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START OF INTERVIEW
	Cassandra Newby-Alexander: I want you to start off by telling me your name and when you were born, where you were born, and a little bit about your family.
	John Charles Thomas: My name is John Charles Thomas. I was born in Norfolk, Virginia, September 18, 1950. I was actually born at home, upstairs in my grandparents’ house at the corner of Washington Ave. and Proescher St. in the old black neighborhood in Norfolk called Huntersville. The house is 919 Washington Ave. 
	CNA: Who was the delivery attendee?
	JCT: I don’t remember. I mean there are stories that a doctor was supposed to be there and the doctor didn’t get there and a midwife who had been in the neighborhood may have helped, but I don’t remember exactly.
	CNA: Now tell me a little bit about who your parents were and your grandparents.
	JCT: Well let’s start with my grandparents since they were the elders. My grandfather was William Harvey Sears. He’s from Waverly, Virginia, born in 1890, so when I was born I guess he was sixty years old. He had been a carpenter. He was at one time at the Norfolk shipyards what you call a master shipwright, which I understand is a carpenter on board a ship. He had that job. He used to race cars. Some time ago he had a service station and he had a place on Chapel St. in Huntersville which he called the shop, but it was a multipurpose place where people had parties and events and boxing matches and things of that kind.
	CNA: And this of course was the grandfather on your mother’s side.
	JCT: On my mother’s. This is William Harvey Sears, right. My mother is one of the Sears, Floretta Virginia Sears Thomas, I think the seventh, or I think she’s the eighth, whatever would be in the middle of fifteen. I think she’s the middle child of the fifteen children in the family.
	CNA: And what about your grandmother?
	JCT: My grandmother was Eunice Virginia Mears Sears. I forget exactly where her family was from but there was a time that they were in Norfolk.
	CNA: So was it the occupation that brought your father to Norfolk–excuse me, your grandfather to Norfolk?
	JCT: I don’t know why he came to Norfolk. Those stories are lost about why he wound up in Norfolk. I guess he may have come just to work because there was a lot of work at the shipyard even back then.
	CNA: So he came some time around the First World War?
	JCT: I think so. My grandmother was actually given to him, as they tell the story. She lived with an aunt and she had gone away to Virginia State to college. I’ve actually seen her grades at Virginia State. She had done well but this aunt took ill when my grandmother was in her first year at Virginia State so she comes home to tend to this aunt. I think my grandma was fifteen years old or so. But the aunt dies but on her deathbed she gives my grandmother to this nice young man, William Harvey Sears, and they get married somewhere around 1910 and have their first child in 1911 and then have fifteen children from 1911 to 1941, no twins, a child almost every two years from 1911 to 1941. 
	CNA: That is amazing. 
	JCT: Yeah.
	CNA: How long did your grandmother live?
	JCT: My grandmother lived until 1982, the top of ’82. 
	CNA: So they lived pretty much in the same neighborhood?
	JCT: Oh, in the same house, [Laughs] the same house at 919 Washington Ave. in Huntersville. They lived there as long as anybody ever knew.
	CNA: Tell me a little bit about your grandparents on your father’s side.
	JCT: I didn’t know them very well. They were from Staunton, Virginia. But my grandfather on my father’s side was King Edward Thomas and they called him King. I just barely remember him. I know he died when I was–. I remember being at his funeral but I know he died when I was fairly young, but I did see my granddaddy, King Thomas. My grandmother on my father’s side was Estelle Thompson Thomas, again from somewhere up in the mountains of Virginia. I don’t remember her all that well either except I remember being spanked by her for going to get another hot buttered roll when she told me not to. [Laughs]
05:24		CNA: So then that leads us to your parents. Tell me a little bit about them.
	JCT: My father was John Thomas, no middle name, just John Thomas, born in Staunton, Virginia.
	CNA: When was he born?
	JCT: He was born in 1920. He didn’t finish high school. He left home to become a member of the merchant marine and I think he actually said he was older than he was for him to join the merchant marine, but he gets in the merchant marine and he remained almost all his life a member of the merchant marine as a seafaring cook. He traveled all over the world on ships doing that. He met my mother in New York. My mother is Floretta Virginia Sears Thomas. She finished Booker T. High School in Norfolk. She went to the St. Philip’s Division of the Medical College of Virginia, the black nursing school, and she became something called a cadet nurse. She was sent to Brooklyn Jewish Hospital in New York, I guess this is sometime in the war years, in the ’40s, where she meets my father in New York and they get married, I guess 1948, I think. 
	CNA: When was she born?
	JCT: My mother was born in 1925, February 18, 1925.
	CNA: So did she ever tell you what prompted her to go into nursing and why in particular St. Philip’s?
	JCT: I don’t know. I don’t think she ever talked about why she became a nurse. I think she didn’t want to be a school teacher and she didn’t want to stay in Norfolk and it was like that. It was more not wanting to do what everybody else was doing, so she wanted to leave. 
	CNA: Now when she was in New York did she live in any particular section that was dominated by a lot of people from the Norfolk-Portsmouth area?
	JCT: She lived somewhere near Prospect Place in New York, I’ve heard of that, and she did have some friends from Tidewater, but I can’t remember who they are. It’s just kind of lost in memory. But she does talk about girlfriends who were from Tidewater, but I thought that why they lived near Prospect Place was because that was where Brooklyn Jewish Hospital was, where they worked. It wasn’t a big group but it was some.
	CNA: So tell me how she met your father?
	JCT: I hear they met in an automat, and the story is that my mother, who had a contralto voice, a deep voice, ordered something and the person behind the counter says, “Yes, sir. I’ll be with you in a minute,” and this tall man, my father, says, “This is no sir. This is a woman and you should serve her right now,” something like that, some act of gallantry. 
	CNA: So how long before they were married?
	JCT: I don’t know the time between when they met and when they married but I know they were married in 1948.
	CNA: So how did they end up back in Norfolk?
	JCT: I don’t know. I mean there are ships out of Norfolk, for one thing. [Laughs] And there are hospitals in Norfolk. [Laughs] So I guess both things could be done from Norfolk. 
	CNA: So something propelled them to come back to Norfolk. 
	JCT: Yeah, I mean it was home, you know.
	CNA: So there you were, born in Huntersville. How long did your family live there?
	JCT: Well, all my life. I was born there and we moved from that house to another house on Proescher St. behind that house that was owned by my grandfather, and then we moved to Liberty Park housing project and lived there from, oh, like 1956 to 1960, then moved back to Huntersville. I still went to Liberty Park. I would sometimes walk from Huntersville to Liberty Park.
	CNA: That’s a long walk.
	JCT: Yeah.
	CNA: What church did your family belong to?
	JCT: First Baptist on Bute St. in Norfolk, Rev. Bowling at first and then Rev. E. Paul Simms. 
	CNA: So tell me a little bit about growing up in First Baptist?
	JCT: Well, it was a kind of formal church. It was kind of, you know, straitlaced and not a lot of yelling and screaming and not a lot of amen-ing. We knew other churches had folks who played guitars and drums. Uh uh. And we knew other people were singing gospel music. We were singing anthems. We were just a very kind of regimented, very formal church, so that’s where I was raised.
10:20		CNA: Is that where your mother grew up?
	JCT: Yes. They all went to First Baptist Church and they all sat on one pew that they still sit on today. [Laughs]
	CNA: Now the church environment, with it being very formal and the emphasis is very much, and has been, on education, do you think that had any impact on you?
	JCT: Oh, I’m sure it did. When I was young I was very poor and the first book I ever had was given to me–I mean the first book I owned, not the first book I ever touched but the first: This is your book–was given to me by Rev. Simms, and I must have read that book a thousand times because it was my book. 
	CNA: What book was it?
	JCT: I don’t remember the name of it. It was about some white school children somewhere in the Midwestern United States whose school was destroyed by fire or something and these children raised money through selling cookies and lemonade and things of this kind to help rebuild their school and the school is rebuilt and there’s a joyous exaltation and all this, but I just read this book over and over. [Laughs]
	CNA: So why did Rev. Simms give you that book?
	JCT: I was a little kid in the church who was called upon to speak and called upon to recite verses and called upon to read Bible verses and be in the pulpit so he somewhere along the way saw me as a kid who needed to be prodded along, I think. 
	CNA: So let me go back a little bit to growing up in Huntersville. What school did you attend?
	JCT: I started out at Lindenwood Elementary School. Now the school in my zone was John T. West, and this is a little school housed near the train tracks that all my uncles and aunts had gone to and it was kind of rundown and in tough shape. So 1956 when I was going to school my mother decided she doesn’t want me to go to John T. West so she contrives for me to live somewhere else and have another address so I can go to Lindenwood, so I go to Lindenwood but I’m not there very long. I’m at Lindenwood from September until the day before Halloween, which I will never forget, because at school–this is babies, now. This is first grade. At Lindenwood at that time for Halloween you came to school, like on the last day you were in school before Halloween, dressed in your little Halloween costume and you went from the classroom to classroom trick-or-treating. This is the day that I get taken out of Lindenwood to be taken over to Liberty Park, and so I come to school in the morning and all the kids have their Halloween clothes on and I don’t because I’m not going to be there, and by the time my mama’s coming to get me to take me out they’re marching the halls and I’m not, which means I’m not getting no candy, and I’m screaming and yelling and kicking and hollering. [Laughs] 
	CNA: [Laughs] That was tough for a first grader.
	JCT: Yeah.
	CNA: Was this voluntary that you were being taken to–?
	JCT: We moved to Liberty Park. We moved from Huntersville to Liberty Park, and so I had to go to Liberty Park Elementary School. 
	CNA: So who was your first grade teacher over there? Do you remember?
	JCT: I think it was Miss Hazell. I think that’s right. I think Miss Hazell at Liberty Park was my first grade teacher.
