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Poverty in a Sea of Wealth
Arthur Fletcher in California, 1959–1965

I

N 1959, Arthur Fletcher—a former professional football player and Kansas state official—
relocated to California. He was down on his luck, having lost a lucrative used-car dealership and talent-booking agency after his political patron was driven from office, and
things soon went from bad to worse.1 Racist neighbors forced him to move three times in his
adopted Sacramento, each move worsening an already difficult commute and further straining his family. After moving a fourth time, to Berkeley, his wife committed suicide. Despite
his college education and statewide political experience, Fletcher now found himself an unemployed single parent.2 But it was in the depths of that personal and professional despair
that he had an awakening. “I was in a position to understand the . . . struggling that a single
head-of-household was experiencing as he or she tried to raise kids by themselves.”3 Working
in the nearby ghetto, Fletcher discovered his life’s calling. He would rise up out of that horrible situation and use his political skills for the benefit of African Americans, going on to
advise four United States presidents and implement the Revised Philadelphia Plan, earning
the title “father of affirmative action.”
Fletcher’s experience was hardly typical of civil rights leaders. He preferred to work inside
the system, with all the acceptance of it that this implied. But he knew what life was like in
the ghetto, and resolved to put his insider’s skills to the task of undermining the very system
he served. His years in California, which proved the most trying of his life, were formative.
This essay argues that the adversity Fletcher faced in California directly resulted in his transformation from self-serving politician to selfless civil rights leader.
Arthur Allen Fletcher was born in 1924 in Arizona. His mother, despite training as a nurse
and schoolteacher, cleaned other peoples’ homes. His adoptive father was a Buffalo Soldier,
part of the African American regiments of the U.S. Army, and so the family moved from one
army base to another for most of Arthur’s childhood, finally settling in Junction City, Kansas,
where Fletcher graduated from the local integrated high school after organizing a boycott
of the segregated yearbook (the pictures of the black seniors were relegated to the back).
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He joined the U.S. Army in 1943 and was sent to Europe as a military police officer on the
“Red Ball Express” supply line in France. Wounded in Germany while serving under General
George Patton, Fletcher returned to Kansas and attended Washburn University in Topeka on
the G.I. Bill. A college football career resulted in his becoming a defensive end for the Los
Angeles Rams in the summer exhibition season of 1950, and that fall he became the first
black player for the Baltimore Colts. He then played a season with the Hamilton Tigers in the
Canadian Football League. But his war injury, which didn’t bother him, remained a concern
for coaches who feared that Fletcher would keel over on the playing field (he never did). These
concerns forced Fletcher out of professional football after the 1951 season.4
In addition to football, Fletcher’s time at Washburn University had served to train him in
the art of politics. To make ends meet—by his senior year he and his wife Mary already had
four children—he worked two full-time jobs serving state officials. He was a doorman and
messenger for the state legislature—a position acquired through connections to attorney
Elisha Scott, counsel for the plaintiff in the Brown v. Board of Education case—and a waiter
at the Jayhawk Hotel, a popular hangout for state politicos. It was through his position at the
Jayhawk that he met Fred Hall, a young, liberal, Republican Ford County attorney. When
Fletcher returned to Kansas in 1952, Hall was Lieutenant Governor, with an eye on winning
the 1954 governor’s race. Fletcher joined Hall’s campaign team and worked hard to win the
areas of the state with large populations of African Americans. When Hall won, he made
Fletcher deputy highway commissioner.5
The position of deputy state highway commissioner during construction of the Eisenhower Interstate Highway System was a plum political assignment. Before long it seemed as
if everyone was looking for a way to “get in good” with Fletcher, and after his years at the
Jayhawk, Fletcher had no illusions about the system. “Once fate convinced me that politics
was not about social justice,” he later said, “I started trying to figure out a way to make some
money.” He started a used-car business by getting the Fort Riley and Forbes Air Force Base
Credit Unions to pre-approve member soldiers and airmen, and based on those lines of
credit bought dozens of cars wholesale at auction in Kansas City to sell to the servicemen at
a profit. But that was only the beginning. Fletcher remembered that his father had been a
member of a segregated chapter of the American Legion in Junction City, which had brought
in top-name black entertainers including the likes of Cab Calloway, Count Basie, and Duke
Ellington. He looked into the files of the chapter and found the contact information for a
booking agent in New York City. He then contracted with the National Guard commandants
in armories in Kansas and the four states bordering Kansas—states with an interest in
Kansas highways—to arrange to use the armory auditoriums. Fletcher would sell enough
advance tickets to pay the booking agent and the performer, the commandants would keep
the parking concessions, and Arthur would clean up selling higher-priced tickets at the door.
