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THE McGILL LECTURE

By Robert C. Maynard
Ediror, Publisher, and President, The Oqklqnd Tribune

l l  never  occur red  lo  me in  the  days  o f  my uonder ing  youth ,  \ahen

Ralph l\IcCil l was a torvering synrbel of l ight in a troubled land, that I

wou ld  have an  oppor tun i ty  1o  pay  t r ibu te  in  th is  manner  to  such a  ra re

f igure  o f  our  i ime.

1he reason such a  thought  never  occur red  to  me is  tha t  Mr .  Mcc i l t

and I  l i ved  in  such d i f fe ren t  Amer icas .  H is  was the  South land w i th  i t s

slrangled conscience then, a land beset by a segregation he called

"estrangemenl a withdra\\al from humanity that is close at

hand,  tha l  passes  in  the  s t ree ts ,  t  ha t  I i ves  jus t  o \  e r  the  o l  her  wa)  .  "

I read of thal land as it rvas described by Lil l ian Smith, Carson Mc-

Cu l le rs ,  W.  J .  Cash,  and,  o f  course ,  Ra lph  McOi l l .  I  t r ied  1o

runders tand i t  in  my youth ,  bu t  i t  was  a  s t range p lace  then tha t  ex is ted

between the pages of a book or occasionally on the front pages of our

New York ne\!spapers when sonre event occurred that seemed to

typ i f ; "  a  t ime o f  to r tu red  sou ls .

l\ ' l  y America then $as a place lhat moved in massive rhythms

between day  and n igh t ,  a  p lace  tha t  con ju red  up  p ic tu res  immedia le l )

whet r ,  in  the  argo t  o f  the  p lace ,  the  " jo in l  was  jumpin" '  o r  i t  was  a

" rompin ' ,  s tompin '  k ind  o f  n igh t . "

\\/e thought \!e were free and that you "down here" |{ould be slaves

lo rever  to  J im Crou .  Whether  wh i le  o r  b lack ,  1ou *ere  shack led  to  a

set of rules only a fe\r understood, but by u'hich all must play.

That is $hy I have chosen to speak to you today on the subject of
"Ra lph  McCi l l ' s  Amer ica  and Mine. "  In  the  days  o f  my youth ,  the

days when Ralph McGill 's name was a legend because he stood againsl

the forces of evil in a land in terror of the night rider, the flaming

cross ,  and the  $h i te  robe,  r ,v  e  \ !e rc  so  innocent  "up  Nor th  because
\4e thoughl ue were free and that vou were not.

Later, years later, Dr. l\ ' lartin t-uther King would predicl that the

South would be free of Jim Crow long before the North was free of its

racism. We scoffecl and said we were free. Then one day, ! 'ears after

that, I lound myself facing a man in a gray-flannel, three-piece suit
wearing Gucci shoes and holding an imported leather attache case,
and I  learned tha l  h is  name uas  Janres  C.  Cro$,  l l l ,  Esq .

By then I knerv none oflts was free.

But I an getting ahead of the story of Ralph McCill 's America and
1\,1ine.
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Two different lorms of fantasy shaped our worlds. lt seems to nlc
the South becante rransfixed after Reconstruclion by a delusion thar i l
cou ld  recapture  the  o ld  re la t ionsh ip  o f  masrer  and s lave  i f  i r  he ld  on
rigidly lo the remnanls of rhe caste syslem that existed before the Civi
War. It was necessary, then, for a whole region to engage in massive
self-deceit, to foster through every means possible the notion of in.
heren t  super io r i t y  o f  wh j tes  and the  to ta l  in fe r io r i t y  o f  b lacks .  A l l  th is
was psychological reinforcement of the fanrasy rhal norhing had
changed.

