LOUIS MARTIN
EXIT INTERVIEW
EMILY SOAPES:
[December] 10, 1980.
The interviewer is Emi ly
Soapes of the Presidential Papers Staff.
You had mentioned you hadn't been here long. I believe you
were appointed in August of '78?
LOUIS MARTIN:

Yes, I came right after Labor Day.

SOAPES: Well, it's been a little over two years. When you came,
Mr. Martin, there was much concern that the administration had done
a poor job or was perceived as having done a poor job of dealing
with the black community. How did this affect your job right to
begin with? Did you have to hit the ground running?
MARTIN:
I was not really certain of what had preceded my coming.
There was some controversy about the manner in which black affairs
had been handled.
I retired the first of '78.
I had been a
newspaper editor all my life. I'm from Chicago. I told them when
I came down and
I ret i red I'd have someth i ng to do wi th them.
began working here in the Senate. While I was over there, I got
ca 11 s occas i ona 11 y from peop 1e over here ask i ng quest ions about
various candidates for the job. At the time I had no though: of
taking the job myself, but in the course of several conversations
in which I endorsed most of the candidates ... in fact, the three,
as I recall, all of them I thought eminently satisfactory, and I
refused to differentiate one from another.
One thing led te
another and finally Ham, I saw him in a meeting at his office,
suggested, "Why don't you talk to the President? Why don't you do
it yourself?" The way they explained what they were tryin3 to do,
I was not too happy with the structure. Every President structures
the White House like he wants it.
SOAPES:

You mean with the access te the President?

MARTIN: Well, no, I didn't have any problem with that. I theught
that the job they wanted done might best be dene at the Democratic
National Committee as we did it in the '60s.
There are certain
constraints and limitations on anybody working on the White House
staff. You are ultimately much freer at the Democratic National
Committee.
They were ashamed to be in a position of wanting te
have the i r hands on everyth i ng, so I guess thei r concern was-- I
don't know whether I want to call it contro 1 or not--they were
concerned that the operations were more impeded than I thought.
Anyway, one thing led to another, and I finally agreed to come cr..
SOAPES: How were your duties spelled out to yeu?
guidelines were you given?

What kind ef

MARTIN: Well, they basically asked me what did I do with LBJ and
JFK, as far as the black constituency was concerned. We were very
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fortunate in those cases.
SOAPES:

You had a lot to show for it.

MARTIN: I th i nk the on 1 y rea 1 mandate as I reca 11, "We 11, you do
for President Carter pretty much what you did for JFK and LBJ."
There was nothing specific outlined. As a matter of fact, there
were no suggestions or guidelines whatever.
The problem was
presented, and they said, "You address the problem."
And there was a problem of communication.
One of the
differences between those years and today is that the general media
does not carry or seem to be as interested in what we call black
achievement as the media was in the '60s. Somebody said to me that
was a sign of progress that black achievement is no longer news.
However that might be, as far as the administration is concerned
and the c red it that shou 1d go to the Pres i dent was a negat i ve
app roach.
So we had to cons i der how we wou 1d operate, and, of
course, I just really had to figure out myself. So our approaches
were somewhat different.
In the first place, I knew fairly intimately every so-called
national black leader in the country because I had worked with them
so long.
Then after having been in the newspaper business sinee
1936; I started a newspaper in Detroit in 1936, sc I've been in
the bus i ness ever since then.
From that po i nt of view, that
contact was a piece of cake. It was to sell what we had to offer.
The more
I
examined what
was
taking place
within
the
administration, and the harder I looked at the various moves of the
Pres i dent hi mse 1f, his a ides, etc., the more conv i nced I became
there was a great deal that could be done that had not been done.
So we really followed two general approaches.
One is that I
started i mmed i ate 1 y to send out a fact sheet.
I guess you are
familiar with those.
I sen~ them cut every month.
SOAPES:

Sent them out tc White House staff or ... ?

