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David Beito is a professor of history at the University of Alabama. 

WOODS: I’m sorry to say that when I was introducing you just now and talking about the book, 

I neglected to mention that this is actually a co-authored book that you co-authored with your 

wife, Linda.  

BEITO: Yeah, my wife is a professor at Stillman College, which is a historically black college, and 

helped open a lot of doors in getting interviews and contacts that made the book possible.  

WOODS: I’m reading here an article written, oh, I guess about five years ago now in the Wall 

Street Journal talking about your book, and it begins with the case of Emmett Till, and I think 

that’s actually a good place to start our conversation. I’m sure most Americans know that 

name, Emmett Till, but you’d be surprised how many people I have from other countries who 

listen to this program. So why don’t we start off with your telling us what happened to Emmett 

Till and why we still remember that? 

BEITO: Well, it’s somewhat disputed, you know, the details, but Emmett Till was a 14-year-old 

from Chicago who was visiting his great uncle in the Mississippi Delta, which is a heavily black 

area of Mississippi, very poor. And Emmett went into a store, and there’s all these different 

versions of what happened—that he allegedly whistled at white woman behind the counter. 

Some people said that nothing like that happened. There’s all these different versions of what 

happened. But in any case, her husband found out about this and went with his brother and 

kidnapped Till and then Till basically refused to grovel to him. He was offended by that, and he 

and his brother killed Till quite brutally, and they dumped the body in the Tallahatchie River and 

was found several days later very disfigured, and they were put on trial, which was something 

of a major event, but then they were acquitted. Later they told a reporter, an intrepid reporter 

who paid them money, that they were, in fact, guilty, even though they had claimed that they 

had not killed him.  

WOODS: So now let’s talk about the role of T.R.M. Howard, the subject of your book, in the 

Emmett Till case. Let’s begin with just a little bit of background, just enough for us to 

understand what he had to do with the Emmett Till matter.  



BEITO: Well, Dr. Howard was a doctor at two hospitals, fraternal hospitals, that provided low-

cost health care in the Mississippi Delta. He headed the largest civil rights organization in the 

state. He was a very well-known figure—one of the wealthiest blacks in the state. But after 

Emmett Till died, there were black witnesses who, not the crime itself, but a beating allegedly 

happened where Till was beaten before he was killed, and one of them traveled a great 

distance to go to see Dr. Howard because he was a well-known figure in the state and told him 

about it. So Dr. Howard went out and assembled all of these witnesses and tried to arrange it so 

they could present evidence at the trial. Then when Emmett Till’s mother came to Mississippi to 

testify, she stayed with Dr. Howard, and he provided her with an armed escort to the trial. He 

was also very important with the black press nationally in Chicago and elsewhere to publicize 

the case. So he was a key figure in several different elements of the case. Many of the 

witnesses stayed with him. Black reporters who came to Mississippi to cover the trial, which 

there were quite a few, stayed with him. So he was a pivotal figure.  

WOODS: There’s a reason, though, that of all the civil rights figures you could have written 

about, you wrote about Howard. His views seem to be different from, let’s say, what we might 

expect to hear from Jesse Jackson today or Al Sharpton today. They might have some 

disagreement with the approach that Howard took or the views that he had about black 

advancement. Tell us about that.  

BEITO: Well, Howard was very much a fan of Booker T. Washington. He regarded him as a 

“towering genius.” And he imbibed a lot of Washington’s support for black entrepreneurship. 

Howard was sort of the ultimate entrepreneur. He was a combination, I don’t know, sort of a 

P.T. Barnum aspect to him. He could raise money anywhere. Some people said he could talk 

your shoes off in a snowstorm. He was very effective and always coming up with new ideas. He 

had the first swimming pool for blacks in Mississippi. He had a restaurant with a beer garden. 

He had a plantation. He had a home construction firm. I could go on and on with that. So he 

was very much into entrepreneurship. He is a Republican. He ran for Congress in Chicago after 

he left Mississippi against one of the few blacks in Congress who happened to be a Democrat. 

Earlier on in California, Dr. Howard had written a regular column for the Los Angeles black 

paper in which he advocated basically toleration—legalization of prostitution, allowing 

prostitutes to do their thing in restricted areas. He was somebody that was very much into kind 

of an ethic of self-help and mutual aid. He set up a hospital, a cooperative hospital, maintained 

entirely by a black fraternal society, no government funds at all. And he’s a guy who loved life. 

