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On January 13, 1990, Lawrence Douglas Wilder, the former Lieu-
tenant (Lt.) Governor of Virginia, was sworn in as the 81st Governor of
the Commonwealth of Virginia. To the delight of many in Virginia and
elsewhere in the United States, Virginia voters elected this sophisti-
cated and dynamic black politician, the grandson of slaves, to lead
them into the 1990's.

Doug Wilder's historic and exciting victory had its origins in his
political career as a state senator from Richmond, and in his election as
Lt. Governor in 1985.1 In his book When Hell Froze Over: The Story
of Doug Wilder, A Black Politician's Rise to Power in the South,
Dwayne Yancey chronicles Wilder's campaign for statewide election to
the office of Lt. Governor in 1985. In the process of detailing the cam-
paign, Yancey also analyzes the implications of the election, which he
theorizes go far beyond Virginia: 1) Wilder's election offered irrefuta-
ble evidence of changing racial attitudes in the South and, for Virgini-
ans in particular, it was the ultimate repudiation of the "Byrd Ma-
chine" - once one of the South's most powerful political organizations;
2) it demonstrated the political and economic clout of the emerging
black middle class; 3) it signalled the opening of a new era, as black
politicians broke out of black-majority districts and ventured into the
virtually unexplored territory of statewide politics; and 4) it was essen-
tially a blueprint for other black candidates seeking white votes.'

* Gerald Bruce Lee is a principal in Cohen, Dunn & Sinclair, P.C. an Alexandria, Virginia
law firm. He is a 1976 graduate of the Washington College of Law of The American University.
He earned his B.A. degree in 1973 in communications from the American University. He is past
Chairman of the General Practice of Law Section of the Virginia State Bar and an elected mem-
ber of the Virginia State Bar Council (18th Judicial Circuit, Alexandria).

1 Wilder was elected to the Virginia Senate in 1969 and was the first black since the post-
civil war Reconstruction to serve in the state legislature. YANCEY, WHEN HELL FROZE OVER:
THE UNTOLD STORY OF DOUG WILDER, A BLACK POLITICIAN'S RISE TO POWER IN THE SOUTH 8
(1988).

1 Id. at 12-17.
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In looking at Wilder's election, Yancey also looks at the history of
Virginia's race relations. Virginia's race relations have historically been
portrayed by the media, particularly the Northern "Yankee" media, as
that of the "Ole South", 3 conjuring up memories of the Byrd machine4

and the Virginia politicians and judges who defied the United States
Supreme Court's decrees ordering racial desegregation of public
schools.

Virginia's race relations in the 1980's were still considered "con-
servative-moderate." However, it was a decade of change, and one that
saw greater inclusion of racial minorities in political life. The 1981
election of Charles Robb as Governor brought about dramatic changes.
He quietly and methodically appointed blacks to almost every state
agency, board and commission. Additionally, several black politicians
were elected by majority white constituencies to lead local and county
governments.'

These dramatic changes in Virginia's political life were closely ob-
served and analyzed by Doug Wilder. "No one else saw the pattern the

Part of the Southern "mystique" is the notion that the South is more than just different,
but that it is distinct from the rest of the nation; a sport, a freak, or an inexplicable variant from
the national norm. The South, so it goes, does more than speak differently; it thinks differ-
ently. ... The South has its own set of characteristics. Racism, of course, tops the list. H. ZINN,
THE SOUTHERN MYSTIQUE, 218-219 (1972). As for Virginia in particular, Yancey quotes Arnold
Toynbee, a British historian, who in 1947 stated: "Virginia makes the powerful impression of a
country living under a spell, in which time has stood still." YANCEY, at 1.

United States Senator Harry S. Byrd, Sr. was a very powerful Democrat during the 1930's
to the 1950's. The "Byrd Machine" was a group of elected southern Democrats who stood for
conservative principles, including the continuation of racial segregation of schools and public facil-
ities. The Byrd Machine fielded candidates for local offices and dominated Virginia politics for an
extended period of time. Following the Brown v. Board of Education decisions, these politicians
orchestrated "massive resistance" to the integration of Virginia's public schools. YANCEY, at 2-3,
43, 47.

1 In 1982, Bobby Scott, a 35 year old black Newport News lawyer was elected to the Vir-
ginia Senate to replace State Senator Herbert Bateman in a 70% white majority district in New-
port News. It was the first time in Virginia that a black politician had won a predominantly white
legislative district.