	CNA: So what were your experiences like at Liberty Park?
	JCT: Well I wasn’t happy [Laughs] because I had missed trick-or-treating at Lindenwood. [Laughs] But I had a cousin who went there, my first cousin, Harry William Taylor III, who we called Bucky, was over there. You would have thought that would make it better but Bucky would wind up beating me, so. [Laughs] Anyway, we were in the same class and we fought so much they had to split us up, but when they took me in there they put me in the same classroom that he was in, I guess figuring Charles and Bucky would be together. 
	CNA: Well now do you think there was a reason that Lindenwood–and I don’t know if Liberty Park did the same thing–had this tradition of going from classroom to classroom trick-or-treating?
	JCT: I never saw that at Liberty Park and I don’t know where that came from at Lindenwood, although I must say I still think it’s cool, [Laughs] since I missed out on it all those years ago. [Laughs]
	CNA: So you have to go back to Lindenwood to do it.
	JCT: I guess, yeah, to do this, now fifty-one years later. [Laughs]
15:00		CNA: Well was trick-or-treating pretty much the same then for you when you were in Huntersville versus Liberty Park, or was there a difference?
	JCT: In Huntersville I remember that we did trick-or-treat. We did it in both places too. I mean as bad as Liberty Park became later, in the ’50s it wasn’t quite that bad and people did have a sense of neighborhood and all that, so we actually did trick-or-treat, but not all over. You would kind of do your block and the people in your court and maybe a house or two up one way or the other. You didn’t go–. There were, like in many things, there were sections of Liberty Park. 
	CNA: Who were some of your classmates who you remember?
	JCT: Oh, I remember Melvin and Melvalee Mitchell who were twins. I remember somebody named Melvin English because I thought that was a cool name. [Laughs] and he called himself “Mighty Eveready.” [Laughs] Yeah, because ME, Melvin English. And I remember Kelvin Mitchell. Oh, I remember Linda Rose Souter. I remember her because when they integrated the movies they took us all downtown to the white movie theatre and we were all dressed up in our Sunday go-to-meeting, little black kids coming to the white thing on Granby St., and you know how in elementary school you got to have somebody whose hand you hold? Well I was assigned to hold Linda Rose Souter’s hand. [Laughs]
	CNA: That didn’t sound like a bad job.
	JCT: Well, but see we get into the movie–. This is in Norfolk now but when they put us in the movie it was Macbeth. Now we were elementary school kids. I mean we don’t anything of Macbeth but the point was to come because the movie is integrated, they’re bringing the school kids. They put all the black school kids from all the different black [neighborhoods], Bowling Park, Liberty Park, on the first floor in the middle of the movie theatre with aisles on either side and the balcony up there. Soon as the lights go out come ice cream sandwiches, soda–not bottles but cups of soda–ice, all on our head, and Linda Rose–I could almost cry about this–Linda’s sitting beside me and she has on one of these kind of Sunday hats with a brim that rolls up and a little ribbon that fell off the back. You could not plan this in a thousand years, except in that moment a piece of ice cream lodges right on the front edge of her hat–and we’re sitting there, frozen little babies–and just drips right down the front of her face on her, just perfectly perched on the edge of her hat and dripping down on her clothes, and we’re scared and we don’t know what to do. What they wound up doing was the exits were in the front on either side. They wound up having to take all the black kids out of the movie theatre towards the front to put us on buses to get us out of there. 
	CNA: So who organized this?
	JCT: It was something from the school system. It was all school kids coming to kind of demonstrate the integration of the theatres on Granby St. with a showing of Macbeth for school kids. I guess if you looked it up you could find that there was this event one day and it would have been around something like 1963 or something. Kennedy was President and it was before he was killed. 
	CNA: What theatre was this?
	JCT: Hmm?
	CNA: What theatre?
	JCT: Oh, I can’t remember the names of those theatres.
	CNA: Was it on Granby St. in Norfolk?
	JCT: Yeah. It was one of the big white theatres on Granby St. I think it might have been the biggest one, but it’s not a place I often went and I just don’t remember the name.
	CNA: So who do you think was responsible for this onslaught? Do you think it was organized?
	JCT: Oh I never thought it was organized. I just thought that was the meanness of it, you know, these were the children. These were the white kids and as soon as the lights went out everybody–. I never thought till later about how we were a perfect target, right in the middle down center, and all you had to do was just kind of throw in that direction and you would likely hit us, and soon as the lights were out, bam. I don’t think the teachers told them to do it. 
	CNA: So did they try this experiment later after this incident?
	JCT: I never saw anything like that again.
	CNA: Did you ever go to the theatre again?
	JCT: No. No, you know, maybe I did. I may have gone back for something but if I did I went like one other time but it wasn’t anywhere near then. I was a lot older and I went back and I think I was in that movie theatre once more.
	CNA: What grade were you in when this happened?
20:00		JCT: I think we were like fifth grade or so. Let’s see. That would have been about right. I started in 1956 so fifth grade would have been like ’61, something like that.
	CNA: Let’s go back to the neighborhood that you grew up in, because a lot of people who became very prominent in Norfolk grew up also in this neighborhood.
	JCT: Oh yeah.
	CNA: So tell me a little bit about that.
	JCT: That was in the height of segregation when I lived there and so things being as they were you would have a black medical doctor right here on one corner, and the black principal would be right here, and the black person who took mail, which was a very prominent job in our neighborhood, would be here, and the deacon of the church would be here, and the minister, just right down the street. Everybody lived together. They drove cars, some would be Cadillacs and some would be Studebakers and some would be just heaps of junk. Some people even had carts and things in the street, but it was this incredible mix of people. And we were all right there together but still: That’s Mr. Blah-dee-blah, that’s Mr. So-forth. I mean there were these people you looked up to and they were right there for you to see it. And they would say things to you on the street, [In a deeper voice] “Hi, young man. How are you?” and all that, and you took them papers. I took the Journal & Guide so I had all these people on my paper route and I’d go from a very nice house to a very shabby house and it was just all there.
	CNA: At what age were you when you started delivering the Journal & Guide?
	JCT: Fairly young because it was like family business and we all had to do it. [Laughs] It was a paper route that the Sears family had had for like umpteen years, but nobody really wanted to do it but our grandmother wanted us to do it so it kind of devolved to you. Nobody kind of like, I want to take it, it was whoever was around, and since I lived at my grandmama’s house at some point it fell to me. So I’m going all up and down Washington Ave., Johnson Ave., Lexington Ave., Galt St., Dungee St., Tidewater Dr., all that, delivering the Guide. It was a fairly big paper route. 
	CNA: How long did you deliver the Guide?
	JCT: Till I left town. [Laughs] Till I found a way to go to college. [Laughs] I may have stopped when I was in high school but it wasn’t much before that.
	CNA: So you delivered it for at least five or six years.
	JCT: Yeah, I delivered a long time.
	CNA: And did you get the proceeds or were you expected to give this back to your family?
	JCT: I was expected to give–. I mean we actually lived off of this money, as meager as this was. This money bought day-old bread from the Mary Jane Bakery and things like that. That’s how it was. I mean this money bought two-for-one-cent cookies and slices of bologna from the corner store and all that.
	CNA: And were you aware that this was an important job for you to have to help your family?
	JCT: Oh yeah. My uncles would–. I mean my dad was in prison for a part of that time and away at sea a part of that time and he was an alcoholic and had all kind of troubles and things so he was not a source of support. My mother was a night duty nurse at Norfolk General and Norfolk Community and all this and so, yes, everything counted, and my uncles would lecture me. Her brothers, my military uncles, would say, [In a deeper voice] “Charles, you have to have a job,” and, “Charles, you have to do so forth and so on.” Yes sir. 
	CNA: Were they in the Navy?
	JCT: They were Army. 
	CNA: Army?
	JCT: Oh yeah. They were all Army. All my uncles were Army. 
	CNA: That’s unusual in a Navy town.
	JCT: Yeah, I don’t know. Maybe they didn’t want to go to sea. [Laughs] But two were lieutenant colonels in the Army and one was a sergeant in the Army, but they would all give me lectures.
	CNA: About?
	JCT: [In a deeper voice] Responsibility. I mean they would sound like that: [In a deeper voice] “Charles, you have to be responsible.” [Laughs] Yes sir. [Laughs] 
	CNA: So who would you say was your greatest mentor as you were growing up, your most influential mentor?
	JCT: I am sure that it was committee. I was raised by committee, as I’ve said in many different places. It was all these people. It was the minister, it was my uncles. See nobody was there all the time so people were kind of coming in and out of my life, so there was no like one person. But I would be getting advice from everybody. Mr. Early was the man who delivered the Guide to my grandmother’s house for other boys to pick up their papers and for us to take them. I would get–. Everybody’s telling me something: You need to do this; you need to do that. Yes sir.
25:06		CNA: So did you ever want to buck that advice?
	JCT: No. I never did. I never fought it. I would just say, yes sir. [Laughs]
	CNA: And would anyone tell you what they thought you should do as a career?
	JCT: People always thought I could talk, so my grandfather said to me, when I was very little–. They called me Charles because they didn’t want to call me John. It goes back to my father and all his troubles. “Charles, you’re going to be a preacher,” he says to me. I’m a little boy. “No I’m not, Granddaddy.” [He said,] “Yes you are because you have a lot to tell.” This is what my grandfather says to me.
	CNA: Why did he say that, that you have a lot to tell?
	JCT: Well, the moment that that occurred, my mother had gotten a job somewhere that had a car with it and it was the first new car we had ever had. Now mind you it was no fancy car. It was the basic Chevrolet, whatever that was, the Biscayne or the Bel Air with the black wall tires and the [knobby]. It wasn’t fancy but it was a new car. My father gets drunk and he takes a brick and he smashes every window in this car. I’m standing beside my grandfather watching this, on the porch, and this is when he says this, in that setting. He says, “Charles, you’re going to be a preacher,” and I said, “No, Granddaddy,” and he says, “Yes, you are, because you got a lot to tell,” and I guess he was thinking of all the things that I had seen in my young life. 
