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COBB:

As you know, Dr. Weeks, I was born here in Washington seventy-six years
ago on October 12, 1904. Our family were poor. However, we always had enough
to eat although nothing extra. I am deeply grateful to my parents because
they did not teach me to hate. Our home was in a row house as 1326 T Street,
NW. There were a few white families in the block. From the back window of
our house, I could see the Dennison School, which was a white school, on the
next street, S Street. When General L'Enfant planned this city, the interior
of each of the blocks was supposed to have a park in it, but that design was
never realized. After the Civil War there was a tremendous influx of freedmen
coming into Washington. During that period in a huge number of blocks around
the city what where later called the "alley dwellings" were put up. They
stayed there until FDR came in and Mrs. Roosevelt helped create a national
scandal about it. I, in a crude way, noticed that the children playing in the
yard at Dennison School were of light complexion, and that the people who
lived in the other dwellings were darker, but there was no hard division of
boys in the alley playing with the boys on the street. One feature of the
alley dwellings, more or less throughout the city, seemed to be that in one of
those little houses there would always be what we would call the "Jew store"

where some immigrant Jewish family lived.
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The one in the alley back of our house was headed by a bearded rabbi. He wore
his yarmulke on the regular days.

Now, I was anxious to go to school and my parents told me that when I was
four I could go to school. 1 thought I would go right back there to Dennison,
which I could see, but, when the time came for me to be registered, I was
taken several blocks away to the Patterson School. 1 became, in a way,
race-conscious then, but not acutely so. When I asked "Why is all this?"
instead of telling me that's all whitey's fault and giving me a basis for
hating the white man, they didn't.

They said, "You'll learn about it as you grow older."

And I did. I consider the fact that they did not teach me to hate anybody
as having been very fundamental. I have since found it difficult for both my
colored and white friends to understand that.

When in 1977 I had come back from South Africa as a member of the NAACP
Task Force, which went over there, and was promptly invited to give a
summation, a talk, at’the Cosmos Club, I said that all my life I have been
like the chimpanzee whom the learned professor locked in a room and then put
his eyes to the keyhole to observe total behavior of the chimp. The professor
couldn't see anything. After a time he realized that the chimp was looking
back at him. As I slowly assimilated the common talk about racial differences
and racial superiority with the white man doing nearly all the talking, I had
been looking back at him and have not yet seen anything overly impressive. 1
have been in school with black boys -~ some of whom had been smarter than I --
and also with white boys, many of whom, though highly selective, were dumber
than me. So, you might say, in earliest life I got conditioned to objectivity.

My parents, and particularly my grandparents, had been in the habit of
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buying books. I did not know that most people did not do that. I was
permitted to look through the books and one particular one, Johnmson's Natural
History, was full of pictures. I think I got oriented to anatomy before 1

could read. I have this first volume here, which is called The Animal Kingdom

Illustrated. You see, my great grandfather, whose picture you saw, gave that
to his wife, in 1871. Now, telling you what it was like at that time, there
were routine bills you had to pay; there was the grocery bill. Batters'
Grocery Store down on the cormer of 13th and T, half a block away from my
house, was run by an Irish family. You had your little book and when you went
down to get a pint of milk, which costs a nickel, you would write it in the
book. We burned oil for light and oil stoves. The 0il man came around on a
truck and you'd get one or two gallons of oil. You had to pay the gas man.
So, among those routines the book collectors would come around. You bought
books on time, and I did not realize that everybody did not do that. They
didn't have high pressure salesmanship then. (You can see, they don't even
make books like this now, with this gilt binding.) You would order a book,
and a man would come around once a month (you would learn his day), to collect
for the books you were buying.

As 1 say, I looked through the pictures in this book and before I could
read I had impressions. Now there are certain things you see in this book
published in 1871. Some of the typical treatment...here is the Apollo
Velvedere representing the Caucasian type. Then there's Genghis Khan
representing the Mongolian type. There is an African Negro, the King of the
Ashanti. Here is an American Indian and here a Malay, you see. Now, back in
1871, that's over 100 years ago! For a young child, you got a more objective

perspective on the different types because all these pictures are dignified.
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Harvard was our first university. Right now, if you were a college

student in 1981, and this is a book by Earnest Albert Hooton, Up from the Ape,

which he used as a text [Shows book]. He had many physical types shown in
this book, and you see this as a college student now and you haven't been
exposed to any of these things before. There 1is a page which shows
Mediterranean type, and here's one that shows the Iranian plateau type, and
other physical tyﬁes. We have East Baltic and that sort of thing, you see.
Now, when we get over into other things, this is the picture that Hooton put
in his modern book representing the American Negro, born in South Carolina.
What would you think when you looked at that in respect to these other types?
That this was something not as good. So, this kind of preverted teaching has
come right down in our own century. This book was published in 1947 but that
has nothing to do with the type of the presentation. So, I was fortunate too
in early perceptions. I had a criterion by which to conpare and I could go to
that. This book published over 100 years ago is much better than most of the
things produced today, because these people had greater breadth of background.
WEEKS:
Lack of bias there.

