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 JM: This is Thursday, the seventh of February, 2008. I’m in New York City at the home 

of Mr. Gene Roberts. We are here to do an oral history interview for the Southern Oral History 

Program’s series on the Raleigh News & Observer. My name is Joe Mosnier of the Southern 

Oral History Program at UNC-Chapel Hill. Mr. Roberts, it’s a privilege and a pleasure. Thank 

you very much for allowing me to sit down with you. I thought since the focus of the series 

really turns on the broad question of what difference the News & Observer made, the role that it 

had in the state’s broad postwar history, the extent to which its influence took its course within 

the state’s boundaries and beyond in some regards; I thought I might take you back just to reflect 

a little bit as a preliminary on your childhood in North Carolina, and your path to a degree in 

journalism at UNC. 

 GR: I grew up in eastern North Carolina. I lived my childhood variously in Goldsboro 

[NC] and then during World War II a little farm town in Wilson County called Black Creek, 

where my father was principal. Near the end of the war, we moved back to Wayne County and 

lived in Pikeville, and my father and mother both taught in Goldsboro city schools. The News & 

Observer was sort of like the Bible in our house. It was ever-present. A lot of eastern North 
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Carolinians were very disturbed by the News & Observer, although they read it, but that wasn’t 

the case in my house. My father agreed with virtually every word that Jonathan Daniels wrote, 

and as far as I could tell, so did my mother. She read the paper, but not every single word as my 

father did. He thought it was one of the most wonderful of all North Carolina institutions, and all 

the more valuable because it was a liberal voice in the east. He was involved in a lot of things. 

He was an ordained minister who went to Southeastern Theological Seminary. I don’t think he 

graduated from it, but he had, in addition to that, a masters in Literature from the University of 

Virginia, and I think also a masters from State College [now NCSU in Raleigh, NC] in Industrial 

Arts.  

 For a period, he was in the newspaper business. He was a reporter with the Goldsboro 

News-Argus, and then he and another guy bought the local weekly newspaper. And actually, this 

was in the 30s when roads were bad and the News-Argus couldn’t really circulate in the same 

day. My father started basically or bought and converted the newspaper into sort of an 

agricultural weekly and quickly got to the point that he had more circulation in the rural part of 

the county than the News-Argus did, which was sort of his undoing because the News-Argus then 

got scared that they were losing all the farm ads, started their own weekly, and sort of gave it 

away. But all of this is by way of saying that I had, kind of, exposure to newspapers when I was 

growing up. 

 My father was sort of a sophisticated reader of the news. He always thought that they 

needed a little writing flair, but he thought that their devotion to state news and how they were--

leaving aside the editorial opinion as a newspaper--it concentrated its energies on state 

government and the state legislature, which my father was interested in. He and my mother and 
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all their teacher friends sort of delighted in the way that the News & Observer intensely covered 

every legislative fight over teacher pay, among other things.  

 Then later I went to the University of North Carolina [at Chapel Hill], then I went into the 

Army for two years. And then I came back to the News-Argus and started out as a farm reporter. 

 JM: Let me stop you if I could and ask just a question or two more, if I might. At Chapel 

Hill when you entered, I know you came from two years at Mars Hill College [Madison County, 

NC], I think. 

 GR: Right. 

 JM: Were you settled at that point already? You knew your path was toward journalism?  

 GR: Well, actually, I kind of flirted with the idea of becoming a historian, and I kind of 

got caught up for awhile in medieval history. There was a professor at Chapel Hill named Loren 

C. McKinney that I liked a lot, and he sort of brought medieval history alive. But I’m sort of glad 

I outgrew that impulse. 

 JM: I think you made a good choice (laughs). If you were around the History Department 

in those years at all, did you happen as a college student to know Frank Daniels [Jr.], because he 

graduated a year ahead of you? 

 GR: I probably saw him around and may have, but I don’t remember him at that point. I 

remember him well from being on the News & Observer. 

One of the things I noticed when I went to work for the Goldsboro paper and was 

covering the farm beat--I had a little better insight into what later proved to be the news formula 

of the News & Observer. It was basically state government, state legislature, farm news. They 

were a paper that--they hired Bill Humphries [longtime N&O farm reporter], who was really a 

scholar of agriculture. He had an agricultural degree, and he sort of learned the newspaper aspect 
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of it. But covering tobacco from one end to the other was a News & Observer trademark, of 

which, as a high school student and so forth, I hadn’t fully appreciated. Then later I began 

noticing it more when I was a reporter in Goldsboro. Their other trademark was jumping on 

every juicy murder in eastern North Carolina. It sort of had to meet certain tests to meet the News 

& Observer notion of what a juicy murder was, but when they found one, they were all over it. 

 Then I got another insight into the News & Observer because I left Goldsboro and went 

to work for the Norfolk Virginian-Pilot. And by conventional standards, the Virginian-Pilot was 

a better newspaper than the Raleigh paper, if you define it by the number of staff members it had 

[and] the depth of its coverage. Its staff--they were not that much bigger in circulation than the 

News & Observer, but they had a much bigger staff, I would say three or four times bigger, 

maybe even more than that. If you looked at it purely in journalistic terms, the Virginian-Pilot, 

for example, had a real copy desk. All the stories moved through this desk, and the copy editors 

were pretty good. And they did in-depth local coverage with reporters on all sorts of local beats. 

There was no copy desk on the Raleigh News & Observer. The desk editors, who were also far 

and few between, just had to go at it all the time to give even the most cursory look at copy.  

 When I came back, Woodrow Price, who was the managing editor, heard about me 

through his nephew Gene Price, who was one of my editors in Goldsboro, and Gene Price was 

the one who actually got me on the Norfolk paper. I kind of wanted to cover state government 

and knew that in Norfolk they could never do that. They had one political and state government 

correspondent. 

 JM: Over in Richmond [VA]? 
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 GR: Yeah. He was anchored in Norfolk, but he lived in Richmond during all the 

legislative sessions. He would book himself into a hotel for the duration. Twenty-five years later, 

he was still doing that job. I was told that if I stayed in Norfolk, I would be next in line. 

So I got to Raleigh, and the News & Observer really was a low-budget newspaper 

compared to Norfolk; but in my opinion, they marshaled their resources well. Interestingly, they 

didn’t cover Raleigh or even Wake County all that well. Usually--I think when I was there, at 

most there were three reporters that I can think of who were covering Raleigh and Wake County. 

One of those basically was a police reporter, and the county reporter kind of covered the county 

commissioners and the county education system and something like that. In contrast, in Norfolk 

there would have been fifteen or twenty people doing what three were doing locally in Raleigh.  