Before long this Kansas deputy highway commissioner was presenting Ray Charles and
other artists of his stature to mostly-black audiences throughout the region.6
While these ventures were of questionable ethics, there was nothing illegal about them at
the time. Still, the picture we get of Arthur Fletcher during his political career in Kansas is of
a politically savvy man who has learned to use his connections and power for his own monetary gain. And while we should not judge this behavior so harshly as to claim that he was
more corrupt than the venal white politicians of the day (much as generations of Southern
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historians condemned black Reconstruction-era politicians), neither should Fletcher be
allowed a “free pass” for the same reason. And it is important to contrast the venality of the
young Fletcher with the selfless civil rights advocate he would become.
Fletcher’s business ventures afforded the family a fancy lifestyle, which was just fine for
Arthur’s wife, Mary, who was accustomed to wealth and luxury. Light-skinned, well-born,
and popular, Mary had been attracted to the young athlete for his ambition as much as his
charm and charisma. Mary’s family had long been prominent in the black social circles of
Junction City, home to the Buffalo Soldiers of the Ninth and Tenth Cavalry Regiments. Her
maternal ancestors, Exodusters probably among them, had owned much of the land that the
army bought in the early twentieth century as Fort Riley expanded. Her father had been a
contractor on the Santa Fe Railroad and later had an ice supply contract with the army. At
least in part because of this upbringing, it was a particular shock to Mary when Arthur’s
political empire came crashing down around him.7
Fred Hall’s tenure as governor of Kansas was one of intense acrimony within his own
party. As a liberal Republican who had won the black vote, he championed a state Fair
Employment Practices Committee, and vetoed an anti-union “right-to-work” bill, in both
cases taking a position at odds with conservative party regulars. When he sought reelection in
1956, he was defeated in the Republican primary, and the division within his party gave the
Democrats the statehouse for the first time since 1939. Hall’s influence continued, however.
While a lame-duck governor, Hall resigned in favor of his lieutenant governor, who appointed
him to replace an ally who conveniently stepped down from the state supreme court (in a
move reminiscent of the contemporary Knight-Knowland “Big Switch” in California). But in
1958, Hall resigned from the court to run for governor again. He lost the primary, and again
so divided the party that the Democratic incumbent won reelection.8
Most big players in the state Republican Party blamed Hall for their loss of the statehouse,
and in particular they blamed his liberal policies. Throughout the nation, the Republican Party
was becoming more conservative, and Kansas was no exception. Hall had attended college
and law school in California, so he moved permanently to that state to take a job as director
of management control at Aerojet General in Sacramento. He would later open a law practice
in Beverly Hills and become leader of the California Republican Assembly (CRA), an extrapartisan organization which would endorse Republican candidates in a state where it was
illegal for the official party to do so.9
As one of Hall’s strongest supporters, and as one of the most visible reminders of the liberal leanings of the Hall administration, Fletcher took a heavy amount of the blame himself.
With his political influence depleted, one by one the commandants in charge of the armories
that hosted his entertainment programs turned against him. After several cancellations of
shows for which he had already paid a substantial, nonrefundable advance to the booking
agent in New York, Fletcher found himself practically penniless. The cars on his lot were
repossessed. He took a job at Goodyear Tire, and, when he applied for a promotion to foreman, the former state deputy highway commissioner was told that such jobs didn’t go to
blacks. Finally, in early 1959, Governor Hall threw him a lifeline, buying him a ticket to
Sacramento and arranging a job interview in public relations at Aerojet.10
For Fletcher, the move to California was an obvious choice. He had no real prospects
in Kansas, and now had five children to feed. And, like Fred Hall, he was no stranger to
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the state. He had played for the Los Angeles Rams the summer after he had graduated from
college, and his parents had retired to southern California. He came out for the pro forma
interview, received a job offer, and signed.11
The first indication of the problems that lay in store came while on the road. Like the fictional Joads in Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath, Fletcher and his family traveled west along
Route 66. But unlike the Joads, who were white, the Fletchers had difficulty getting service at
restaurants. Mary, who could pass for white, would go in and order the food and bring it back
to the car where Arthur and the children were scrunched down, out of sight. This was not
entirely unexpected; during an earlier visit to Arthur’s mother in Riverside, California, a
policeman had pulled him over: he wanted to know what he was doing driving with a “white”
woman in the front seat. Arthur had calmly explained that his wife was a light-skinned
African American woman while the children cowered in the back, dumbfounded and afraid
by the most overt instance of racism they had yet encountered.12
That such racism would be found in the Golden State, and not in Kansas, is not surprising
given recent scholarship on the rise of conservatism in southern California during the postwar period. Lisa McGirr’s 2001 book Suburban Warriors chronicles the rising influence of
