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A Journalist’s 
View

How Gene Patterson 
Persuaded His White 
Southern Kinfolk to 
Do What Was Right

Roy Peter Clark

From 1960 to 1968, Eugene C. Patterson held one of the most im-
portant jobs in American journalism: editor of the Atlanta Constitution. 
He inherited this job from his good friend and mentor Ralph McGill, 
who was elevated to publisher. Both titles were misleading because both 
men were writers and opinion shapers. McGill was “Babe Ruth,” as his 
boss Jack Tarver called him, with his picture and column appearing on 
page one; and Patterson was Lou Gehrig, his image and daily column 
anchoring the editorial page.
 In the year 2002, the idea of a daily newspaper column is unthink-
able. These days, three times a week looks heroic. Like the good soldier 
he was, Patterson met the challenge every day—for eight years. The 
columns averaged about 750 words, with occasional longer pieces mixed 
in. Grounded in the craft of wire service reporting, Patterson’s work 
carried him across the nation and around the world, including a 1964 
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journey to Vietnam, where he confirmed his opinions about the war and 
produced a ten-day series for the Constitution.
 To read these columns sequentially, more than three thousand in all, 
is to experience one of the most impressive bodies of work in the jour-
nalism of the twentieth century. To find something comparable, one 
would have to reach into the treasure box, such as the World War II 
correspondence of Ernie Pyle.
 A claim that Patterson’s work ranks so high is a bold one and requires 
evidence. Perhaps a contrast with Pyle is a place to begin, for the be-
loved war reporter gave his life to the effort of bringing home to Ameri-
cans the stories of common soldiers engaged in an uncommon struggle. 
Once Pyle avoided the filters of officialdom, his rhetorical task was easy, 
although it required front-line access. His readers back home were hun-
gry for every tidbit of news about their children and sweethearts.
 Patterson had a much tougher task: to converse each day with his 
white southern kinfolk and persuade them to climb aboard the train of 
racial change in America—or get out of the way. And to assure them 
that the sky would not fall if they did change.
 Given the tumult of the sixties, the murders, assassinations, bomb-
ings, social protest, and war, his was a job fraught with danger. South-
ern whites faced personal attack for speaking out against the prevailing 
segregationist attitudes. In a real sense, Patterson was on the front lines 
and as vulnerable as Ernie Pyle, who caught a fatal bullet at the end of 
World War II.
 Patterson’s goals were both humanitarian and democratic: to keep 
people from getting hurt, to preserve the peace, to discourage extrem-
ism in any form, to build community, to prefer voluntary adherence 
to the good over coercion. Toward these ends, Patterson spoke to his 
kinfolk in ways that called upon their higher nature. “I see what you’re 
doing,” one reader accused. “You’re trying to make us think we’re better 
than we are.”
 All of this was possible only because Patterson never wrote down to 
his readers. He was one of them, striving with them toward a collective 
conversion that would create a more tolerant South. The earlier col-
umns are tentative and probing, skeptical about the acts of civil disobe-
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dience that he thought might hurt the “Negro” cause. Looking back, 
Patterson borrows the words of Ralph McGill to criticize himself. Some 
of those columns, he says now, are “pale tea.”
 Patterson never claims to have escaped the prejudices of his own time 
and place. In the language of these columns are vestiges of an older 
South, not just the commonly used “Negro” but an occasional reference 
to a young black man as a “boy.” The context, as always, is crucial. His 
reference honors a college student who has performed at the highest 
levels.
 Clearly, Patterson is being carried along by the momentum of the 
movement. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and his followers are climbing 
toward the mountaintop to catch a glimpse of the promised land. Pat-
terson and McGill wanted to climb that mountain too, even as too many 
of the South’s political opportunists preferred to hold people down in 
the ditch—and to stay down there with them.
 Despite his powerful drumbeat against segregation, Patterson was no 
one-note-Gene. He wrote extensively about local and national politics, 
foreign policy, mental health, economics, Communism, and Vietnam. 
At the age of twenty-one, Patterson had been a tank commander in Pat-
ton’s army. His vision of war and American leadership in the world was 
forged by the battles against Nazi aggression. It was almost unthink-
able to him that America’s role in Vietnam was less than just, that the 
government of the United States was less than honorable. His personal 
journey to Vietnam in 1964 told him that good soldiers were fighting 
for a good cause. He was a most reluctant convert to the idea that we 
needed to get out.
 In a way, Patterson’s editorial legacy is not unlike Lyndon John-
son’s political one: a shining inheritance on civil rights, shadowed by 
a war that could not be won. To his credit, Patterson was willing to 
write against his own biases when it came to constitutional issues and 
the rule of law. He encouraged the Georgia House to seat Julian Bond, 
in spite of the young black man’s equating racial progress with the Viet-
nam peace movement. The columns cannot veil Patterson’s disdain for 
Bond’s antiwar rhetoric, but by God, he was elected by the people and 
should be seated in the House.
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A Southern Life