	CNA: And would you say that really influenced your perspective on what you might want to do?
	JCT: I figured I wasn’t going to be a preacher. [Laughs]
	CNA: Why?
	JCT: Because I didn’t think I wanted to be, but as it turns out I do preach. I’ve stood in pulpits all over the world. But I never went to divinity school or any of that. I became a lawyer.
	CNA: So now you’ve told me in the past that your grandfather was a big influence on you and especially your interest in poetry, and I was hoping you could tell me a little bit about that.
	JCT: Well it’s in that same setting on that same side porch where my grandfather, by the time I was four, he had somehow figured out that I had a little memory, so being a big Masonic man and loving poetry he puts this baby up to learning poetry. I could read very early. I don’t even know whether he gave it to me in writing. He may have just told me and I memorized a few lines at a time. But he puts me up to learning Thanatopsis as a baby. Then he would put me in front of his friends, these old guys. I mean these are kind of just old men with old man shoes, sitting on the side porch. “Charles, recite Thanatopsis,” and as a baby I would be, [In a childish voice] “To him who in the love of nature holds communion,” and if I missed a word he would give me the word and he would supply it and then I would get a little run going and then I would go awhile [and he’d say], “Good! Good! Go! Go!” and I would, nyah, nyah, nyah, nyah, until, you know, after years, I mean by the time I was eight or nine, I could say the whole poem. 
	CNA: So it sounds like your grandfather also had a talent in that area. Did you ever hear him reciting poetry?
	JCT: Well yeah, I mean sitting on the side porch where he would recite these old poems that they learned as Masons, and he thought it was the coolest thing. [Laughs] They were deeply impressed by someone who could recite poetry. 
	CNA: So was it your grandfather who helped you very early on to read, or were these other people?
	JCT: I don’t ever remember being taught to read. This is the truth. I mean there were books all over the place and I would just get in a chair in the corner and take a book down and read, and I learned to read so early that I can remember the family used to, when the children were around and they were talking about something that they didn’t want you to understand, they would spell it, and I can remember being a young kid, I mean I wasn’t in elementary school, and I’m sitting in the room and they spell some word and I go, “That’s not how you spell that. That’s–,” so forth and so on and such and such. [Laughs] Well I didn’t care what they were saying. I just knew that word wasn’t spelled right. [Laughs]
	CNA: So now do you remember going to any of the kindergarten schools that the churches had?
	JCT: Yes. I went to Mount Olive Kindergarten in Lindenwood, which was across the tracks from Huntersville so it was a great cultural excursion to go across the tracks. These were two black neighborhoods divided by the train track that the big coal trains came down and one was a lot more upscale than the other.
30:02		CNA: So you felt that big division even as a [small child]?
	JCT: Oh, God, yeah. The houses were better across the tracks and the streets were cleaner and they had sidewalks and things, which we didn’t all have right across the tracks in Huntersville. And the school I went to was not my church, it was Mount Olive, which I didn’t go to regularly but that’s where I went to kindergarten.
	CNA: You said you did not remember actually learning how to read but they obviously must have had a program there.
	JCT: Well I read. I mean if they told me to read something I would read it.
	CNA: So how did that influence your early years in elementary school, that you were so far ahead of the other students?
	JCT: I can actually remember–I hope this doesn’t sound [like bragging]–I can remember being in the reading circle, in first grade at Liberty Park, and just sitting there as the children go around: “See Spot run. See the dog.” I had read the entire book sitting there in the circle. I had turned the pages, read the whole book, and I’m sitting there. And when the teacher gets to me, I go, [Spoken quickly] “See Spot run down the hall, jump over the fence, and go to Father’s car and then bark.” So they would just take me out of the circle and they would put me at a table by myself. I can remember showing the teacher that I had taken like long words and I was finding the little words in a longer word, like “encyclopedia”, see how many words I could make, and that made this teacher happy so she would let me do that while the kids were reading books. But the librarian would let me have extra books, so I wound up being the person who cleaned up the little library at Liberty Park, and I think her name was Miss Lowden. Miss Lowden would let me take extra books home for being the library helper, so I read more books. 
	CNA: So your experiences growing up really helped to cultivate how you at least viewed reading–
	JCT: Yeah.
	CNA: – and language.
	JCT: For sure.
	CNA: How did that influence the rest of your schooling, going to junior high? Where did you go, by the way, to junior high?
	JCT: I went to Jaycox Junior High School, so I got to Jaycox in 1962.
	CNA: And were there any people at Jaycox who really influenced your life?
	JCT: Oh yeah. The one great teacher that I remember–. There were a lot of teachers there. Miss Gordon was the principal, who we called “Warden Gordon”, by the way. 
	CNA: Why?
	JCT: Because she ran a tight ship. Everybody called her “Warden Gordon” behind her back. We didn’t say this to her face. [Laughs] You could get in real trouble messing with Miss Gordon. But we all whispered behind her back. [Laughs] I was in advanced–. Whatever the best classes they had, I was in there, which led to–. This is something that people find amazing but in those days, in the segregated schools, our books were always hand-me-downs. Every book I had ever had in elementary school some white kid had had before and they would give us the old books and they would be all beat up and we would put brown paper bags on them, and folks had written their names and stuff, and those were the books we had. Because I was in the advanced classes when I got to Jaycox they came out one year, some time in the ’60s, with the new math, the set theory and number theory and all that, and they had to have a new book. It is amazing that at fifty-seven years old I should remember as a child getting a new book, how big a deal that was because it was the first new book I had ever had as a school child in Norfolk, to open this kind of blue colored math book that was the new math and write my name in it in pencil so it could be erased. Our teachers wouldn’t let us write with markers: “Write your name with a pencil so it can be erased the next year.” 
	CNA: That’s interesting. So what did you excel at? Obviously the language skills, but anything else?
	JCT: Well, I finished first at Liberty Park, I finished second at Jaycox to Josephine McDaniel, but I was state math champion. There was something called the Math Science Conference. All the black schools around Virginia were in this conference and we would travel together and we would go over to Norfolk State and have competitions for the region and then we would go to Virginia State for the state. But I won the state math championship one year and I was good in science and a lot of different things.
35:11		CNA: So aside from Gordon Warden, who else was–	
	JCT: Warden Gordon.
	CNA: –Warden Gordon–who–?
	JCT: Dorothy Keeling Joyner. Now at the time we called her Miss Keeling. I don’t know whether she was married then or not but we all called her Miss Keeling. This was the English teacher in–oh, what grade might that have been? I don’t remember what grade it was, it may be like ninth grade or something but she was one of the great old teachers who had us standing up reciting and who just wouldn’t take less than the best for you, and she would say things like–. We had these hall passes, you had to have a hall pass to go to the restroom during class, and I remember her telling the class, which was–. You know it struck me even as a young kid. All the other teachers you had to go ask for the pass. They would keep it in their desk and it was a big deal: May I have it? No! Yes’m. She tells us, “Boys and girls, y’all are big children. I’m not going to hide this pass in my desk. I’m going to put it over there on the wall. If you need to take the pass you take it, you go, you do what you need to go do, and you come back, and I better never find out that you do anything other than what you’re supposed to be doing. Y’all understand?” Yes, ma’am. So here was this lady trusting these little kids and giving us responsibility, and we just thought that was cool. But she would say things to us like, “If you don’t shut up in my class I’m going to come over there and smack the grease outta you.” [Laughs] 
	CNA: And at that time she could.
	JCT: Well, she never did, but you know she just didn’t take any mess, and everybody loved her. So we were there, she had us reciting, these little black kids, still in segregation. We were all reciting the Shakespearean soliloquies and we’re all doing plays, you know, classics and all this, and that’s what we did. And we’re all writing papers and we’re all doing sentence structuring and we’re all diagramming sentences, going to the blackboard and the whole nine yards, and being taught from hand-me-down books. 
	CNA: Well now what kind of anticipation then of your career was established at that time, because obviously excellence was demanded by the teachers?
	JCT: Well I mean they actually would tell us, and it’s something that black young people today may not hear anymore, but in those days we were told you have to be better than the best. When you leave this environment nobody is going to give you a break and so you have to be better than anybody out there. So that was the push, and so yeah, we got that message, and we also got this message that we were in a battle for equality and we were in a struggle for freedom and all that. So when Martin Luther King spoke: “Y’all better come back with a report. What did he say?” and all that. 
	CNA: So were you ever inclined to be an activist?
	JCT: Well I was, in my small way, but that didn’t actually happen for–. I mean I was deemed to be a–. You know, I was president of this, and blah-dee-blah, and class representative and the whole nine yards, but I didn’t do an activist thing until I was at Maury High School in Norfolk.
	CNA: Well we’ll get to that in just a second.
	JCT: My first activist thing was at the white high school. 
	CNA: Were there any other teachers who influenced your life?
	JCT: I can’t remember any teacher like Miss Keeling, as we called her, now Mrs. Joyner. I don’t remember any others. There was a science teacher named Tom Newby who was very–. He wasn’t with me as long but he said things to me that caught my attention. For example, he was my homeroom teacher and my science teacher but there came a time when there was an election for class representative and I was running against a guy named Henry Tucker, who was raised in Norfolk as I was, and when time came to vote, when Henry’s name came up I voted for him and other people voted for him, and then when my name came up he voted for me and other people voted for me. I think I won the vote but Tom Newby says then, “Neither one of them deserve to be your class representative. We need to have a new election.” Everybody said, “What? Why?”  He says to us, “If a person can’t vote for themselves they don’t deserve to hold office,” which I have just never, ever forgotten. I just never forgot that. So when I do interviews now for scholarship programs and things I will always have a question that comes from the Mr. Newby theory, and I will say to somebody, why you, why you, and I’m thinking, vote for yourself. 