Orange County’s Republican Party during this time, noting that it was southern California
which would win Ronald Reagan the statehouse and provide much of the fuel for the “white
backlash” to the civil rights movement. More recently, James Worthen, Darren Dochuk, and
Michelle M. Nickerson have weighed in on the subject. Worthen’s The Young Nixon and his
Rivals, a political history of the national machinations of California Republicans Earl Warren,
Goodwin Knight, William F. Knowland, and Richard Nixon during the 1940s and 1950s,
likewise identifies southern California as the hotbed of conservatism in the state, notwithstanding Knowland’s residence in the Bay Area. Dochuk’s From Bible Belt to Sunbelt
discusses the roots of conservatism and racism in southern California, linking it to the migration of evangelical “Okies,” “Arkies,” and other former Democrats from the Deep South
during the Great Depression. These migrants opposed the New Deal and, later, the Great Society. Most recently, Nickerson’s Mothers of Conservatism locates the origins of the modern
national conservative movement in the homemakers of Los Angeles County. Like the abolitionist women of an earlier era, Nickerson’s women found that the free time resulting from
their husbands’ middle-management jobs lent itself to activist pursuit; unlike the Grimkes
and the Beechers, however, these women opposed what they saw as socialism, which
included efforts at racial desegregation.13
The problems for the Fletchers continued as the family settled into their home on Los
Robles Boulevard in one of Sacramento’s new developments northeast of downtown. A beautiful neighborhood with palm tree-lined streets, they were the only black family living there,
and many of their white neighbors resented their presence. Arthur would drive the family car
to his job at Aerojet in neighboring Rancho Cordova, and when the kids were in school Mary
found herself alone and stranded. She received death threats from the neighbors, in person
and over the phone. If her experience was similar to that of other black families in “defended”
neighborhoods around the country, according to historian Thomas Sugrue, she had to deal
with such nuisances as broken windows and dogs being allowed to defecate on her lawn.14
By the summer of 1959, the family had had enough. They moved to Demaret Drive, on
Sacramento’s south side. But the problems persisted, and they moved again in October to
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McLaren Avenue, on the other side of the airport, where there were already a few black
families. But these moves presented a new problem: with each move, Arthur’s commute to
Aerojet was getting longer. In 1960, Arthur found a job at Goodyear Tire in Berkeley. He
lined up an apartment in a predominantly black neighborhood near downtown, and in April,
the family moved to the Bay Area.15
In Kansas, working for Goodyear had seemed the best Fletcher could do with so many
doors closed to him. In Berkeley, the job at Goodyear was a stopgap measure to facilitate the
move, and he quickly began looking in a new direction. He obtained a provisional state teaching certificate and applied for a job at Berkeley High School, and in the summer of 1960
went to work for the Nixon-Lodge presidential campaign, which assigned him organizing
duties in northern California and also in the Midwest. In late September, he won the
teaching job at Berkeley High School, which was scheduled to begin after the election.16
Despite outward appearances, however, life had not become calm and orderly for the
Fletchers. Mary was having a nervous breakdown. The constant traveling; being uprooted
from family, friends, and lifestyle; the racist threats and attacks had all taken their toll on the
thirty-five-year-old mother of five. She had previously worked at the Menninger Clinic in
Topeka, so she had a passing familiarity with psychiatric theory and practice, and knew that
she needed help. She checked into Napa State Hospital to be treated for clinical depression.
But the early 1960s was a dangerous time for psychiatric hospitalization. The spartan
rooms at Napa, housing upwards of twenty patients in rows of beds without any privacy, were
depressing in themselves. To make matters even worse, psychiatrists were experimenting
with a wide variety of psychotropic medications, including some, like LSD, which have since
been banned for their dangerous hallucinogenic properties. They were also more likely to
use female patients as their subjects because women tended to be more complacent and
trusting of authority figures. Finally, researchers did not have the restrictions then that they
do today: consent was not required, institutional review boards nonexistent. Much of the
research was informal, even ad hoc, with psychiatrists doing what they pleased. Mary, who
soon found herself on several psychotropic drugs, was released on her own recognizance on
weekends. Disaster loomed, and Arthur was unprepared.17
On Friday, September 30, 1960, while at home alone, Mary received a phone call
from the principal of Berkeley High School. Arthur had been offered a job there as a
teacher but had not yet signed the contract. In the interim, the principal had done some
checking into Arthur’s background. Learning of his connection to the Brown case and subsequent activities as deputy state highway commissioner, he had decided that Arthur was a
“troublemaker.” He rescinded the job offer. When Arthur got home, Mary didn’t tell him
about the call. But he could tell that something was bothering her, and that she seemed
more depressed than usual. The next day, Saturday, October 1, Arthur decided he would
take Mary to the movies to cheer her up. They drove over the Bay Bridge into San Francisco.
