
hear leaders such as Walter White,
William Pickens, Ralph Bunche and
other civil rights pioneers speak.
During the 1920s, her mother was
on the executive committee of the St.
Louis NAACP and a delegate to the

NAACP national convention in
Indianapolis. Her father, a realtor,
was a strong financial supporter of
NAACP causes.

When her father wanted to sell a
home in an all-White neighborhood
to a Black family, the sale was
blocked because of a restrictive
covenant. Wilson was the attorney
for the case Shelley v. Kraemer. The

Women Leaders Are Backbone of NAACP  

1948 case, argued by Thurgood
Marshall before the U.S. Supreme
Court, abolished restrictive
covenants that would keep individ-
uals out of neighborhoods because
of race.  

Wilson, the second woman to
graduate from Missouri’s Lincoln
University School of Law, was an
enormous education advocate. As
past trustee-emerita and board chair
of her alma mater, Talladega College,
she developed a special program for
students who came from East St.
Louis, Ill. to attend Talladega. In
addition, Washington University in
St. Louis created a chair in her name. 

Wilson died Aug. 11 at the age of
90. The St. Louis attorney led her
prestigious Wilson and Associates
law firm well into her 80s.

“What worries me is what’s hap-
pening to Black men,” Wilson said
in one of her last interviews before
her death. “I’m alarmed at the fact
that wonderful young African
American men are walking the street
when they should be using their tal-
ents to make this country even
greater than it is.”

In 1984, Enolia P. McMillan becameS
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Margaret Bush Wilson was the first Black woman elected as chair of the NAACP.

W
hen the NAACP
entered the 21st cen-
tury in 2001, Roslyn
Brock made history.

Brock, then 35, was elected vice
chairman of the esteemed civil rights
organization and became the
youngest person to hold that posi-
tion since the NAACP was founded
during the turn of the 20th century.
The position also placed Brock in a
coveted cadre — a select sisterhood
of women who were leaders in the
fight for justice and equality.

Since the NAACP was created in
1909, women have always been at
the core of the organization. Mary
White Ovington, a suffragist and
daughter of abolitionists, put out the
call for the New York meeting that
initiated the NAACP. She would be
the organization’s first female chair-
man from 1919-1934.  

“It was a woman who founded the
NAACP, who got folks together and
the call was issued,” Brock says. “It
wasn’t just any woman — it was a
White woman who had the fortitude
and the tenacity and the attitude and
the forthrightness to say, ‘Let’s work
together to do this’ and brought a
multicultural group together as only
women, most often, can do.”

More than 40 years would pass
before Margaret Bush Wilson
became the first African American
woman to be elected the NAACP’s
chairman in 1975. An attorney,
Wilson used her legal background
and experience to help the NAACP
fight for civil rights and challenge
anyone or any issue that needed to
be addressed.

“The board of directors, over-
whelmingly male, clashed often on
policy matters,” says Myrlie Evers-
Williams, former board chair of the
NAACP. “She (Wilson) always stood
her ground, regardless of how strong
the opposition. She was a model for
the advancement of women in politics,
regardless of the arena.”

The NAACP was always an inte-
gral part of Wilson’s life. As a child,
her parents, both active NAACP
members, dressed her and her sib-
lings up in their Sunday best to go
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the first female elected president of the
NAACP, serving until 1990.

McMillan was one generation
removed from slavery. Her father, who
was born a slave in Virginia, moved
the family to Baltimore when
McMillan was a child. In 1927,
through an Alpha Kappa Alpha sorori-
ty scholarship, she earned a bachelor’s
degree in education from Howard
University, and in 1933, a master’s
degree from Columbia University. She
returned to Baltimore to teach. The
effects of segregation prompted her to
head the Maryland State Colored
Teachers’ Association. In 1954, she
became one of the first African
American teachers at a White
Baltimore public school and later
became the first female chair of the
board of regents at Morgan State
University.

During her term as national pres-
ident of the NAACP, she continued
to lead the Baltimore branch and
Maryland State Conference. In 1986,
the NAACP relocated from Brooklyn
to Baltimore through financial incen-
tives. As national president, she was
outspoken on Reagan administra-
tion policies, which she said harmed
the NAACP’s advocacy efforts in
housing, education, employment
and business.  

