The White Girls of Summer

July 24, 1967 – Dear Bernestine, I imagine this is about the millionth letter you’ve gotten welcoming you to Lawrence, so I won’t say welcome. What I guess I want to say is—hi, I’d like to get to know you.


Irony was a welcome distraction from the panic and depression that had descended with my sudden joblessness. As it turned out, my “full scholarship” had crystallized as a financial aid package of scholarship, loan, and work/study. So, I still needed a summer job to pay for my plane ticket and the odds and ends of campus life, the “incidentals” that weren’t incidental at all—like bedspreads,  curtains, and toiletries. Now a third Lawrence co-ed assigned to me was adding to my burgeoning knowledge as I prepared to assume co-ed status myself.
Since you’re probably wondering what this is all about, I’ll try to explain. The Downer Women’s Association of which you are automatically a member, sponsors the Freshman Friend program, which has as its purpose helping freshman women get acquainted with Lawrence by knowing upperclass “women.” Anyway, you are my freshman friend. So I’ll tell you a little about myself and Lawrence and hope I can help you to get ready for school.

My name is ______ and  I’ll be a sophomore next year. I’m not sure about my major yet, but it will be either English, anthropology, sociology, or psychology. I live in a small resort town and work as a waitress in a restaurant. I’m spending my summer working, playing clarinet in a summer band, conducting a sort of recreation program for the kids living in our local Indian village, and meeting people at our local coffee house. I like all outdoor sports, talking to people, music, reading dancing, and peanut butter.

I don’t know how much alike we are, but if you are a hopeless optimist, as I am, you are probably expecting great things of Lawrence.

 I liked this white girl already. Ma might’ve been wise about the white folks she knew, but I was leaving, stepping off into my own World with a Different Kind of White People. Intoxicated by my impending escape from the corset of Southern black life, I greedily lapped up Co-ed #3’s assurances of great things to come.

My classes are not all small and personal, because most of the courses one takes as a freshman are introductory courses and need to be large. 

There is still pressure for grades, but I found it greatly reduced from the pressure I felt in high school. For a few weeks at the beginning of the second and third terms I could study just for the sake of learning and I loved it. I matured a lot during my freshman, and made a lot of very close friends. I went out for only the extracurricular activities I thought I’d really enjoy—band and choral society, and I really didn’t have much time for anything else. 

I didn’t like Lawrence at first, but the longer I stayed there, and the more involved I became in campus life and my studies, the more I liked it. I know it sounds trite, but I think that what you get out of Lawrence all depends on what you put into it. So the most important advice I think I can give you as a “wise” sophomore, is to study hard, but to take time to get to know a lot of people. This includes teachers. 

Well, let’s see, what practical advice can I give you? Bring mostly skirts and sweaters. The only time you ever dress up at Lawrence is to go to dinner on Sundays, to church, or to a concert. Bring sloppy comfortable clothes to wear in the dorm. 

A lot of people use small plastic buckets to carry their soap & toothpaste, etc. back and forth from the bathroom. And if you have a lot of sweaters, bring a sweater box to store under your bed. 

Have you found out who your roommate is or which dorm you’ll be living in? If you have, write to her to find out about things like coffee pots, radios, record players, and hair dryers. 

Well I could write a small book about life at Lawrence, but why don’t you write me and ask a lot of questions? Tell me about yourself too. I’m anxious to hear from you! 
Judging from C3’s response two weeks later, I must’ve had a lot to say. I certainly would’ve had plenty of time to say it. 


August 9 – Dear Bernie, Thanks for such a long letter! Wow. I’m so glad you asked all those questions, because they’ve given me some idea of what to tell you about Lawrence.  


You sound tactfully apprehensive—just a little—about being one of the very few Negroes at Lawrence. I like your philosophy about maturing by experiencing prejudice on the part of both Negroes and whites. I’ll tell you what little I know of the Negroes at school last year. I can think of four. One, Joe something, is very handsome and a terrific dancer. Nora Bailey, a senior, was president of Lawrence Women’s Association and in this position, she pushed through many needed reforms in the social codes as well as in that organization. Jerry Nightengale was treasurer of student senate and there’s one other guy from Africa who was a manager on the football team and took 4 courses per term. Anyway, they were all very well-liked and respected as individuals. I really think that Lawrence shows most of its prejudice towards the “lower-class” fraternities and sororities than it does to Negroes or Jews or any other minority groups. The town of Appleton, however, is a different matter. There are very few Negroes, if any, living there. McCarthy was born there and the John Birch society is very strong. They frown a lot if you even look to the left. But Lawrence is relatively isolated from Appleton, even though it’s located right in the heart of town. This is true mostly because no one is allowed to have cars except seniors who aren’t on financial aid.