COBB:

Yes, and also a sense of responsibility. That book was old then because
it's an edition of an older work. So, the recognition got to me then that
quality is to be sought more than quantity. There's a tremendous tonnage of
bilge coming out today because the publishing houses have to keep going.
Gradually I learned, not all of a sudden, that a dateline in a book didn't
mean anything. Some of the books that my wife, as a public school teacher,

used to use as reference works for her own work as an elementary school
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teacher are infinitely better than many of the current books., Of course, the
reason for that is that salesmanship is in it now. Each year the salesmen
want to promote and get a whole product of their own house adopted and throw
out everything else, but much is lost. The quality level is not maintained
that way.

The public school to which I first went was Patterson School., It was
named for a Negro woman, Mary Jane Patterson, who graduated from Oberlin
College in 1862, The custom was, that when a colored school got overcrowded,
they'd put up a portable in the yard. Patterson School, at the time I went
there, had two portables in the yard, and there was no room for another, so
they rented the basement of a Seventh Day Adventist Church, which is across
the street, and put up some blackboards and tables for 1little children, and
that's all. My memories of the kindergarten, which I attended when I was
four, have always been pleasant., Without my trying to analyze it I know now
why. It was because the teachers loved the children and they had them doing
something every day that was good. There was no discipline problem., I was
eager to go to kindergarten. So I put down that Miss Williams and Miss
Montgomery were wonderful ladies.

Now, there were two schools together, Patterson School and then Garnet
School. The first six grades were in Patterson and the seventh and eighth in
Garnet. Garnet School was named for Henry Highland Garnet, who was a Negro
minister who had at one time served as Chaplain of the Senate -- I don't
remember that date. But, we were taught those things way back there in 1910.
We were getting Negro history. Our family were Presbyterians and the minister
of our church, Reverend Francis J. Grimke, married my parents in 1903 and

christened me in 1904. In 1909 when the NAACP was formed, Rev. Grimke was one
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of the founders. Thus my identification with the NAACP, you could say, has
been almost prenatal.

Then, as now, a part of being a minister was supposed to carry many
oratorical abilities. Dr. Grimke was considered dry, but Presbyterians do not
proselyte much and I was early impressed with his dignity and the respect in
which he was held. He never even had a horse and buggy. He always walked.
Even in this later years he maintained visiting in his parish calls; he never
stayed long. He was very meticulous that every church meeting should start
right on the minute. He would start even if there were two people there.
That was important. He read his sermons. He had been educated. Well, he
came from South Carolina and at that time you could go to the Princeton
Theological Seminary, although you could not go to the university. He got his
Doctor of Divinity degree at Princeton.

This church, the 15th Street Presbyterian Church, 1is one of the most
distinguished in Washington, although you would never learn about that. It
was founded in 1841 by a Rev. John F. Cook. Cook was a liberated slave who
had learned to read by stealth. It was illegal to teach a Negro how to read
or write in this area. But in the District of Columbia there had been a
number of, what one might call, missionary house schools, run mostly by white
women from New England. Cook had become very avid about education.

In 1835 they had what are called the "Snow Riots" in Washington, during
which white vandals raided every house where they had information that Negro
children were being taught, and pulled all the books out on the street and
burned them., They did not attack any of the teachers, except more than to
warn them to quit and leave town, but they sought Cook to kill him. He

escaped, however, and came back. In 1841 he founded the 15th Street
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Presbyterian Church. Later, the first public high school for anybody in the
District of Columbia was founded 1in the basement of that 15th Street
Presbyterian Church.

My grandmother pledged me to the White Ribbon Recruits at the age of two.
That was the juvenile branch of the Women's Christian Temperance Union. That
proved to be a bit premature. As soon as I was old enough, I had to.go to
Sunday School every Sunday at 9 o'clock. They used to give you a little Cross
and Crown pin if you were there thirteen Sundays in a row. If you were late
or had bad deportment, you would lose all the Sundays in that term. It took
me about four years to get the first year's pin. When I was old enough I had
to go to church, then prayer meeting on Thursday night and Christian Endeavor
on Sunday. Hence, by the time I was 16 and went to college I had had a very
thorough indoctrination to the tenets of the Christian religion.

