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Ruth Perry sat rigidly in the witness box, clenching her fists and facing the
television cameras. Her strained expression reflected not only the tension
of a possible jail sentence but also the escalating effects of three years of
threats against her life, her reputation, and her career. A few feet away, her
would-be assassins smirked and jostled one another. It was February 25,
1957, and members of Miami’s White Citizens’ Council were eager spectators for the Johns Committee’s latest hearing. Council members had occupied the front rows of the courtroom since early morning. They were ready
for a showdown, but so were Ruth Perry and the NAACP.1 Perry was one
of the local NAACP officials closely involved in the Miami chapter’s fight
against the committee. She served the organization as an activist, journalist, and witness; she also foiled the Johns Committee’s strategy to portray
the Florida NAACP as Communist influenced.
•

Fortunately, Perry’s early years prepared her well for civil rights work in
the South, for she described herself as “not strictly Northern or Southern
in [her] outlook . . . [but] a mixture of two viewpoints.”2 The granddaughter of a slaveholding Confederate officer who was with General Robert
E. Lee at Appomattox, Perry grew up in both Ithaca, New York (home
of Cornell University), and Williston, South Carolina, a town named for
her father’s upper-middle-class family. She spent her summers in Williston
but attended elementary through high school in Ithaca, where schools and
churches were integrated. Her father, Francis Marion Willis, was a success-
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ful dentist, and Perry grew up surrounded by educated people. Under her
father’s influence, Perry developed a great love for books and respect for a
variety of ideas. Dr. Willis was also interested in politics, and the Willises
were among the very few Democrats in Republican-dominated Ithaca.
Thus Perry’s childhood experience with divergent viewpoints provided
good training for a future activist.3
Perry’s later strength of character also emerged from her strong relationship with her father. She admired him, and he encouraged her strong
work ethic and perseverance. In a letter written shortly after Perry graduated from Drexel University in Philadelphia with a degree in library science, and just before she began her first job at Cornell University, Dr. Willis praised her for becoming a well-educated woman. (She had previously
earned a degree in English from Converse College in South Carolina.) He
concluded his letter by predicting the moral courage that his daughter
would demonstrate in the future, telling her, “Later in life you will learn
that character is everything.”4
Dr. Willis could not have been surprised when his daughter eventually married a soft-spoken, liberal man who admired Eleanor Roosevelt almost as much as Perry herself did. Walter Dean Perry, the son of an Ithaca
family, was three years younger than his wife. By all accounts, theirs was a
successful marriage, and Perry regarded him as her best friend. Although
he did not attend college, Walter Perry was very well read. A professional
horticulturist, he was also an environmentalist long before the term entered
the English lexicon. In 1940, the Perrys’ first and only child, Caroline, was
born.5
In 1945, Perry and her family moved to Miami, and she began working
for the Miami Beach Public Library as a cataloguer. In a very short time,
she grew to love Florida and could not imagine living anywhere else. She
and her husband shared their love of the state as well as their views on
politics with their daughter. Perry believed that one of her duties as a parent was to create a better world for her daughter so that she could grow
up free of prejudice. At Perry’s dinner table, serious discussions were a
regular occurrence, particularly if they focused on current events or the
Miami NAACP. With the full support of her family, Perry had joined the
local chapter because she was “interested in the Constitutional rights of
everyone.”6 As she later explained to a reporter: “Rather than scatter my
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effort, I went into the NAACP to do what I could in one area. I feel very
strongly that what I am doing (in the NAACP) I am doing for everyone.”7
The Miami chapter, founded in 1935, was the last one chartered in Florida’s major cities, partly because of the difficulty of enrolling white members. Although all branches were required to be biracial, by 1959 only 25
percent of the Miami’s chapter’s members were white, and many of those
remained anonymous. The continued racist climate of the city in the 1940s
and 1950s also made recruiting members difficult. Despite Miami’s transplanted northerners and its tourist economy, the city had, as Perry saw it,
“an appearance of more liberality and freedom than actually exist[ed].”8
Underneath Miami’s cosmopolitan veneer ran a deep grain of racial
violence for which the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) was primarily responsible.
True to its post–Civil War history, the Klan had chapters throughout the
South by the early 1950s, but rival independent organizations competed
for members. The typical KKK member was someone from the lower
socioeconomic strata for whom the organization functioned as a release
mechanism for class insecurities and fears. The Klan’s strength lay in its
being an organized structure for violence, thus offering segregationists an
alternative to legal methods for stopping integration. The KKK was most
commonly known for bombing homes of NAACP members and burning
crosses on their lawns. The Miami Klan had the distinction of counting the
recently retired national Imperial Wizard among its members. The local
Klan harassed African Americans who attempted to integrate new subdivisions, burning crosses and homes to intimidate potential homeowners
and voters. Beginning in September of 1951, the KKK escalated its activities. A series of dynamite bombings destroyed parts of a newly integrated
apartment complex known as Carver Village.9 Three months later, and two
hundred miles north, a bomb exploded under the bedroom of Harry T.