For Eugene Patterson to persuade his Georgia kinfolk to change their 
ways, he needed to be one of them. He had the advantage of impeccable 
credentials.
 Patterson was born on October 15, 1923, in a little town north of the 
Florida border named Adel. This hamlet in the piney woods is said to 
have gotten its name from the central syllables of “Philadelphia,” which 
some founding citizen saw printed on a feed sack. Adel was also down 
the road from the town of Sparks, inspiring one of Patterson’s favorite 
expressions: “Adel is so close to hell, you can see Sparks.”
 Patterson’s father, William C. Patterson, was a bank cashier who kept 
losing his jobs during the Depression. His mother, Annabel (Corbett) 
Patterson, spent almost forty years as a schoolteacher and superinten-
dent of the family farm. With only thirty-six dollars in cash, they moved 
in 1930 into a small frame farmhouse that had been built for tenants.
 “I toiled as a boy,” wrote Patterson, “behind a plow drawn by two 
mules across 50 acres of isolation. . . . My older brother, Bill, and my 
younger sister, Anne, and I grew up hard there. We milked cows, butch-
ered hogs and steers, hoed peanuts and pulled corn and picked cotton 
and cropped tobacco.” School, fishing, and literature provided the only 
means of escape.
 Patterson remembers, “My mother . . . told me I appeared to have 
some writing talent, but that newspapermen were drinkers. So I started 
thinking journalism school.” He wrote for his high school newspaper 
and knocked on the door of the Adel News, a country weekly in the 
county seat, where he was permitted to read proofs.
 His interest in journalism carried him to the University of Georgia, 
where he received his degree in 1943. “What skills I actually learned 
came in the evenings when I worked with my peers to get out the school 
newspaper. The curriculum didn’t teach me much about writing and re-
porting. The newspaper—and reading—taught me everything” (Patter-
son 1988, 46).
 He enlisted in the army at nineteen and landed in Normandy at 
twenty. As a decorated tank platoon leader in Patton’s Third Army, he 
fired his rifle reluctantly and suffered the deaths of his friends and com-
rades deeply. The experience of the war in Europe was powerfully for-
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mative for Patterson. He once told Editor & Publisher magazine, “My 
mother was a country school teacher and . . . taught me a tolerance that 
increased during World War II as I traveled the world and observed 
tyranny and oppression” (Hill 1977, 17).
 He considered making the military a career and after the war earned 
his wings in Texas as an army aircraft pilot. But without a good war 
to fight, Patterson’s interest in a military career flagged. He resigned a 
regular army commission in 1947 with the rank of captain.
 He walked into the nearest newspaper office, landing a cub reporting 
job at the Temple Daily Telegram in Texas. Soon he would head back home 
to Georgia, taking a job at the Macon Telegraph and then at the Atlanta 
bureau of United Press (UP). Over the next decade, his career at UP 
took off as he became bureau manager in South Carolina (1948), night 
bureau manager in New York City (1949), and bureau chief in London 
(1953). It was from London that Patterson issued his most famous news 
lead after a noted American author crashed his plane in Uganda and was 
feared dead: “Ernest Hemingway came out of the jungle today carrying 
a bunch of bananas and a bottle of gin.”
 Patterson joined the staff of the Atlanta Constitution in 1956, where 
he stood at Ralph McGill’s shoulder, became his closest friend, and suc-
ceeded him as editor in 1960. It was then that Patterson began to write 
his daily column. In Ralph McGill, Reporter, Harold Martin observes: 
“The appointment of Patterson to succeed [McGill] as editor could not 
have pleased him more. . . . [Patterson] had become the closest thing to 
a soul-brother McGill had in the business. He had that quality which 
Ralph admired above all else—courage, both physical and moral. He 
could not be bullied or bought and he wrote like an angel” (167).
 Joseph Cumming described the transition for Newsweek: “McGill, 
that grave, vexed, playful, wheezy-voiced, square-faced, weight-plagued 
and rumpled old editor who for thirty years was like a tabernacle, des-
tined to carry forward the simple and unradical message that black peo-
ple, too, are human beings . . . continues his column and is given the 
title of publisher. Patterson, who succeeds him as editor, is just right for 
the image; a young man, thirty-six, a native Georgian, a liberal on race 
with compassion for the white agony, a tough, jaunty figure with a do-
right jut to his jaw and a tight prose style that shone like a suit of armor” 
(Martin 1973, 167).