In college, you got $60 a year if you sang in the choir, so, I tried out
and got placed in the choir for the whole four years at Amherst College. They
had compulsory chapel but, if you sang in the choir, you were not supposed to
take your cuts. On Sundays you had college preachers from all over the
country, different ones, and you had wonderful training in church music:
Bach, Handel, Palestrina, all of them. When I graduated from college I
stopped going regularly to church and I was rebuked.

I told the people "I'll send you a check, regularly, but don't look to see
me in the pew. I'm not interested in the overt form like the Pharisee."

From this early base, from the teachers in the kindergarten, I found that
quality in education depends on just as much on the teacher as anything else.
There's nothing original about that. I believe President Garfield, who had

sat under Mark Hopkins as president of the Williams College, said, "Give me
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Mark Hopkins on one end of the bench and I on the other and you can have your
libraries, etc." Well, that's true. The colored schools did not have
anything much...Divisions 1 to 9 were the white divisions and Divisions 10 to
13 were the colored divisions and Divisions 10 to 13 were like a bed of
Procrustes, everything had to be fitted into them.

But, all the best things in Washington were free. Our graded school
teachers encouraged us to go down to the public buildings and gradually, at
least the boys in my block, began to do that on their own initiative. So, by
the time I got to college I knew all about dinosaurs from frequent visits to
the Hall of Dinosaurs in the U.S. National Museum. I understood what a coal
mine was like and how it worked. They had a wonderful mechanized model down
at the old National Museum. Also, the art galleries were free.

I heard my first college band -- one 6f these big 115 piece bands -- when
I went to college. It was at a Harvard/Dartmouth game. I was not
particularly impressed. It was sometime afterward that I realized that all my
life my ear had become attuned to the best in band music by hearing the free
open air concerts of the U.S. Marine Band, the U.S. Army Band, the U.S. Navy
Band, which were all competitive. Then there was the Soldiers Home Band, all
of which were of high quality, you see.

Then in due course, I got acquainted with the Library of Congress. We
have an excellent zoo here and I liked to go there. Through repeated visits
to the zoo, one got, wunconsciously, an appreciation of the anatomical
equipment for survival that every animal has. For that reason, as I told you,
later I used to take my medical students to the zoo. They would put that down
as another of Cobb's follies but I never bothered about the razz of the

multitude, you see. It is still true, as Jesus said, '"Wherever two or three
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are gathered together in my name, there am I also in your midst."

People are often their own worst enemies and the Negro community has many
agencies which destruct. It is said, "Well, that's minorities, they will
fight among themselves.' That applied to the high schools here. The system
then was that there were academic high schools and vocational high schools and
I know there were two vocational schools, and later a business school for
whites. In order to stimulate Negroes to want to work with their hands and so
forth, the Armstrong Vocational school was built here with a beautiful facade,
which is still there on P Street. The words, "Armstrong Manual Training
School," are up there today. For Negroes there was only one vocational school
and only one academic high school ~- that was M Street,

They built at the top of this hill down here, 13th Street Hill, Central
High School, which looked to the south commanding one of the most beautiful
views of the city. It had a marble inlaid foyer and that was just the last
word. Well, they had to give Negroes something so they built Dunbar down at
lst and P from N to O, a beautiful school. The design was so beautiful that
when they built Eastern for whites, they tried to copy it, but the proportions
were not as good. Dunbar was highly admired, but then the idea began to grow
that Dunbar is for the elite, which is pure hogwash. Children in the graded
schools had an opportunity to indicate which high school they wanted to attend.

It began to be said, '"Well, that's upper crust. Most of the students that
go there are light," and so forth.

That was a hangover from, you might say, the house Negro-field Negro
comeup, but there were influences that would stimulate children to go to
Dunbar. It was open to everybody. When I was in Dunbar High School I

walked. There were only two faculty members who owned automobiles. At 10
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minutes to 9 in the morning you would see all the streets from all the
directions filled with pupils and teachers walking to the school. Now, how
could that high school, which, at the time I went there, was one of the best
in the country, although I didn't know it until I was 50, had produced so much
unless it had been undergirded by a strong elementary school system all over.
That was why it was so good. And in 1981, today, while we're hearing that
students have been pushed on unready. The President of the University of the
District of Columbia just said that. School Superintendent Reed said that one
of the things that disgusted him so that he resigned was this idea of social
promotion just because a kid had been there. And so, when they built the new
Dunbar, who was it that wanted the old torn down? The Negro community. They
said it was a symbol of elitism, which is all hogwash, you see. So those
efforts in trying to motivate from within tend to be offset by the people of
your own group.

