Saved by the William Holt Atherton Archive
By Rickey Boyland ‘79 and Sandra Leflore Love ’77, ‘79
College reunions are certainly fun and serve to fulfill the basic human need for nostalgia and the “remembrance of things past.”  But, for Black alumni of Pacific, they also have had an unexpected effect.  A common, heartfelt refrain expressed at the two Black alumni reunions—the first organized in 2006 and the second held just a few months ago in June 2008—speaks to the power of preserving and knowing our history.  Meeting our predecessors, fellow alumni whose experiences stretch back over fifty years at Pacific, many of us could hardly contain our amazement at finding out that there had been so many Black alumni, faculty and staff who comprised the Pacific family.  The comment, “I wish I had known about you when I was here,” was expressed often throughout the Black Alumni Reunion this year.  

Sandra Leflore Love ’77, ’79 and I knew that there was a rich history to be recovered and shared that told the story of Pacific’s Black alumni, faculty and staff.  As we helped to plan the 2008 Black Alumni Reunion, we realized that we had the opportunity to do something interesting, informative, and long lasting.  Here was an opportunity to gather information that covered the Black presence at Pacific from trailblazers to current times and to share this knowledge with our classmates who had graduated or attended the university.  The prospect of learning more about the history of Blacks at the University of the Pacific was extremely exciting.  

Neither of us being archivists or researchers or detectives, we did not really understand the daunting task we had set for ourselves.  I love reading and Sandra loves history.  We both have now gained a heightened sense of respect for the work of preserving and writing the history books we enjoy!  Our project began by following the suggestion of the Pacific Alumni Association to check out what was available in the archives at the campus library.  We both prized looking at old photographs, so off to the library we went.  The game plan was to get photos, articles, and information on past students, faculty and organizations.  We went to the Holt Atherton Special Collections section of the library to dig into the archives.  Trish Richards and Michael Wurtz of the library archive staff were very helpful.  They provided general dos and don’ts and directed us to the Naranjado yearbooks for photos and to the alumni directories for contact information on former students.  The Archive had also compiled a list of the earliest known Black students at Pacific going back to the Rev. William Wealthy Howard, the first African American graduate who attended Pacific between 1908 and 1911 and Mildred Elizabeth Jones, the first known African American woman graduate who attended from 1921 – 1924.
We started to ask ourselves questions about other “firsts.”  Who were the first black faculty?  Who was the first black department chair?  Could we find out enough information to create a presentation for the reunion on black trailblazers at Pacific?  We searched for information on black fraternities and sororities, the Black Student Union, CIP (Community Involvement Program), Teacher Corps and other significant organizations.  The library staff brought back great information on Professor Mark Ealey, who helped to create and chaired Black Studies and Professor Larry Walker, who had been the chair of the Art Department.  
We were started feeling like kids in a candy store or as if we were on a great treasure hunt.  As Sandra and I thought of more avenues to investigate, the library staff was ever patient and helpful.  They would come out with a steady stream of material.  Though there were gaps in the records there still remained a lot of material to go through.
In addition to yearbooks, we found that the preserved copies of the campus newspaper the Pacifican, were fascinating and instructive.  We concentrated on the decade of the seventies and the early eighties because it was easier for us to remember and make connections with the issues that marked our own years at Pacific.  We could see that there was a huge gold mine of material waiting to be discovered in the records going farther back as well as further forward to the nineties and onward.  But, every researcher quickly learns to make the best use of their most limited resource: time.  Six trips to the library later, we had found some great aerial photos of the campus taken decades ago along with enough material to make a pretty good looking “trailblazers” presentation.  
Without a doubt, two of the best moments in the archive involved finding the pictures of William Wealthy Howard (1911) and Mildred Elizabeth Jones (1924) the first black man and woman to graduate from Pacific. The photo of Mr. Howard was in an old brownish colored yearbook, thin and frail and no thicker than a wooden pencil.  I really cannot express the pride we felt when we encountered these images of two black people who attained such heights in the first quarter of the 1900s and realized that we had a connection with them.

We spent quite a bit of our precious time laughing and reminiscing as we went through old yearbooks.  You know those moments when you look at the hairstyles and the crazy clothes and wonder where were the “fashion” police when you needed them.  We were also amazed by the record of the variety of black speakers, scholars and artists who had spoken at Pacific.  It is inspiring to know that people like Alex Haley, Cornel West, Michael Eric Dyson, Dick Gregory, Julian Bond, Aaron McGruder, and Angela Davis stepped foot on campus to share their varied opinions and backgrounds with the Pacific community.  I am sure that there were others that we missed when we compiled the information for our display.  This was really just the beginning. 
We have made a pledge to leave our compilation of photos and information from the 2008 Black Alumni Reunion with the library for those who might need it in the future or for those who are simply inquisitive. We hope that others will help fill in the gaps in the history that is on file in the archives and we urge other campus groups and/or individuals to submit memorabilia, documents, etc. to the archives.  Thank goodness for archivists and librarians and the history that they maintain at Pacific.  Our heartfelt thanks to them for preserving these memories that were literally saved from oblivion by the William Holt Atherton library.  We learned from the reaction of alumni to these records that encountering this history could save current and future students the pain of feeling isolated and alone on campus.  As alumni, we feel the pride of being a part of this legacy and to have been able to take part in its recovery.
