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The Early Years, 1907-1929

Probably three factors best account for the slower pace of black attainment in
higher education in San Diego County in the early 1900s: a more conservative political
and social climate in sharp contrast to other parts of California, particularly Los Angeles
and San Francisco; a considerably smaller population of African Americans here meant
that the critical mass necessary to stir social activism on their behalf would be delayed for
decades to come; and there was no nearby alternative to San Diego State, founded in
1897, for those seeking to become school teachers or wanting to obtain a bachelor’s
degree. There was the option of traversing 1,200 to 2,200 miles to attend a
predominantly black college, but that could be a rather expensive and emotionally
challenging proposition. A brave, privileged few were willing to risk the ostracism and
ridicule of fellow students and the disdain of professors in the hope that the end result—a
credential or a degree in hand---would eventually prove to have been well worth the
effort.

At a time when America’s black intellectuals recoiled at Booker T. Washington’s
accommodation with the South’s reactionary power structure---to wit, his plan to train
blacks for useful agricultural and industrial occupations as opposed to having young folk
imbued in the liberal arts and humanities with the intent of producing a “talented tenth”
of new leaders--- a commentary on the front page of the school newspaper, the Normal
News, dated December 9, 1915, praised Washington’s leadership and practical advise to
his people and sneered at those well-educated blacks who had opposed him as
“impetuous souls who demanded for the negro (sic) political and social opportunities.”1

Unfortunately, those blacks who dared to enroll here in this period had to contend with
the prejudice and racial fantasies of others. One cringes to think what it must have felt
like to spread out the January 24, 1922 edition of The Paper Lantern and read the
announcement on page one of an upcoming campus performance of a talented troupe of
African American singers and musicians (some classically trained). The headline read:
“Versatile Darkies To Come Friday.”2

The Goodwin Sisters: The Lonely Pioneers

It was a clear, crisp and typically mild winter’s day on January 30, 1913 when 15
graduates turned out for the commencement ceremony of San Diego Normal School, then
a place where mostly females finished a two-year curriculum to become teachers.
Strangely, the San Diego Union failed to mention Henrietta Goodwin in its list of the 15
graduates, nor did the school list her on its roster of graduates. However, both an
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attendance ledger and her registration record card indicate that she did in fact graduate on
January 30, 1913, having attended the school sporadically since 1908.3 Goodwin’s
sizeable family, of whom all of the adults could read and write, had left Forth Worth,
Texas hoping for a better life in San Diego.4

It was her younger sister, Leila, who had first tried to succeed here and preceded
Henrietta as a registered student in 1907, but she dropped out after taking just four
classes. The Goodwin sisters worked occasionally as domestic servants to support their
studies. They both entertained a rather impossible dream: to work in the public school
system which at the time forbade African Americans teachers as full-time permanent
employees. Henrietta Goodwin, our first African American graduate, soon left the
county but other ambitious black women persisted.

Ruby Berkley Goodwin: Renaissance Woman

By 1922, the school had doubled its size to nearly 470 students and had officially
been renamed San Diego State Teachers College. That same year Ruby Carmen Berkley-
--better known by her married name, Ruby Berkley Goodwin (no relation to the above)---

completed coursework for a teaching certification and returned
home to Imperial Valley to teach in El Centro, marry, and start a
family. What seemed like the beginning of a respectable career
in education took a detour into notoriety after her attempts to
become a published author resulted in some literary sketches of
African American life that were used in composer William Grant
Still’s Negro Spirituals (1949).5 What followed were essays and
lectures; two books of poetry; and an autobiography recalling her
childhood years in Illinois, titled It’s Good To Be Black,6 which
won the gold medal from the Commonwealth Club for the best

Ruby Berkley Goodwin nonfiction book by a California author in 1953.

From 1936 to 1952 Ruby was personal secretary and publicist for actress Hattie
McDaniel. She had her own stage and screen career, wrote a syndicated column for
black newspapers called “Hollywood in Bronze,” and was honored as the first black
named California State Mother of the Year in 1955---all from an alumnus who once sang
in the school’s glee club and who was the second black to complete a course of study
here.



3

The 1930s

In the 1930s people were mostly referring to the school as San Diego State
College (not its official name) and the school colors had changed from white and gold to
crimson and black. Now a four-year degree granting co-ed institution, its Park Boulevard
location was bursting at the seams with an enrollment of 1,250 students while
administrators prepared to move the campus to Montezuma Mesa six miles to the east.7

For African Americans, the decade got off to an auspicious beginning when Minnie Lee
Brown obtained her elementary teaching credential and appeared in cap and gown in the
1930 student yearbook.

