Trudy Atkins
Conducted by Tom Bowers on Nov. 30, 2007, in Greensboro, N.C.
(31:25)
This is an accurate account of the interview but is not a transcript.

Track 1 (9:40). There were very few professions open for women, and she wanted be a writer or newspaper woman. She started working on the Salisbury Post when she was 15 and in high school. The paper had also published some of her poetry. She interviewed Dorothy Thompson when she visited Spartanburg, S.C., and that was pretty heady for a girl of 15. She interviewed Eleanor Roosevelt in Chapel Hill. John Harden and Bill Spencer were city editor and editor, and they needed assistance because Ed Rankin and Bill Snider had been working there but had to leave because of war duty. She covered criminal cases and war bond rallies and ran the news bureau at Catawba College, which she attended for two years. She transferred to Carolina as a junior and took Coffin’s news writing course. She asked him why she got a B on an assignment, and he said she should have done better. She asked how she could have done better, and he said, “You just should have done better.” She said he was a wonderful man. “He would sit there and chew his cigar and look at you.” The department was in Bynum Hall across from the News Bureau. She was not rushed by a sorority, and she wanted something else to do, so John Harden told her to see Bob Madry at the News Bureau and do some stories for him. She did lots of stories and interviews and loved those two years of meeting famous people. She tried to get a trip to the A-bomb test in the Pacific but could not go because there were no facilities for women. She took several courses from Phillips Russell. He was the most wonderful professor she ever knew, and he had a great influence on her and others. He sort of adopted a lot of students, and they had dinner at his house. He would always say, “Bring on the bear and don’t just fiddle around!” He was very encouraging. Tom Wicker was in the class. Russell helped her to get a summer job at the Southern Pines Pilot. She got to know Walter Spearman later. Bob Madry was a short, rotund man with blue eyes who had a reputation for being fresh. He got her in trouble for staying out past the university curfew when he and she took a man to the train. 

Track 2 (2:02). She believed Coffin did not think she was suitably subservient. His glasses were always on his nose, and he was always chomping on a cigar. She was a bit afraid of him because she thought he did not appreciate her talents and did not like her very well. He was a legend. She met E. Clifton Daniel when she was working in London at the U.S. embassy. Coffin was gruff and did not say much. He made the Department of Journalism what it was.


Track 3 (1:52). She responded to Ruark’s description of Skipper Henry. She thought Coffin had been tamed down, and she did not remember a smell of whiskey. He had some kind of health problem, and he did look a little like a sea turtle. He did not have much of a neck and had wispy white hair. He would stare at you.

Track 4 (1:56). She responded to Ruark’s description of how Henry gave students assignments and said it was accurate. She said Fridays were dreaded because Coffin would tear their stories apart. Most people did not have cars, and their assignments were local. Coffin and Madry looked somewhat alike. They were short and neckless, and they both stared at people over their glasses.


Track 5 (1:27). She remembered Phillips Russell, and he encouraged students to think about foreign assignments. He had a big, bushy mustache and twinkling blue eyes with bushy eyebrows. He made many references to classical literature. He invited Atkins and Olive Ann Burns to lunch at his house. 


Track 6 (1:01). Burns was more of a creative writer when she was a student, and she showed promise. 


Track 7 (2:18). Atlins did not major in journalism because she thought she knew a lot before she went to Carolina. She remembered trying to interview Secretary of State James Byrnes when he came to UNC. 


Track 8 (9:05). She talked about her career. She worked for AP in Raleigh and covered state government. She went to Washington to talk to Ed Rankin, and he helped her get interviews about overseas assignments. Sen. Huey’s press secretary, Kid (?) Brewer, suggested that she talk to someone at the State Department. She got an immediate appointment to the Foreign Service and was sent to London to work at United States Information Service under Mallory Brown. She worked as a code clerk in Munich and later for the Displaced Persons program. She came back to New York City to work for USIA for a few months, and then she worked for Ken Murray. She met people who were working in Casablanca, building air bases for the Strategic Air Command, and Gen. Curtis LeMay, and she worked there for a year, doing a newsletter. She came back to work at Burlington Mills where she met her husband, Emmitt Atkins. She also worked for Children’s Home Society, UNC-Greensboro, and UNC General Administration under Bill Friday and Dick Spangler. She went to work for her husband’s company, and that is where she is now.

Track 9 (2:04). She talked about what UNC meant to her. It was a place where she could grow and be free and find her way. She remembered going to open houses at President Frank Graham’s house. 