 And then you had the state capitol staff, which I was on. There were a minimum of three 

and sometimes four people just covering state government, which far outweighed what Norfolk 

did on the state level. And it was just amazing the depth, the effort that the News & Observer put 

into state governmental coverage. When I was there, the rule was that there had to be a story on 

every statewide bill introduced in the legislature, and then there had to be a story on every local 

bill introduced, if it involved eastern North Carolina. Typically, covering the legislature--and I 

was one of only three, sometimes four [reporters], I would do three, four, or five stories 

approaching a column or more in length, and almost an infinite number of local bill stories. We 

would typically give them a paragraph or two. It’s amazing what was accomplished by doing 

that. I wrote local bill stories that often were like one inch in length, or two inch, and just said, 

“Such and such a bill that would apply to Pender County or Onslow County had been 

introduced.”  
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Interestingly, the representative from Onslow County--not all at once, but over time he 

introduced several municipal incorporation bills. Incorporation bills for small towns weren’t all 

that uncommon, but to have several in one county was all that uncommon, and I didn’t pick up 

on it. I just dutifully wrote that he was proposing a bill to incorporate this and then a week or so 

later, he proposed a bill to incorporate that. I didn’t even tie them together and then all of a 

sudden I started getting phone calls saying, “Our representative is incorporating plowed fields.” 

We started looking into it, and it turned out that he was working with land developers and taking 

advantage of something called the Powell Fund. I don’t know if that exists now, but the Powell 

Fund was a certain portion of the state road taxes on gasoline [that] were set aside for 

incorporated municipalities to use in paving streets and so forth. This legislator and developers 

had dreamed up the idea of incorporating this and letting the money build up over years, and then 

when they got ready to develop, the taxpayer would be paving the roads. Well interestingly, if 

the News & Observer had not had that rule [about reporting every bill], no one would have ever 

known. Some days there would be an entire page of just short stories devoted to local bills. 

 These days, the trend is away from covering state government [at] most newspapers in 

the United States, and I think it’s wrong. I think the News & Observer had it right. It was 

something that no other paper in eastern North Carolina could match, and there was no way that 

the News & Observer could cover all the towns and cities in eastern North Carolina as well; it’s a 

local paper. But by this in-depth “cover everything” approach in state government that applied to 

eastern North Carolina, it had some very addicted readers who read the state news religiously 

and as I’ve said earlier, often condemned the editorial page--but they read it. Whatever the News 

& Observer was, it was not bland, and for the things that it choose to do it in-depth, it really did 

them in-depth. 
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 I think they rationalized not doing a more complete job locally by saying they’d let the 

Raleigh Times do that, which--at the point I came along, they owned the Raleigh Times.  

 JM: They bought it in ’55, I think.  

 GR: Yeah, and I came in ’59.  

 JM: Tell me a little bit about your impressions about those of the Daniels family who 

were still very thickly in key roles when you arrived. Excuse me, let’s just pause. 

[break in conversation] 

 JM: Okay, we’re back on after a short break. 

 GP: Well, one of the first things I noticed when I got to the News & Observer--I really 

didn’t know much about the family other than about Jonathan [Daniels] and Josephus [Daniels]. 

Frank Daniels’ [Jr.’s] father [that is, Frank A. Daniels Sr.] kept a low profile in state matters. He 

had more of a profile locally around Raleigh. He was kind of a mover and shaker in Raleigh and 

Wake County, and Jonathan was considered more of a mover and shaker at the state level.  

 At the point I got there, they had been in the new building [on McDowell Street in 

Raleigh] for, I don’t know, three or four years anyway. And the staff of course noted that the 

way the building was built, it was built with three floors, one for each of the brothers it turned 

out. Josephus had the first floor--Josephus Jr., Joe--and there wasn’t much down there except 

places you could buy the newspaper across the counter and sort of the janitorial equipment and 

things like that. And the second floor was the business operation and the two Franks were on that 

floor. And then the third floor was Jonathan’s floor; it was the news floor. And Joe was 

considered basically harmless and friendly and nobody worried very much about what floor he 

came and went on. But the Franks didn’t come on the news floor unless they were specifically 

invited and the only time news people went to the business floor was [because] the Coke 
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machine was down there in an alcove, and then there was the annual paternalistic Christmas 

party in which all the employees were invited to the second floor, and there were always door 

prizes. They would give away a television set every year, and a few toasters, and Joe would pull 

the names out of a hat and go, “Ho ho ho.” 

 Frank Jr. had this great curiosity about what was going on in the newsroom, but Jonathan 

would not have felt comfortable for him to be rattling around in the newsroom. So basically 

Frank Jr. staked out the Coke machine and when you went down to get a Coke, often Frank 

would be there and he would sort of ask a few questions about what was going on up above. But 

there was this very real separation of church and state. Other papers in that era had it, but in most 

papers there weren’t multiple brothers involved. And it was all the more rigid at the News & 

Observer because each brother had his sphere of influence and was absolutely paramount in that 

regard.  

 I had occasion to go through some of Jonathan’s letters when I was preparing this book 

[The Race Beat (2000), which Roberts co-authored with Hank Klibanoff], and also read a couple 

of scholarly books that were written about him. The correspondence between Frank and Jonathan 

when Jonathan was in [Pres. Franklin D.] Roosevelt’s “kitchen cabinet” is remarkable. And I’m 

kind of loosely quoting, but there was one letter in World War II in which Frank was talking 

about basically, “You liberal eggheads up in Washington have forgotten what it’s like back here 

in the real world, and there are many people I run into contact with who hate ‘niggers’ worse 

than they hate the Japs and the Germans.’ It was one letter I’ve remembered from--. I think there 

was a lot of affability between the two, but I think there was a lot of tension between the two, 

too. They basically got along, my impression was, by each being paramount in their own sphere 

and not trying to interfere in what the other was doing.  
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 The exception to going on the third floor was--Jonathan was totally uninterested in the 

Raleigh Times. He had spent a lot of his life fighting it, and at the point I was there, it was sort of 

to some degree under Frank’s wing, I think very loosely, but he had a relationship with the Times 

that definitely was not the case with the News & Observer. I certainly wasn’t in the office every 

minute of the day, not even most of the day, but I don’t think I ever saw either Frank in the 

newsroom of the News & Observer. And the last year I was there, I was the Sunday editor and I 

would have been in the newsroom most of the time. 

 JM: Let me take you back to follow up on something you said earlier. You mentioned in 

contrasting the resources of the Virginian-Pilot against those of the News & Observer when you 

arrived. Those papers had approximately comparable circulation? 

 GR: I think if I remember right, the Virginian-Pilot was sort of, when I was there, fifty-

eight, fifty-nine— 

 JM: Thousand.  [GR is actually referring to the years ’58, ’59 because he gives the 

circulation statistics in the next comments.] 