40:20		CNA: So that made an impression.
	JCT: Oh, yeah. It really did.
	CNA: So now you had an interesting experience when you left junior high going to high school. Now where were you originally supposed to go?
	JCT: Booker T.
	CNA: And what happened?
	JCT: The summer of ’65–’65 is the year of freedom of choice in the South, and this is a time when Southern schools all figured it out, they said. Here’s how we’re going to implement Brown v. Board from 1955: Any white child can leave their white neighborhood school and go to any black school of their choice, and any black kid can leave their neighborhood black school and go to any white school of their choice. There.  You got freedom of choice, we’re integrated. We’re done. Well, the black teachers knew, and all of us knew, no white kid was going to leave their nice schools to come to our schools that were underfunded and rundown facilities and hand-me-down books and all that. But the black teachers get a group of us in a room–back in Mr. Newby’s room, as a matter of fact, way back in the science corner–and they get us in the room and they say, “Who’s going to white school next year?” What? “Who is going to white school next year?” What are you talking about? “Y’all are going to white school next year.” Why? “We are fighting for integration and if you do not go to white school next year it’s going to fail. Now raise your hands.” Yes ma’am. So people raised their hands, under duress and coercion, as I found out later how to say. [Laughs]
	CNA: So how many? Was it the entire class?
	JCT: Well it wasn’t a class. It was the kids who they thought were the smart kids in school, so it might have been like twenty kids, the ones who were routinely, you know, the kind of usual suspects who were going to be leading organizations and things like that. Because they were always thinking about putting our best foot forward in those days so they were thinking we’re going to send somebody who can do it, so they get this group in there, and say eighteen of the twenty raised their hands. Well, that’s the summer of ’65. 
	CNA: What did your parents say?
	JCT: Well my daddy wasn’t there, and nobody told me, no, you can’t do that. They just kind of took it. That was in the middle of the struggle and, okay. But that summer my daddy did one other bad thing so my mama decides to leave, and being in Norfolk, when a Navy ship is relocated from the East Coast to the West, for example, like an aircraft carrier, the sailors leave their cars. I don’t know whether they still do this now but there are these companies that–. They would leave their cars with these companies and they would deploy with the ship, and you went to the company and if you had a valid [driver’s license] you could deliver the car from Norfolk to say California and you would have transportation. You would give the car to the person over there and if you were lucky you’d get another one and come back. My mama gets one of these cars to leave Norfolk because of my daddy and we drive out to California, where we’re going to live. We’re leaving Norfolk. She gets a job as a night duty nurse. We stay in a very rundown motel in South Central LA on Figueroa St., something called Hayes Western Motel. We just got this room and we’re living in LA, and the riots break out. 
	CNA: So you’re in Watts.
	JCT: I’m in Watts, in the middle of the riots, in the summer of 1965.
	CNA: Now do you have any siblings?
	JCT: My brother and two sisters were there. My baby sister was born in 1963 so she was a baby and my other sister was born in 1957 so she was a little girl. I’m born in 1950 so I was fourteen going on fifteen at the time, and my brother was born in ’54 so he was about ten years old, but I’m the oldest one. My mother would leave us all together when she went to work at the hospital at night, so I was responsible for these kids and the riot breaks out. 
45:13		CNA: And what do you all do?
	JCT: Well, we knew some people from Norfolk, so after the first–. After the first night of the riot in LA people didn’t know that there would be another night of the riot, so the next night we’re with these people from Norfolk and we decide to drive down to where the riot was the night before. We’re in this car and we come to the corner of Imperial Hwy. and Avalon Blvd., which is where the riot broke out, and darn if it weren’t still the riot going on and we’re at this stoplight in the middle of the street with buildings on fire and people putting up the peace symbol and burn, baby, burn and the whole nine yards, and what I remember was the light was red, there were no other cars there, and this guy stops the car at the red light in the middle of this intersection because when you’re at a red light you stop. Well, his wife: “Get outta here! Get outta here! We’re gonna die!” So he goes through the intersection, and we don’t go back to where we had come from. My mother says, “This is history. I want my children to see this.” We drive up a few blocks, park the car, and as we’re parking the police are cordoning off the area. You see the blue lights, which were so different. Most police departments didn’t have them but LA police had these blue lights, which I thought were pretty. But they came down the very street that we had parked on and we ducked down in the car, and that street we were on was the cordoned-off street. As soon as they leave we get out and we walk back to the corner of Imperial Hwy. and Avalon Blvd. I’ve never seen a picture but I’m betting there’s a picture somewhere of us standing right at that corner.
	CNA: So your mother wasn’t afraid?
	JCT: No. I don’t remember being afraid. We just knew stuff was going on, but we stood right at that corner. I saw somebody, I think it was a white family, I mean this is horrible, but they were driving through there and their car gets caught and people are rocking their car and the police are over somewhere else and they come like a flying wedge to surround this car to get out and all that, right in front of me.
	CNA: So how long did you all stand there watching this?
	JCT: We stayed a little while, and then at some point not long after that the troops came into town and there were machine gun embankments all over the city, and at some point I said, “Mama, we got to go back to Norfolk, because if we don’t we gonna be dead and nobody is gonna even know who we are.”  So we get another one of these cars and we drive back to Norfolk. But I had been gone the whole summer and when I get back to Norfolk half my classmates from Jaycox, who had, under coercion, said that they were going to Maury, they had changed back to Booker T. But when I get back home school has started so I can’t change, so I’m at Maury.
	CNA: So what was your first day like at Maury?
	JCT: I hardly remember. I can hardly remember. I mean it was just, you know, finding your classrooms and all that. Nothing happened, no incidents or anything.
	CNA: Were you fearful or nervous about going to this predominantly white school?
	JCT: Well yeah, you know. It was big, it was in another neighborhood, it was another part of town and all that. 
	CNA: Were all your teachers white?
	JCT: Yeah, at that time. Some black teachers came later but in 1965 they were all white. 
	CNA: So did you have any experiences coming in? Were there assigned seats in the classroom?
	JCT: I just don’t remember that. I mean I don’t remember any incidents coming in.
	CNA: Did you have any teachers who took an interest in you?
	JCT: Yeah. There was a Spanish teacher named Katarina McCloud who was very kind. I had Spanish at Jaycox but she saw that I was not at the level that her kids were so she would meet me early in the morning or stay late in the evening. She loved the fact that I was Juan Carlos, who was the king of Spain, and so I had the perfect name for the Spanish class. She started calling me Juan Carlos, which led to my classmates calling me Juan Carlos, which then led to them calling me John Charles and so then all of a sudden I have a double Southern name, which I had never had before. I’d either been John or Charles but only at Maury did I become Juan Carlos and then John Charles. [Laughs]
		CNA: So they gave you a different identity.
	JCT: I guess, yeah.
	CNA: Were there any other teachers who encouraged you? Had you thought about college as a given or was this something that was cultivated later?
50:08		JCT: Oh, I had known I was going to college. My family went to college so it was a question of where I would go to college. I remember a man named Mr. Brown who I think was a government teacher and he was deemed to be the very philosophical and thoughtful kind of guy. Then there were other experiences that weren’t so good.
	CNA: Such as?
	JCT: Well I was in advanced English and I’m the only black kid in the class. We have a poem or short story or an essay as a class requirement, and the way things were I wouldn’t see my white classmates away from school. I mean the neighborhoods were segregated, all that, and it just wasn’t like that. We weren’t like buddies outside of school. I come to study hall before that class one day and I look up and all my white classmates have these typed themes in their hands with the folders and I go, oh God. The assignment is due today. I forgot. I didn’t have any way for somebody to remind me, so I say I guess I have to write a poem. Now remember I’ve been around poetry all my life, and I write this poem in minutes, enough time to rewrite it and print it out more neatly on a legal pad and my best script and all that and sign it, and I called it “The Morning.” Well I take it to class and the other kids put their papers in the box and I give this sheet of paper to this teacher and she can read it, because it’s a sheet of paper, so when the class convenes she walks over to me and she holds this paper by the corner and she gives it back to me and she says, “I reject this. I do not believe a colored child could write this.” So this leads to all kind of brouhaha and yelling and screaming, and she thinks I plagiarize anyhow. I don’t really remember what happened. I guess I got credit because I got an A in the class.
	CNA: So were you yelling at the teacher and she was yelling at you?
	JCT: No, my mother got involved or something, but I said, “Yes, I did,” you know and she, “No, you didn’t.” Anyhow, I wind up getting credit but the poem is never–. It wasn’t put in the school newspaper and it wasn’t put in the citywide competition. It wasn’t this and it wasn’t that. So, I’ll tell you the poem. You want the poem on film?
	CNA: Yes.
	JCT: Here’s the poem I wrote at seventeen. It’s called “The Morning,” and what I wrote in that fifteen minutes, at Maury High School in 1967 and trying to desegregate the schools, was:
	The morning is a time for man to rise, review the things that formed his past,
	Make all his disappointments and mistakes quite clear so they will be his last.
	The morning is a time for man to think of all the things to come,
	To plot, to plan, to try his best to be ahead when day is done.
	The morning is a time for man to dream of things not yet conceived,
	To gather his thoughts and ideas round the things that he alone believes.
	The morning is a time for man to rise, and think, and dream, and see
That all the world depends on men who, with thoughts of hope, the day begin.