To address the NAACP’s financial
difficulties, she became renowned for
her personal fundraising campaign of
$1 white and blue NAACP buttons
that raised approximately $30,000.
National board member and New
York State Conference President
Hazel Dukes remembers those but-
tons, as well as McMillan’s efforts in
the civil rights struggle.

“She was a stern, intelligent,
focused woman,” Dukes says. “She
was on the front line when it was
not popular to do some of the
things she did.” 

One of McMillan’s most contro-
versial tactics was challenging the
NAACP board in 1995, a move that
ushered in Evers-Williams as chair-
man of the board of directors by one
vote. 

“She was fragile in size, but a
fountain of strength, vision and
determination in her mission to
build a strong NAACP,” recalls
Evers-Williams. “She was a consen-
sus builder and very creative in non-
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mother. Brock says Dukes “helped
raise me and train me in the
NAACP.”

In July, Dukes, president of the
NAACP New York State Conference,
convened the NAACP’s historic
Centennial Convention in New York
City. It was chaired by Brock.  

In 1992, Rupert Richardson
became the last female to lead the
NAACP as the civil rights organiza-

tion’s president. Adorned in one of
her signature hats, Richardson was
tenderly known as the “grand
dame” of the NAACP.  

Richardson, who held a bachelor’s
degree in education from Southern
University and a master’s degree in
counseling and psychology from
McNeese State University, was also a
nurse and a nursing instructor. In
1994, she retired as Louisiana’s
deputy assistant secretary for alcohol
and drug abuse. 

Later, Richardson created her own
healthcare consulting firm and served
as the chair of the NAACP’s Health
Committee. According to Brock, it
was Richardson who “helped me
make health care a very important
issue within the NAACP infrastruc-
ture in the late ‘80s.”

For 16 years, Richardson wasC
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elaborate fundraising. Never
afraid to speak the truth, she
challenged the entire civil
rights community to perform
at its best level.”

McMillan died in 2006 at
the age of 102. Her impact on
Baltimore and the NAACP
remains. The Baltimore
branch’s headquarters build-
ing bears her name, and on the
street where the building is
located, a sign reads “Enolia P.
McMillan Way.”

Hazel Dukes followed in 1990 as
national president. Her career spans
from grassroots community
activism, including fighting for fam-
ilies to get daycare, to being an edu-
cation advocate and later president
of the New York City Off-Track
Betting Corp. under Mayor David
Dinkins. 

Born in Alabama, Dukes received
her bachelor’s degree from Adelphi
University in Long Island, N.Y., and
has dedicated most of her life to
working with multicultural commu-
nities on education, the census and
the criminal justice system.

“Education is my real passion,
because I believe that once a person
is educated, they can maneuver
racism and all the obstacles that
come because you have a self confi-
dence,” says Dukes.

In 1963, Dukes was sent to
Mississippi as an NAACP represen-
tative to attend the funeral of
NAACP Mississippi field secretary
Medgar Evers, the late husband of
Evers-Williams. Decades later,
Dukes stayed with Evers-Williams
in Oregon to comfort her during her
second husband’s final stages of
cancer.

“A kinship grew with us,” says
Dukes of Evers-Williams. “We have
a real sisterhood.”

Indeed, Evers-Williams counts
Dukes as a friend and supporter.

“She was the person who first
approached me to run for the
NAACP chairmanship during the
most turbulent and destructive peri-
od of the NAACP’s history,” says
Evers-Williams of Dukes. “She orga-
nized national support for my candi-
dacy and, along with others, set the
strategy for my election as chairman.”

Dukes is Roslyn Brock’s god-

(R--l) Myrlie Evers-Williams, Enolia

McMillan, Hazel Dukes and Roslyn Brock.

president of the Louisiana NAACP
Conference. She helped lead the
NAACP effort in such high profile
crises as the Hurricane Katrina after-
math and the march of thousands of
people supporting the youth involved
in the Jena 6 case. At the time of her
death in 2008, she was heading a cam-
paign to get community healthcare
hospital satellites, destroyed by
Katrina, back into New Orleans. 

Her influence reached the nation-
al realm through her roles as a board
member of the national NAACP
since 1981, national NAACP vice
president from 1984 to 1991, and
NAACP president from 1992 to
1995. At the time of her death, she
had one of the longest tenures of
any NAACP board member.

Brock remembers Richardson’s
tactfulness.