 GR: Had about a hundred and twenty-five to a hundred and thirty-five [thousand 

subscribers]. It bounced along in there. And the News & Observer would have been about a 

hundred and five or a hundred and ten, or along in there. And they each would have had a little 

more on Sunday, but this was the daily circulation. 

 JM: Okay, so in the late 50s, they’re in the hundred and five for the N&O, a hundred and 

twenty, twenty-five for the Pilot, and yet the staffing is a multiple of three-plus perhaps.  

 GR: Yeah, right. 
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 JM: So you described the News & Observer as a relatively low-budget operation. Was 

that there was something about the Raleigh market that made the ad revenues substantially less 

than those in Norfolk? 

 GR: Right. 

 JM: Okay. And that was--? 

 GR: I think Raleigh did not have the industrial base that Norfolk had. It did have the state 

government, which provided a lot of employment, but it was never a great shopping center or 

anything. The big local growth did not start occurring until after I left there, when the Research 

Triangle began coming into its own. And at that point, I think, Frank was having a greater voice 

in things once Jonathan had retired. My impression from a distance was that maybe both Franks, 

but certainly young Frank was pushing for more local coverage.  

 JM: You’ve hinted that there were some differences in outlook and personality between 

the brothers and that could have its influence on the paper’s operations in some measure. I’m 

interested in your perspective looking back. Are there things to say in particular about the 

particular form of Southern liberal outlook that generally characterized the paper in that era? Are 

there specific things of interest to say about the range of that liberal view, its strengths, its 

weaknesses? 

 GR: Yeah. On race, Jonathan was certainly one of the most liberal editors in the South. It 

was probably more [through] Jonathan’s urging than anyone else, when he was with Roosevelt, 

that he got White House press conferences desegregated, and basically got one black in who was 

sort of the representative and honor of the black news service out of Washington. Whites and 

Jonathan himself viewed him as more liberal than blacks ultimately came to view him. Jonathan 

was startled, I think, by the student movement. He related reasonably well, I think, to older 
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blacks and established blacks, but was not immediately sympathetic with things like the sit-ins 

and all of that. 

 But he was a great believer in education, and I think without Jonathan, the whole course 

of how school desegregation played out might have been different. He had such a firm voice 

against anything like the massive resistance program adopted by Virginia that I don’t think even 

the most disparaging politicians of Jonathan would have really wanted to take him on on that. 

And so they went instead with the Pearsall Plan, which allowed local option. Jonathan didn’t 

even like that, and he thought it in theory gave each local government the right to suspend public 

education, and he didn’t think anyone should have that right. I don’t know if you will remember 

that or have looked at it. My recollection is that for months after [NC Governor] Luther Hodges 

endorsed the Pearsall Plan, Jonathan had a little quote on the editorial page that he ran every day, 

from Luther Hodges when he first became governor, saying he never under any circumstances 

would support the closing of the schools. And Jonathan kind of tweaked him day after day after 

day about that. 

 But also in some of Jonathan’s papers--and I think I even remember hearing him say it a 

couple of times--at some point, Roy Wilkins, and maybe even Roger White before Roy Wilkins, 

picked up on some of Jonathan’s liberal editorials and wrote him “Dear Jonathan” letters. I ran 

into a letter, I think it was to Virginius Dabney [journalist and editor of the Richmond Times-

Dispatch from 1936-69], in which Jonathan was sort of arching his eyebrows at a black writing 

“Dear Jonathan.” I think there was a certain amount of humor in it; I don’t think he was shocked 

to his tippytoes or anything, but he had definitely grown up in a segregated society, and some of 

it had rubbed off. Although when he intellectually kind of confronted race, there was just no 

Interview number R-0424 from the  Southern Oral History Program Collection (#4007) at The Southern Historical Collection, The Louis Round Wilson Special 
 Collections Library, UNC-Chapel Hill. 
 
 



Transcript of Gene Roberts Interview, 2-7-08 
p. 12 of 32 

 
question in his mind that the South had to bend much more than the South at that moment was 

prepared to go.  

 JM: Tell me if you would about your work as a reporter after February 1, 1960 and the 

sit-in in Greensboro.  

 GR: Interestingly, covering state government, that wasn’t my beat, but I was sort of 

interested in the whole--what later became called the civil rights movement; it wasn’t called that 

then. I had been involved a little around the edges in the Norfolk school crisis, in which six white 

high schools and junior high schools were shut down for basically four months to keep a handful 

of black kids--I forget the exact number, but like fourteen or something--out. When the sit-ins 

were in their second week or [so], Martin Luther King flew into Durham to kind of show support 

and rally support for the sit-in movement, and I asked to cover it. And there wasn’t any problem, 

although back then we didn’t normally cover Durham. [But] if you were volunteering to cover a 

nighttime story and were not raising the question of overtime, I don’t know that anyone would 

have stood in your way. 

 The person I dealt with was one of the world’s great people, and one of the world’s most 

overworked people, a guy named Bob Brooks who was the metro editor. And Bob was open-

minded about everything. I never heard him express a lot of opinions, but he certainly didn’t get 

in the way of stories getting in the paper. He saw his role as covering as much ground as a small 

staff could possibly cover. The only time he might raise a question [was] if you were asking 

permission to do a story that might tie you up for days, and no one would ever dream of 

proposing a story that would tie you up for weeks; they just didn’t have the staff for that.  

 But I filed at least a column of what Martin Luther King was saying, and it whisked right 

into the paper. Later a guy I knew with the Southern Regional Council, Pat Watters [journalist 
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and director of the Southern Regional Council from 1963-75], was going through coverage over 

the years in various newspapers in the South on how they handled race. He said it was highly 

unusual for any southern paper to quote Martin Luther King at great length. There certainly 

wasn’t any problem with the News & Observer on that question. But because I was covering 

state government, I did not cover the local sit-ins. The local reporter did that. 

Sometime around, I’m pretty sure it would have been probably the summer of 1960, I did 

a three-part series on how thoroughly blacks were excluded from the workforce in Carolina. I 

knew that story was going to take a long time and I knew that if I asked for a few weeks to do the 

story, that the editors would either have had a heart attack at the mere thought or would roll on 

the floor laughing, one or the other. I didn’t even tell them I was doing this. I just in my spare 

time over months put together this story. I knew, I was confident that the News & Observer, 

being the News & Observer, would not object to a racial story, but I wasn’t sure they wouldn’t 

object to running several columns every day for three days. When after months, I think it was 

probably on a Wednesday or a Thursday, I dropped this thick sheaf of stories on Bob Brooks’s 

desk, and he kind of gulped. He didn’t even know what it was about. He just noticed the length 

and said, “My God, what’s all of this about?” I said, “Just read it.” And interestingly, I don’t 

think there was a minute’s conversation about it. Nobody said, “This is good, this is bad,” but it 

just started running in the Sunday paper and nobody cut anything.  