CNA: What inspired that poem, aside from the assignment was due? [Laughs]
JCT: Well, my minister, Rev. Simms, that Sunday–and I can remember this because the way I write, I don’t go to write a poem. I either write it or not. He had preached about this man with a watch which was very expensive that he wound up every night but the next day it would lose time. He took this watch to all these specialists and the specialists said there’s nothing wrong with your watch, until one of them said, “Well, when do you wind up your watch?” The man says, “I wind it at night when I go to bed,” and the man says, “But you need to wind it in the morning so you can begin the day on a strong spring.” Now the point of the sermon of course was that we should pray all the time, not just at night but in the morning too, but that Monday what was in my head was the thing about, you should start the day on a strong spring, and so I just went, “The Morning.”
CNA: That’s very interesting. Was this your first poem or was this one of many?
JCT: It’s the first poem I ever wrote. I never thought to write a poem until I was in that moment when the assignment was due in the advanced English class, and I didn’t have anything, there was no fix for it, so I just wrote a poem, just like that.
CNA: Now eventually you received a scholarship to go to college. Tell me how that happened.
55:03		JCT: I was a National Achievement Scholar in the National Merit competition, and as I understand it there was a time that I was a National Merit semifinalist but in those days, I don’t know what they do now, but back in the ’60s if a black kid got a certain grade on the National Merit they won the National Achievement, so you didn’t know whether you won the National Merit and I’ve always wondered whether I would have won the National Merit. It was the same amount of money, it had very strong prestige to it, but it had the money. So I had, I think it was twenty-five hundred dollars to spend anywhere I wanted to go to school. Well I get letters from everybody, all over the country. I don’t know where they are now but I get letters like this: Come to our college, come, come, come–but not from UVA. 
CNA: Interesting. So what made you decide to seek out that school?
JCT: Oh, I don’t know why I would do something like that. [Laughs] What, all the other schools in the country send me a letter and UVA doesn’t and I go to UVA? Who knows? [Laughs]
CNA: So obviously you knew about UVA. What was the process of actually getting in?
JCT: I found out about UVA because Maury High School had done well in basketball that year and our team went to the state basketball championships at UVA. Well, I had never been to UVA, I don’t even think I’d ever heard of UVA, but I walk around the grounds at UVA and I think, this is beautiful. I remember walking out on the lawn and I go, wow. I like this. So that’s what made me want to come to UVA, that I saw it that one time.
CNA: So you were on the basketball team?
JCT: No, I was the trainer for the basketball team. They actually called me “Doc.” But I was the trainer for the football team, the baseball team. That’s the guy who tapes ankles, who’s responsible for the equipment and all that, but people called me Doc because I would give them the ammonia capsules and all this kind of thing.
CNA: How did you get into that?
JCT: I don’t remember how I wound up being the trainer for the team. I guess the coaches knew me from some–. Oh, I was a driver ed instructor and the high school football coach was like director of driver’s ed so he knew this kid, and I was a responsible kid and so it started, you know, just helping with equipment, the football helmets and things. I actually don’t know but I wound up taking this course by Cramer Athletic Products to be a trainer and learn how to tape, all this kind of stuff. So before I know it I have the keys to Maury High School, which my mother thought was a big deal. I never thought much of it, but now that I’m older, that a fifteen-, sixteen-year-old kid could open the building and, you know, when you went in the locker room you could get in the school. But I never thought anything of it at all. I know now that if it had been my mindset I suppose I could have led an expedition to rob the school but I never–. As a matter of fact I even got them to change the locks on the door because one of the doors had the kind of lock to it that if you put a credit card down the edge you could open the door, and I pointed that out to the coach and they came back and welded something over that spot so you couldn’t do that. So it just never occurred to me to take, you know, my ability to be in the building for any wrong purpose.
CNA: So now your visit to UVA made you aware of the school. The fact that you didn’t get an invitation letter from UVA, did that strike you at that particular time?
JCT: Yes. Well it was even more than that. I was one of the top grads at Maury. I finished in, oh, it was like the top three percent, something like that. I think I marched in like in nineteenth position, but there were various–. I wasn’t the valedictorian but I was, you know, three point six, three point seven. I was a smart little kid and I was way up there, and I knew that the guidance counselors were telling all my white classmates, go to UVA, go to Yale, go to Princeton, all that, but I was not getting that. I told her after this thing that I thought I would go to UVA and she says, “I don’t think you would be comfortable at UVA.” Now she may have called herself thinking of my best interest, but this is back in those days when you’re desegregating things but her reaction was, “I don’t think you’ll be comfortable there. Why don’t you apply to one of the traditional black schools?” She, you know, go to Norfolk State, go to Virginia State, go to Hampton, all of which are schools that my family and friends had gone to, but she basically discouraged me from going to UVA. So UVA didn’t send me a letter, the guidance counselor discourages me. [Laughs] I think it’s beautiful, it’s where the state championship is held, and I want to go to UVA, so I decide I’m going to UVA.
1:00:18	CNA: So you apply to UVA, you were accepted, and then of course you went. Now before you left, when you were at Maury did you stay in contact with any of your teachers from Jaycox?
JCT: Well yeah, Miss Keeling, the English teacher, right. I’ve been in touch with her even to now.
CNA: So what made you stay in contact with her?
JCT: Because she was one of the great influences. I mean she was just a powerful teacher and the things that we did made her proud. She could kind of live through us and when you told her what you did she was amazed by the stuff “my children are doing,” she might say.
CNA: So now did she live close to you and your family?
JCT: Yeah, she lived in Huntersville at some point, but later she moved somewhere else. 
CNA: So you kept in touch by letter?
JCT: Letter every now and then. Not a lot of letters, maybe a telephone call.
CNA: So now you go up to UVA in what year?
JCT: 1968.
CNA: And what was it like your first year on campus?
JCT: Well, you’ve got to remember what 1968 was. April, 1968, when I’m a senior at Maury High School, Martin Luther King gets killed, which leads to things at Maury High School. June of 1968–
CNA: What things?
JCT: –Bobby Kennedy gets killed. The war is raging. This is when I go.
CNA: You said it led to things at–?
JCT: Right. By that time there were a couple of black teachers. I just can’t think of their names right now but there was a black woman teacher, I think her name was Johnson. There was a black male teacher who taught science and physics but I just can’t call his name. But in any event the day we come to school after Martin Luther King is killed there’s nothing. There’s no assembly, nothing. The black male teacher comes to me and he says, “Thomas, you’re a leader around here. You’ve got to do something,” in the tradition of, “You’ve got to go–,” all that, but, “You’ve got to do something.” What should I do? “I don’t know, but you’ve got to do something.” So I organized–. I cannot remember the details but I organize a march. I think I go to my black classmates and I say, look, why don’t we get some candles and just walk out and walk around the block and come back in. So we go to do that, and the principal doesn’t stop, nobody gets in our way, and before I know it many of my white classmates are in the procession too. So I don’t know how many left the building but it could have been hundreds, and we walked with candles outdoors around the big block that Maury is on, come back in, up the big steps, go into the auditorium, and I deliver this speech about Martin Luther King, and I still have a little teeny red spiral notebook that has my speech in it about Martin Luther King. 
CNA: And this was well attended?
JCT: Yeah. Now I always wondered–. Later on, I have to say cynically, I wondered whether my white classmates were just happy to be out of class, but that may be uncharitable. I don’t know, but I’ve wondered about that: Wow, look at all these people. [Laughs] But, you know, these are high school kids and people were leaving school [Laughs] so we have this big procession.
CNA: And the principal did not try to stop you.
JCT: Nobody tried to stop us. Nobody got in the way. I don’t even remember–. I had to have come near the principal because we went out the front door and the principal’s office was right there, but if anything happened [and] somebody said, “What are you doing?” We’re having a march in honor of Dr. King. And that was it.
CNA: Were there any teachers who participated?
JCT: There might have been. I don’t remember. I was at the front of the line and I can’t remember who–. It’s just too long ago.
CNA: What about the two black teachers who were there?
JCT: They might have been out there, I just can’t–. I mean the one who kind of came to me, he probably was somewhere in the march or on the side watching.
CNA: So you go to UVA in this year of controversy.
JCT: Oh, God. [Laughs]
CNA: What did you encounter?
1:04:53	JCT: Well, I can remember, you know, it was a roiling time for politics and race relations and all that, and there we were, this one black guy. Wasn’t many of us. There might have been maybe four, maybe five black guys in total in my class of fourteen hundred. I know three of us finished. So we didn’t see a lot of black people all the time. You mostly just saw white people. So I’m on my floor in Lefevre-Metcalf, sitting on the hall, just sitting there with the guys, drinking beer. I mean we were probably too young to have beer but that’s what you did, sitting on the hall in the middle of the floor, talking about the war and talking about politics and talking about the next election in ’68 and all that. That’s what we did. Listening to protest music. 
CNA: So what was the atmosphere of UVA like?
JCT: Well, several things. I remember Confederate flags at places, like at the corner in stores. They had big Confederate flags in the windows and things. And at that time when UVA scored a touchdown they first took the Confederate flag out on the field and sang “Dixie,” then they sang the “Good Ole Song,” but they sang both those songs. 
CNA: What was the “Good Ole Song?”
JCT: That’s UVA’s alma mater: “The good ole song of Wah-hoo-wah, we sing it o’er and o’er.” But yeah, they would do that. That happened for awhile. They did that until there were more black guys on the football team and they weren’t going to take it and the kids took the Confederate flag from the guy with the Confederate flag, all that.
CNA: Did that create any kind of fighting? 
JCT: All kind of stuff. But see I was the president of the black students by then. [Laughs]
CNA: And when did you become president of the BSA?
JCT: It was called the Black Students for Freedom then, but I became president–. George Taylor was president my first year so I become president the next year. I become president the year of ’69, I guess, what would it be, like the fall of ’69 going–’68 going into ’69, my next year.