But ,  as  Ra lph  McGi l l  wro te  so  o f ten ,  i t  $  as  a l l  a  mask  o f  se l f -dece i r .
And Wal te r  Sco ' s  l i r t le  rhyne app l ied  no  p lace  as  i t  d id  to  thar  s i rua-
t  ion :

"Oh.  what  a  tang led  $eb

decei! e. "

No tangle of deceit is quite

oneself.

we \\ 'eave \1hen f irsl  \r 'e practice lo

as  e laho ra te  a .  t ha t  c rea led  t o  dece i t e

The ro le  o f  Ra lph  Mcc i l l ,  Hodd ing  Car te r ,  and myr iad  o ther
courageous literar! leaders of the region in lhat t ime \ras to try to
awaken a people from their fantasy to face rhe realiry that the past was
never to return and that the world \_r.- 'as moving on, leaving a region to
r()l in remembrance.

Soon a f te r ,  the  c iv i l  r igh ts  lawyers ,  Mar l in  Lurher  K ing ,  the
marchers, and lhe television cameras would combine to joll the region
from its reverie. I date the day of great awakening to thal Sunday
aflernoon on the Edmund Pettus Bridgc in Selma when American
citizens marching for the right to vote \!ere beaten, trampled, and
tear gassed, and the whole wide world was $atchins on NBC's even.
lng  news,

Only a short t ime later, President Lyndon Johnson went before a
Joinl session of Congress to speak of the dignity of man and the
destiny of democracy. . "

L i t t le  by  l i r t le ,  McGi l l ' s  South  becan)e  . . the  New South . "  a rd  soon
a l ie r  thar ,  the  "Sunbe l t , "  and i l  has  a  long way to  go  be fore  i t  lu l f i l l |_
its full "destiny of democracy"; but it is a long way from the South of
Eugene Ta lmadge,  who so  de l igh ted  in  sp i t t ing  the  wors t  ep i the ts  aL
Ralph  McGi l l .

The de lus ion  has  d imin ished.  even i f  i t  has  no t  d isappeared.  On l !
t ime w i l l  te l l  i f  lhe  de lus ion  can be  who l ly  cured .  I  came south  as  a
young reporter in the lale 1960s to record the crumblins of the wall ol
de lus io r r .

l1 was yel fully to occur to rne that the world in which t was raisecl
"up  Nor th"  was los te red  on  fan tasy ,  too .  I f  the  South  reve led  lo r  so
long in  a  de lus ion  o f  the  pas t ,  the  Nor th  reve led  w i th  equa l  abandon

and fo r  jus r  about  as  long in  thc  i lh rs ion  o f  f reedom and equa l i l ] '  fo r

a l l .

I  take  you back  to  the  1940s,  to  the  same t i I r le  dur ing  wh ich  Ra lph

NlcGill s'rote his column erery day on Page ()ne of l l \e Allqnlu Con'

s l t luuon.

Those were  the  days  o f  my growing  up  in  New York  C i ty .  Those

lvere  t l re  days  o f  our  i l l us ions .  \ 'e  who had never  been to  the  South

regarded il as anolher counlry. I can remenrber many nights in rny

childhood rvhen nr;- brothers and I whispered under the covers and

ro ld  each o ther  l r igh t fu l  s to r ies .
( ) f len  lhose s to r ies  concernec l  l t ideous  happen ings  in  the  South  tha t

rve had read in a ne*spaper or a magazine. Or had conjured in our

m inds .

We wou ld  te l l  these th ings  somet imes to  my molher  and fa ther  a l

breakfast, and lhey would look sad as they talked of the people

"down lhere"  l i v ing  in  a  he l l  unheard  o f  in  our  qu ie t  and secure  wor ld

o f  b rownstones  aDd urban cu l tu re .

We could not see or undersland then that we, too, l ived in a world

o f  i l l us ion  governed by  the  web o f  cas te  and c lass .  By  v i r tue  o f  my

father's property and my mother's managerial skil ls, we and most ol

the middle class families around us assumed the world was Senerall]

a l l  r igh t . ' fha l  i s  1o  say  tha t  we wou ld  go  to  the  r igh t  schoo l ,  mar ry  in -

to lhe right family, enter the right profession, and live in the right

neighborhood.