WEEKS:

I have been curious about how you happened at attend Amherst College.
COBB:

How did I get to Amherst College? The principal of the high school when I
went there in 1917, Garnet C. Wilkinson, was himself a graduate of Oberlin.
At that time the colored schools did get a high quality of teachers because of
the handful of Negro graduates from outstanding colleges at that time; they
got positions of teaching at Dunbar -- that was a good spot. So, we had
better teachers.

Dunbar High School urged its students to use the Library of Congress. So
much so that particularly on Saturdays and Sundays the library had to

establish certain hours for high school students. That was the effectiveness
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of this teacher stimulation. It doesn't seem to have held out when I pass the
Martin Luther King Librafy at 10th and G Streets, which is all glass front.
Sometimes you look in there and see more whites than blacks. We have not yet
got the constant intellectual stimulation. The black population's much
larger, therefore, you ought to have more people in there reading. Not that
everybody would use the library.

Because the colleges let out for Christmas vacation before the public
schools did the boys and girls who had been away to school would come back to
Dunbar, just the homing instinct. Mr. Wilkinson would always have a special
assembly at which everybody who had been away at school would just come
informally on the stage and tell how it was where he went.

From that very unscientific basis of what three fellows -- Percy Barnes,
Charley Lewis and Dudley Lee =-- said about Amherst, I said, "Well, I think
that's the one I'd like to attend more than schools others talked about." You
see how unscientific that was.

So I opted to try to go to Amherst. Well, they had a fellow there
teaching Latin who was not too good himself, but he was going down. However,
he picked somebody else to recommend to Amherst. Wanted me to go to Bates.
I've nothing against Bates, I didn't want to go there. So, one of the math
teachers told me that this man that's teaching you Latin didn't have the sole
recommending authority, that the principal would give me a good letter and I
could get two Amherst alumni to write letters. All right. My record was good
enough, so Amherst accepted me on condition that as I'd only had one year of
French and had to have two, I would have to get the other year. Mrs. Mary
Hundley, who is now in her 80s, had just come as a French teacher that year.

In six weeks of summer school I got a year of French under her. There you
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have the dedication and the ability. She didn't get any money for it or
anything, and she whipped my head. That was 1921, I had two years of further
French in college, but that was reading, you see. I never used it, but Molly
used to emphasize, "a," "ou," "er."

I didn't get to France until 1954 and landed at Nice. I'd just been to
cold England; boy, it was cold. Here was this warm climate in France. I was
very anxious to try out my French. I went to some merchant and asked for what
I wanted in French, and he says, "En, speak'French, huh?" But I had never had
a chance to use it in 33 years after I left her.

Now, the other kind of thing...I had some excellent teachers -- not all of
them were good. Clyde McDuffie was a little man, much smaller than me. He
never had a course in education in his life. He was an M Street graduate,
gone to Williams, graduated Phi Beta Kappa in three years, which was as much
as a feat then as it is now. He came to teach Latin and he would have you
doing things like this --World War I was on and we were doing Caesar, "Gallia

est omnis divisa in partes tres." He put a map of World War I showing the
P P P g

disposition of the Germans and the Allies and spent a lot of time pointing out
this mountain range, this river and all that. Now let's see how Caesar and
Ariovistus fought it out on the same line. I had him. In the third year. We
had Cicero, and he would always encourage you to make that Latin come alive.

We would go around shouting Quosque tandem abutere, Catalina, patientia

nostra? "How long, oh Cataline, will you abuse our patience?" Now, the first,
second, third and fourth orations were all printed in the book, but the second
oration was the one which described Cataline's debaucheries. Although it was
printed in the book, the Board of Education said that wasn't the right thing.

One day Mac came in and said, "Let's do a little sight-reading." We had
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all translated the second oration privately, you see. Somebody started off a
little too competently. Mac says, 'Wait a minute, this doesn't sound exactly
like it's sight-reading." The elegant Latin says, "Why, O Cataline, do you
sit with your head sunk down...What's he saying? Free that up, free that up."

Finally somebody said, '"Where were you last night, Cataline?"

McDuffie said, ""That's what he's saying."

We had people equally good in history. One teacher -- a school is named
for him now -- Nevall Thomas, was faultless in the classroom. He had taken
two Cook tours and brought back a stack of pictures. He liked the ladies all
right, but he just never chose to get married. He wasn't any homo or anything
like that, but he became a fiery NAACP warrior outside the school. 1In Falls
Church, Virginia, right across the river, he made such good speeches that some
of them sent word that if they caught him over there they'd kill him. Mr. E.
B. Henderson, physical education teacher, used to live in Falls Chprch. He
was a fearless NAACP activist too and also his wife, Mrs. Nellie Henderson.