CNA: That’s unusual for a second-year student to become president of–.
JCT: But remember there wasn’t but like a handful of us. I mean I’m talking about in the whole University of Virginia undergrad there might have been ten, so. [Laughs]
CNA: Who was the faculty member who helped to sponsor that club?
JCT: I don’t remember. I guess we did have [one and] it was probably Wes Harris. He was the only black professor. He was a physics professor, had gone to UVA undergrad, gone to Princeton, so it had to be Wes, but I don’t ever remember thinking of him as the faculty advisor. He was just the person at whose house we hung out.
CNA: So were there any specific initiatives that you helped start?
JCT: Well, yeah. When I was there we created something called Spring Fling to bring young black kids to school. I actually recruited. I was on the staff at the admissions office, George Taylor and I, and we had one of these great big black state cars that looked like a police car. We would ride from Charlottesville to the black high schools, Peabody and Huntington and Booker T. and Crestwood and Norcom, and invite black high school kids to come to UVA. That’s what we did, all up and down the highway.
CNA: And you know that tradition continues.
JCT: Oh yeah, yeah, but I was there–. We thought it up: Let’s do something to bring these kids here, introduce them to UVA early.
CNA: Were there any other initiatives that you helped to start?
JCT: I can’t [remember]. I mean it was just protests, [Laughs] and stuff going on. We were there for the beginning of the black studies department so we fought for that. I was on something called the Roach Committee. It was Prof. Roach who had a committee on equality and justice at UVA and I was the student representative of the Roach Committee and I would go as the president of the black students to the Mountain Lake Retreat. I don’t know if they still do this, where the board members and the student leaders would all go together somewhere at the beginning of the year and so forth, so on.
CNA: So did you find that there was a lot of resistance from students or faculty or administration?
JCT: I didn’t notice. I mean I’m sure–. It was just like, that’s how you lived. It was in the atmosphere, so I don’t think I would stop to pay attention to any particular slight. [Laughs] It was just kind of background noise.
CNA: So being at UVA at that particular time, do you think it impacted your performance at all?
1:10:03	JCT: Well I knew it was hard. It was rigorous, is what it was, because everything was rigor. I actually started out as a bachelor of science chem major because I had concluded along the way that in science one plus one equals two, and if you knew that one plus one equals two and you got the right answer in science there could be no discrimination. This is my young mind thinking. So I decided I’m going to be a scientist because if you know and master your trade there’s no room for discrimination. Well, anyway, but I’m in BS chem. I don’t go two years and take a sampling of courses and then declare a major because I’m going to go all out. But, to be in BS chem you had to know the calculus, which I never had because it wasn’t offered in my high school in Norfolk, and your languages were either German or Russian because they were deemed to be our scientific competitors, and I’d only had [Spanish]. So I come into this stuff with no calculus and the wrong language, and I walk into chemistry class the first day and this professor goes to the board and he says, “Gentlemen,” because it was all male, and we had coats and ties, “I assume that you know your stoichiometry, and I assume that you know your oxidation reduction reactions, and so we are going to begin class by integrating the Heidinger [Schrödinger] Wave Equation through all space.” Well, I’m out there, I’m just like way out there, but I didn’t drop the course during the add/drop period so I stayed to the point that I’ve got to stay or I’m out of UVA. I can’t change. Then I find out that I can’t get out unless I get out of the major with a C average. 
Well don’t you know along the way I get my first D, in physics, which was based on the calculus, and I get some bad grades in chemistry. But I’m very good at lab, I get As in lab work, but at some point at the end of that year I’ve got to get a B on the chemistry exam to get a C to get out of the BS chem major, and I do. So I have a two-oh, a two-two, my first year at UVA, but then I’m out. Then I have a two-eight and a three-two. Then I have for the rest of my time at UVA three-eight, three-eight, three-eight, three-eight. Now what you need to know is at UVA they don’t do cum laude; they do distinction, highest distinction. I wanted to finish with distinction at least but because of the grades in science at the beginning it got to the point I had to ace my last exam at UVA to finish with distinction, and my diploma today says, “with distinction.” 
CNA: So tell me a little bit about the government? You were a government major.
JCT: That’s right.
CNA: You shifted to that why?
JCT: Because by that time I’d been the leader of the black students and I’m a leader at UVA and I’m on conferences and this, that, and the other, and so people figure I’m going to be the governor. I mean they started saying that in high school, to tell you the truth, so I kind of go back to that. People are telling me, you should be a lawyer, you should be this and that, you should be the governor of Virginia, so I just go back to government, which I had liked coming along in school and I had done reading in government anyway. So I go back there and I work with a man named Laurin Henry, who ran something called the Federal Executive Institute in Charlottesville. I was one of his students who he would bring over to the institute to interact with very senior government officials. I can remember he brought me there–remember I’m a young kid now–and it’s the time of the Vietnam War and there are admirals and stuff in the room and I’m telling them how closed minded they are, “And y’all just don’t understand. Well it seems to me y’all just need to die so new people can take over.” I actually say this to [Laughs] like very senior government officials, but of course Laurin Henry thought it was cool for them to see a real student activist tell them to their faces. [Laughs]
CNA: So was that the only reaction, that they thought it was cool?
JCT: I don’t remember what the people in the room said. I just was telling them, “Y’all got a wrong idea. You’re not paying attention to us. We are telling you that we need to be out of Vietnam,” whatever it was. [Laughs]
CNA: So your experiences then as a government major were pretty positive.
1:15:01	JCT: Well yeah. It actually led to my first government job.
CNA: How so?
JCT: Because Linwood Holton is elected governor of Virginia in 1969 and he says in his campaign that he wants to include young people in the government. So he wins and I write him a letter and I said, “Gov. Holton, my name is John Charles Thomas. I’m a government major at the University of Virginia and I’m young. I want to be in the government.” Well don’t you know, he appoints me to the Virginia Commission for Children and Youth, and that made me the youngest governmental official in America because I was not twenty-one years old, the vote was not eighteen-year-old vote yet, but I’m on a state commission, which made news.
CNA: What motivated you to write this letter?
JCT: Because he said that he wanted young people in the government and I figured, I’m young, [Laughs] I want to be in the government, and I write him. 
CNA: Is this your idea or did someone prompt you?
JCT: It was my idea. I write the governor: You said you want me, here I am.
CNA: So this experience, did it get you to thinking that law would be a good career?
JCT: Oh I was already kind of thinking the law thing.
CNA: Why?
JCT: Because people would tell me, “John, you need to be a lawyer. If you’re going to be governor you need to be a lawyer.” One person told me, I think it was Sen. [Peter] Babalas from Norfolk, he says, “The one thing about being a lawyer, you can control your time so you’re not tied down to an office, so if you’re going to be a politician that’s what you need to be.” So people were kind of telling me that.
CNA: So you thought immediately UVA law, or were you thinking other law schools after graduation?
JCT: I was figuring UVA.
CNA: Was there a reason?
JCT: Well as a matter of fact it was an interesting reason. My family life was so messed up. I had already applied to and been accepted at UVA so I was in their financial aid system and all that but other schools wanted like a family statement of resources. Well my daddy was somewhere in the world and my mama was someplace in New York, having left Norfolk, and it was too hard to do. So I figured I’ll stay at UVA where it’s easy and they already know me and whatever I have just kind of carries forward, which is what I did. So I didn’t apply to any other schools.
CNA: So what other opportunities did you find you had at law school, and did you continue to be an activist?
JCT: Well see before that, after the Virginia Commission for Children and Youth, comes something. I get this call one day saying, “John Charles, we want you to go to the White House.” Nixon is President. I had been chosen from UVA–well actually nominated by UVA–to be co-chair of the National Task Force on Education for the 1970 White House Youth Conference. I just get this call. I was working in Norfolk for the phone company, sweeping floors out at Lynn St. for the telephone company, and I was this down and dirty underling. I dusted things. Somebody comes running to me: “The White House is calling for you. The White House is calling,” and I go, okay. I take this phone call and boy, they just are all aflutter. The White House is calling this guy who’s out there sweeping floors. [Laughs] And the next thing I know I’m gone to DC, but when I come back they want to put my picture in the local phone company paper. They don’t want me with my broom so they give me the helmet and the belt and all the stuff, like a real telephone man, and they take my picture. [Laughs]
CNA: And this was what year?
JCT: Somewhere around 1970, something like that.
CNA: So what did you do at the White House and how long did this last?
JCT: I just went for a meeting the first time. I just landed in DC, went for a meeting, but the conference was around the country. My co-chair was a man named Robben Fleming, the president of the University of Michigan, and because I was the youth co-chair he would let me pick places to go. So I would say let’s have a meeting in San Francisco. [Laughs] Of course you can have a meeting, because it’s all over the country so you can meet wherever you want, so we met in Washington, we met in San Francisco, and then the conference was at Estes Park in Colorado.
CNA: And what was the purpose of the conference?
JCT: It was to see the views of youth on several topics, and so we had a range of discussions: What are the problems for education for black children in the city, and because of the nature of the thing what is it like on an Indian reservation, what is it like in these schools? We actually fought about the makeup of the committee, like how many blacks were on it, how many whites were on it, all that.
1:20:03	CNA: Why did you fight about the makeup?
JCT: Because some of the black kids said, well you know, if they set up these committees based on the demographics of the United States they can outvote us every time and so we’ll never win on any important issue, so we should demand that on certain issues that affect the inner city and black people more that we have at least fifty-fifty on a committee. So we’d take this to a man named Stephen Hess, who is even now I think at the Brookings Institution, and we’d go barging in: We want this, we demand–. [Laughs]
CNA: And they gave it to you?
JCT: Nah. It wasn’t that–. We didn’t get what we wanted. We got something. We got some compromise that I can’t remember. I mean we got the right to file a minority report or something of that kind.