He’s not afraid to display his wealth. He’ll be going down the road in the latest model car. He is 

a snappy dresser. He is not some sort of Gandhi and anti-materialist. He revels in enjoying his 

wealth and is proud of it.  

WOODS: Apparently he was a gun owner as well.  

BEITO: Oh, yeah, yeah. I had forgotten that. Of course, that’s quite common among civil rights 

figures during that time.  



WOODS: That would make sense, wouldn’t it?  

BEITO: Dr. Howard excelled in that. 

WOODS: It would make sense. Yeah. Why wouldn’t you want to own a gun under those 

circumstances?  

BEITO: Well, this is the southern gun culture, right? And blacks are part of it just as much as 

whites. So Dr. Howard—people said that his home was like an arsenal. And all of the members 

of his civil rights groups were heavily armed. That’s one of the reasons they’ve had these 

gigantic rallies in the Mississippi Delta, where he would give these inflammatory speeches, very 

inflammatory. They weren’t picked off because any whites knew that if they got close in, people 

would fire back. Howard had, like I said, an arsenal of guns in his home, including a Thompson 

submachine gun. So I guess you’d almost call his home a compound now. But that was rather 

typical. Then he was also a big game hunter, so he was very politically incorrect in many 

different ways, and went on many sift safaris to Africa and saw himself as the leading black big 

game hunter in the world, which for all I know was perhaps true. Towards the end of his life 

Ebony did a big write-up of Dr. Howard’s safari room in the basement of his house, where he 

had all the stuffed animals. 

So there’s—he’s a comic book character. He liked to go to the track. He was a Kentucky boy. He 

bet on the Kentucky Derby—allegedly had a good touch for betting on the right horses.  

WOODS: There’s another black entrepreneur, I guess they must have been contemporaries, 

S.B. Fuller, who got a reputation—  

BEITO: Oh, yeah, Dr. Howard— 

WOODS: Oh, tell me about their relationship.  

BEITO: Oh, yeah, Dr. Howard was a good friend of S.B. Fuller. In fact was the director after he 

came to Chicago, the director of medical—whatever—the medical services aspect of S.B. 

Fuller’s firm. And they were fellow Republicans, and S.B. Fuller was in Chicago and supported 

Dr. Howard when he ran for Congress. And they were connected—there’s a group the National 

Negro Business League, which was the kind of chamber of commerce for black business. They 

were both officers in that. Fuller were president at one point and Howard was chairman of the 

board. So they were very simpatico people.  

WOODS: Fuller got into some trouble. He had to deal with boycotts and people who were upset 

with him because he took such a consistent line in saying that economic advancement is what 

we have to focus on now. That right now what I can tell you is that we, as blacks in America, 

constitute a huge market for ourselves, even if these other people won’t buy from us, or they 

won’t hire us. We ourselves can produce for each other until such time as we achieve these 

other goals. And this to some people, no doubt, sounded like defeatism, sounded like just being 

willing to go along with the oppressive system that existed at that time. He got into a lot of 



trouble for that. Was there anything like that with Dr. Howard? Or was he more middle of the 

road in his views?  

BEITO: Oh, he wasn’t middle of the road, but no one, no one could question T.R.M. Howard’s 

civil rights credentials. He was a leader in civil rights. And so Fuller maybe is a little more 

vulnerable because that wasn’t his emphasis. Even though he supported civil rights, his 

emphasis was always the economics. Howard has the largest civil rights organization in 

Mississippi. Four years before the Montgomery bus boycott, he did a successful boycott of 

service stations that refuse to provide restrooms for blacks. That was often the case. You were 

black, and you went to a service station, and they’d be happy to sell you gas, but you wanted to 

use the restroom, they’d say we don’t have one for you. And so they did the boycott, and it was 

successful by all accounts. He would do stuff like that, and they pushed voting rights. That was 

very much an emphasis. So he was militantly pro-civil rights, not only militantly pro-civil rights, 

he was a pioneer before King was somebody that anybody knew about. He really was one of 

the top black leaders in the country in terms of civil rights. So nobody could question his civil 

rights credentials. So when he talked about the economic side of it, which he did, you couldn’t 

diss him and say, oh, that’s all you’re interested in.  

WOODS: What year did he die?  