 It was a pretty exhaustive--it took a long time to do that, but I found a principal through 

the help of a couple of black leaders I knew in Raleigh, and one [of them] was sort of actively 

helping me call school superintendents. And I had the idea that if you could find a black high 

school and could find what happened to every single member of a graduating class that had 

graduated five years earlier, it would very revealing. Most principals didn’t want to get involved 
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in that because they reported to white school boards. Amazingly enough, we found a principal in 

Pitt County, which was kind of segregationist at that point, with a relatively small high school 

and with a class not so big you couldn’t sort of get your arms around it. They had graduated forty 

people five years earlier, and if they didn’t go on to college--and it was only children of 

schoolteachers that were going on to college--not one single person who stayed in North 

Carolina these five years had a job over the rank of day laborer if they were male, or maid or 

cook if they were female. Even the valedictorian was a maid five years later. Two or three male 

members of the class went north and got jobs like baker, truck driver, but not even that was 

available in North Carolina. I called every black college or university in North Carolina and 

personally went there in most instances and talked to their job placement director; they all 

loosely had one. There were at that time considerably historic black colleges in the state, and not 

one single student placement director had ever had a corporation or a private business send a job 

recruiter onto the campus. That year literally hundreds of job recruiters came on the Chapel Hill 

campus. 

 A lot of pretty moderate newspapers would have had problems, I think, with that story, 

but Raleigh ran it. I don’t remember ever being told, “Good job” or “bad job” or anything like 

that. I think they just accepted that there was a story there and it should be run, and that’s sort of 

the way it was. 

 I even had a case once--it would never occur to them to block a story unless they had 

some great reason for thinking it was libelous or something, and I don’t recall that ever coming 

up. And I wrote a story once that in theory Jonathan had the right--I mean, he didn’t read all the 

stories going into the paper, but in theory he could have killed any story he wanted to kill. [But] 

the story ran, and he just denounced the story in the next day’s editorial. That’s sort of the way 
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he operated. It was a story that I still remember the lead. I was covering the state Democratic 

convention and I said the convention started with--it was an off-election convention--that it 

started with handshakes and ended with yawns. Jonathan of course took the state Democratic 

convention very seriously, and Democratic politics very seriously, and basically he did a lot of 

editorials saying, “What does this writer expect? This is an off-year and part of the role of the 

convention is fellowship and all of this and that.” I never heard of any story being blocked for 

any reason. 

 JM: Let me ask you to extend that kind of thinking, the way you have done so much 

thinking about the press and race at the News & Observer, to other major questions of social 

policy and just have you reflect a little bit on that. How about the N&O in these years, late 50s, 

early 60s, in which it would be part of a trend--it’s not as if there was a sharp discontinuity at any 

part--but say on fiscal policy, or on organized labor, or on tobacco, or on women? 

 GR: Jonathan was very open-minded on labor, and I think you could even build a case 

that on the editorial page--the editorial page was pro-labor. But the editorial page position on 

labor definitely did not carry over into the management practices of the newspaper. When I came 

to Raleigh from the Norfolk paper, as I’ve said, Woodrow Price was the one who hired me. 

Woodrow was a wonderful newspaper man and a character if there has ever been one, who sort 

of cultivated the reputation of being a tightwad. When he was trying to hire me from Norfolk, he 

recognized he was going to have to pay a bit more. I had just written an article for True magazine 

[True, #1 Man’s Magazine] about a ship salvaging venture, and had enough money to put down a 

down payment for a house. It was about a thousand dollars, and I wasn’t about to fritter it away 

by paying my own moving expenses from Norfolk to Raleigh. The News & Observer had never 
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paid anybody’s moving expenses, and Woodrow said it just wasn’t possible. I said, “Well, then 

I’m not going to go.”  

 Then Woodrow, who kind of talked in this real drawl, said, “Well, let me think about it,” 

and then he called me back and said there’s no way that he, Woodrow, could get approval or get 

a check cut out of the business department, meaning the two Franks, for moving, but he said, 

“I’ll tell you what. You give me a copy of your moving bill and I will pad your expense account 

over a period of time to fully repay your moving expenses.” And we went back and forth on that, 

because I wanted kind of upfront money on housing, but Woodrow said, “Stop and think about 

this. This is a good deal for you because the only way you can have an expense account for me to 

pad is for me to send you on a lot of out-of-town assignments,” which--in those days reporters 

liked to go outside the city limits. So we struck this deal, and Woodrow was faithful to his word 

to the very last penny. After every expense account, he would call me in and say, “I have added 

twenty-seven dollars.” 

 Then after I’d been on the Raleigh paper, the N&O, for four or five months, I guess, and 

got to know the staff well enough, everyone was bitching about money. Everybody felt 

underpaid, and a few of the people--by no means everyone, but a few of the people started asking 

me, “Wasn’t Norfolk a Guild [Newspaper Guild, i.e. a unionized] paper?” And I said, “Yes,” and 

they wanted to know what the so-called “top minimum” was in Norfolk, which was more than 

several of them were making. They wanted to know if I knew of anyone from the Guild who 

could come in. As a matter of fact, I had been on the negotiating committee in Norfolk and at 

some point, the Guild sent in what it called an international rep, thinking that he would add a 

little muscle to the talk. So I said I could have him drop by and he did.  

Interview number R-0424 from the  Southern Oral History Program Collection (#4007) at The Southern Historical Collection, The Louis Round Wilson Special 
 Collections Library, UNC-Chapel Hill. 
 
 



Transcript of Gene Roberts Interview, 2-7-08 
p. 17 of 32 

 
 Of course, the word went immediately to the Daniels and to Frank and interestingly, 

nobody ever said anything to me at the time. Much later, Frank Jr. found some occasion to say 

something like he knew I was a union red hot or something, but at the time, they were nervous 

enough about this guy, who actually was a little skeptical. He said basically the Guild didn’t 

want to take on a southern paper unless it had like ninety percent of signatures, and they were 

particularly concerned about the Raleigh Times. I didn’t know people on the Raleigh Times. 

Basically, I told the Guild, “I can link you up with some people in the News & Observer 

newsroom, but I don’t really know the people in the Times newsroom, and if you want to do that, 

you’d better do it yourself,” and the whole thing kind of ultimately collapsed. But meanwhile, 

the News & Observer--everyone on the staff, except me as far as I could tell, got a five-dollar-a-

week raise; I got four fifty as if it say, “We know you’re the one.” But nobody ever said 

anything. Now Jonathan would have been relaxed about it anyway. I don’t know that he would 

particularly want a guild, but it would have never occurred to him, I think, to be gigantically 

concerned about it. But the Franks would have been and were.  

 On women, again, you looked at the News & Observer editorials and I don’t specifically 

remember any, but I just can’t conceive of Jonathan writing anti-women or feminist editorials. 