On the way back, seemingly in passing, Mary wondered aloud what it might be like to jump
off the bridge. But the trip seemed to have done her some good; she seemed content.
The following day, Sunday, October 2, around 1:30 p.m., Mary went out—to buy some vegetables, she said. Her daughter Sylvia asked if she could go with her, as usual, but Mary
refused, and insisted that she go alone. The hours ticked by and the sun went down, but still
she did not return. Something was clearly wrong. Soon the Fletchers heard an announcement
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on the radio that the 214th person had jumped off the Bay Bridge. About ten minutes later,
the police knocked on the door and informed Arthur that Mary had jumped off the bridge
and died.18
The sudden suicide of Mary Fletcher would prove to be the lowest point of Arthur’s life,
but its impact was much more obvious in her children, who would never fully recover from
the tragic loss. Sylvia, the only child to visit her mother regularly while she was at Napa, and
the last to see her mother alive, outwardly handled the death of her mother best, although the
internal scars still remain. The Fletchers’ second child, she had always taken refuge in books,
and now did so even more; school became, as she later put it, her escape.19
The oldest child, Phyllis, now in eleventh grade, started shoplifting. Like her mother,
Phyllis had been very popular in Kansas, with a large circle of friends. She had regularly
attended social events at Topeka’s segregated YMCA, and had been dating a popular high
school football player before the move west. She had become accustomed to a certain lifestyle,
with fine clothes and the like, and the family was now unable to maintain that—so she made
do on her own. Also, as the oldest, Phyllis was expected to be a role model for her younger
siblings, and by now that pressure had become too much for her. “I’m not trying to be the
example,” she would say; “I’m trying to be me.” In 1962, three weeks before she was scheduled to graduate from high school, Phyllis hitchhiked her way to Chicago and then to
New York City, and for many years had no contact at all with the family; her younger siblings
called her “the nomad.” She died of AIDS in 1997.20
Arthur, Jr., in ninth grade when his mother died, had a talent for drawing and music, and
developed a passion for jazz. He ultimately would become accomplished on the drums,
piano, flute, saxophone, and bass, but now he just wanted to get away from home, spending
as much time as he could around the University of California campus and the thriving jazz
scene along Telegraph Avenue. This was the era of the Beatniks, and Arthur, Jr., was particularly drawn to the W. E. B. Du Bois Club. He started smoking, and lost a full scholarship to
the Art Institute of San Francisco when he was caught with a cigarette. He pursued his talent
for music, and began touring the country as soon as he could get away. He had a brief, exciting career on the European jazz scene, but died of Hodgkin’s disease in 1976 at the age of
thirty.21
The second son (and fourth child overall), Paul, started getting into fights with other children in school. In seventh grade when his mother died, he spent a year in juvenile hall for
participating in a civil rights march with Arthur, Jr., the day after the police attacked protesters in Birmingham, Alabama with dogs and fire hoses. He graduated from high school
functionally illiterate—all too common in Berkeley’s African American schools, but not
what one would expect from the son of a former Kansas state official and college graduate.