BEITO: He died in 1976.  

WOODS: Okay, so he knew of and perhaps knew Malcolm X?  

BEITO: Oh, yes, in fact— 

WOODS: What were his views on Malcolm X? 

BEITO: He was somebody that liked Malcolm X. I talked to Dr. Howard’s son, who said Malcolm 

X would come over and ask him for money, and he remembered one night when they were up 

until very late. Well, beyond that when Malcolm X died, there was a fund set up in several 

cities: Ossie Davis did one in Chicago, and then Howard headed the fund in Chicago and raised 

money for the education of Malcolm X’s children. There’s a picture I’ve got of him presenting 

the check to Malcolm X’s widow. So he was head of this fund in Chicago, and he spoke at the 

memorial. He was the main guy at the memorial service there, and I think was somebody that 

liked a lot of what Malcolm X had to say. He marched to the beat of his own drummer in many 

ways, but he appreciated much of what Malcolm X was doing.  

WOODS: What was it that attracted you to Howard to make you decide to write this biography?  

BEITO: Well, I did a book about mutual aid. And the black fraternal hospital—they had two of 

them in Mississippi and Howard was connected with both of them. And I would read some of 

the historians of civil rights, and they talked about this guy that would sail down the highway, 

who delivered Medgar Evers’ first two children, he gave Medgar Evers his start and was this 

colorful character. Myrlie Evers, Medgar Evers’ wife, who gave the invocation at Obama’s 



second inauguration, has a wonderful biographical section on Dr. Howard, and really captures 

kind of almost the mystical, colorful nature of this amazing guy who stood out. And I read that 

stuff as part of the research of the book, and I just said I had a different agenda, and I put 

everything aside and said forget it: my next book is going to be about Dr. Howard. It took me in 

a whole different direction than I was planning to go. It was not a black history “topic,” but Dr. 

Howard was connected with just about every aspect of black history, so I had to do a crash 

education in that area, because he knew all of them. He knew all of these key figures.  

WOODS: Well, as you know, you’re talking to a libertarian audience in particular. So give us 

your 30 to 60-second pitch for the book to that audience in particular.  

BEITO: Well, libertarians often feel defensive when it comes to the issue of civil rights, like, you 

know, we’re tag-alongs in some sense, right? But Dr. Howard—I wouldn’t call him a libertarian, 

but he’s not really someone who’s an ideologue in any sense. But pragmatically, he’s somebody 

there’s a lot we would like about him: very politically incorrect, very much into self-help, very 

much an individualist—you know, like I said, a Republican—antiwar, a civil libertarian. And 

there’s a lot of stuff we can like about him, but even more impressive is this is a pioneer. He’s 

there before King. He’s a militant. He has one of the most successful civil rights groups out 

there before Martin Luther King comes along. 

So I think it’s a way that we could say that somebody that really pushes a lot of the buttons we 

would like was a leader, was a pioneer in civil rights and kind of go on the offense in a way and 

say, hey, wait a minute, there’s this alternative tradition. Because he was influenced by 

Washington, but he was militant to the core on civil rights. Washington was also pro-civil rights, 

but Howard was out there. He’d give speeches comparing the former senator in Mississippi, 

Bilbo, saying that Bilbo had sent a message from hell—Bilbo had died a few years before that—

to the governor of Mississippi. He’s up on the black people because we have a Negro fireman 

down here who’s keeping it mighty hot. He’d give speeches like that in the middle of the 

Mississippi Delta, which is where Emmett Till was killed. This is an area that has the worst kind 

of aspects of Jim Crow. His plight was much more difficult in many ways than King because King 

was in a relatively tolerant area of Montgomery. Howard was in the belly of the beast, and so I 

think there are a lot of ways why we could find this guy appealing, because he’s a founder of 

civil rights.  

WOODS: Tell us the book’s full title.  

BEITO: It’s called Black Maverick: T.R.M. Howard’s Fight for Civil Rights and Economic Power, 

and it was published by the University of Illinois Press, and you can find it—you can get at 

Amazon for $20. The documentary is being made now about Howard’s life and the guy who is 

making it was just nominated for an Emmy, and he will have the ceremony on Saturday. So I 

hope everyone’s pulling for him, because if he wins, that’s going to make it a lot easier for us to 

raise money to pay the cost of this documentary.  

  