In the 1980's a number of blacks won elections in majority white areas: Norfolk (65% white)
elected a black sheriff. Neighboring Portsmouth (55% white) elected a black commonwealth's
attorney. Roanoke (78% white) in the west, Fredericksburg in the east (80% white), Danville
(70% white) and Martinsville (68% white) in Southside elected black mayors.

In April 1983, Governor Charles Robb appointed John Charles Thomas, a black lawyer at
Hunton & Williams, to the Virginia Supreme Court. Robert J. Grey, Jr., a Richmond lawyer was
named to the powerful Alcohol Beverage Control Board, which runs the state owned liquor stores
and polices Virginia liquor laws. Additionally, the head of the state parole board, B. Norris Vas-
sar, and a majority of the parole board members, were black. Id. at 49, 176.
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way he did or asked the question. But if blacks could win so many local
elections in predominantly white areas from one end of the state to the
other, it did not take a terribly big leap of logic for Wilder to suppose
that perhaps a black could pull these diverse and far-flung communities
all together and win a statewide election."'

Yancey's book explodes with enthusiasm as he documents the
evolution of Wilder's decision to run for statewide office and the result-
ing campaign for Lt. Governor. He interviewed many of the politicians
who were involved, describing the meetings they held to discuss the
uncertain risks of a Wilder candidacy in Virginia. These meetings took
place within the General Assembly, in the Governor's Mansion, in busi-
ness executives offices, and in rural towns. The sentiment in much of
Virginia at that time was that a black person, no matter what his per-
sonal qualifications and background, could not win a state-wide elec-
tion.' Wilder acknowledged the concerns, remarking at one point early
on in the campaign: "Let's not kid ourselves. The problem is that I'm
black and that is just anathema to some people." 8 But despite the skep-
ticism from fellow party members and colleagues, Doug Wilder insisted
he was in the race to stay:

It's an unwarranted assumption of geographical bias to say that people in
certain areas of the state won't vote for a black. I think if people are given an
opportunity to judge the facts, they will render a fair judgment. When I hear
I can't win, I say, Who is it I can't beat? What Republican? Saying I can't
win is an inference that anybody can beat me. That's demeaning to the people
of Virginia.9

As Yancey's book relates, Wilder has made a career of expanding
the power of an elected state senator far beyond traditional geographic
boundaries. He developed personal relationships with senators and dele-

6 Id. at 49.
' The title of Yancey's book is drawn from a collection of comments, on and off the record,

by political commentators and officials that "Wilder didn't have a snowball's chance in hell" of
winning the election. One Virginia political commentator, Professor Larry Sabato from the Uni-
versity of Virginia, was widely quoted as saying that Wilder's chances were "one in one hundred."
Id. at 80. As it turned out, many were forced to admit they had been wrong: "We were supposedly
knowledgeable Democratic leaders called from various parts of the state because we were sup-
posed to have insight into our areas. It turned out every single one of us was wrong. It was a very
powerful lesson in the non-predictability of politics." Id. at 75.

8 Id. at 78.
" Rolfe, Wilder Saga Revisited, Richmond Times-Dispatch, February 16, 1985.

1990]



CIVIL RIGHTS LAW JOURNAL

gates from rural areas and cultivated political issue allies.'" His politi-
cal astuteness and personal savvy was confirmed when he was rated by
his colleagues in the Senate as one of the five most effective Senators in
1984.

Although Yancey states his book is not a biography, he gives
enough personal information on Wilder to give the reader a feel for the
man's charisma and abilities: "One gets the feeling Wilder would excel
at just about anything he applied himself to. The phrase 'Renaissance
man' is tough to resist. In some ways, Wilder is a throwback to a nine-
teenth-century politician-a spellbinding orator who says his favorite
pastime is simply good conversation."" A colleague in the Virginia
General Assembly, State Senator Granger Macfarlane, stated once
that "[Doug Wilder] quotes classical literature at the drop of a hat."' 2

Karl Bren, who worked on the Baliles campaign,' 3 remembered a eu-
logy he once heard Wilder give:

It was one of the most powerful things I've ever seen, how Wilder moved that
group. He was compassionate, universal in theme. He addressed the family,
he addressed those of us there - all without a single note. He didn't go on. It
was well-rounded and it just came to me, Doug Wilder's got it. He's got that
quality. This man had a depth he could go to I've rarely seen in a speaker and

o Ten key Democratic state senators, from diverse areas of the Virginia, endorsed Wilder's
candidacy in February 1985. In an open letter to fellow Democrats, they observed:

Doug has worked his way up the old-fashioned way. His story is a Virginia success
story. It's based on hard work. He wasn't handed anything. In Virginia, we practice free
enterprise politics, you earn it.

