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Ethel Payne: The First Lady of
the Black Press..from front page

‘Eye on the Struggle’ by James
McGrath Morris delivers much
needed biography on Ms. Payne

By Arelya J. Mitchell, 
Publisher/Editor-in-Chief
The Mid-South Tribune 

and the
Black Information Highway
I must confess that I am famil-

iar with the subject and the sub-
ject matter of this biography on
Ms. Ethel Payne, known as the
First Lady of the Black Press,
but author James McGrath
Morris’ treatment of Payne’s
life, work, and her political phi-
losophy surprisingly presents
another layer to the Civil Rights

The granddaughter of slaves
and the daughter of a Pullman
porter, Ethel Payne rose to
become the nation’s preeminent
black female reporter of the civil
rights era, chronicling the move-
ment’s seminal moments in the
Chicago Defender for a national
black readership hungry for sto-
ries that could not be found in
the white media. From publicly
challenging President
Eisenhower’s commitment to
desegregation in the 1950s to
capturing the lives of black
troops in Vietnam in the 1960s,
she became known simply as
“the First Lady of Black Press.”
Her unflinching yet personable

reporting enlightened and acti-
vated black readers across the
country and made her a trusted
ally of civil rights leaders. When
she worked in the ranks of the
virtually all-white Washington
press corps, she gave black
America a voice and presence at
the highest reaches of power that
could not be ignored. 
What Payne discovered when

she first arrived in Washington
in 1953, as one of only three
African American White House
correspondents, was that merely
asking civil rights questions of
the president at national press
conferences forced the white
media to report on the issue and
place it on the national agenda.
From Dwight D. Eisenhower to
Ronald Reagan, occupants of
the White House all knew the
First Lady of the Black Press.

On display in her apartment
were pens given to her by
President Lyndon B. Johnson
that he used to sign the 1964
Civil Rights Act and the 1965
Voting Rights Act. Aside from
Martin Luther King, she was one
of the very few people who were
not lawmakers to have been
given pens by the President from
the signing of the two most
important legislative victories of
the civil rights movement.
But Payne did not limit herself

to merely confronting those in
power in Washington. She
expanded her reporting to the
Southern desegregation battle-
grounds in the 1950s. Her stories
from the South and her contin-

ued nudging presence in the
Washington press corps made
her one of the civil rights move-
ment’s most trusted sources of
news for African Americans. As
the movement gained traction,
Payne went overseas traveling
and reporting from Africa and
Asia in the belief that interna-
tional affairs and civil rights
were inextricably linked.
As her career wound down in

the 1970s Payne became the first
African-American woman radio
and television commentator on a
national network when CBS
hired her. But in the 1980s,
Payne began to withdraw from
public life retiring from active
journalism, writing the occa-
sional column, teaching, and
protesting; she was arrested in
front of the South African
embassy in 1985 during an anti-
apartheid protest.
She harbored no regrets, includ-
ing not having been able to pur-
sue her childhood hope of being
a lawyer, except for one. “I was
married to my work,” she said.
“But I would have liked to have
been married, yes, and have
children of my own.”

Payne died alone in her
Washington apartment in 1991.
“Her voice was low, but her
questions were piercing, and her
reports on the world were cher-
ished by millions of readers,”
the Washington Post noted in an
editorial. “Had she not been
black she certainly would have
been one of the most recognized
journalists in American society.”

Ethel Lois Payne’s story offers
a gentle reminder that the great
power of a free press rests on a
simple notion of rendering those
in power accountable. Payne’s
journalism invoked none of the
angry name-calling fashionable
in the news media today. Rather,
she brought only one weapon
with her when she gained access
to the halls of power on behalf of
her readers. It was to ask ques-
tions that others were not asking.
And she got answers.

***
“Eye on the Struggle,” James
McGrath Morris’ biography of
Ms. Ethel Payne, published by
HarperCollins, is scheduled for
release February 2015.  

Movement which is seldom
explored. 
I can picture Morris as a histori-
an making a significant find in a
condemned cave which he dared
to venture into in spite of the
warnings. Those warnings
served to be the norm in
American society: Race and the
history of segregation, but
Morris went deeper into the cave
digging up the history of segre-
gated journalism. Yes, there
have been others who explored
the history of Black journalism

under the wings of Jim Crow,
but seldom on this level of strip-
ping down the life of a Black
journalist to tell the tale in black
and white by presenting Payne’s
pragmatism which could at
times take on a cold-blooded
realism when politicians kept
reneging on Black people.
I dare any white journalist to

read “Eye on the Struggle: Ethel
Payne, The First Lady of the
Black Press”
( A m i s t a d / H a r p e r C o l l i n s ;
February 17, 2015). And the rea-

son I throw down this gauntlet is
because there continues to be a
dumbfound ignorance of any
journalism which is not deemed
mainstream with the term ‘main-
stream’ meaning only journal-
ism produced by white journal-
ists in a white press. 
Morris has brought to life Ethel

Payne’s journey as if she were
still alive—breathing her own
history through a Civil Rights
Movement stretching not only in
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A Book Review...

‘Eye on the Struggle: Ethel Payne, The First Lady of the Black Press’ by
James McGrath Morris (Amistad Books/HarperCollins Publishers)*

 