Well I’ll try to answer some of your questions. Colman is the second newest dorm. Kohler Hall is opening next fall for senior women. It’s octagonal, like your glasses, and has seven floors—I think. Anyway Colman is about the best dorm you could get. …The rooms are spacious and well lighted with windows which cover the width of one end of the room. You’ll have two each of beds, desks, lamps, closets, and dressers. And are you ready—you have your very own sink, right in the room! … You’ll have drapes already provided, so it’s probably a good idea for you and Kollleen to wait till you see the room before your buy bedspreads and rugs. You will eat in Colman too, which has the best dining room with all kinds of windows overlooking the Fox River. (The beauty of the Fox is debatable(?) as it is the most polluted river in Wisconsin because of the paper mills in and around Appleton. By the way, if you have never smelled a paper mill on a damp day, you’ll be happy to know that this aspect of your education will be quite adequately covered) Colman is also near the largest freshman boys dorm—Brokaw…The food is delicious, by the way. …Because the Lawrence campus is so small, you don’t have to walk very far to get to any of your classes or the library.

About clothes—I really think it would be a good idea to buy most of them at home, because prices in Appleton are pretty high. ...You’ll need a heavy winter coat and several pairs of wool slacks, shorts, and skirts and sweaters. When the temperature is low enough you wear slacks to classes and meals.

I’ll tell you a little about the rules. You can wear anything to breakfast, anything except sweatshirts and cut-offs to lunch, and you must wear a skirt to dinner at night. For Sunday dinner at noon, you’re supposed to dress up. Hours are pretty liberal after a lot of drastic changes. I think that freshman women will have 11 o’clock hours Sunday-Thursday, 12 o’clock Friday, and 1 on Saturday for the first term, after which they are extended one hour. The only thing I know for sure is that senior women have no hours at all! You are allowed a certain number of late permissions per term. This means that you can stay out an hour after the dorm closes. Don’t worry someone will be up to let you in—I’m sure you’ll be getting your handbooks pretty soon, which explain all of the rules in detail.

The social life is what you make it. For me it was lousy. The only advice I can give is be very friendly for the first few weeks at least. If you end up spending weekends alone, come on over and visit me! There are a lot of parties for freshman and many opportunities to make friends. I’m not sure about the number of kids at school, but it was about 1200 and there are about as many boys as girls. The school colors are blue and white, and we are the Vikings, and our arch rival in sports is Ripon.

No, I haven’t read Passage to India. We probably had a different reading list. I have a different favorite song every day. Yes, I’ve seen and loved “Doctor Zhivago.” How about “Blow Up”? Well, I think I’ve written enough. Please ask me more questions. I love to hear from you! Debbie

P.S. Congratulations on your scholarship! You’ll be even happier to know that you don’t have to get all A’s to keep it. As long as you don’t flunk out of Lawrence, they’ll give you as much money as you need to go there. So you can get all C’s and still retain your scholarship if you need it.

“Bernie?” Where had that come from? No one in school had ever called me anything except Bernestine. Had I suddenly chosen to make myself a derivative—or was that her doing? No matter its genesis, Mr. Champion stepped into my metamorphosis and delivered me from my financially bleak circumstances. 

West Charlotte Senior High had no further obligation to me after I graduated. Yet, there Mr. Champion was, on the receiving end of my sobbing phone call, assuring me that I had not disappointed or embarrassed him by getting fired from the phone company. He promised to help me find another job. And he did.

Dallas Cowboys star Pettis Norman,
 a 1957 W. Charlotte alum who went on to fame and fortune, has perfectly captured Mr. Champion’s response to me. As Norman says, the depth of the care many W. Charlotte teachers and counselors bestowed on us students was proof that, “We were not simply in their classrooms. They were in our lives.” And because Mr. Champion was, I soon landed a job with the Insurance Company of North America and Canada (INA). 