First, our candidate fought for equality of treatment of all regions of the state. The
record is one of the reasons he was rated by legislators, government officials, and reporters
as one of the five most effective Senators.

Secondly, our candidate has been a coalition builder. He's proven this as Chairman of
three different Senate Committees, and as Chairman of the Senate Democratic Caucus
Steering Committee. He knows how to build a consensus on key issues.

Thirdly, our candidate has the will to triumph over adversity. He won the Bronze Star
for heroism in ground combat. Despite the odds, he won election to the Senate. From Ko-
rea to Richmond, he has been fighting and winning for Virginia.

Open Letter of Senator Clive L. Duvall, II (D-Fairfax); Senator William Fears (D-Accomack);
Senator Joseph Gartlan, Jr. (D-Fairfax); Senator Virgil Goode (D-Franklin); Senator Edward
Holland (D-Arlington); Senator James Jones (D-Washington); Senator J. Granger Macfarlane
(D-Roanoke City); Senator Thomas J. Michie, Jr. (D-Albermarle); Senator Robert C. Scott (D-
Newport News); and Senator Charles L. Waddell (D-Loudoun); to Our Fellow Democrats,
March 1985.

" YANCEY, at 21.
12 Id. at 21-22.
13 Gerald Baliles was the Democratic candidate for Governor in 1985, running on the ticket

with Wilder and Mary Sue Terry, Democratic candidate for Attorney General.
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I knew the man had some greatness about him."

However, Yancey's portrait of Wilder is also realistic. He points
out that Wilder was not universally liked and that some felt his com-
petitiveness manifested itself in both "attractive and not-so-attractive"
ways. 15 From the beginning of his career as a state senator, he made
statements and advocated issues that were controversial: "Unlike other
freshman legislators, Doug Wilder was never one to be seen and not
heard. He was quick to make his mark."'" In 1970, shortly after his
election to the General Assembly, Wilder denounced the state song
"Carry Me Back to Ole Virginny" because it extolled the joys of slav-
ery and was offensive and demeaning to blacks. He introduced legisla-
tion to remove it as the state song; the bill was not passed, but as a
result of Wilder's actions, the state song is no longer played. 7

One of the untold stories of Wilder's campaign, and one which
Yancey believes has political implications far beyond Virginia, is how
much money he raised from the black community. Key to Wilder's vic-
tory were the fund-raising efforts and tremendous financial clout of
what Yancey calls "the emerging black middle class.' 8 Observers
noted that contributing money to a black candidate was a new idea for
the black community. Roger Gregory, Wilder's law partner, noted:
"Normally the solicitation is for the black vote, not money. . .[for
blacks to contribute financially] is a phenomenon."' 9

Yancey's book chronicles many pivotal moments in the Wilder
campaign. The breakfast meeting between Wilder and the powerful
A.L. Philpott, Speaker of the House of Delegates and a key Demo-

14 YANCEY, at 22.
I ld. at 23.
I ld. at 36.

17 Id. at 36-37.
18 Yancey said most of Wilder's campaign funds could be attributed to two sources: Jackie

Epps and Chuck Robb. Approximately $275,000, about 40% of Wilder's campaign money, came
from black contributors. Quiet fund-raisers were organized by Epps and her colleagues in private
homes and in churches and fraternal organizations. The events were usually $25-$50 admissions
directed at working people and each event raised $2,000-44,000 at a time. Throughout the state,
black voters volunteered to work for the Democrats and to donate money for the campaign.
Robb's role is a little more controversial. After the election, Governor Robb's staff was said to
have done a significant amount of fund-raising for Wilder. However, Wilder discounted Robb's
role, estimating it accounted for only three or four percent of his money, compared to the 40% he
credited Epps with raising. Id. at 162-165, 305.