CNA: So did your conference or conference series have an impact on government policy down the road, or was this a study that they would later use?
JCT: The joke always is about the White House conferences that they just create these studies that they put up on a shelf. I suppose the idea is that it could have an effect if the government wanted it to have an effect. I don’t know of any particular program that came from ideas that we had, although I have to say I never went back to try to find out.
CNA: So now let’s go to law school, and tell me were there any instructors or situations that happened that profoundly impacted your later law career?
JCT: Let me think. Well, I remember very well A.E. Dick Howard because he’s got all those alphabets and we would call him “ABCD Howard.” He’s very well known in constitutional law and he was my con law professor, but he was the con law professor for like everybody. [Laughs] He’s been at UVA since the ’60s at the law school so he’s probably taught almost every governor, every attorney general, so we all knew Dick Howard. But I can remember being taken by Dick Howard’s teaching style and have gotten to know him well over the years, but remembering things from his class when the day came that I was a justice myself.
CNA: So you think that he impacted your personal–?
JCT: Right, yeah. Your view of the Constitution, it will come from your con law professors. [Laughs] They will teach you things about how to look at the Constitution and the nature of the document and what it was trying to do that stays in your head.
CNA: So what is your perspective on the Constitution?
JCT: I don’t have any fixed rule. I know people have these theories about how to apply the Constitution, strict construction and all that. I always thought that, as Virginia says many times, it’s a matter of reason, that you have to make sense of the words of the Constitution in the time in which you live because they wrote at a time when things that we have they knew nothing of. So you can’t apply it the way it was in that day, and I know that the way it was applied in that day I would be a slave, so I’m not going to be doing strict construction and original intent because I would be excluded, if that’s how I looked at the document. 
CNA: Is that how your professor looked at it?
JCT: I don’t remember him saying it exactly that way. It’s no particular thing he said but it was a kind of way of reasoning and a way of thinking and all these tests about things being arguably within the zone. I just was kind of captivated by the language of the discussion of the Constitution. 
CNA: And what were some of the committees or organizations that you joined?
JCT: Well, BALSA, the Black American Law Student Association. I was on that and–. Let me see. When I was in law school I was probably–. I was doing other things. I mean to tell you the truth, from the time I went on the Virginia Commission for Children and Youth until I went on the Supreme Court there was not a time in my life that I was not on a state, federal, or local board or commission from the time I was nineteen years old, or eighteen years old.
CNA: So that’s where most of your energy for activism was directed?
JCT: In government. I was in and around the government from the time I was eighteen, in official ways. So when I was a justice at thirty-two I’d been in and around the government fourteen years. I wasn’t really brand new. I mean I was a new young justice for sure.
1:25:02	CNA: And a lot of people obviously knew you.
JCT: Yeah.
CNA: Because of these–. What were some of the other boards you served on?
JCT: Oh, I just can’t remember.
CNA: Many.
JCT: Yeah.
CNA: Well let’s go after law school. You graduated in 19–.
JCT: 1975.
CNA: And prior to leaving law school–. Did you take the bar prior to graduating?
JCT: Yeah, and I had clerked in the summers. The summer after my first year I clerked at the Justice Department, civil rights division, race and sex discrimination, with, I remember, a man named David Rose and others who were the Justice Department lawyers during the time of the Freedom Rides and the desegregation of the South. I actually worked with some of those guys, and I went on cases. There was one case I was on where I actually found the smoking gun out of millions of documents. I just happened to be the guy. There was a discrimination case against a major American business, and I won’t say what it is but it was a major American business, and they had boxes of documents, and it was about what they did to black people who came to work there. Black people kept complaining that no matter how qualified they were they were kind of sent into a certain line, you know, like you have to be a waitress. You can’t be an executive. We’re sitting with the FBI with cameras, taking pictures of documents, I’m on the staff of the Justice Department, we’re in a big warehouse in New York somewhere and boxes up to the ceiling, and I just get this box. I’m looking through the box and I pick up this file and it’s this black woman, and you flip through the file and she got a high rating on this and she got a high rating on that and she gets a high rating on this, and then you see somebody’s note that says, “She should be–,” so forth and so on, “She should be in line for the management course,” blah, blah, blah, and I go, okay. Then I flip the page and there’s this pink slip of paper that’s attached to her file that says, “Take no further action on this file until you talk to me,” and then the next sheet of paper, she’s a waitress. So I find, of all the millions of files, I find–and I jump and I recognize what I got: Look! Look! Look! Kaboom.
CNA: That must have been exciting for you. 
JCT: It was amazing, to be the–. I mean it’s like winning the lottery, to be in a room with files up to the ceiling and the box that you happen to open’s got it right in it.
CNA: Were there other files that had similar evidence?
JCT: Oh I don’t know. [Laughs] I didn’t keep looking. I pretty much had found the smoking gun. 
CNA: So it’s interesting that you didn’t decide to go into the Justice Department. Was there a reason?
JCT: Well my family was poor and government service didn’t pay a lot of money and I had to have a job, really, I mean I was about the one in the family that had a job, and even then I was sending money back home. I’m not trying to pat myself on the back. It’s just the truth. But the next summer I clerked at Gibson, Dunn, & Crutcher in Los Angeles, which is one of the great firms out there. I think I made two hundred dollars a week, which was just stunning for my family, that anybody could make two hundred dollars a week. Good God, you know. Wow. Isn’t that incredible? So then I didn’t go to LA because I couldn’t be in Virginia. [Laughs]
CNA: You wanted to stay in Virginia?
JCT: Yeah. I mean I went to LA. It was a cool job to get, to be invited to be a summer clerk at one of the great LA firms and I went. 
CNA: So did you still have the ultimate objective of becoming governor at that time?
JCT: I think at that time I probably still thought about being governor. I knew that it was hard. I knew that politics were hard. I had been on people’s campaigns and been door to door and driven people to the polls, but, you know.
CNA: When did you do all of that?
JCT: As a kid in Norfolk. I remember my granddaddy, you know, “Get people out. Go tell ’em it’s time to go to the polls. We have a car,” just all my life.
CNA: So your grandfather paid his poll tax then.
JCT: Yes, I guess he did, and my mother was an activist too. I mean that’s what you did. You were out there campaigning. I can’t remember all [of them] but I do remember Sen. Babalas, being on his campaign and going door to door.
CNA: So tell me who you eventually decided to accept, what offer you decided to accept in the law.
1:30:07	JCT: Well as it turns out when it came time for a permanent I only had one offer.
CNA: Why is that?
JCT: Well, I had pretty good grades, I had honors grades. I didn’t have the highest grades but I had three point five, something like that. I was a pretty good kid and I had some three-eight semesters so I was hanging in there. I had ninety-five percentile law board so I was pretty good. But when I interviewed for a permanent job I interviewed in Virginia and I was told by different firms–and I won’t name these firms but I know who these firms are. I went to one firm and someone says to me, “Well John Charles, your record is good. It’s better than mine and most of my partners. But we would gag if we were to give you a job and you were to be involved in politics.” And I said, well, I don’t have to do that. Well anyhow I got no offer at this firm. Another firm said, “Well John Charles, your record if fine, but we think if we were to give you a job our clients would leave us.” This is in the ’70s. I said, “What?” And they said, “Yeah. We can’t give you a job.” Well, remember I had clerked at the civil rights division, race and sex discrimination, Washington, DC, so I’d been turned down by every firm I interviewed at in Virginia.
CNA: Was this just in Richmond or–?
JCT: No, this is in Virginia. This is around Virginia. This is Tidewater and Richmond. So I called the Justice Department and I said I can’t get a job. They said let’s see your grades. These are people I worked with. So they see my grades and they say, “We’ve been waiting for this. We’ve heard black students say that they couldn’t get a job at the white firms in Virginia but when we compared their record largely to the other kids we couldn’t make the case, but if you let us we will tie Virginia up in a consent decree.” Well, before I tell them to go ahead I call the dean of UVA’s law school and I said, “Dean Paulsen, I’m not leaving Virginia,” and I told him what I did. Well the next thing I know, out of nowhere, I get this invitation to come interview at Hunton & Williams. I actually had not applied to interview at Hunton & Williams but I get this invitation to come interview at Hunton & Williams. I find out later that Paulsen has gotten on the phone and called the leaders of all the big law firms in Virginia and has told them, somebody better give John Thomas a job, because if you don’t you’re going to be in litigation for the next ten years, and Hunton & Williams is the one that called me.
CNA: Did you find that to be a bit ironic, given their–?
JCT: I knew that Hunton & Williams had in the past, right, been involved in the Brown v. Board case. I knew who they were and so yes, I don’t know whether I thought it at that moment but, yes, probably somewhere in there I thought, isn’t that something. 
CNA: So what do you think would have happened–and this is just speculative–if you had gone ahead and allowed the Justice Department to pursue this case?
JCT: They would have done what they said they were going to do. They would have sued the big law firms of Virginia and they probably would have gotten a consent decree saying that they would hire this and hire that, but it didn’t turn out that way. It didn’t go that way.
CNA: Do you think it would have affected your legal career?
JCT: Probably. I mean I’m sure that if the law firms had been forced by a consent decree there would have been a lot of hostility and bitterness with the black lawyers coming there.
CNA: So what was your time like at this new firm?
JCT: At Hunton & Williams?
CNA: Yes.
JCT: Well I arrived August 11, 1975, and I’m assigned to what was called then the VEPCO team. Our firm represented Virginia Electric and Power Company, now part of Dominion and all that. But I get put on the VEPCO team and they’re about to build the North Anna Nuclear Power Plant, and I get assigned to working on research issues relating to North Anna, electrical rates and all–you know, the rates for buying electricity, all that. But at some point the litigation erupts over the building of a nuclear power plant and they’re sending as many young people as they can to help with the litigation whether they were a litigator or  not, which I wasn’t. So in that mix I asked to become a litigator. I asked to leave the team that does the business work and become a litigator because I like what we’re doing. 