The News & Observer was about as sexually segregated as you could imagine, far more than was 

the case in Norfolk, which wasn’t all that. There were a couple of women mainstream reporters 

on the Norfolk, but on the News & Observer it was on the women’s pages, which were called the 

women’s pages. And not a single reporter on the state and local news staffs were women, and of 

course, no editors or no editorial writers. But generally speaking, that would not have been an 

exceptional situation. That was generally the situation on--I started to say southern newspapers, 

but I would throw northern papers in on that as well.  
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 JM: When you went up to Harvard [University] in ’62 for the Nieman Fellowship and 

then thereafter came back to Goldsboro and went on to Detroit, if I can ask this and not be out of 

school [i.e. out-of-line], were you looking to step away and move on in your career from the 

News & Observer? 

 GR: I wasn’t. No, I just thought, I had known one person, well, actually had known two 

people who had had Niemans and they thought it was one of the great years of their life. And I 

applied for it, not at all sure that I would get it. I thought it was a long shot, but I would apply, 

and got it. Then, in a way they don’t do now because of ageism and things, the Niemans really 

were looking for basically people in their thirties. They didn’t like to take people in their forties, 

and they weren’t sure that people younger than thirty had been around enough, or they weren’t 

sure whether they’d paid enough dues to stick in journalism or something. I was the youngest 

member of my class except for a Canadian who was, I think, a year younger than I was, but they 

selected them in a separate way. 

 I later learned, that I did not know [at the time], that Frank Friedel [Frank Burt Friedel Jr., 

Charles Warren Professor of American History at Harvard], who was the Harvard Roosevelt 

Scholar--when I was covering the Sanford-Lake race [1960 NC Democratic gubernatorial 

primary contest between Terry Sanford and I. Beverly Lake Sr.] and covering Lake, Frank 

Friedel happened to be in town while that race was going on. I never met him and I didn’t even 

know he was there, but he was staying at Jonathan’s house going through Josephus’s papers. 

And I. Beverly Lake of course hated the News & Observer’s editorial policy, and Jonathan was 

on his case, and would have thought the election of Lake would have been a setback of 

monumental proportions. I covered Lake by and large in a very straight-away fashion and just 

quoted what he had to say and how the crowd reacted, but Lake started using me as a whipping 
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boy. If I would say there were five hundred people at the rally, he would say at the next rally that 

the News & Observer said that there were five hundred people at the rally, and he would say 

there was a thousand if there was a one, and this was typical of the half-truths in the News & 

Observer. And Jesse Helms was denouncing the coverage.  

 And unbeknownst to me, Frank Friedel was in town and picking up on some of this and 

then he turned out to be on the selection committee, one of four or five. I found out later that he 

had sort of pushed hard to get me a fellowship even though I was a little young for it. I never laid 

eyes on him until the interview process, although later we became friends and he was sort of my 

faculty sponsor. I don’t know that Lake personally knew Jonathan [Daniels], but some of the old 

line segregationist politicians who were on Lake’s bandwagon and were sort of crowd-whipper-

uppers had shticks about Jonathan. They called him “Joe Nathan” and of course the News & 

Observer was the “News and Disturber” and a couple of guys had the whole anti-News & 

Observer line down pat.  

 Lake almost got me killed one night in Lumberton [NC] and part of it was my own fault. 

I did a dumb thing. To make sure I was right on the crowd estimate, I arrived early and counted 

every seat in the courthouse and then I figured if the seats were full and if there was anyone 

standing, I would count those and I would have an exact. After I had made the seat count, I went 

out to eat and came in late just as the thing was starting and made the mistake of perching in the 

window sill, which meant that when Lake starting saying, “That’s typical of a half-truth in the 

News & Observer,” he started pointing to me over in the window sill. And the editor of the 

Robesonian, the weekly newspaper in Lumberton, who I didn’t know--just before the rally was 

over, he came over and said, “I’m the local editor. Come with me.”  
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 He didn’t explain. I thought there maybe was going to be some press conference or 

something. And we got out on the steps of the courthouse and he started running and said, “Pick 

it up,” and I started running, not knowing exactly what I was doing and we ran about a block 

away. His paper was in a storefront and he had to unlock the door with a key, but then he just 

reached out and grabbed me sort of by the head and neck and just kind of jerked me into the 

newsroom. It was dark. The lights were off. Then he got on his hands and knees on the picture 

window at the front of the paper, which had Venetian blinds, and he started peering out through 

the blinds. At about this point, six or eight people came along with bricks in their hands and 

everything and said, “Where did that goddamned reporter go?” I filed my story that night in the 

dark and then called up the local police force. I had a little foreign car, a Morris Minor, and the 

local editor had basically impressed on the local police chief that it wouldn’t be great for the 

town image to have a News & Observer reporter killed or beaten up on the streets of Lumberton. 

So they put these two big police cruisers before and after my car, and went with me all the way 

to the Fayetteville city limits and got me in another jurisdiction, and then they left. But kind of 

tooling around eastern North Carolina when Jonathan was writing his editorials was--. And the 

last night of the campaign, I covered Lake the whole way. The first few weeks were okay, but as 

it heated up, Woodrow decided that on election night he would put me over on Sanford and let 

Dave Cooper go over to Lake on grounds that the Lake people might be sore losers, which I 

think would probably have been the case. 

 Tobacco--the News & Observer was four-square for tobacco. All the time I was there, 

there never was a hint of an anti-tobacco position, and a lot of kind of tub-thumping for the 

tobacco industry. Jonathan, when he thought of the tobacco industry, he did not think of Liggett 

& Myers and [R.J.] Reynolds [the major North Carolina tobacco manufacturing companies]. He 
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thought of farmers growing tobacco. Things that would be Greek to most newspapers would be 

front page news on the News & Observer if [they] involved tobacco. There was something called 

MH-30, which you may have never heard of, but it was a chemical. There’s something in 

tobacco called sucking: you manually had to go to the tobacco stalks during the growing process 

and break off the secondary growth or that would sap the strength from tobacco leaves. Someone 

invented a chemical compound called MH-30 that when you broke off the suckers, you could put 

this chemical in the wound, so to speak, and they wouldn’t grow back, which was a huge labor-

saving device for farmers. But there were some suspicions that this might add to the toxicity of 

tobacco, and there were big debates over it.  There was also the big “Coker 139” fight. There 

was a seed variety called Coker 139, and Coker is a seed company in South Carolina. The 

tobacco division of the Department of Agriculture in Washington thought that Coker 139 was 

going to wreck the tobacco market because--. When I was a kid growing up in North Carolina, I 

sort of grew up on tobacco farms around, and what the farmers called Lucky Strike tobacco, the 

real best and brightest leaves--you were lucky if you got more than three or four of those per 

stalk. Around Pineville and Black Creek [both North Carolina towns], if you claimed to grow 

over fourteen or fifteen hundred pounds of tobacco per acre, when I was in elementary school or 

high school, people would think you were a notorious liar. Then I went to college, went through 

the Army, and came back, and Coker had invented seed variety number 139, in which virtually 

every leaf on the stalk was so-called Lucky Strike tobacco. And not only that, it was not unusual 

to get three thousand pounds per acre, double [the previous yield]. This kind of undermined all 

the acreage controls, and the federal government had to go from acreage controls to poundage 

controls. And then on top of that, the Department [of Agriculture] said it was destroying the 
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overseas market, because the overseas market liked trashy tobacco to give flavor and substance, 

[and] with Coker you weren’t getting a lot of trashy tobacco.  