MARTIN: No, this was to the public. The mailing list fina"ly grew
to eighteen thousand.
And on that mailing list I included every
black elected official in the United States.
I had earlier been
assoc i ated as chairman of the Soard of Governors of the Jo i nt
Center of Political Studies, which we organized in 1970. So I had
that mailing list. That was the core, and from that mailing list
we built the lists of leaders, not only the national civil rights
types, but what we called the CSO heads, community based
organizations. We did that in all the key states. We went at it
fairly systematically.
Ultimately, I think my last count was
ei ghteen thousand.
We took the pos it i on that th is cont i nuous,
regular flow of information would in itself bring its own rewards,
because we feel that these sudden, big campaigns with no base don't
seem to be as effective.
SOAPES:

You mean like human rights campaign?
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MARTIN:
These sudden po 1 it i ca 1 th ree-month camea i gns have no
background, no solid information. While peop1e can be influenced
by other things, imagery, etc., ultimately you have to get across
solid factual data to sustain in the long haul these political
approaches. speech making, propaganda stuff put out there, and so
forth. This was one of the very basic things, monthly fact sheet.
In that fact sheet we did not editorialize.
We kept our own
adjectives to the simplest thing. In this project, this was done
and so forth and so on. We had to establish by doing this what we
thought was hard credibility.
And I don't care how critical the
reader, you have to concede that this was an achievement. And that
list included, of course, all the black med~a, radio, print media,
etc.
Then we proceeded to do what we did earlier in the '60s, and
that is to open the door to those voices in the black community
that we fe 1t had not been heard in the Wh i te House.
What that
meant was we brought in people like Jesse Jackson. [Interruption]
We deliberately set out to invite on one occasion or another those
key leaders in the national black community ~ho we felt had no ties
or had not been in the Wh i te Hcuse,
d; d not
know the
administration, did not know the aides, and so forth. While many
of them did know them, a lot of them had very casual contacts. So
we tried to make certain that they got to kncw the Presicent, and
we asked for one-on-one meetings with these people and the
President. We arranged meetings with a broad spectrum of leaders,
not only the political types, but we had the business types, the
intellectuals, etc. In fact, I made a very deliberate move to get
about a dozen so-called intellectuals, that is writers, authors,
academics to a luncheon with him, which I thought was very
successfu 1 .
So th is was another part of a gene ra 1 p rcg ram
tightening the relationship [of] the shakers and movers in the
black national community with the administratcon.
Then we proceeded, of course, as you de in a'l these cases
to harrass the personnel people to make certa~n that we ~ad some
appointments of black personnel in key, strategic positions in the
administration. These appointments, of course, [inaudible phrase].
Further, they can make a substantive contr'bution to politicking.
We also worked on the social side with the Social Office in
making certain ... we had some very disappointing situations where
they had social affairs with no representation of minorities at
all. As a matter of fact, I couldn't believe it. We had such a
thing as the state dinner for the Chinese premier ... not a single
black on that invitation list. [inaudible phrase] Not even Andy
Young was on it, the ambassador. [inaudible sentence] I must say
that prior to the '60s [inaudible sentences].
So this time
[inaudible phrase] we fought to make sure that these social affairs
are really representative of the American people.
In addition to that, we had one other approach, and that was
to try to get media attention by citing to certain people in the
media things that we thought they might do that m;ght be
interesting to their readers by reflecting scme achievement here
[inaudible phrase].
So it was a standard operating procedure ~n

4

this kind of business.
SOAPES:

Was this something you would do on your own?

MARTIN:

Yes.

SOAPES:

Or through the Press Office?