19 Id. at 161.
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cratic party leader, provided one such moment in the campaign. Wilder
had once accused Philpott of having a "magnolia mentality". In fact,
Yancey comments that "[o]ne would be hard-pressed to find another
Virginia politician with whom Wilder had sparred more frequently."2

Philpott was considered responsible for killing the bill declaring Martin
Luther King's birthday a state holiday nine years in a row and had at
one point called black legislators "boys." Yet, Philpott's endorsement
of Wilder was necessary and crucial to the campaign. At the breakfast
meeting, in Philpott's home county, Wilder's speech was one of the best
of his campaign. "His comments. . .were a way of telling his conserva-
tive audience that yes, he was black and they were white; that he real-
ized they had come through some rough times together. . .he was not
interested in debating the old issues of the past but in moving on to the
new ones of the future." After the applause died down, Philpott deliv-
ered an impromptu "political benediction."21 The news coverage that
followed the breakfast magnified the simple breakfast into a "social
happening, a cultural milestone."22

When Hell Froze Over also details the simmering disagreement
with then Governor Chuck Robb about his neutrality to the Wilder
candidacy.23 Apparently, early on in the campaign Wilder felt that
Robb and key Democrats were meeting privately to seek an end to his
candidacy. Robb's view is that he initially was just being cautious.
Yancey does not attempt to resolve the conflicting accounts of the Wil-
der-Robb disagreements, but instead liberally uses direct quotations so
that readers can judge for themselves who to believe. To many, his
quotes document that there was good reason for Wilder to question
both Robb's neutrality and the motivation of some key Democrats.2 '

Yancey relates several well publicized incidents that gave flavor to
Wilder's election campaign. One such incident occurred when Wilder,
his son Larry, and campaign strategist, Paul Goldman, took the cam-
paign to the people. The three engaged in a town by town, state-wide
tour during the summer of 1985, placing greatest emphasis on the rural
areas of Virginia. The automobile tour provided the real test of the
Wilder candidacy in determining how well the campaign would play in

20 Id. at 225.
2I Id. at 226-232.
22 Id. at 233.
13 Id. at 377-380.
24 Id. at 100-101.
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southside rural Virginia. On his tour Wilder met many people, includ-
ing southside miners and farmers, who were interested in his stand on
specific issues and genuinely grateful that he took the time to ask for
their votes.2"

Larry Wilder recalled an event that exemplified Doug Wilder's
popularity throughout the state. He and his father were driving the
station wagon on a rural highway when Larry noticed a car filled with
white men rapidly approaching their car from behind. The driver in the
approaching car gestured to him to stop his car. Needless to say, Larry
was nervous. He told his father it was getting closer and Doug Wilder
responded, "Better keep going. . .Step on it!" The car got closer,
passed the Wilder station wagon, and slowed down in front of Wilder's
car. The driver of the car gestured to Larry to stop his car. Doug Wil-
der said, "Better stop and see what he wants." Not knowing what to
expect, Larry pulled over and the driver of Zhe pursuing car, a middle-
aged man wearing a hunting cap and camouflage pants, emerged from
his car and ambled back to the station wagon. Wilder rolled down the
window and the man said, "You Senator Wilder?" Wilder replied af-
firmatively and the man said "Aren't you looking for us? Elk Creek?
You passed it back there." Smiling, Wilder jumped out of the car,
shook the man's hand, and they all had a good laugh. Wilder went
back to the town of Elk Creek, talked with the crowd, and left with
new supporters." When the campaign began, the nay-sayers doubted
Wilder would be so well received in Southside rural areas, but to their
chagrin and amazement, Wilder triumphed. 7

25 Ott Stanley, a retired miner from Southside Virginia and a regular at Abie's Tackle and
Gun Shop, was interviewed as the "typical" southside miner: "This is my corner for the last six
years. I vote Democratic, I reckon. I vote for the man I think is for me. If he's a good man, I don't
care what he is. I read about a feller and size him up. If I think he's for the laborin' class of
people, I vote for him." Asked whether he would vote for Wilder, Stanley said "I think so." And
about race, Stanley, although somewhat surprised by the question, stated, "We've got colored
people around here. . .We've got some colored people who was raised here, raised in the coal
camps. They've been here all their lives. They're respected. It's not like up around Richmond.
Color don't make too much difference around here." He looked over at Wilder again. "He seems
an awful shrewd fellow. They say around here, if you find a shrewd colored fellow, you got a
smart one." Id. at 199.

26 Id. at 216-217.
2 "'I hate to use the word charisma, but he's got it' says Bruce Miller, campaign manager

for Wyatt Durrette, the Republican candidate for governor. 'When people met him, they saw they
had nothing to fear.'

'Doug is very gregarious in a very dignified, sophisticated way,' says Del. Chip Woodrum (D-
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In Yancey's analysis of the Wilder election to the office of Lt.
Governor, he questions how Doug Wilder, the grandson of a slave,
could win a state-wide election in Virginia-the state that less than a
generation ago gave the South the strategy of Massive Resistance. The
short answer, according to Yancey, is that Virginia voters decided Wil-
der was more qualified than his opponent.28 He also contends that Wil-
der's campaign successfully focused on three very positive aspects: his
experience, the popularity of Governor Charles Robb (which in effect
made the Baliles-Wilder-Terry ticket a ticket of the status quo), and
the station wagon tour, which made Wilder something of a statewide
celebrity.