He did recover, however, and later attended the University of Washington, ran for King
County Council in Seattle and the state legislature in Alaska, and worked for Housing and
Urban Development Secretary Jack Kemp during the George H. W. Bush administration.22
But certainly the child on whom Mary’s suicide had the greatest impact was Philip, the
“baby,” only nine years old at the time of Mary’s death, and “the apple of her eye,” according
to his father. Philip had already been acting out, getting into fights in school along with his
brother Paul. After his mother’s death, he was left back a grade. Fletcher eventually became
so concerned with Philip’s behavior that he sent him to a military school. Here, Philip
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endured hazing, and responded with more violence: one day in the school’s cafeteria he put a
fork through another boy’s hand after the boy tried to steal his dessert. Kicked out of military
school, he got into more fights and was sent, like his brother Paul before him, to juvenile
hall. He never got beyond eighth grade. He started taking drugs and became involved in petty
crime. This led to more serious—and violent—criminal activity, and he spent much of his
adult life in prison. But what is perhaps most striking about Philip’s story is that he would
ultimately have, according to his daughter Phyllis, “fourteen children by thirteen different
women around the country.” Although he finally settled down and married in 1986, he was
never able to kick his drug habit, and he died in 1996 of a heroin overdose.23
For Mary’s widowed husband, it was ultimately his strong commitment to civil rights and
his natural facility with politics that would help him deal with the loss of his wife and the
slow, steady breakup of his family. In late 1960, Fletcher found himself an underemployed
single parent. There were months when he was unable to make the rent, and spent his time
in the ghetto west of San Pablo Avenue, avoiding representatives of the landlord, Nakamura
Realty. He assumed (correctly) that Nakamura wouldn’t evict a single parent of five children.
But as he began to interact with his neighbors, mostly unmarried mothers, he realized that
being a single parent was something he shared with many of them. And, as they came to
know him, the neighbors realized that he was different, that his education and background
and connections would be his ticket out of the cycle of poverty in which most of them seemed
locked. As they began to seek his advice, he became a community leader in a way that he had
never been as a state politician in Kansas. “At that time,” he later said,
I understood the difference between what an education had done for me and what a lack of education had done to and for the people living next to me, who were on public payrolls. In other words I
knew I had no business [being] there . . . but being there and having two girls and three boys I was
in a position to understand the depth of pain and suffering and confusion and the struggling that a
single head-of-household was experiencing as he or she tried to raise kids by themselves.

Fletcher was now as comfortable “down in the holes of the ghetto” as he was in the corporate boardroom of a company like Aerojet General. And so he found his calling: a self-help
civil rights philosophy which he encapsulated with the phrase “I’m as willing to help you as
you are willing to help yourself.”24
Fletcher’s heightened sense of civil rights activism from the perspective of a Republican
(indeed, conservative on economic and other political matters) is of a piece with recent scholarship on civil rights activism in the Golden State. Mark Brilliant, in The Color of America Has
Changed, demonstrates how a variety of perspectives informed the movement, especially in the
Bay Area, where the NAACP found itself at odds with Chinese American parents who sought
separate instruction for their children in public schools. And Shana Bernstein’s Bridges of
Reform, in contrast to studies highlighting the role of trade unionists such as A. Philip Randolph
and communists such as Bayard Rustin in the movement, showed how (at least in California)
civil rights activists included explicit anticommunists.25
To meet his community’s and his own needs, Fletcher resolved to return to politics. His
first electoral foray after Mary’s death came the following year, when a fellow Washburn
alumnus asked him to join the committee for the local school bond initiative. The initiative
had failed fourteen times in a row, and when Fletcher realized that no one else on the
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committee had any political experience—and when they realized that he did—he was
elected chairman. The initiative failed by less than 1 percent—the closest it had ever come to
passage. Early in his tenure on the committee, Fletcher was approached by Barney Johnson,
the Assistant Superintendant of Schools responsible for the personnel department. Johnson
facilitated a job offer to Fletcher; the latter accepted a job as the “special needs” teacher at
Burbank Junior High, Berkeley’s all-black middle school. Teaching inner-city, underprivileged youths, he developed a self-help curriculum centered around the book Think and
Grow Rich by Napoleon Hill, which advocated taking personal control over one’s own
mind as a means to success. And in 1962 he declared his candidacy for the Republican
nomination for state assembly.26
In 1962 Democrat William Rumford, an African American political powerhouse who had
held the seat since 1949, represented the seventeenth assembly district, which included
Berkeley, in Sacramento. Therefore, in this liberal, college-centered district, Fletcher’s skin
color would not be a factor in the race, but his political affiliation would. And before he could
face Rumford in the general election, Fletcher would need to win a primary in a state with a
peculiar primary tradition.27
Dating back to the Progressive Era reforms of Governor (and later Senator) Hiram
Johnson, California primaries were designed to generate maximum interest and involvement among both the electorate and the candidates. To accomplish this, party organizations
were legally forbidden from making primary endorsements (hence the existence of the
CRA, which Fred Hall would later lead); candidates were not required to be members of the
party whose primary they contested; candidates were not limited in the number of primaries