MARTIN: Well, no, I did this, well sometimes, yes. Of course, the
most important thing of all was to keep current with issues and to
have some input in policy. This was difficult because you had an
unfortunate crowd of aides who I thought ... [1] questioned in many
instances their experience and knowledge on basic issues, so we had
a fight going on there all the time. At the staff meetings which
I attended regularly I was probably an irritant, but this was no
reflection on the President.
I think he was ... it's one of my
standing grievances I must make clear, the President himself seems
to have been closeted by his aides to a degree that I thcught was
unfortunate, because I thought his point of view and his
personality never really got across. That's just a judgment call.
[Chuckle] People will differ with that. But I as a newspaperman
didn't give a damn what [Stu] Eizenstat thought about anything.
I wanted to know what the President thought, and I'd rather the
President tell me. And I think the American people are that way.
The first thing about it, a lot of the aides I didn't think knew
what the hell they were doing in the first place. I would rather
have the President present in his own inimitable manner, and I
think he does a good job of it, his own outlook, at least, if not
his solutions, his approaches to it. This was an unfortunate thing
wh i ch I regret very much, and I cons i stent 1 y argued in staff
meetings for his appearances on national TV, radio, etc.,
explaining government policy and his own personal views.
That's
a battle I did not win.
SOAPES: Having worked with the Kennedy and Johnson White Hcuses,
too, you were able to in your own mind draw comparisons.
MARTIN: Well, one thing about it. No White House aides ever got
in the way of LBJ or JFK.
And I thought they did here.
I also
must tell you that I worked in the campaign in 1944 as assistant
publicity director [inaudible phrase], and one of the thirgs that
they drilled into our heads in those years was that anonymity was
the name of the game if you were working for a President.
But I
think [inaudible phrase] years, that's been lost.
Every little
whee 1 wants to be a bi g shot.
There's noth i ng wrong wi th it.
I
think politically it may serve the administration well in some
cases, but I don't think in this case it did.
I say that because I came in late, and I was so shocked when
I came in, having been in the newspaper business too many years
before [inaudible phrase], I had no idea of really what this man
was like.
When I found out, he was in my view a much brighter,
intellectually alert, smarter than I assumed.
It's a pity that
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there are some images of him out there as a sort of accident, a
sort of fluke, an ambassador from Dogpatch, at least that's what
my old Kennedy friends say. The hillbilly image just didn't make
any sense when you got to know him. So I felt rather unhappy about
that, more so after I got to know him.
SOAPES:

After you got here and you were surprised ...

MARTIN: It encouraged me to do more and more communicating, trying
to get ac ross what I thought th is man was 1 ike, and I th ink I
succeeded in some ways in impressing black America that this man
was genuine, he was smart, he was knowledgable, he was believable,
he was worth working for.
SOAPES: I remember reading during this past campaign that really
the President was often at his best when speaking in a black church
in Atlanta, that he just seemed to come across.
MARTIN: He would be equally effective, I think, with any group.
The problem is, I think, will we be able to get him more often with
these groups [i naudi bl e phrase] than they were wi th some other
groups, and I think he could have done very well.
I come from
Chicago and Michigan [inaudible phrase], and he certainly would
have been effect i ve with a Ch i cago aud i ence, mi xed or black or
white or ethnic. ! just don't understand.
SOAPES:

He was kind of insulated from ...

MARTIN: I don't know whether it was by choice or what, but I think
it was a mistake because he was challenged by some problems beyond
his control. What people look for once they recognize d'f~iculty,
they begin to evaluate you on your effort. My theory was he ought
to get an A for effort even if he loses. ' That's ·... h:/ I was
very ... we did not do so many things I felt like we should have dene
or didn't do. Of course, this is hindsight.
I'm rather pleased that at least we were able to get acress,
I think with the assistance of many people, not only my wcrk
necessarily, the picture of the man that I knew he was.
SOAPES: Could you speak to the point of the importance of black
constituents to Mr. Carter?
MARTIN: I think that was part of ... I'm not familiar entirely with
the '76 operation.
I wasn't actively in the campaign.
I was a
contributor, and so forth.
[Interruption.]
I think his candidacy got legitimacy, if that's the proper
word [inaudible phrase], because of the identification of oeop1e
1 ike Andy Young and that [Martin Luther] King crowd in Atlanta.
Fu rther, I th i nk the th i ng that rea 11 y st ruck us most was the
victory over [George] Wallace in Florida, as I think back.
Once
the Southern black operation was solidly for him, as a result
pretty much of Andy Young and his associates and these friends of