Thal is Dot lo say for a moment that we did not each of us encounler

our share of racism in some form or another, usually at school' but

sometimes on the streel or in a restaurant. But we were told we were

free. so we brushed off those encounters as aberrations, rarely con'

necting lhem to any larger system of thoughl or activity resembline

what we understood to govern the South's mores.

One of the clear manifestations of racism around us was police

brutali ly. we were a\r'are of lhe fact of police kil l ings and police

beatings, but we were sure those things only happened to cerlain kinds

of bad people and that some individuals on the police force were

prejudiced, the most common word we used in those limes for racism.

But I must say only a few people within our hearing in those days

s tood up  and sa id  to  lhe  peop le  in  our  s tab le  l i t t le  communi ty  o r  the

rnany l ike it in New York City lhat greal masses of poor blacks in New

York  *ere  i l l - fed ,  i l l -housed,  and den ied  equa l  jus t i ce  under  the  law as

a mat le r  o l  course .

Our school teachers rarely rnentioned such a thing and neither did

our  church  leaders .  I t  was  no l  lha l  the  prob len l  d id  no l  ex is t .  We werc

a l l  soon to  hear  the  thunder  f rom Wal ts  and Hough and Har lenr .  The
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problem was there, all r ight. Ir simply was not discussed by those who
u ere l iving the i l lusion of being free.

And those rvho *ere l iving the harsh reality of lhose mean streets
had no voice of their own, certainl! no voice the rest of society had
de igned to  heed.  Out  o f  s igh t ,  ou t  o f  m ind .

By lhe late 1950s and into the early 60s, the voice of the oppressed
of lhe South $as beginning to be heard. The sound of rhe feet of the
walking Montgomery bus boycotters was tell ing a story to the world, a
story whose tones would grow louder and louder across the land, to
lunch counters in Greensboro, to the streets of Birmingham and
Albany, and on to Selma.

But no such great nonviolent movement had captured the energy
and the frustration of the urban masses in New York, Detroir,
Cleveland, or Chicago. lndeed, many in those cit ies continued to l ive
in  the  i l l us ion  o f  f reedom in  the  mids t  o f  deDr iva t ion .

By  the  t ime Bu l l  Conner 's  po l i ce  dogs  to re  in to  lhe  marchers  in  B i r -
nringham, there were snrall protests in Nes York for jobs, one or t\ao
aga ins t  hous ing  d isc r im ina t ion  and educat iona l  inequa l i t y .  Bur  rhe)
were generally ignored, Ireated \r ' i th disdain on the inside pages of our
great New York nervspapers if they 1lere reporled at all.

And then,  to  use  the  phrase o f  John O.  K i l len 's  nove l  abour  rac ia l
rvarfare in lhe armed services after \ l 'orld War II, "and lhen we heard
lhe  thunder . "  By  tha t  t ime i t  was  Augusr  o f  1965 and lhe  sounds o f
breaking glass and the sighl of burning buildings carne ro us first from
Watts, a place known to few outside Los Angeles. Soon its name
would be a symbol for urban unresl across lhe land and around the
wor ld .

Once aga in  the  who le  w ide  wor ld  was wa lch ing ,  and what  i r  saw
was the  end o f  the  i l l us ion  tha t  on ly  the  b lacks  o f  the  Sou lh  were  op-
pressed.  The i l lus ion  tha t  J in l  Cro$,was a  reg iona l  phenomenon un i -
que to  the  South  was a  c rue l  i l l us ion  we nur tu red  u fJ  Nor th  to  our
great peril.

One by  one,  our  g rea t  c i t ies ,  the  c i tade ls  o l  c iv i l i za t ion ,  were  ra r
aged by the fire of the pent-up rage of those rvho had been the invisible
!' ictims of our Northern i l lusions. Rivers of blood and years of
darkness  were  the  pr ice  the  Nor thern  c i ty  wou ld  have to  pay ,  and is
s t i l l  pay ing ,  fo r  hav ing  nur tu red  our  i l l us ion  tha t  the  Nor rh  was f ree
and equa l  \ rh i le  the  South  !1as  no t .