 Nowhere in the world except eastern North Carolina would this even cause a ripple, but 

this was big news in eastern North Carolina and the News & Observer played it that way. I can’t 

remember even what kind of editorial position Jonathan took on this, or even if he took one, but 

they sure covered it flat out, and that would be typical of the way they would do it. Even in 

Charlotte, that kind of story wouldn’t have caused a ripple. 

 JM: You went on after ’65 to become the chief southern correspondent at the [New York] 

Times and in effect kind of step into a role that Claude Sitton had been in in the first part of the 

60s. Of course, obviously, a couple years later he would step into the editor’s chair in Raleigh. 

Can you talk a little bit about two things? One is from the time you depart in ’62--in those years 

through the 60s thereafter, did you have much contact or occasion to look back toward the N&O 

and keep up with what was happening there? That’s one thing. Then the second is your 

recollections of hearing the news that Claude had taken that job and your reaction to that. 

 GR: Okay, let’s take a break before [these answers] and go to the bathroom. 

 JM: Absolutely, excuse me. 

[break in conversation] (1:34:00) 

 JM: We are back on after a quick break. 

 GR: This is kind of a complicated answer, but when I left the N&O about a year after I 

came back from the fellowship, part of the reason I left was I didn’t really want to settle into 

editing. They had made me Sunday editor and I thought it was good experience, but I wasn’t 

finished with reporting. Ideally, I would have liked to have covered race in the South, but no 

southern newspaper or northern ones other than the New York Times had a full-time 

Interview number R-0424 from the  Southern Oral History Program Collection (#4007) at The Southern Historical Collection, The Louis Round Wilson Special 
 Collections Library, UNC-Chapel Hill. 
 
 



Transcript of Gene Roberts Interview, 2-7-08 
p. 23 of 32 

 
correspondent in the South. I ultimately went to the Detroit Free Press and the person who got 

the Free Press interested in me was a guy named David Kraslow, who was a Nieman at the same 

time I was, although he was like ten years older than I was. Unwittingly--I didn’t even know who 

the editors were in Detroit, and I did not know that the assistant managing editor, who in fact 

was--he didn’t have the title, but he was the de facto managing editor--was Derick Daniels, who 

was Jonathan’s nephew. There was kind of a complicated family situation there, which I never 

fully understood. 

[phone rings] 

 JM: Do you need to get that phone? We can stop for a second? 

 GR: Yeah, we’ve got the answering machine. Derick had by then come into some stock 

and I think, but am not sure, he had just gone on to the News & Observer board of directors. I 

didn’t make the connection until he picked me up at the airport. Basically he met me personally 

at the airport, and then on the way in said that this would constitute an interview on his part. He 

didn’t want to do anything formal because he felt kind of conflicted recruiting someone from the 

News & Observer. So he turned me over to two other people, but it was pretty clear that he was 

going to make the decision while denying it. So I went with the paper and went with the Free 

Press and Jonathan wished me well, but he also got in a couple of digs at Derick. I don’t 

remember after all these years. They weren’t terrible. It was just a little grumpiness.  

 After I had been with the Free Press a few months, Jonathan tried to hire me back as an 

editorial page writer. It was just sort of the wrong--. I’ve spent virtually a lifetime in the 

newspaper business and I’ve never wrote one editorial, never wanted to write an editorial. I kind 

of made the mistake of talking when I should have cut it off right away, but Jonathan had not 

made it clear initially what he wanted to talk to me about. He just wanted me to drop by, and I 
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don’t even think I went into the paper--that I met him someplace for supper or something. It was 

kind of awkward, and he clearly wasn’t happy that I turned down the job.  

 Then later when I left the Free Press and went with the Times, Derick proposed me for 

editor of the News & Observer. I don’t remember exactly the time sequence and I think I was 

actually in Vietnam when the subject came up.  I don’t know definitively, but I think Frank Jr. 

had problems with it because he regarded me as a labor red hot, and I think Jonathan might have 

had a problem or two, but Jonathan then was in the process of leaving. Anyway, it was kind of 

erratic. Claude would have probably much preferred to stay on The New York Times, but did not 

have good (1:43:30) and a lot of people didn’t with Abe Rosenthal [A.M. Rosenthal at The New 

York Times, died 2006]. So he ended up getting the Raleigh job, and I ended up being called 

back from Vietnam to take his job. We’ve kind of a couple times over the years mentioned the 

irony of this. For me, it worked out for the best. I think if I had been offered the Raleigh job, 

which I never was, I probably would have taken it. I think I had a more interesting life by getting 

the national editorship and going on to Philadelphia and then later coming back to the Times.  

 It was really interesting that--when I was Sunday editor, I changed things around on the 

Sunday features section. Interestingly, I started getting notes and letters from Worth Daniels. I up 

to this point had barely known that Worth Daniels existed, and I was kind of surprised. What I 

had heard was that he had never been interested in going into newspapers and instead wanted to 

be a doctor. The doctor part of it was right, but I later learned that he really cared a lot about 

newspapers in general and the N&O in particular, and read it and got it by mail. Because he liked 

some of the things I was doing, I, of course, thought he had a penetrating intellect (laughs); I 

wasn’t getting any comment at all out of the people I was working for in Raleigh, but I was 
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hearing from Worth Daniels. I later through Derick met him two or three times, and he was an 

interesting guy. He would have probably made a very good editor. 

 Derick sort of delighted in building his own career, would not have dreamed of working 

for one of his uncles, and ultimately probably forced the sale of the News & Observer. He was 

interested in the money at some point. I think a few years earlier, he would not have been. But he 

also knew his way enough around newspaper corporations that he was able to put the word out 

that the N&O was for sale and drove up the price so much that I think that ultimately--it didn’t 

right away, but the debt load was more than--Frank couldn’t figure out a way to pass all of this 

and the debt load onto his son and still pay all the inheritance taxes. I’m sure if Frank could have 

figured out a way to do that, he would have probably kept the paper in the family. But if it had 

not been Derick that forced the issue, I think it would have been somebody else, because 

Josephus’s grandchildren and great-grandchildren--it was turning into a pretty big family and 

they weren’t getting enough dividends to keep them happy. Probably ultimately the only way 

they could have settled the estate was--. It was sad. I would have liked to have--.  