6

his in Atlanta, whc had been active ... Jesse Hill and some of those
old friends of mine, because I'm originally from Savannah, Georgia.
We sold the family insurance company to Jesse Hill for Atlanta Life
back in the early '60s, and so I had business relationships with
Jesse. I got to know him very well. I was very impressed with the
kind of support they gave him.
That's my personal opinicn.
I
think many blacks in positions of some leadership all across the
country felt the same way.
In addition, he had a religious background and knowledge of
the religious concerns and interests of black people, particularly
in the South, but most blacks are now or came from this part, which
enabled him to operate in a vein that few politicians that I know
could compare or compete with. Certainly neither JFK nor LBJ knew
that vein, and that's a very important vein in dealing with the
black constituency. Whi1e'many of them are not church-going, but
I think there is a larger church-going crowd in black America
[inaudible phrase], I may be wrong, except maybe the Irish
Catholics.
He did have that attribute and ability, and I don't
know whether I'm answering your question or not, but that certainly
gave him a leg up on everybody else. He did a good job of it, and
I thought in operating basically through the church route, he did
a good job of building a new type of support that had net really
been cultivated properly before.
He also did not need the services of so many black
professionals who sell themselves, put their price up.
[Chuckle]
He did a good job in '76 I thought.
I was really very impressed
by the campaign.
I didn't know him, of course, but actually I
[inaudible sentences].
SOAPES:

So what happended to that support this time?

MARTIN: Well, the problem was that blacks were very conscious of
their input, and they knew that they made the margin of difference,
not only in many Southern states, so they felt that the President
owed them a lot more than perhaps some other Presidents hadi n
their elections. Because before we had landslides, and '60 was a
long ways away. A lot of people don't remember it.
Although we
won by one vote per precinct in the state of Illinois.
That was
the margin.
[Interruption to turn over tape.]
SOAPES:
You were talking about what happened to the 1980 black
vote and were saying that this time, more so than in the last few
elections, excuse me in '76 more than in the last few elections the
black leadership was aware of their importance in getting the
President elected.
MARTIN: That's right.
So they held him to a higher standard in
those te rms.
Th is quest i on of what he p romi sed and what he
delivered of his promises, I was never very clear on. To tell you
the truth, I was never very clear on what he promised. [Chuckle]
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But they expected him to pursue the civil rights goals on
the agenda of every black leader in the country. They differ in
many ways. It's not a monolithic bloc, but they all have in terms
of goals, fairly similar goals.
One is, of course, some
legislation and some programs in the government itself and
appointments to the government.
Those are the three big things
peop 1e look for.
There may be some others.
And; n those th ree
areas, this man, I thought, was moving in the right direction.
The problem was that many of the critics did not know what
he was do; ng.
So th; s comes back to the or; gina 1 quest; on of
communication.
I think that while we as a poor group in the society, at the
bottom of the economic totem pole, felt perhaps the recession mere
keenly than others, and normally we are bread and butter issue
people, had we not been able to show that in the civil rights area
that he had worked so vigorously, we wou 1 d not have gotten the
black response we did get. Because the economic issues, whenever
they're very important to poor people, inflation or unemployment,
I don't have to go into that, the leadership is seriously affected.
There are several things that we finally got across. And that was
however horrible the economic situation was, no other President
probably could do much better.
Secondly, most of the problems
arose from difficulties that no President could have too much
control over.
I think the economic issue was the toughest thing
we had.
I think that on other issues we were able to boast about some
achievements. One is the relationship, for instance, with Africa.
We started a switch, or a turn around, of our relationship with
black Africa. The President stood firm on many things, sanctions
in Zimbabwe, and his support of Andy even in his difficulties with
the Israelis.
SOAPES:

What effect do you think that had?