they could contest; and primary ballots could not list the party affiliation of any of the contenders. The result was the widespread practice of cross-listing, whereby a candidate would
seek the primary nomination of both major parties, obviating the need for a general election
campaign. It was by just such a strategy that Earl Warren, who would later preside over the
Brown v. Board decision as Chief Justice of the United States Supreme Court, would win
reelection as governor. A Republican in a majority-Democratic state, Warren—after he had
won his first term in 1942—was reelected in 1946 after winning the Democratic gubernatorial primary as an independent, moderate incumbent. Indeed, after winning both majorparty primaries, he took an astounding 91.8 percent of the vote in the general election.28
William Rumford, Fletcher’s Democratic opponent, was no stranger to cross-listing. After
his initial 1948 election, he sought and won the nominations of both parties in each biennial
election from 1952 through 1960, and won 100 percent of the vote in every general election
from 1950 to 1960. The entrance of Fletcher into the 1962 race may have warned Rumford
off a cross-listing attempt. Rumford now faced a seasoned veteran of statewide politics (albeit
Kansas statewide politics). And with neither party organization allowed to make an endorsement, the energetic newcomer had the advantage—at least in the primary. Fletcher handily
won the Republican nomination (despite 444 write-in votes for Rumford) and began an earnest campaign in the general election.29
With the help of his children Paul and Sylvia, Fletcher campaigned hard. Sylvia worked the
campaign office while Paul and his father drove around the district with a bullhorn and a large
sign. They bloodied their knuckles rapping on doors. They distributed leaflets. Considering
that Republicans constituted but a small minority of the Berkeley electorate (or perhaps
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because many voters stayed home, certain that Rumford would win reelection), Fletcher did
fairly well, winning an impressive 25.2 percent of the vote.30
The loss did not faze Fletcher. Campaigning now became a part of his routine, and for
most of the rest of his life, campaign season would be a part of the regular cycle of the Fletcher
household. He would go on to stand for election to government posts of increasing stature,
always as a Republican, in 1967, 1968, 1978, and 1996, and he would campaign vigorously
for Republican presidential candidates, usually at a very high level within their organizations,
from 1972 to 1988. But in 1963, as a Republican in overwhelmingly Democratic Berkeley,
Fletcher realized that if he were to achieve political success he would need to either change
parties—which for him was out of the question—or move again. He began researching different areas where a Republican—specifically a black Republican with a self-help civil rights
agenda—could make a political impact. Before long, he zeroed in on Pasco, Washington,
part of the Tri-Cities region in the cold, dry, southeastern part of that state.31
In retrospect, it is easy to see why Fletcher became a Republican, but his decision to
remain one requires further discussion. He came of age in Kansas at a time when the state
was dominated by moderate (and a few liberal) Republicans in the governor’s office, legislature, and courts. Kansas had long been a bastion of Republicanism, going back to its admission into the union as a free state in 1861, and it was the Republican Party of Kansas that had
opposed slavery there. Kansas Republicans were still very much the party of Lincoln, with
a long tradition of supporting (if not always vocally advocating) civil rights for African
Americans, while the Democrats of the state resembled the Democrats of the South, who
vehemently opposed integration in any form. Lastly, Fletcher’s earliest political patrons,
Elisha Scott and Fred Hall, were Republicans. Thus, when Fletcher left football and returned
to Kansas in 1952, activism in the Republican Party made the most sense for him.32
With the move to Sacramento, a partisan switch for Fletcher was still contraindicated.
Fred Hall was once again a rising star, now in the CRA, and it was Hall who brought Fletcher
to California and secured his job at Aerojet General in Sacramento.33 A switch to the Democratic Party would seem to have been most appropriate during his years in Berkeley. This
was a low point for him, personally and professionally, his political connections seemingly
dry and the national civil rights mantle now being taken up energetically (at least from
1963) by the Democrats, who by 1968 would pass equal employment, voting rights, and
fair-housing legislation. The Republican Party, meanwhile, was moving to the right in those
years, and their appeal to racist southerners, so prominent in the 1964 Goldwater campaign,
would only grow.34
But Fletcher’s loyalty to the Republican Party remained logical throughout. In 1960, the
Bay Area was “ground zero” in an argument within the party over civil rights—an argument
that the liberal forces won. In June, New York Governor Nelson Rockefeller very vocally
advocated the inclusion of a strong civil rights plank in the Republican Party platform,
far stronger than the position of the ultimate nominee, Vice President Richard Nixon. On
June 8, Rockefeller loyalist William Brinton established the national headquarters of a “draft
Rockefeller” campaign—in San Francisco. The next month, just prior to the Chicago convention, Rockefeller and Nixon met in New York. Worried about an open floor fight,
Nixon conceded to all of Rockefeller’s demands regarding the party’s platform—including
strong language favoring civil rights legislation.35 While there is no evidence that
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Fletcher participated in the Rockefeller insurgency, 1960 was certainly a heady time to
be a Republican civil rights advocate in the Bay Area. Then in 1962, with William Rumford’s
path to the Democratic nomination for the seventeenth assembly district seemingly unstoppable, being a black Republican made sense for Fletcher in his first turn as a candidate in
his own right. This would prove a fortuitous decision, for he would soon move to an area
where Republicans predominated, and it would be his subsequent Republican connections
which would lead to appointments by four American presidents. There is also, of course, the
factor that African American Republicans were swimming in an increasingly small pond,
where a man like Fletcher could more easily become a big fish.
