists --but t o t hem, that was a great moment i n histor y . We gr ew up i n

t his little isolated corner of the globe , and we've never l earned t o appreci ate

diversity, to take t he broad view . 'fie ' ve said t o every culture t hat has c ome to

t his country, t he only way you can be a full -fledged Amer i can is to los e your

accent, deny your culture, surrender your f oreignness. We ' ve got all t he cultures

of t he world in t his count r y, and t hat' s our great est asset , yet we seem intent

on dest r oying i t .for t he sake of nationali sm. MY God--it' s a profound irony, isn't

it? He don't have any leader , Republican or Democrat , who can make a Lat ino say,

'My God, t hat 's my friend-. ' We ' re only at the very beg inning of our awareness of

t he rest of the world, yet we ar e the most multi cultura l nati on on ear-th,

·Stil l, I'm not pessimis t i c . We're gradual ly l earni ng. We have bett er

schools , better medi a . ~e ' re inching a head, and movi ng in t he r i ght direction.

The denied and deprived peopl e are coming i n, and t hat means moving a larger ba se

than befor e , s o we'll have t o wor k harder . But we ' l l do t he de cent t hing. I

believe that, I really do."

I t was Popham 's r ock, his firm fo~~dation--a basic and unshakable f ai t h

that people , when pr operl y informed and mot i va t ed and chal l enged, wi l l do t he

decent t hing.
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In the hot e l ballroom after dinner, the guest of honor listened as

hi s old cronies answer ed t he roll call once again. ''Pop I s coronation alone is

suff i c i ent ev i dence t hat we ' r e up to no good, II sa id Bill Emer s on . J ohn Gr iff i n

and Harold Fleming, Har ry Ashmore and Gene Patterson, 30b Anders on and Horace

Renegar and Ed Crawford and dozens more laughed and applauded and got in a few

t horns and roses of t he ir own . Fr ances Evans Popham t ook it all in, and so di d

Hi l l ary Becker Popham, a s oc i a l worker and family adv ocate i n the cancer unit of

the Duke Uni ver s i ty Hospi ta l , and J ohn Nichol as Popham IV, a Nashvi l l e attorney.

Ruth Holmberg, hi s longtime friend and publisher in Cnattanooga , could

say wi t h some assurance t hat she had known J ohnny Popham longer than anyone in

t he room ("our friendship goes bac k t o ab out 1939"). She lauded )'his inherent

belief in t he worth of every individual," hi s generosity of s pirit , his graciousness.

At length, Popham was allowed the last word. He said a few humorous ,

self-mocking things about the Southern War Correspondents and Camp Followers,

and about t he Popham Seminars. He talked about the warmth of his friendship with

t hose gathered, and t h ose depar t ed . He expres sed hi s admiration ·f or "Southerners

and t heir r hetoric, t heir c ommand of t he l anguage," and f or t he journalists and

educators and politicians "who had a wisdom , a knowledge, a cal l ing t o do t he

decent t hing." And t hen he concluded with a story.

"lihen I was a young reporter in New York, I was .very much taken by the

wri ting of George Santayana, who was a philosopher a t Harvard in t hose days .

There were several reporters on Tne Times who were great admirers of Santayana,

and we used to sit up late at night in deep philosophical discussions largely

inspired by h i s writing . It meant a gr ea t deal to me then, when I was also

studying philosophy i n a Jesuit s chool , and I have carried that love with me

thr oughout my l i f e . There i s a pas sage fr om Santaya na t hat I have of t en quot ed ,

and I woul d like to apply it to all of us here tonight . He said .
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The wor l d is not r especta ble; i t is mort a l , tormented,

conf used, and deluded f orever. But it is shot through

with beauty, with love, and with glints of courage and

laughter, and i n t hese t he s pirit blooms t imidly and

struggles t o t he light among the t horns.

"I want t o say t hat in my life, you have been t he glints of courage

and laughter and l ove t hat have allowed me t o see s ome light--and al l of us

t ogether, t hose of us here and t hose no l onger with us, have done our best to

help t he spirit bloom and struggle to t he l i ght amid t he t horns . And I thank

all of you f or what you have done f or t he South, and what you have meant to me."
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