Moore (the outspoken coordinator of the Florida NAACP) and his wife
on Christmas night, eventually killing them both.10
Moore’s assassination shocked many Floridians, particularly Perry,
who had recently become the Miami NAACP secretary. Perry was “horror stricken that such things were happening in Florida and that killings
like this would or could be tolerated by white citizens.”11 Just as his cousin’s
lynching was a turning point for Virgil Hawkins, so Harry T. Moore’s death
was for Perry. His assassination galvanized her into becoming even more
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active in the NAACP. Determined to help achieve “justice [and] equal
rights under the law”12 for everyone, she soon became a state officer for
the Florida NAACP and a regular speaker and radio broadcaster for the
Miami chapter. In short, she made the NAACP the focus of her activist
energies for nearly twenty years.13
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Her work for the Miami branch soon drew fire from local racists. On June
14, 1953—NAACP day in Miami—Perry began airing her Sunday afternoon broadcasts on Miami radio station WMBM, a white-owned station
whose audience was exclusively African American. In her NAACP programs, Perry called for a total end to segregation as well as full equality for
African Americans. She also denounced Klan violence and other forms of
terrorism. Friends in her radio audience soon questioned such bold statements, asking her, “How have you got the nerve to say such things on the
air? Suppose something happens to you?”14 Her friends’ concerns were
not unfounded. A month before Perry began her radio show, Clarence
McDaniels, a fellow broadcaster at WMBM, suddenly disappeared. Vice
president of the Miami NAACP, McDaniels was fired upon by police (for
supposedly stealing sod from a gas station) before escaping to New York.
Despite the McDaniels incident, Perry took sensible precautions but told
her friends: “I believe in some things so strongly that I will stand up for
them, no matter what comes.”15
Reprisals for her broadcasts came in a matter of months, first as anonymous phone calls and later as anonymous letters, which she described to
her radio audience as “vilifying and malicious . . . stabbings in the dark .
. . [that proved] that the writer [did] not have moral courage.”16 Segregationists objecting to her broadcasts often assumed that she was African
American; one of them claimed that “practically everything you Negroes
do is an imitation of the white race [because] you haven’t been civilized
long enough.”17 When one of her detractors wrote, “All you niggers better
go back to Africa where you all belong,”18 Perry told her listeners that she
could only imagine how much angrier the writer would have been if he
had known she was white. (Despite her broadcasts being aired to an African American audience, many of Perry’s listeners would have known that
she was white because WMBM’s listening audience was entirely local and
fairly small in the early 1950s.) She regarded such threats as proof of the
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Figure 3.1. Ruth Perry at the Miami Beach Public Library, ca. 1955. Private
Papers of Caroline Perry-Kilburg. Courtesy of Caroline Perry-Kilburg.

effectiveness of the Miami chapter’s civil rights work and predicted that
more intimidation tactics and threats of violence would follow.19
Perry was correct. Bomb threats were called into her home repeatedly
during the mid-1950s, but, like Virgil Hawkins, she refused to be bullied.
As she told the Fort Lauderdale chapter at its tenth anniversary celebration, “If you are afraid—afraid of what might happen to you—there is no
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room for you in the NAACP.”20 When one of her anonymous detractors
called her a “half-breed and a crackpot” during her final broadcast in August of 1956, she remained undaunted and replied that she had no respect
for those who wore hoods or refused to provide their names when slandering others.21
Perry maintained her poise on the air, secure in the knowledge that
she had been instrumental in the growing membership and influence of
the Miami chapter. By 1957, as both chapter and state secretary, Perry had
watched the NAACP influence in the Miami area grow until the local
branch was holding regular meetings at the Afro-American Life Insurance
Company’s offices. In addition, chapters organized in nearby Homestead,
Liberty City, and Perrine worked with the Miami chapter during annual
membership drives.22
In June 1956, the Miami branch further raised its profile by challenging Florida’s segregation laws. In a single week, the chapter initiated two
lawsuits to integrate the city’s buses and schools. The driving force behind
both suits was chapter president Father Theodore Gibson and chapter attorney Grattan Graves. Gibson was the African American rector of Christ
Episcopal Church, a powerful congregation of eight hundred members,
and Graves was involved in most of the major civil rights cases originating
in Miami. The two men worked closely in several legal actions.23
The bus case began on June 7, 1956, when the Miami branch demanded
an end to segregated buses and announced that they were considering a
boycott. Fully aware of the number of African Americans riding the buses,
the economic impact of the two-week-old bus boycott in Tallahassee, and
the escalation of the Montgomery, Alabama, boycott, the Miami Transit
Company found the threat troubling. Although the Miami branch eventually decided not to follow through with the boycott, in order to avoid
violence, the chapter did continue with the lawsuit.24 Six months later, the
U.S. District Court ruled in favor of the NAACP. With a local victory in the
bus suit, the Miami chapter grew even stronger. As Florida’s NAACP field
secretary, Robert Saunders, saw it in 1957, the Miami branch had almost
100 percent backing from local African Americans for the first time in the
chapter’s history.25
The chapter’s school suit paralleled the bus case. In response to Florida’s delay in implementing the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision,
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