But it was not simply self-interest that kept Arthur Fletcher in the Republican fold as
more and more African Americans abandoned the party. Despite the growing rift
between Republican electoral strategies and the interests of civil rights advocates like
Fletcher—a rift epitomized by Richard Nixon’s “southern strategy” and Ronald Reagan’s
decision to begin his 1980 campaign in Philadelphia, Mississippi, the site of the notorious 1964 lynching of civil rights workers—Fletcher’s political ideology was better suited
to the Republican Party than to the Democratic. While he approved of the civil rights legislation that Democratic President Lyndon Johnson pushed through Congress and
signed—and indeed would later find himself responsible for implementation of sections
of the 1964 Civil Rights Act—Fletcher’s was an individualist philosophy. He believed
that personal success came through personal effort, civil rights through self-help. He did
not oppose government assistance for the needy—he certainly met more than a few truly
needy single parents in the Berkeley ghetto—but he wanted such assistance to be used
only as a stopgap measure and worried that it bred dependence and sapped the will to
work. For the remainder of his life, both inside and outside of government, he built and
promoted projects to secure better education and employment opportunities for black
people, and sought government contracts, using his knowledge of affirmative action
policy, which helped potential minority and women contractors.36
As he was getting his political life back on track, Fletcher resolved to fix his personal life as
well. During the 1962 campaign and into early 1963 he dated Dr. Velma Davis, a physician
with a predominantly black practice near Berkeley High School. Later, resolved to move
north to Washington State, Fletcher proposed marriage. But Dr. Davis had recently
completed renovations on her dream home in the suburb of El Cerrito; she declined.37
To save money and eat more healthily (already at forty he had been diagnosed with diabetes), Fletcher had joined the Consumers’ Cooperative of Berkeley, a member-owned grocery
store selling healthy and organic products that by the early 1960s had grown to become “the
second largest urban cooperative in the United States.” While shopping at the Berkeley
Co-op in 1964, he met Bernyce Hassan, a divorced mother, who was working there as an
accounting clerk. The two hit it off, started dating, and were married in April 1965. A week
later, the rebuilt Fletcher family—now consisting of Paul, Philip, Bernyce’s teenage daughter
Joan, and Joan’s baby daughter—moved to Pasco, Washington, where Fletcher had been
offered a job as director of a community organization called “Higher Horizons.”38
The brainchild of white liberal scientists at the local atomic energy facility and the leaders
of the YMCA in predominantly black East Pasco, Higher Horizons had been founded to train
“borderline” employees—those who could reasonably aspire to a higher skill level—so that
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they could enter local industry and earn better wages. On April 12, 1965, Fletcher assumed
the post of director, stating that his job would be to “assist pre-school age and in-school
youngsters who are having a difficult time adjusting, assist dropouts and adults with an
on-the-job training program,” and “approve neighborhood appearances with a beautification
program.” In coordination with the local community college, he developed a skills bank—a
list of qualified East Pasco residents for use in referrals to local jobs—and secured an
$86,000 federal War on Poverty grant. Fletcher had found a job to match his commitment
to community organization and uplift.39
In the late 1960s, Pasco was stunningly similar to so many other American cities. Joblessness, youthfulness, and racism—especially in the police department—left the town ripe for
the sort of violence then playing out in Cleveland, Newark, Detroit, and most famously in the
Watts neighborhood of Los Angeles. But Fletcher was resolved to help the community avoid
such a conflagration. When funding for Higher Horizons was pulled after only one year in
operation, Fletcher founded the East Pasco Self-Help Cooperative and ran for Pasco City
Council in 1967, becoming one of the only two black city council members in any city in
Washington at that time. This success, and his work at the Co-op, brought the attention of
Washington Governor Dan Evans, who endorsed Fletcher in the 1968 primary for lieutenant
governor (which he won) and the general election (which he lost). Whereas in Berkeley
Fletcher’s political obstacle had been his party affiliation, in Washington State it was his race.