“She had poise and grace when
she conducted meetings,” says
Brock. “There was no greater parlia-
mentarian that conducted meetings
with such a flair and pizzazz.”

When Myrlie Evers-Williams was
elected to the position of chairman
of the National Board of Directors in
1995, she became the third woman
in the history of the NAACP to head
the board.

In 1963, Evers-Williams became a
young widow when her husband,
Medgar Evers, head of the NAACP’s
Mississippi office, was assassinated
in the driveway of their Jackson
home. Evers-Williams was left with
three young children.  

“Medgar gave his life for the
beliefs and mission of this organiza-
tion. He was a World War II veteran
who served in France and returned
home to a still-segregated home-
land,” Evers-Williams, wrote in an e-
mail. “Unwilling to quietly accept
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the plight of his people, he became a
civil rights pioneer — that is, before
the movement became the cause to
participate in along with the height-
ened media interest.”

Evers-Williams remembers her
husband traveling long roads to
investigate racial crimes, file law-
suits and get people to overcome
their fear to register to vote. 

“Medgar knew his life was in
danger. He believed so strongly in
justice and equality that he was will-
ing to pay the price,” says Evers-
Williams. “His courage, determina-
tion and strategic skills inspired me
then and has throughout my life.”

Years later, it was not an easy
decision for Evers-Williams to chal-
lenge the entrenched powers on the
NAACP board of directors and run
for chairman in 1995. She had
remarried and had fashioned an
influential career as a corporate vice
president, a Los Angeles public
works commissioner, a consumer
affairs director of Atlantic Richfied
and an author. Yet, she was beck-
oned to run for board chairman by
the organization’s leaders and mem-
bers, foundations, corporations, reli-
gious leaders, media, civil rights
activists and others.

Ultimately, Evers-Williams could
not deny her “dedication and
respect for the NAACP, its mission
and realization of how deeply it was
still needed in America and abroad.” 

But it was also the last wish of
her terminally ill second husband,
Walter. 

“He said to me, ‘This is the last
thing I will ask of you. ‘Run and
win.’  He passed away two days
after I won the election by one
vote,” says Evers-Williams.   

When Evers-Williams became
chair, the NAACP was $4.3 million
in debt. Through fundraising, she
retired more than $3 million dollars
in debt, which prevented the
NAACP from going into bankrupt-
cy.  In addition, The Crisis magazine
was restored and she restructured
the Image Awards, installing a new
and profitable event. 

Evers-Williams also established a
program with Harvard University
School of Business to develop a five-
year business plan. 

“I strongly felt the NAACP

should financially operate as a well-
organized business,” Evers-Williams
says. 

During her tenure, she convinced
Kweisi Mfume to leave Congress
and serve as the NAACP’s new
president, where he increased mem-
bership and completed paying off
the debt, making the organization
solvent. 

Brock is especially grateful to
Evers-Williams, whom she says,
“helped lead and guide my career
path within the NAACP.” In fact,
Brock leaned on the shoulders of all
the NAACP female mentors who
came to her side after her husband’s
sudden, tragic death in 1995. 

“The support of Hazel Dukes,
Myrlie Evers-Williams and [national
board member] Maxine Smith
helped keep me lifted up during that
very, very difficult and dark period
in my life,” says Brock.  

Temple University history profes-
sor Bettye Collier-Thomas, founder
of the Mary McLeod Bethune
Memorial Museum and the National
Archives for Black Women’s History
in Washington, D.C., believes that
Black women, even in the early
stages of the NAACP, had to strug-
gle for leadership roles inside the
organization.

“We can say that, historically,
African American women have
played a prominent but overlooked
role in the development of the
NAACP chapters, development of
membership, finances and leader-
ship,” says Collier-Thomas, co-edi-
tor, with V.P. Franklin, of Sisters in
the Struggle: African American Women
in the Civil Rights-Black Power
Movement. 

Brock, however, has witnessed
the sacrifice, struggle and hard work
of women in the NAACP.

“Women were really the back-
bone of the NAACP.  The movement
was held in the Black church and it
was the women who were able to
gather the young people and orga-
nize them in terms of marching and
filling up the jail cells and being on
the front line of the college campus-
es,” says Brock. “They were really
the invisible force that supported
and stood behind the men who were
in leadership.”

— Fern Gillespie
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