 I think Frank Jr. was a good sound publisher, and I think Claude had a lot of run-ins with 

him. I would almost bet that Frank disagreed with a lot of Claude’s editorial opinion, but he also 

believed in the traditions of the family and did not try to make even the editorial page his voice, 

but what he understood to be the family heritage voice. And I always respected him for that. I 

think he was a much better publisher than I would have guessed he would have been when he 

was hanging around the Coke machine. I think the paper was a sound paper and I think he 

steered them into more local coverage, which I think was a wise thing for him to do. And here 

and there over the years at various newspaper meetings and everything, I would occasionally 

bump into Frank.  
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 I will say that, given that Frank concluded the paper had to be sold, that I think he very 

wisely sold to McClatchy [Company]. I think if he had been solely interested in money--and I 

think he got a good price for the paper, I certainly don’t think he gave it away, but I think he 

cared deeply about Raleigh and the state. I think Gannett would have paid more money than 

McClatchy if it had come to that. I think Raleigh is precisely the kind of place Gannett would 

like. They don’t like other newspaper competition or anything and like to be in what they would 

call a “non-competitive market.” Potts— 

 JM: Erwin Potts. 

 GR: Yeah. I was at two different schools with Potts and he was known as Potts, not 

Erwin. We were at Mars Hill together and then we went to Chapel Hill. Then we ended up being 

waiters in the same restaurant, the Porthole Restaurant. And financial move number one, when 

Derick and the other grandchildren sort of forced this, or wanted money and wanted Frank to buy 

them out, but buy them out at a high price, Frank sold all the subsidiary properties, as you know, 

to McClatchy and to Potts.  

 JM: In 1990. 

 GR: Part of the deal was Potts getting a board seat on the News & Observer. I’ve never 

talked to either one of them about their relationship with the other, but my impression has always 

been that it’s been a very comfortable relationship, and that Frank saw Potts as a very solid 

businessman over and above his interest in journalism. Sort of--one sale kind of led adroitly to 

another, and I always thought that was shrewd maneuvering on both their parts. Once the 

decision was made that the paper had to be sold outside the family, I can’t imagine a better buy 

for it than McClatchy, and I include Knight Newspapers and The New York Times. I think 
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McClatchy has been better than either one of those would have been, because I think the Times’ 

primary interest is in the Times and not in its subsidiary newspapers.  

 JM: Let me ask one broad final question and then we’ll have as much time as you’d like 

for anything else you want to touch on. Assess Claude Sitton’s tenure down there over twenty-

two years, I guess, and in relation to the perspective [that] persons not only within North 

Carolina but beyond would have had of the paper. Was the work that Claude Sittton down there--

did it reverberate in any ways?  

 GR: It kind of surprised me in a way that Claude decided to be an editorial voice, because 

his whole background up to this point had been as a reporter and a line editor. While I certainly 

knew him to feel strongly about some things, he was a very disciplined reporter and he never 

really tried to interject his opinions. Even writing Sunday articles for the newspaper’s Week in 

Review section, where you had more latitude--Claude’s stories even for the newspaper’s Week in 

Review were more reporting-based and fact-based than opinion. Interestingly, I think he carried 

out the editorial voice of the News & Observer pretty much the way Jonathan would have done 

it. On the news side of it, he did some of that and he delegated some of it. I think he promoted 

Bob Brooks, who I really had a high opinion of.  

 By the time Claude got in that job, I was never really in a position to judge the paper 

among its peers, because the whole time he was there, I was either in New York or Philadelphia. 

But we did have a summer house in Bath [NC], and I would come down some in the 

summertime. I remember I was there during the buildup of the first Gulf War, and being 

extremely impressed with the depth of the News & Observer’s coverage on that. It was certainly 

true that it was an eastern North Carolina story to some degree because a great many Marines at 

Camp LeJeune [Jacksonville, NC] and then also the [82nd] Airborne at Ft. Bragg [Fayetteville, 
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NC] were being shipped over. But the News & Observer went beyond covering just the “local 

boys being mobilized for war” story. They really did an amazingly sound job on that. That’s the 

only really big running story that I remember reading the paper every day when that was going 

on. And [I] came away very impressed. Claude sort of tore into Jesse Helms with a great deal of 

vim and vigor. 

 I well know how chancy things like prizes are, but I always thought that if anyone ever 

deserved a Pulitzer, Claude did for his southern coverage. I was on the Pulitzer board when he 

got the commentary award and I was all for it, but I wasn’t anything like approaching a pivotal 

vote because the sentiment pretty much of the whole board was for Claude on that. He’s an 

exceptionally able newspaper person.  

 I know some of the places Claude went into when he was southern correspondent at the 

time he went into them. When I was there for the Times, there was a larger press presence in the 

South than when Claude first started doing it. Often he’d be the only one, and there’s a kind of 

safety in numbers which he didn’t always have. It was interesting that during the civil rights era, 

there were a lot of northern white kids in the civil rights movement from New York whose 

families read the Times every morning to try to keep up with what might possibly be befalling 

their children. It was interesting that these kids, if they got in trouble or there was a cross burned 

in front of their headquarters or something, they didn’t trust the local law enforcement people or 

even the federal law enforcement people for that matter, but they would call Claude Sitton and 

say, “We’re scared. There’s a story here. You ought to be here.” And they felt safe when Claude 

was around, probably for very good reason. 

 I think Frank [Daniels Jr.] was lucky to get him. I think a lot of journalists would have 

argued--I guess pre-McClatchy--that the News & Observer layout and makeup could be flashier, 
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that the paper could have been more people-oriented, but I think Claude very much looked after 

the paper’s traditional values. And I’m not talking just about the editorial page, but I think they 

took state government seriously under Claude, and they took politics seriously. And all of the 

kind of basic ingredients that I think made the News & Observer an exceptional paper [were] 

continued under Claude.  

 JM: Are there any other issues or themes you think that we should— 

 GR: Well, I’ve been rattling on forever. 

 JM: No, you’ve been tremendous. I’ve been wearing you out. But anything else that 

comes to mind in this connection, broadly, that you’d like to say a word about? 

 GR: I don’t know to what extent it was the Daniels and to what extent it was sort of the 

newsroom editors--. Have you ever heard of someone named Fred Maher? 

 JM: I don’t believe so. 