Now, at Amherst in those days, the fraternity system was at its height. I
think there were twelve or thirteen fraternities there, and they had a
hierarchial order. Alpha Delts were aristocrats; Psi U's the rich guys, Dekes
were athletes, and so on down. At that time they didn't take in Jews and they
didn't take in Negroes. We didn't bother because we wouldn't even have had
the initiation fees, which were very high. In Washington there were all the
advantages, which were open to everybody. So, all the things that counted
were there and we had been sufficiently schooled not to expect any bids to
fraternities. If you were supposed to speak on campus, and somebody didn't
speak, it didn't bother us ét all. But there was a curious thing that in the

open competitions, all the men who didn't belong to fraternities were called
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Nu Phi -- non-fraternity -- generally won. They gave an interfraternity cup
for scholarship and Nu Phi would generally win that. In my freshman year,
they had an interfraternity cross-country. I had run my senior year in high
school and to my surprise, I won the college cross-country championship. I
think it was five miles and Nu Phi won that. This is the first time anything
overt came up. Generally, the man who stood highest on the winning team would
get his own medal and the team cup. So, while we were standing in line for
this exercise in chapel where the trophies could be presented, a fellow said
our team wanted him to get the cup. What could I say. Alexander Meikeljohn
was president of the college. I saw that somebody had passed a note to him on
how to do this -- that is, who would get the cup. Just like that, he decided
how to do it. Instead of giving the awards in the one, two, three order, he
gave the medal for sixth place first, then fifth and so on. For the first
place, he called my name. I had to get both the cup and the medal -- the cup
and my own medal -- I saw how he handled that. Alexander Meikel john was one
of the greatest teachers under whom I've ever sat. They put him out of
Amherst at the end of my sophomore year.
WEEKS:

I thought I remembered something about...

COBBS:

But, in the end, he triumphed. He went to Wisconsin and they had the
great experimental school out there. But the program attracted the wrong
people. Later they had a wonderful memorial to him. Not a memorial, a
tribute, thirty years later down here at St. John's College, Annapolis, which
I attended. After over 50 years, they were sorry, and they had Meiklejohn

back at Amherst as commencement speaker. 1 believe they gave him another
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honorary degree -- he didn't need it -- but he was back and was very gracious.

Now, he was influential in reinforcing me on how to make a decision. I
never liked math, but I had made the track team in my freshman year in the
spring. Now, the Yankees did learn a good bit about education, and
fundamental to that is to keep it simple. The requirements were printed on
one page in the catalog. Then the catalog said, "Must take physical education
three years. Must swim 200 yards." It was printed on one page. So, there
was another rule that you had three cuts in any year course. The final
examination counted one-third of the course, and I still approve of that. I
wouldn't have completed the whole course in many things if I hadn't had to.
But I got so much out of it, Now, any cut that you took over your three
allowed cuts was five percent off your final grade.

Math -- one came on Saturday morning -- and I had used my three cuts,
failing to have checked and noticed that the track team would be at
Williamstown, that is our big meet, on a Saturday. I was passing math, but I
didn't see how I could lose five percent so I went to Gladys Kimball, who was
the registrar. She had in her head more information about students and alumni
than all these computer batteries do now. So I wondered if there were any way
I could get this cut excused., She said only Dean Estry could do that. I went
to Dean's office but he was out of town and wouldn't be back 'till the next
week. So I went back to Gladys and said, "The Dean's away, is there any other
possibility?"

She said, "Well, the president could."

I said, "Well, he wouldn't see a pea-green freshman to try to get a cut
excused."

She said, "Why don't you try?"
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So, I went to the president's office and his secretary asked me what I
wanted, and to my surprise she gave me an appointment. I went in.

"Cobb, I wunderstand you want an extra cut excused so you can go to
Williams with the track team. Is that right?"

"Yes, sir."

"Well, have you made your decision in the matter?"

"sir?"

"Well, irrespective of what the College does are you going to Williams
with the track team?"

I said, "Oh yes, sir, I couldn't be a member of the team and stay home
because I was afraid of losing...."

"Well, then, you've done all you can do, and you made your decision, now
the College will make its." And as I left the door, he said, "And do your
best at Williams."

So, I won the mile and got third in the two mile. Monday morning I went
to see if that cut was up there. It was not. I never forgot that. You've
got to make up your mind what you will do irrespective of the conse<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>