An office building that seemed a tower of glass and angles, INA was easy to see from far away. Pushing past revolving glass doors each morning, I entered a massive room that covered the entire first floor of the building. There were no individual offices, no cubbyholes, no room dividers, no personal space beyond the hundreds of individual desks that flowed into a sea of industrial green metal above which bobbed hundreds of white women and a few white male supervisors. The only other things that interrupted the flow were thick concrete support pillars evenly spaced throughout the room—and me, standing out like a raisin in pot of rice.
I was a secretary in the crop-hail division with my own desk, phone, and other office accoutrements more closely approximating what I had fantasized my work life would be. When hailstorms damaged the farm crops INA insured, claims adjusters trekked through cotton, tobacco and peanut fields, examining damaged leaves. These damage estimates fed a formula that calculated crop loss and, consequently, the insurance payment due the farmers. 

In the late pre-computer 1960s, much of this divining and accounting was done by hand. So, the claims adjusters, all white men, trooped back into our office several times a week, armed with their computation sheets. I checked their figures for accuracy, then fed my information into a system of carbon copies and other calculating white folks. 

Armed only with a ten-key adding machine, most days I worked through lunch, poring over reams of pencil-smudged crop-hail calculation sheets, still paying homage to the “Do More Than Is Required” First Negro work ethic. 

C3’s third letter plopped down into those trying times. 

August 18, 1967 – Dear Bernie, Man, when you say you like to write—you really mean it! Please keep writing your long letters. Even though my answers may not break your length records, I still love to hear from you, and I’m so glad I seem to be answering your questions. I may be misinforming you with my opinions. I guess you’ll have to wait till this fall to find out for yourself whether or not our outlooks are the same.



No, Bernie, I didn’t have much spare time last year. It sounds like three subjects will leave a lot of extra time, but you’d be amazed at how much time you spend studying. But I made spare time for fun—Every day when I woke up, I knew exactly what I had to do every minute of the day. This doesn’t necessarily mean that I follow the plan exactly, but I tried. Unless you’re some kind of a genius—I’m not—you’ll spend lots of time studying, especially with biology projects.



About sororities, it’s hard for me to be very objective in my answer. Actually I still haven’t made up my mind about them yet. Before I went to Lawrence, I was dead set against them, because they were snobbish and expensive and I hate secret rituals. (I belonged to the Rainbow Girls for 6 years—it’s associated with the Masons and Eastern Stars, and didn’t enjoy it too much.) But I learned a lot about Lawrence’s sororities that has changed many of my opinions. Sorority rush takes place at the beginning of 2nd term. I went through it, and it’s really a great way to meet upper-class women. The Lawrence system is really unique. There are no sorority houses, so your circle of friends is in no way limited…

I didn’t join a sorority because I couldn’t afford it, it takes a lot of time, and I don’t like secret rituals. Most of my fiends pledged, however, and they love it. Whether you join or not is a very personal decision, and you’ll really have to wait and see for yourself how the Greeks operate at Lawrence.


Boy, your letters certainly don’t sound shy. You sound like you have an interesting personality and a good sense of humor and nothing to be shy about. I think you realize your problem, though, and that you are the only one who can do something about it. I guess your pride plays a big part in your defense against being snubbed. Someone told me once that pride is the worst enemy of love that you have to open yourself up to people and show them how they can hurt you and then let them practice loving on you. Freshman Week is the best time to try to do something about your problem. No one knows anyone and everyone is very friendly, so all your have to do is get up your nerve and be friendly right back. All my best friends are at Lawrence now—not at home. You’ll develop some great relationships, and I really don’t think people will snub you nearly as much as they’ll want to be your friend.

Poor people spend a lot of time waiting—for buses to come and then to eventually deposit you near your destination; in line to receive this or that; waiting for your name to be called so you can give an accounting that will either entitle you to some service you seek or send you back to start all over again. Having been taught to read very early by my mother and my sister, I was also taught by them to travel with a book. Mama taught us that it was a true sign of ignorance to be caught without a pencil and paper. Consequently, my head was always stuck in a book. The summer at INA, that book was The Grapes of Wrath.
Compared to Southern Bell telephone repair office, INA’s crop-hail division was Nirvana. Where the Southern Bell office had been like working in a dark brown ashtray, INA’s ground floor was filled with fluorescent and windowed walls of natural light. Where I had loomed gargantuan in the stuffy tomb of the telephone company trailer, at INA I was merely a raisin in a pot of rice.