Yancey lists several additional key factors which led to Wilder's
victory:

[1] Virginia has changed. It's much more urban, cosmopolitan and
progressive than the media has stated. Four out of every ten voters now
live in Northern Virginia or the Tidewater area, and many moved in
from out of state. These voters, progressive, yet fiscally conservative,
are the "New Dominion."29 The Democrats in 1985 identified them-
selves as "practical, problem-solving, forward-looking politicians. '"30

[2] The Republican challengers to Wilder, Baliles and Terry simply
were not good candidates. Yancey stated that Wyatt Durette, the Re-
publican candidate for Governor, just didn't have the record of then
Attorney-General Gerald Baliles. Wilder's resume and oratorical skills
cast a large shadow over his challenger, John Chichester, the insurance
man who seemed obscure and inarticulate. Mary Sue Terry, a former
prosecutor and delegate had an impressive record in the General As-
sembly. In contrast, her Republican challenger "Buster" O'Brien,
whose claim to fame was his college football career, was not taken
seriously.

[3] The campaigns of the Democrats were better. Wilder's cam-
paign was given a large boost by the endorsement of the Fraternal Or-
der of Police and the now famous "cop commercial." In the "cop" ad, a

Roanoke). 'There hasn't been a better handshaking politician in Virginia since [former Gov.] Bill
Tuck.' " Id. at 237.

21 Id. at 364.
9 The author speculates that "Perhaps Virginia simply is not quite as racist as it has been

perceived. . . Virginia's conservatism has always been more of a business conservatism, an aris-
tocratic conservatism-not a redneck populist conservatism." Id. at 371-372.

30 Id. at 366.
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beefy Virginia Deputy Sheriff wearing a Smokey Bear Police hat and
uniform, stood in front of a courthouse by a marked police vehicle. The
Deputy Sheriff said, in a thick southern drawl, "The Fraternal Order
of Police endorses Doug Wilder for Lootenant [sic] Governor." 3 The
commercial answered loudly any concerns the voters had about Wil-
der's record on law and order. It went a long way in saying that
Virginians, especially the law enforcement community, were in support
of his election. In the end, Wilder credited his station wagon tour and
the "cop commercial" for his upset victory.

When Hell Froze Over dramatically documents the efforts of a
contemporary politician to campaign and win against the odds. For
those who would study the success of Lawrence Douglas Wilder, now
Governor of Virginia, Yancey's book provides an important part of un-
derstanding the depth of Wilder the politician, beyond the characteri-
zations of him as "the first black." Describing him only in the context
of race actually limits the enormity of his achievements, and reflects a
lack of understanding of the importance of his victory. Wilder is a sea-
soned politician with over twenty years of political experience. With
intelligence and hard work he built an effective political base, and was
propelled by that base to the office of Lt. Governor in 1985, and then to
the Commonwealth's highest office in 1989. Wilder earned his place in
Virginia politics, and in United States history, by studying the power
structure and crafting a niche in that power structure for himself and
his constituency. Equally as significant, Wilder's election as Lt. Gover-
nor marked the beginning of a new era in politics, as black politicians
explored state-wide political office. 2

In 1988, at the conclusion of Yancey's book, he asks whether Vir-
ginia voters would elect Doug Wilder for Governor. In 1989, we were
given the answer. .. yes. Doug Wilder is Governor of Virginia today
because of his vision, his political acumen and the openness of the New
Dominion. Wilder's election as Governor sends a powerful message to

3' The campaign ran the commercial a lot in the final days of the campaign. Wilder's cam-
paign strategist, Paul Goldman credits the spot for winning conservative white male votes. Id. at
17.

32 When Wilder ran for Lieutenant Governor in 1985, only three other blacks in the country
held statewide elected offices: Roland Burris, the Comptroller of Illinois; Henry Parker, the State
Treasurer of Connecticut; and Richard Austin, Michigan's Secretary of State. During the 1970's
two blacks were elected to the office of Lieutenant Governor, Mervyn Dymally in California and
George Brown in Colorado in 1974. Id. at 14.
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the nation about Virginia. It is a distinctive state with conservative cus-
toms and philosophy. It is also a place where race, while a fact of life,
is not a bar to becoming a powerful political leader.