In scanning student newspapers between 1913 and 1939 (the Normal News
Weekly, The Paper Lantern, the State College Aztec, and The Aztec) one can easily
detect a certain ambivalence regarding blacks on campus and blacks generally. There
was no apparent hostility direct at them. There were flattering reviews of books by black
authors and concerts by black entertainers passing through the area; and lectures or
speeches on the state of blacks, sometimes featuring local black community leaders, were
mentioned or publicized. Take for example the brief announcement in April 1938
headlined “Negro Education Will Be Subject of Address” which read: “Reverend
Hampton of the Bethel Baptist church has been asked to speak at the next meeting of the
Roger Williams club. His subject will deal with the advancement of higher education
among Negro young people. Special music will be provided by the colored church.”8 In
the late 1920s there was a profile of Paul Robeson that was quite positive in tone. In

1936, an editorial recognized the growing
independence of black voters; and another
editorial in 1936 was in support of a court
decision in Georgia reversing the conviction of
black labor organizer Angela Herndon who had
been sentenced to 18-20 years on the chain
gain. On the surface there did not seem to be
any greater problem here with racial prejudice
and discriminatory treatment than any other
college in the state.

The Woodsonians (1938)

On the other hand, in this period blacks were too few in number to attract much
attention. In 1937, there were roughly 25 of them out of a total student enrollment of
nearly 1,700. Conscious of their role as representative of a small but growing racial
community in the city, they conducted themselves as perfect ladies and gentlemen, never
giving their white fellow students, professors and administrators the slightest cause for
alarm. Still, one cannot help but to notice that in group photos in the yearbooks blacks
invariable are positioned in the rear or at the end of a row of people as if they were not
fully accepted by the group. And though service and pre-professional organizations were
open to them, being rushed by Greek letter sororities and fraternities—groups that
dominated important aspects of student life—was out of the question.
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Lorraine Van Lowe-Gholston: Fulfilling A Dream

In 1933, Lorraine Van Lowe-Gholston graduated with an A.B.
degree. A co-founder of the Woodsonians, a group named after black
historian Carter G. Woodson which served as a safe haven for black
students to socialize and discuss issues of the day, Van Lowe-Gholston

L. Lowe-Gholston later would become a charter member and president of the local chapter
of Delta Sigma Theta Sorority. More significant, she achieved the long-cherished goal of
educated blacks: that of being hired as a regular school teacher at a San Diego City public
school. This was accomplished on July 21, 1942 when, after earning a master’s degree at
Columbia University, and because of the agitation of local black activists, she began
teaching at Memorial Junior High.9 Van Lowe-Gholston’s achievement as the city’s first
black teacher has to be seen in the context of a region stubbornly resistant to social
change. Contrast the odyssey of black would-be teachers in San Diego to that of their
counterparts 124 miles north of here. Bessie Bruington Burke received her teaching
credential at the Los Angeles State Normal School (later absorbed by UCLA) in 1911 and
soon thereafter became the first black public school teacher in Los Angeles. By 1918 she
was a school Principal in a more liberal region of Southern California.

Bessie A. Cobb: Positive Attitude Personified

Regardless if African Americans were invited or welcomed to join student groups there
were some individuals who were determined to force them to integrate their ranks. One

such intrepid soul was Bessie A. Cobb (Class of `39) who was a
member of the College YWCA; Gamma Psi literary honor society;
Amotl, a group fostering future librarians; the foreign language
honor society Alpha Mu Gamma; and, of course, the Woodsonians.
An English major, Cobb received a $50 scholarship from the
NAACP. She contributed a poem titled “Beauty” and an essay, “If I
Could Choose,” to the popular student literary journal, El Palenque.
In the 1938 essay she pondered what she might decide if she could
choose her nationality, race, sex, and parentage. She concluded
with this memorable statement of pride and self-affirmation:

Bessie A. Cobb

“Is it surprising that in such a country one should have to be careful
about the choice of her color? Nevertheless, it is true. To be
dark-skinned as I am now is to fill one’s path with obstacles….I
choose to remain a Negro. I cannot give up my people. What
should I do without their patience and their sympathy, their simple,
age-old wisdom, their rich song, and their warm living beauty….No,
I would not be anything else in the world. It is a call, a challenge,
and if I can reach the goal of my dream, so much greater the
achievement. It is worth it, every bit….So I have lost my four
wishes, because I do not wish to be anyone else in the world but