Wel l  here  the  de lus ion  and the  i l l us ion  co inc ide .  Goethe  once sa id
thal all i t takes for evil to prevail is for good nren to do noihing. Those
of  us  in  the  press .  the  grea t  ca l l ing  o f  N l r .  Mc( i i l l  and  myse l f ,  l i \e  in
the belief thal if we do not ferret oul wrongdoing, evil wil l engulf our
societ). Each time anyone moles lo abridge our rights under lhe First

Anrendmenl .  tha l  i s  uhat  $e  c rv  ou l  f ro rn  the  roo f tops  ard  f ron l  our
pu lp i ts  on  the  ed i to r ia l  pages .

But  $  e  came la te  and lame to  the  s to r )  o f  one o f  the  grea les l  ev i l s  o f

our  soc ie l ! ,  the  ev i l  o f  rac ia l  oppress ion  and i t s  g rea l  cos t  to  our  ad-

vancer len t  as  asoc ie ty .  Ra lph  Mcc i l l  once sa id  o f  theSouth 's  p ress :

"A  shock ing  number  o f  i t s  newspapers  had fa i led  in  the  respon-

s ib i l i t l  o f  leadersh ip - to  revea l  a  reg ion  Io  i l se l f .  Pa in fu l l y  tew had

erer  d issec ted  the  so-ca l led  Sou lhern  rvay  o f  I i l e  o r  s t r ipped lhe  myths

f rom the  Southerner 's  be l ie f  tha t  he  was sonrehow d i f fe ren t  l rom

other  Anrer icans  and en t i t led  to  spec ia l  r igh ts ,  inc lud ing  the  r igh l  to  be
' le l  a lo re '  in  t  he  ug l ies t  p rac t ices  o f  d isc r im ina t  ion .  "

The marve l  o f  th is  co inc idence o l  de lus ion  and i l lus ion  is  lha t  much

lhe  same th ing  cou ld  have been sa id  a t  the  very  same t in le  about  the
press  o l  the  Nor th ,  bu t  I  knorv  o f  r ro  ed i to r  o f  a  s ta tu re  comparab le  to

tha t  Qf  McGi l l  who sa id  the  same about  the  uns t r ipped myths  o t  I i fe  in

New York or Chicago or Los Angeles.

lndeed.  i t  was  le f t  fo r  a  o res ident ia l  commiss ion  to  examine lhe  ur -

ban uprisings and declare that the press of the North bore no srnall

amount  o f  the  b lame fo r  what  t ransp i red .  l t  lound tha t  the  press  had

ignored a major story-make that phenomenon-in its orvn back

yarq .

More  than lha t ,  the  commiss ion  and many ser ious  s ludents  o f  th!

urban riot could only conclude that the press played a major role as a

causali\,e factor, that our fajlure to report on the condil ions of the in-

ner  c i ty  le f l  Ihose ins ide  i t s  wa l ls  w i th  no  uay  to  make the  res t  o l  us

out  there  in  i l l us ion  land unders tand how deep was the i r  angu ish .

In  o ther  \ \o rds ,  so  fa r  gone were  we in  our  i l l us ion ,  so  ignorant  werc

rve of that before our very noses, that our neighbors had to sel a l ire to

ga in  our  a l  ten t lon .

I wish this were a purely historical exercise. I wish I could say we

were  cured  o f  i l l us ion  in  the  Nor th  and o f  de lus ion  in  the  South .  Oh,

how I  w ish .

In  a  l i t t l c  l css  than th ree  )ears ,  we w i l l  ce lebra te- i f  tha t  i s  the  cor -

rect ternrinolog) -the 20th anniversary of Watts. I wonder what

lessons we can claim to have learned as a society from what we saw

and heard there and elswhere in those terrifying days and nights.

l t  has  been l4  years  s ince  the  death  o f  Dr .  K ing .  The n igh t  he  d ied ,  I

watched the  f lames o f  u rban anger  reach w i th in  l0  b locks  o f  the  Whi te

[{ouse. I would have llrought such an experience *ould have etched
permanenl rvisdom on our society about the dangers of such il lusions

as so possessed us before the riots.