MARTIN:
I think the bottom line was blacks blamed the :sraelis
more than the President.
The Israel is have enormous pol itical
clout, but they put so much pressure on ·that the job became
untenable.
Not necessarily because the President wanted to fire
him.
But Andy himself made it clear to the general public that
once he felt he was causing more harm than good to the President
and the administration, he would be the first to move, and he came
to the conclusion. That is what I think blacks understood. That
nothing he could do in response to these attacks would change the
attitudes of the Israelis. He was no longer of any service to the
President. At the point of departure, of course, it was up in the
air which way the chips would fall. But ultimately I think there
was a consensus that Israeli pressure made his job impossible
rather than his relationship to the President. [Inaudible phrase.]
Furthermore, Andy was so consistently insistent that it was his
decision and nobody else's. He never wavered once. Secondly, the
President immediately replaced him with another black, Donald
McHenry, which cut the race question out ·:;f it, in front of
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everybody.
So any criticism by black leaders that in replacing
Andy he was doi ng in black Amer i ca cou 1d not be susta i ned.
Don
McHenry was a credible, experienced black.
SOAPES:
Young.

Although not the leader in the black community of an Andy

MARTIN: He
attitude of
leadership,
their views
SOAPES:

didn't have the charisma. I was very pleased with the
the President.
I had the job of calling all of the
congressional and blacks and everybody else, getting
about his replacement.

I was going to ask how was your office involved?

MARTIN: Well, we did it. I did most of it from my country place.
We have a little place up in Wisconsin in the north woods, and I
was on vacat i on.
So I was on the phone for about three or four
days with the black leadership. It was in the summertime. There
was a consensus that the appoi ntment of Don McHenry wou 1d be a
great th i ng.
There were many other suggest ions.
I th ink some
people suggested Secretary of the Army Clifford Alexander, who used
to be with us back in the LBJ days.
But Don McHen,y is a
professional in the Foreign Service.
We had no assurance, of
course, that the President would appoint a black at all, but since
we had one with the kind of credent i a 1s that Don had and the
experience he had [inaudible phrase].
This kind of reaction, I
mean th; ski nd of move, he 1ped to strengthen the ties with the
blacks who were critical on some other points. Even those who were
unhappy about some economic move couldn't be unhappy about
everything. Certainly they were pleased with that [appointment of
McHenry] .
SOAPES:
Other factors that may
crumbling of that black support?

have

figured

into

the

1980

MARTIN: Well, I think basically it was the whole issue of black
issues, unemployment, inflation. I don't t~ink the black support
crumbled that much [inaudible phraseJ. I gather the ~~w York Times
quoted eighty-five percent, but studies over there according to
Eddie Williams, who's the president [inaudible phrase], he said
that their analysis showed that he retained ninety percent of the
black vote.
SOAPES:

That wasn't the original assessment.

