Walter Jackson
Conducted by Tom Bowers on March 19, 2008.
From Chapel Hill by telephone with Jackson in Durham, N.C.
(17:43)

This is an accurate account of the interview, but it is not a transcript.
He graduated in 1967 and was the third African-American student in the school.

Track 1 (3:12). He wanted to major in journalism, and UNC was the only place in North Carolina where he could get a journalism degree. He had garnered accolades in high school as a potential journalist and had worked part-time at a weekly newspaper. He saw journalism as a field that would allow him to accomplish some of his life’s goals and to have an impact on society. Once he was admitted to UNC, journalism was an easy choice. He was also glad he came to UNC because he was among the pioneering African-African students at the university who helped to break down the barriers of segregation. Even though the university had been integrated eight or nine years before he arrived, there were very few African-American students on campus when he was here—only 17 in his freshman class in 1963. He was delighted with the quality of the education he got at UNC, the friendships he made, and the confidence it game him to venture into new areas. The degree also gave him credibility as he went out into the world to compete in the field of journalism.


Track 2 (3:59). He has fond memories of the school and Howell Hall. At the time he was there, there were fewer than 100 students, and they got to know each other well and developed a sense of camaraderie. Howell Hall was a home where students and faculty members knew each other well. It was a cozy, comfortable feeling. He developed good relationships with a number of fellow students, Karen Parker in particular, because she was the only other African-American student in the school. She was a senior while he was a sophomore. For the two years he was in the school, he was the only black student. He had great professors. He especially remembered Ken Byerly as an all-around great guy, very personable, humorous, and knowledgeable about the field. All faculty members had great contacts in the field and seemed to be very caring. Race did not seem to him to be an issue in the school, and faculty members helped him to develop his talents. He still feels good about the J-school. The university as a whole was different, however, because black students were still very much outside the mainstream. There were no black athletes, and black students were discriminated against in subtle ways. For example, during athletic events, students stood up, sang “Dixie,” and waved Confederate flags. The university was not a very kind, welcoming, warm, hospitable place for black students, but the journalism school was. He thoroughly enjoyed the school because of the kind of environment it provided him.

Track 3 (1:08). He is most proud of the fact that he was the first editor and founder of the YMCA newsletter, “The Excelsior.” He enjoyed that experience very much. He did not write on a regular basis for the Daily Tar Heel.  He got experience by writing for the UNC Journalist and interning at the Durham Morning Herald.

Track 4 (5:23). After he graduated, he served 21 months in the Army, including a tour in Vietnam. He returned to Durham and worked for the Morning Herald, which had promised him a job after he got out of the army. He had thought he would not like to live outside the South and in a big city, and in cold weather, but he found himself in Pittsburgh, Penn., working in public relations for the Gulf Oil Corp. That had not been part of his plan because he thought he wanted to work in newspaper journalism. However, Gulf made him an offer he could not refuse, including a lot more money. That job also gave him new opportunities to travel and get more experience. Everything else in his life flowed from that decision to work for Gulf for two and one-half years. He came back to North Carolina to work for the Charlotte Observer, which had been his dream job in college. The reality of that experience was different from what he had imagined, and he became disenchanted with newspaper journalism. (See Track 6.) After one year, he moved to Atlanta to take another job in public relations and never went back to newspapers. He also worked and lived in Cleveland, Salt Lake City and Boston. He worked in the public and private sectors, and he started and ran his own small businesses, including a coffee house. He got a master’s degree in public administration at the Kennedy School at Harvard. He amassed a wealth of experience in a variety of areas. He is not retired, but regrouping. He does not plan to retire. 

Track 5 (1:08). As he looked back on his career, he said the University of North Carolina gave him exposure to people and things he never had encountered in a segregated environment in Durham. The university showed him he had the skills and confidence to compete. It helped him to follow his star to all those other places. 

Track 6 (2:53). He talked more about his experience at the Charlotte Observer and how it soured him on newspaper work. He had been taught the idea of objective journalism and that a reporter’s personal opinions should not enter a story. The real world showed him that was not the case. The way an individual sees the world is a necessary part of his or her reporting. As a reporter in Charlotte, he found that he had a lot of frustrations trying to report on issues when his stories were subject to editing and rewrite by editors who had a very different view of the world than he had. To be an African-American reporter and to have everything he wrote be subjected to review and control by others—the nature of the story, whether it was to be published, where it was placed, and its headline—was very frustrating to him. He left daily newspaper journalism because he could not work through those problems.