But I anr persuaded today that we learned alnrosl nothing. The con-

ditions have changed litt le in most places. ln some instances they nray
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have become worse because we are on the cusp of lhe ne\a age of infor.
mation and technology and rve sti l l  have penned up in our cit ies people

\ \ 'ho  have ye t  to  ge t  r igh t  $ i rh  the  Gutenberg  revo lu t ion .  We have
\ \as ted  human poten t ia l  t i ck ing  awa] ' l i ke  a  l ime bomb we pre lend

does not exist. And despite having seen it explode once, $e seem im.
mob i l i zed  and i r rcapab le  o f  de fu( i lg  i t .

N4eanwhi le ,  a  South  tha l  now ca l l s  i t se l f  a  Sunbe l t  has  become more
urban.  ln  so  becorn ing ,  the  prob lens  we have seen in  the  Nor lhern  c i ty

hare  become nrore  fami l ia r  in  the  South .  The K lan ,  once fami l ia r  on l l
in  the  South ,  i s  no$ r i v id ly  v is ib le  in  the  Nor th .  Thus  are  the  d is t inc -

I  ions  be ing  erased be tween the  Nor th  and the  South .

We see now nrore clearly than ever thal the problem was not so
much one o f  reg ion  as  i t  was  one o f  en t reDc l red  rac ism tha t  s in rp ly
found d i f fe ren l  I  o rms o l  express ion  a t  another  t ime.

. I  
he  hear t  o f  the  mal te r  in  Mr .  I \ ' l cG i l l ' s  Anrer ica  and l \ l i ne  i s  tha t

bo th  have been se ized fo r  cen lu r ies  b l  the  cur ious  ab i l i t y  o f  rac ism to
po ison ihe  qua l i t r "  o f  our  na t iona l  l i fe .

Even though we see the  many awfu l  man i fes ta t ions  o f  i t s  ev i l  works ,
we cannot seem to come to grips with racism as a society and purge it

fronr our public l i le and from our pri late hearts.

I  ment ioned to ,ou  the  p iece  in  uh ich  l l t cGi l l  chas t ised  h is  Southern
brethren of the press for their failure to "re\eal a region to itself."
When he pub l ished tha t  p iece ,  I  know o f  many l ibera l  New Yorkers
who savored the subtle power of its phrasing and treasured its poetic

rebuke.

Unfortunatel\ ' , i t did not occur to them to ask how *'ell we in the
Northern press were doing at relealing our region to itself or, for that

matter, our sociely to itself.

l1 must be obvious by Irow that this problem of racism is our great

national shame. a shame from which ue sti l l  seek to hide instead of
face. I suspect part of lhe diff iculty of it is that racism is a pecular

phenomenon.  I t  i s  the  on ly  persona l i t y  d isorder  w i th  wh ich  I  am
fanril iar that managed to transform itself into perr asive public polic) .

James Crow,  l l l ,  Esq . ,  and h is  be t te r  known fo rebear ,  J in r  Crow,

suffer from something the psychologists call by several fancy terms.

The simplest one I know of is impaired self-esteem. They are, to make

shor r  u  o rk  o f  t  he  mat te r ,  deep ly  damaged human be ings .

ln their modern manifestation, these are people whose egos \4ere

damaged early in their l ives. They were told by someone they hoped
wou ld  love  them tha t  they  were  unwor thy  o f  love ,  And no t  jus t  tha t

they  were  unwor thy  o f  love ,  bu t  tha t  they  were  unwor thy  a l together .

ln general terms, the pain of such rejection was too excrucialing to

bear; so inslead of l iving with a sense of self-loathing, they project

that hatred onto sonre other fixed object or group. Whatever ugly self-
image they  seek  to  exp ia te ,  rhey  pro jec t  onro  rhe  ob jec t  o f  the i r
ha t red .

