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Former Governor of Virginia L. Douglas 
Wilder was born in Richmond, Virginia, on 
January 17, 1931. The second youngest of eight 
children, Wilder often spent time as a child at 
the local barbershop listening to political de-
bates. After graduating from Armstrong High 
School at the age of sixteen, Wilder attended 
Virginia Union University, while he worked as 
a waiter to pay his way through college. Wild-
er earned his B.A. degree in chemistry from 
Virginia Union in 1951; the following year he 
was drafted into the army and sent to Korea. 
In Korea Wilder would lead a group of POW’s 
under his watch through artillery fire to rescue 
a group of wounded American soldiers, which 
earned him the Bronze Star. 

Following his time in the Army, Wilder 
decided to become a lawyer, and in 1956, he 
entered Howard University. While at Howard 
University, Wilder met Henry Marsh, the fu-
ture mayor of Richmond, and had the opportu-
nity to watch Thurgood Marshall and a num-
ber of other notables hone their skills in moot 
court. Wilder also met Eunice Montgomery 
during his days as a student, and the two mar-
ried on October 11, 1958. Wilder opened his 
law firm, which would become Wilder, Greg-
ory & Associates, in 1961, and was soon asked 
by Spottswood Robinson, who had worked 
on the Brown v. Board of Education case, to 

take on some of his excess workload. While 
Wilder’s legal career got off to a successful 
start, he refused to sit on the segregated side 
of courtrooms, and often argued with judges 
about the treatment of his clients. Over the 
next decade and a half, Wilder argued several 
famous cases, including his defense of Wil-
liam Penn, an infamous serial killer, which 
resulted in a hung jury. In 1969, Wilder suc-
cessfully ran for the Virginia State Senate, be-
coming the first African American to hold a 
position there in almost one hundred years. In 
his first speech in the Senate, Wilder blasted 
the use of the racially offensive song, Carry 
Me Back to Old Virginny, and though his bill 
to repeal the anthem fell short, his reputation 
as an orator was secured. 

 During his time in the Senate, Wilder 
supported a number of bills that were bene-
ficial to low-income residents, and was also a 
major proponent of anti-discrimination bills. 
Wilder was most active, however, in reform-
ing legislation relating to juvenile criminal of-
fenders. Beginning in the mid-1970s, Wilder 
also fought to secure a state holiday for Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr.’s, birthday, which finally 
succeeded in 1984. The following year, Wild-
er won an election to become the first black 
lieutenant governor in the United States in a 
landslide victory. After five years as lieutenant 
governor, Wilder was elected governor of Vir-
ginia, the first African American to become 
governor of a state in United States history. 
Coming into office in a budget crisis, Wilder 
was forced to make job and pay cuts, but in the 
end,  Financial Magazine named Virginia the 
best-managed state in the country. Through-

out his term in office, Wilder worked hard to 
support his low-income constituents and to 
promote equal opportunities for women and 
minorities. 

W o w , 
she’s Black, 
she’s beau-
tiful, plus 
she’s….oh 
wait, do I 
know this 
lady?  

Was she 
a former 
teacher, col-
lege class-

mate or, I hesitate to ask, a distant 
relative? 

Those were the questions that 
darted through my mind when, 
during my research for something for 
African American History Month, I 
came across a picture of Brenda Tra-
vis. 

But first, readers, a quick ques-
tion.

Thinking back on your formal 
education, did the name “Brenda 
Travis” ever surface in one of your 
history classes? No, I’m not talking 
about someone by that name who 
sat two rows over, or from your old 
neighborhood, or a person you met 
during a trip to Disney World. Well 
neither did I and, I suspect, neither 
did many of you.

But thanks to the internet, with 
little effort we’re able to uncover 
lesser-known folks who sacrificed 
greatly in the struggle for civil rights, 
count Brenda Travis among them. 

But let’s learn a little something 
about Brenda Travis, shall we?  

First this.
“Brenda Travis knelt to pray at 

the top of the steps outside McComb 
City Hall. “Our father….” She be-
gan.