Every other Republican on the statewide slate was elected, but the voters were not ready in
1968 to elect the nation’s first black lieutenant governor since Reconstruction.40
Still, Fletcher’s connection with Governor Evans paid off in another way. Given a chance
to speak at the Republican National Convention in Miami, Fletcher promoted his self-help
civil rights theories to an audience eager to win back the black vote, which had so dramatically abandoned the party in 1964. And he earned the respect and admiration of Richard
Nixon, now once again the party’s nominee for president. Unlike in 1960, Nixon now
faced a divided Democratic party, and won the presidency. He appointed Fletcher Assistant
Secretary of Labor for Employment Standards. With responsibility over the wage and hour
regulations for a national workforce of over eighty million people and supervision of the
Office of Federal Contract Compliance, Fletcher now had the power to revoke federal
contracts and debar contractors from bidding on future work. On June 27, 1969, Fletcher
announced the implementation of the Philadelphia Plan—the nation’s first federal affirmative action program, which required federal construction contractors to meet specified
goals in minority hiring for skilled jobs.41
Fletcher’s key role in the history of affirmative action could be seen as demonstrating one
of what sociologist John David Skrentny has called The Ironies of Affirmative Action: that a
robust, “big government” program could come from a conservative legal thinker and advocate
of self-help like Fletcher. But Fletcher was never a conservative on civil rights matters.
Further, he always viewed as critical the role of government in his own and his peoples’
advancement, from his adroit use of his Kansas highways position to his advocacy for the
Berkeley school bond initiative to his leadership in a Great Society-funded program in Pasco.
In later years his income would depend on consulting—for government contractors in the
era of affirmative action. Always more of an Abraham Lincoln/Fred Hall/Nelson Rockefeller
Republican, the appointment to work in the Nixon Labor Department was a marriage of
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convenience rather than a statement of fealty to the right wing: Nixon was ascendant and
liked Fletcher, and Fletcher could use Nixon to advance his political ambitions and help
further the cause of equal opportunity.42
Fletcher served as Assistant Secretary of Labor for two years; his affirmative action programs eventually earned so much enmity among the leaders of the skilled construction
unions that he was forced to resign. The president instead gave him a brief assignment as
part of the United Nations delegation under Ambassador George H. W. Bush. Fletcher then
took over the United Negro College Fund, where he helped coin the phrase “a mind is a
terrible thing to waste.” He went on to serve as Deputy White House Advisor in the Ford
administration, ran a strong campaign for mayor of Washington, D.C. in 1978, was
chairman of the United States Commission on Civil Rights during the first Bush administration, and briefly ran for the 1996 Republican presidential nomination to protest the
party’s turn away from the cause of civil rights. Maryland Lieutenant Governor Michael
Steele and Dorothy Height, President of the National Council of Negro Women, attended
his funeral in 2005. The eulogy was delivered by the Reverend Jeremiah Wright, who
likened Fletcher to the biblical Nathan, advisor to Kings David and Solomon, on the
plight of the common man.43
During the 1950s, Arthur Allen Fletcher, already a veteran of war and the gridiron, had a
short but brilliant political career in Kansas State politics. But more like Icarus than Nathan
at that point, he flew too close to the sun. Before long, he was out of office and, blamed by
many for his party’s political misfortune, out of work. Like so many African Americans in the
postwar era, he moved west to California, a state with a long history of attracting—and

President Bush meets with Arthur Fletcher in the Oval Office on February 23, 1990.
George Bush Presidential Library and Museum
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then defeating—migrants. And like so many of those earlier migrants, Fletcher found no
panacea in the mild climes of the Pacific. The family moved three times in less than a
year; he lost job after job; he lost his wife; and before long, one way or another, he lost his
children. After going into politics to enrich himself and his family, he had done the opposite,
and his financial and family life were deeply impoverished. After rising from the segregated
back streets of Junction City, he was back to square one, a single parent hiding from his
landlord in the Berkeley ghetto.
While in total despair, Arthur Fletcher discovered his true calling. No longer would he
seek political success for the benefit of his career and family finances; he now understood,
better than ever before, the true nature of poverty in the United States. “I came out of there,”
he said, “with an understanding of what it’s like to be poor in a sea of wealth.”44 After
California, Arthur Fletcher would never be the same again. And not long after he “came out
of there,” thanks to his affirmative action programs, the United States would never be the
same again either.
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