I t  i s  th is  n r ix tu re  o f  se l f -ha t red  and gu i l l  lha t  has  a l r rays  g i ren

classic racisnl \onre of its nrore baroque conlours. A ntan who goes

out  and preaches rac ism a l l  da l  u i l l  come home to  a  b lack  ser \an t  hc
wi l l  le l l  e \e ryone is  lhe  person he  Io !  es  most  in  I j le .

Of  the  ps lch ia t r i c  l i te ra tu re  w i l l  repor l  on  lhe  case o f  lhe  womarr

who so  fought  to  keep her  ch i ld ren  f ronr  go ing  to  a  schoo l  * i th  a

handfu l  o f  b lacks  rha t  she  comnr i l ted  r i le  ac ts  o f  r io lence.  When

f ina l l l  she  rece i red  lhe  proper  care ,  she  was tound to  harc  a  morb id

sexua l  f i xa t ion  on  b lack  nren  tha t  she  Ieared  she cou ld  no l  con t ro l  i f

she  came in  p rox imi ty  to  any  b lack  peop le ,  even smal l  ch i ld ren .

I t  has  long been a  concern  o l  n r ine  tha l  our  pub l i c  ins l i lu t ioDs have

pernr i t ted  thenrsc l !es  to  fa l l  \ ' i c l in l  to  lhe  fo ib les  o f  rac ism ins tead o f

deleloping some \\ 'a! to help people gro[ out of theDr. The reason I

regard  tha t  as  a  p i ty  i s  tha t  i t  i s  obr  ious  to  me tha l  hea l thy  l run tar rs  do

no l  need rac isn l  to  enhance the i r  se l l -es teem.

T l re re  was a  t in le  in  the  1960s when i t  $as  nopu lar  to  decree  tha t  a l l

wh i te  Amer icans  were  rac is ls .

Nonsense.  |  $ i l l  g ran t  tha t  rac ism per rades  lhe  land,  and I  w i l t

grant lhat any of us can at some tirne or another bolster our ego-. by

finding some object on which to plart the flag of inferiority.

But  tha t  i s  a  long way f rom say ing  tha t  a l l  wh i tes  a re  rac is t .  F i rs t  o f

a l l ,  the  issue o l  ego and the  prob lem o f  se l l -phob ia  can a f fec t  any  per -

son of anJ race. More importart, I wil l nol concede to an)' disease the

potaer  to  be  \o  r re rs is ten t l l  par rdemic .

Not ever!one is a racist because not everyone needs to be a racist.

Racism is a personal circumstance reinforced by one's social environ-

nrent. People who may have lhe same ego problems that we call racism

but who are raised in an atmosphere that discourages racism $ i l l  often

find some other nreans of dealing with their problems. Racism is l i tt le

more  than an  e labora te  jus t i f i ca t ion  fo r  a  deep sense o f  inadequac) .

What I ha!e always wondered is why we do not treat this

phenomenon in its proper context as a mental health ptoblem instead

of  a  pub l i c  po l i cy  p rob lem.

Above all. I trust none of us an-"- longer labors under the i l lusion

that i l  is a regional problem. lD one way or another, it is a problem

that affects most of the globe. We may take some small conlfort in

tha t  fac t .  bur  i t  shou ld  be  verv  smal l .

I say so because I believe Dr. King was correct \{hen he said we

\ r 'ou ld  e i ther  learn  to  l i re  l i ke  b ro thers  o r  we wou ld  one day  d ie  l i ke

fools. we must come to gfips with this as a global problem, but we
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dare not point our finger elsewhere until we have addressed the
problem seriously at home, in our universities and medical schools, in
churches and synagogues, and, above all, in the news media.

In that regard, Ralph Mccill is a model of integrity and mental

health who should inspire us to continue to be courageous as he was

courageous. He knew the rich potential of this region and this nation,
and he knew the menial disorder that affects our body politic would

forever hold us back.
We have seen in the transformation of the cconomy of this region

only a small example of the profundity of his wisdom. And thus what

- I learn as I ponder Ralph McGill 's America and Mine is how, after all,

they are one America. He saw an America fulfilling its promise by rid-
ding itself of prejudice. We have not heeded his advice very much, on-
ly enough to realize he was right.
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