Deputies armed with Billy clubs, 
stood guard at the entrance. Dozens 
of Travis’ classmates from Burgland 
High crowded the sidewalk across 
the street, watching, waiting, holding 
signs. Some read, “Freedom Now.” 
Before Travis could recite the Lord’s 
Prayer, two deputies yanked the 
16-year-old student up, lifting her 
out of her shoes. They led her bare-
foot down a narrow dark staircase 
and into a jail cell in the basement of 
the building.” As she was led away, 
she heard a voice command: “Arrest 
all of these ni----s!”       

                 
 -  USA  Today, October 7, 2021

Born in 1945, Brenda Travis was 
one of seven children. When she was 
ten, local police burst into her house 
one night and arrested her thirteen-
year-old brother without telling the 
family what he had allegedly done. 

As a ten-year-old, Travis was 
also scarred by the image on the 
cover of Jet Magazine of the muti-
lated body of Emmet Till, a Black 
14-year-old who was murdered in 
1955 in Mississippi. 

“I was enraged and knew that 
one day I had to take a stand,” she 
said. 

That day came in August 1961, 
when the fifteen-year-old Travis and 
two other protesters were arrest-
ed for participating in a sit-in at the 
whites-only section of Greyhound 
bus station. She was held in the jail 
for a month and upon release she 
and another classmate were expelled 
from Burglund High School. 

On October 4, 1961, more than 
100 Burglund students staged a pro-
test against their classmates’ expul-
sion and the murder of Amite Coun-
ty voting rights activist Herbert Lee 
in September. Because of what took 
place at the bus station Travis, who 
was on probation, received a sen-
tence in a juvenile detention center 
in Oakley. 

In 1962, after more than six 
months at Oakley, Travis was re-
leased into the custody of a professor 
from Talladega College. Mississippi 
governor Ross Barnett agreed to re-
lease the girl on the condition that the 
professor take her out of Mississippi 
within twenty-four hours. 

That fall, Travis enrolled into 
school in North Carolina and after 
a year there moved to Connecti-
cut where she graduated from high 
school. She returned to Mississip-
pi in 1964 but felt unsafe and soon 
left. She worked briefly in Chicago 
before settling in California in 1966 
and attending business college and 
becoming involved in community 
organizations.

In October 2011, during a com-
memoration of the fiftieth anni-
versary of the student walkout, the 
McComb school district awarded 
honorary diplomas to Travis and oth-
er students suspended because of the 
protests. A local street was renamed 
in her honor.

Today, decades removed from 
her activism in Mississippi, Tra-

vis and others worry that their bat-
tles have lost ground. They cite the 
growing number of states adopting 
measures making it more difficult to 
vote. 

“It’s very disturbing to see us go 
back and fight fights that have al-
ready been fought,” said Travis, now 
age 76.

Travis’ book, Mississippi’s Ex-
iled Daughter: How my Civil Rights 
Baptism Under Fire Shaped my Life, 
was published in 2018.

Now of course there’s much 
more to Brenda Travis’ story than 
I’ve written in this space. However, 
I figured that I’d try to get as much 
as I could about lesser-known stories 
during African American History 
Month before the month runs out, 
before history books about these sto-
ries get banned from library shelves 

or, eh, before this columnist gets 
banned from newspaper stands.

“Wouldn’t it be just wonderful 
when Black history, Native Ameri-
can history, Jewish history and all of 
U.S. history is taught from one book, 
just U.S. History?” asked the late 
Maya Angelou.

Absolutely Maya Angelou. But 
until then, well, I have my doubts. 

© Terry Howard is an 
award-winning writer and story-
teller, a contributing writer with the 
Chattanooga News Chronicle, The 
Douglas County Sentinel, The Black-
Market.com, co-founder of the “26 
Tiny Paint Brushes” writers’ guild, 
and recipient of the 2019 Dr. Martin 
Luther King Leadership Award. 
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Brenda Travis, what else don’t we know?

Wow, she’s Black, she’s beautiful, plus she’s….oh wait, do I know this lady?  

Lawrence Douglas Wilder, born 1931 in Richmond, 
VA, was the first African American Governor since 
Reconstruction. 