 One day while reading at my desk during my afternoon break, I scratched the back of my neck. Then my shoulder. My scalp, arms, legs and thighs began itching in rapid succession. I rushed to the restroom and peeled off some of my clothing to reveal large red welts that looked like I had been whipped. Wherever I had skin, I itched. The more I scratched, the more I itched. When my scratching drew blood, I smoothed my clothes and returned to my desk. There were several women who felt personally responsible for tracking and reporting my comings and goings and I did not want to give them fodder for their cannons. 

At my desk, the itching and scratching continued and I twitched and squirmed, trying hard not to appear diseased or unclean in front of the white people. 

I couldn’t wait to get home and turn my itching self over for Ma’s inspection. Strangely, by the time I got home, there was nothing to show: no itching, no welts. All week the furious itching magically disappeared by the time I reached home two hours later. Ma took me to see Dr. Joseph Butler. 

Dr. Butler, a very handsome, tall slim gentleman, was the first Negro doctor we had ever known. A few years earlier, Dr. Butler had freed me from the Public Health Department’s lifelong grip. As public records now confirm, on more than one occasion, crossing those portals reduced poor people and prison inmates to medical guinea pigs in exchange for receiving whatever publicly subsidized medical attention someone felt we were due. Consequently, our knowledgeable consent was sought with the same frequency as that accorded other laboratory rats. Fortunately, Odessa had not been confused. 

Black doctors were in extremely short supply all over the US and Charlotte, NC was no exception. That Dr. Butler should emerge at this point in our life was a source of happy amazement. 

After examining me and asking me a few questions about how my summer was going, he told me to get dressed and meet him out front with Odessa. Their murmuring conversation stopped when I entered the room.

“Bernestine…” 

“Yes, sir.”

“I was just telling your mother there’s nothing wrong with you that can’t be cured. You have hives, what old folks call a case of the nerves. I understand you’ve been working pretty hard this summer with that first job at the phone company and now this new one.”

“Maybe you need to take off the rest of the summer, take it easy, get with your friends, have a little fun before you go off to college. Maybe you’ve just been working too hard. It had to take a lot for you to graduate with all of those honors, to earn all of those scholarships. Maybe it’s time for you to just slow down, relax.”

He knew. She had betrayed me by telling him everything. Now he thought I should give up and go home because I couldn’t hack it. 

I gripped both arms of the chair to stay the slide of my suddenly spineless self, the self who couldn’t even keep a summer job, who was so weak, I let the white folks drive me crazy. 

I nodded my head in wordless disagreement with his prescription.

“Honey, talk to him. Tell him what’s going on with you.”

 “I need the money,” I whispered. “I have to work.” 

 “I’m going to give you something to help stop the itching and scratching,” he said. 

“Bernestine.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You have nothing to prove to these people. While they’re stuck back here, your world is becoming so much bigger. You’ll be back to visit us from time to time, but things will never be the same for you again. What you have up here,” he tapped his temple with his finger, “they cannot take away from you. They can’t win if you don’t let them.”

I stared wide-eyed, determined not to cry. Wasted effort. When I wiped my face with the back of my hand, Dr. Butler nudged a box of tissue towards me. 

“Blow your nose,” Odessa said finally, standing and smoothing the front of her skirt. “Pull yourself together so we can go.”

“We’ll go on outside and wait for you,” Dr. Butler said, crossing the room to the door. “When you’re ready, come on out. Take your time.” I did not lift my head until long after they had left the room.

We walked the rest of the way downtown. As the big orange drugstore sign towered on the horizon a half-mile away, Odessa began again.

“Dr. Butler gave you a prescription for some tranquilizers. We can get it filled at Rexall’s and you can start taking them right now. Or….” We waited at the crosswalk for the light to change.

“Or,” she continued, “you can decide right now that you are not going to let the Devil prevail and that you don’t need drugs to handle this situation. It’s up to you.”

“Honey,” Odessa caught my arm.

“Ma’am?”

“You say your prayers every night. Right?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Well, start saying them every morning too and keep saying them all day long.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Well now,” she said, brushing her palms lightly against each other as the drugstore disappeared behind us, as though my crisis were a crumbled cookie and was being dispatched as such, “I think that’s the end of that.” 

And so it was. My itching hives vanished.

� Pettis Norman, now a Dallas-based businessman, was a professional football player with the NFL from 1962-1973. He played tight end for the Dallas Cowboys and the San Diego Chargers. � HYPERLINK "http://www.pro-football-reference.com/players/N/NormPe00.htm" ��http://www.pro-football-reference.com/players/N/NormPe00.htm� 
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