MARTIN: I think most people conceded he got the majority of black
votes. The New York Times and some of the papers ran about eighty
five percent, some of the papers, not all of them, some of them
higher. One of the difficulties in analyzing black voting patterns
is how you assess an area. For instance, most of the analyses look
back on [inaudible word] statistics or even wards. You know, many
wards in Chicago you might have sixty percent black. You've got
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to f i gu re out where the percentages are.
So the Jo i nt Center
proceeds on the basis of precincts,
so that's a closer
re 1at i onsh i p, and you know what you' 'Ie got.
So if you take a
sample of one hundred solid black precincts and you shew ninety
percent support, that's a pretty good indication. So that's what
they do. And the data of the Joint Center is accepted now in the
government [inaudible phrase].
SOAPES: Well, good, because the first I heard was that was one of
the areas the Pres i dent did lose.
I'm glad you' 'Ie got those
figures.
MARTIN:
I think that blacks probably stuck. there's no question
about it, most commentators will say that blacks stuck with him
more than anybody else.
The percentage is not as great maybe as
it was in' 76.
SOAPES:
tf you had another fou r years in th; s job, Mr. Mart 1n,
what sorts of things would you have hoped to accomplish?
MARTIN: My concern, as I think I said earlier, was to get him out.
I don't know how to really express this, but I think that he was
just beginning to get to know how the system works in Washington.
He had gotten to know the thinking of the movers and shakers cf a
lot of communities and a lot of constituencies.
We would have had a much easier time in making some orogress
on the issues of concern, the economi c issues and more direct 1 y
related civil rights issues that blacks are concerned with.
Specifically, the one he lost yesterday. I think he would have won
that one.
That was the amendment to the fair housing act, and I
think had he been re-elected, he would have won that one. I think
you would not have this rash of anti-busing and anti-affirmative
action riders on bills. You wouldn't have that moving as fast as
it is now.
I think nothing would have been easy, but nothing in
this kind of job is.
I think with the proper economic approaches ... I have a
question mark on that because I don't think the advice on that is,
in my view, right. I don't know the President's personal view on
that, but I didn't think that ... I'm not an economist so I must beg
off on whether it's right ... I just myself thought his advisors were
moving in the wrong direction. And I still think so. And I think
Mr. Reagan is also in the wrong direction.
SOAPES: I'm about out of time, but could you in summary tot up in
the two years you have been here some successes and maybe some not
so successful things from your office's standpoint?
MARTIN: I think we got our message across, and I think the polls
reflect that, the election returns.
I think he's made some
substant i ve, 1ong- range contr i but; ons to the causes my const i tuents
are most concerned about in all these areas. Specifically in the
appointment area, the naming of those black judges who have naw
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been conf i rmed and who wi 11 be ope rat i ng for the rest of th is
century. These are ga; ns that can not be taken away.
They are
solid. There are thirty-eight of them, so we did not have a formal
objective for....
I think that's a very important thing because
they will now have an impact on the criminal justice system in this
society, which is terribly important.
I think the gains that he made in minority discriminating,
in minority business, while all of them may not be lasting, I think
they opened the eyes of our people. I think they will have a long
range impact. In terms of appointments again, I think the opening
of the regulatory commissions for the first time. Nobody had any
black representation on the Interstate Commerce Commission, Civil
Aeronaut i cs Board, and a host of regu 1 atory bod i es.
These are
policy making bodies, and this President saw to it that there was
minority, and specifically black, representation on those bodies.
I think that again that business of telecommunicat10ns went
very well. [Inaudible phrase] because two years ago we had sixty
two properties, broadcast properties, owned by minorities, and in
the two year period that I've been here, we've doubled it.
It's
one hundred and twenty-four now. These are substantive things.
With regard to legislation, I think the enactment of 95-507,
wh; ch is a 1 aw that he supported although he d i dn! t start the
legislation necessarily.
He supported it and tried to implement
it, of course.
That is a 1 aw that requ i res that any contractor
getting a million dollars or more from this contract must come up
with some affirmative action plan of his own, subcontracting or
something, the theory being that providing some opportunity for
black enterpri se to deve lop.
Wh i 1e there is some res i stance, of
course, as there has been to a lot of other affirmative action
things, it has been fairly successful.
The appointment of Karen Hastie Williams as the director of
procurement policy was a very important position, but not well
known. It was difficult in the sense that this government spends
an average of one hundred billion dollars a year in procurement.
Prior to the middle of '77 about eight hundred million of that went
to minority enterprise.
As a result of his efforts, and the
administration position on it, that rate is running now at around
three billion dollars a year, which is a very significant
difference.
So these are some of the achievements that while our office
specifically didn't take credit for any of them, we were agitators
and advocates, so we feel there are some things will last to be
proud of. There are many others.
I think the African policy I
mentioned. I think Zimbabwe has been liberated partly because of
the position of this administration. We worked on that as part of
our relationship with the NSC. We don't claim the credit for it.
That would be ridiculous because there were so many hands in it.
I felt it's been a wonderful experience, and I'm very grateful for
the opportunity.
SOAPES: That's good to be able to say. If we could come back and
talk to you in four or five years, do you have a permanent address
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where we could get in touch with you? You've said you retired, so
you probably won~t be going back to the newspapers.
MARTIN:
SOAPES:
Great.
MARTIN:

No, I'll probably be associated with Howard University.
With Howard,

so we could find you at Howard.

But I'll be around.

Great.

[Chuckle]

SOAPES: I figured you'd be around, but just where to start locking
was the main quest ion.
Thank you for tak i ng so much time.
I t's
really been very, very valuable.
I appreciate you doing this.