 GR: Fred was the grandson of—I think I’ve got this right—Governor Holden [nineteenth-

century North Carolina governor William Woods Holden], who was a Reconstruction governor, 

and Fred grew up very conflicted. He was an elderly man when I got to know him. He had sort of 

come of age when the North Carolina view of Reconstruction was at its darkest, and somehow 

the News & Observer adopted Fred. The Daniels were certainly no friends of the Holdens, and 

Josephus sort of led the movement to get blacks and fusion politics and Reconstruction and all of 

that out and have a solid white Democratic party base. Fred wrote just about every Sunday some 

historical piece and he had some relationship with the state archives. I’m sure he wasn’t on the 

payroll. He might have been some kind of part-time employee or something, and writing these 

once-a-week kind of historical features was probably the bulk of Fred’s income. To say Fred was 

shy and afraid of people is to put it mildly. The Sunday editor was Fred’s lifeblood because the 
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Sunday feature section is where--. I’m groping for the name. Herb, the editor of the Raleigh 

Times. 

 JM: O’Keefe. 

 GR: Yeah, Herb O’Keefe. Herb had once been the Sunday editor and he knew Fred, and 

when I became Sunday editor--and Jim Chaney, the previous Sunday editor, was going through a 

bad health problem, so I didn’t get much coaching from Jim--Herb sort of filled me in on Fred. 

The first week I was Sunday editor, Herb said, “Fred wanted to come in and meet you, but he 

only got as far as the sidewalk outside the building and he lost his nerve. Sooner or later, he’ll 

make it.” Then the next week, Fred said, “He actually got off the sidewalk, but he didn’t make it 

in the front door.” Then it took like the next week, he got in the front door, but he couldn’t push 

the button on the elevator, and it took weeks for Fred. Meanwhile, he was mailing in his stuff 

and I was using it, but institutionally, the whole paper worried about Fred. 

 Another one like that who was totally different was a guy named Thad Stem, who was 

just the opposite of Fred. Shyness was not ever a problem for Thad. I don’t think Thad had quite 

the constituency that Fred had, but Sam Ragan always felt that there was a place for Thad’s 

musings and his poetry. The paper was like that. And when I was growing up--or I don’t recall 

reading her, but I recall my mother and father every Sunday would read Nell Battle Lewis and 

have a conversation about her. She was one of what--sort of the consensus on the paper would 

have said she had a voice that needed to be heard, and the News & Observer should do that.  

There was also a sense about the News & Observer about North Carolinians who wrote books: 

North Carolina books were to be taken seriously, and the writers of them were to be taken 

seriously. Even if you privately thought they might write with their feet or something, the fact 

that they had managed to get a book published meant that it was nothing to be scoffed at. And 
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Sam Ragan wrote a column which I guess more or less gradually took the spot that Nell Battle 

Lewis had once had. He always saw it as his mission to give encouragement to North Carolina 

writers and poets and all of that. To some degree, every paper I worked on felt compelled to give 

some attention to books, but there was a kind of feeling about that on the News & Observer that 

was just kind of a little bit more intense, and a little bit more that you had an obligation to worry 

about the writers out there, and that sort of thing.  

 The editors were different. Sam Ragan was very literary in his interest. Woodrow Price’s 

real interest was in politics and hunting and fishing. Under Sam, you’d have to have a serious 

literary column in the paper, which Woodrow wouldn’t object to, but his clear interest was that 

there was a strong hunting and fishing column. Woodrow was kind of a legendary--I don’t know 

how much you have run into him. Gene Price, my editor in Goldsboro, was also a hunter and 

fisher and the crowd that they ran with--I was never a hunter and just nominally a fisherman, but 

they took this seriously. Woodrow had the reputation for being tight [stingy] being a belief 

among the hunting and fishing crowd and also among the political crowd. Woodrow would make 

jokes about his own tightness. 

 I wasn’t there, but people swore this actually happened, that when Charlie Craven was a 

columnist and the staff was so small, that basically there were a bunch of desks shoved together 

in the main city room and the reporters could fit around these desks and we were all kind of on 

top of each other. And before I got there, Woodrow was supposed to have been typing away on a 

story one day and Charlie was working on his column and the phone rang. Woodrow said [for 

Woodrow Price’s voice, Roberts affects a slow drawl], “Yes, Mary Dudley [Price]?” That was 

his wife. “Yes, yes, well, take him take him to the hospital, Mary Dudley.” And then he hung up 

and went back to typing. Charlie said, “Woodrow, what was that all about?” And Woodrow said, 
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“Wiley [Price],” that’s his son, “has swallowed a penny.” And Charlie said, “God, Woodrow, 

you’re going to just sit there typing? That could be serious.” And Woodrow said, “Why should I 

worry? It was his penny.” (laughs) 

 Gene Price [Roberts’ former editor at The Goldsboro News-Argus] swears that Woodrow 

would try to talk Gene into coming to Raleigh to pick him up, which was like a hundred miles 

out of the way: it’s fifty miles up, fifty miles back. Gene, by and large, resisted this, but 

according to him, a couple times Woodrow had extenuating circumstances and he agreed to do it. 

He said the first time he did it, he had filled up his tank in Goldsboro, and he picked up 

Woodrow and they were headed down to Cedar Island [NC] or Wrightsville Beach. As soon as 

they started getting out of Raleigh good and passing gas stations, Woodrow said, “Gene, stop 

here. I want to fill up the gas tank.” And Gene said, “Woodrow, I don’t need any gas. I just filled 

it up.” And Woodrow said, “No, fair is fair. Stop here and let’s fill up again.” It took like two 

gallons. And according to Gene, they drove all the way to Cedar Island and drove all around 

during the weekend, drove all the way back to Raleigh and were running low on gas and 

Woodrow said, “It’s your turn now.” 

 Also Woodrow has this kind of very dry wit. There was a state Democratic convention 

one year and I can’t remember even what all the debate was about, but there was a famous fringe 

politician in North Carolina named Olla Ray Boyd [from Pinetown, NC] who perennially ran for 

governor on things like the “lynching ticket” or whatever absurd thing he could think of. At one 

state convention, after the convention broke up, Olla Ray was apparently saying at the top of his 

lungs, “They fucked me, they fucked me, they fucked me,” and Woodrow apparently pulled out 

his notebook and walked over and said, “Who fucked you, Olla Ray?” He was going to make it 

the headline in the paper the next day.  
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 But it was an interesting paper and some really good people came through there. Some 

people felt comfortable there and liked the eccentricity of it and all of that and just stayed and 

stayed. Simmons Fentress [longtime Washington correspondent for Time Magazine, died 1981] 

left to go with Time Magazine and Time didn’t quite take civil rights day in and day out as 

seriously as ultimately Newsweek did, but Simmons was probably the best civil rights reporter 

Time Magazine ever had. He and Carl Fleming and Claude were sort of in a class by themselves. 

 JM: You’ve been extremely generous. I really want to thank you. 

 GR: Well, good to see you. 

 JM: It’s been just great and I’m very grateful for such a thoughtful contribution. Thank 

you. 

END OF INTERVIEW 
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