1:35:15	So my very first lawsuit I ever worked on was the construction of the North Anna Nuclear Power Plant and the delays in the construction and a big lawsuit involving that, which was probably the first lawsuit in Virginia history that used computers because we had to track every single weld in the heavy welded structures that hold up something called the steam generator, which is where the nuclear water bathes piping that has regular water in it which is super pressurized and then turns into steam that blows the turbines, but if this heavy welded structure that holds it has cracks in it then this generator can fall and the nuclear water can escape, all that. So we have to show that there were defects in the welding in all these structures and we have to track, you know, 1 Reactor, Cubicle C, Weld number 135A, Section 9, all that. So we were there with punch cards and computers and control data and nobody had done that before. 
CNA: So did that start your interest in computers and technology in that manner?
JCT: I think I’ve always liked the audio thing, but yes, we were there way early with the use of computers in litigation.
CNA: What were some other interesting cases that you think helped to put you in the spotlight as a lawyer?
JCT: Well, let’s see. There came a time when there was a case for a client somewhere in Virginia, a banking issue, and I found out later that this client was afraid for me to be their lawyer in this part of Virginia for them because I was black. Now what I saw at the time was that I get assigned this case and the next thing I know an older lawyer who is not a partner, he’s an associate but he’s senior to me: “John Charles, you need some help on your case?” No, I don’t need any help. “You sure you don’t need some help on your case?” I’m fine. I don’t need any help. “Why don’t I help you on your case?” [Laughs] So the next thing I know this guy is going with me to this trial, and he does something, I do most of the trial and all that, and we win this case, but later I come to find out that what had happened, the story I was told, is that this client was afraid to have this black lawyer for them up in some county in Virginia and, you know, that might not have been a crazy idea. So they were trying to take me off the case and I was told that the firm said no, John Thomas is one of our strong young lawyers, he’s going to be on the case and to make the client happy they send this guy to: “Do you need any help on your case?” [Laughs] 
CNA: So the client didn’t want a black attorney for fear that they would lose their case?
JCT: Well yeah. I mean I think it was a lot of things. They would think: What is a white judge, in this part of Virginia, going to think about a black person coming into their court, you know, and people don’t want risk, is what folks are often afraid of.
CNA: So what were your experiences with some of these white judges throughout Virginia?
JCT: I won cases. I can remember being out in Mecklenburg Co., Virginia, Rte 58, one time and the judge said something. He said, “Young man, I think I’m going to rule against you. I don’t believe that theory exists in Virginia,” or something I was saying. I said, “But, your honor, please. I just finished the University of Virginia law school last year and I promise you this is where they taught me that. If you just give me a minute I’ll write you a brief and I’ll show you it’s Virginia law.” [Laughs]
CNA: Did you really?
JCT: Oh, of course, and he said, “Well, okay. You write the brief.” I still lost that case but as it turns out that case is the last case I argued at the Supreme Court of Virginia before I became a justice. It’s so close to when I became a justice that it’s in the volume just before I had my own decisions in it. It’s called [Ray v. Nolde]. But I won that case on appeal. I lost at trial and won it back on appeal.
CNA: And how often did you argue before the state Supreme Court?
1:39:41	JCT: I was here all the time as a young lawyer, but at the time I wasn’t happy about it because in big law practices it’s deemed to be the real cool thing to be in federal litigation all over the United States and I noticed, for whatever reason, that along the way my white colleagues at the firm, they were coming to work and they were jetting off and everybody’s on these big federal cases but I was getting all the Virginia cases. I actually felt like I was being kind of relegated to the Virginia cases but as it turns out it made me go to Botetourt Co., and go to Mecklenburg Co., and go to Westmoreland Co., and go to Roanoke and go all over the state in Virginia practice, and then it made me do petitions for appeal and to argue appeals and all this kind of stuff in Virginia. So I was upset, but I’m sure God knew more.
CNA: Why going to all these different counties, why did that help you here?
JCT: I learned Virginia. In other words I was a real Virginia state lawyer, and I learned the state and I learned the practice and I learned the rules in the state because I had the state cases.
CNA: Did you have any federal cases at all during that period?
JCT: Maybe some part of one or two, I mean like the big VEPCO case. That was in federal court. But the other guys seemed to have, you know, a big docket of federal cases, but I had a predominant docket of Virginia cases, so I’m all over the state.
CNA: Now before you received the invitation to join the Supreme Court, the state court–.
JCT: That’s not exactly how it was done, but okay.
CNA: Right and I’m leading up to–.
JCT: We’ll say received the invitation, yes.
CNA: Right. So tell me what happened and how you found out about it and how the process came into being for you.
JCT: Well the first thing that happens is I make partner at Hunton & Williams, and this is in 1982. When I make partner at Hunton & Williams all of a sudden there’s news all over the country. There are articles about it. I didn’t think of the history. I just need a job, working hard, but the reports were that I became the first black person in the history of the American South to go up the line, and when they say that, I didn’t get hired as a partner. I came from law school, where you have to do everything from day one, and crossed the line, as they would say, to become a partner, so they said no other black person in the history of the South had done that, from Washington to Texas, until I did in 1982, so this makes news. That was April 1, 1982. Well, April 15, 1983, one year, fifteen days later, I’m on the Supreme Court. 
CNA: Well something else happened in 1982, and then I want to talk a little bit more about the court.
JCT: Yes.
CNA: What happened?
JCT: I met my wife and got married in 1982.
CNA: Now tell us a little bit about your wife.
JCT: My wife is Pearl Denise Walden from Suffolk, Virginia, and she was working–. I forget what her title was but she was a special assistant to the governor, working on the Governor’s Fellows Program, when Chuck Robb was governor. Well I go over to see Chuck Robb. I actually was going to see Chuck Robb because I was interested in being a member of the board of visitors of UVA. This is back whenever that was, in the ’80s. I go to see him and I see this lovely young lady sitting there in one of the offices and I go, “Hi. How d’ do? What’s your name?” Well, turns out her uncle and my granddaddy were best friends and Masons [Laughs] and tie together. It turns out my mother had spoken at her church and I had been there, back in the ’50s. Turns out that one of her aunts and my Aunt Evelyn went to Hampton at the same time. [Laughs] 
CNA: Strong family connection.
JCT: All these connections. Turned out we actually had, in our different apartments, the same furniture. There were several things of our furnishings–. Her kitchen table and my kitchen table were exactly the same tables. You know, I didn’t know her. We had the same tables and chairs, similar sofas, all that. Anyhow, so I meet her and I become fairly famous in the governor’s office because I start sending like roses every day. [Laughs]
CNA: Really?
JCT: Mm hmm.
CNA: How long did you court her?
1:45:00	JCT: For a while. [Laughs] And her first date with me was April 2, 1982, the partners’ roast for the new partners who had made partner the day before. 
CNA: [Laughs] So how long did you all court before you married?
JCT: From April till October. 
CNA: Pretty short courtship.
JCT: Yeah. Got engaged in June, near the time of the state bar meeting in Virginia Beach. [Laughs]
CNA: So is that how your name was put in and nominated for the court position?
JCT: No. I mean it’s not because of her. That just happened. I met her over there. But a partner of mine who made partner with me named D. Alan Rudlin had been Chuck Robb’s–. Rudlin and Robb, they were moot court partners over at UVA. Everything was by alphabet then so they sat near each other and they were moot court partners. In that time, in–what was it?–1983, the two parts of the General Assembly had different candidates to be justice. There was a vacancy. The senate had a candidate, the house had a candidate, and they would not agree. When the senate would vote that candidate up and send it to the house the house would vote it down. The house would vote their candidate and send it to the senate and the senate would vote it down. So they go out of session with no justice and a vacancy is on the court. This gives the governor the power to fill the seat on an interim basis. 
My partner and friend from all these years writes his former moot court partner a letter: “You ought to put John Charles Thomas on the Supreme Court.” I still have this letter somewhere. “You ought to put him on the court.” Now I’m not around. It’s near Easter and I’m in Ohio with my wife’s family, and while I’m away apparently the governor calls this guy and says: Come over here, bring the managing partner of the firm. So there’s this powwow while I’m gone with five people from Hunton & Williams who meet with the governor and apparently he tells them–. They bring my briefs that I’ve written and speeches that I’ve given and all that. I don’t know anything about this. I’m told later that at the end of that meeting he gives assignments: You deal with the media; you deal with so-forth and so-on; you call such-and-such. Now, I don’t know nothin’. I’m away. 
I come back home from being away for Easter and Rudlin says to me, “The governor wants to see you. We got to go down and see the governor.” I go, okay. So we go down one Sunday night and go over to the governor’s office. Tim Sullivan, who became president of William & Mary, is there. And he never asked me to be on the Supreme Court. He never said, “John Charles, I would like to appoint you,” none of that. He just said, “Tomorrow morning when you come, don’t come through the main door. The state troopers will wait for you, the capitol police will wait over here,” and so forth, “And you come down–.” He just starts talking about tomorrow morning, [Laughs] “When you come and we make the announcement.” I’m like, what? [Laughs] What are you talking about? 
CNA: So you really had no idea?
JCT: Well I mean I knew something was going on by then, you know. I get this call saying I think the governor’s going to appoint you to the Supreme Court. Yeah, okay. Sure. So he never does ask me, because I’m going to give him: “Well, on behalf of my people–.” [Laughs] I had something I was going to say. I never get to do this. [Laughs]
CNA: [Laughs]
JCT: I just get told, “Tomorrow morning come over here. There’s going to be media over here,” blah, blah, blah. “Talk to Tim,” give him such-and-such for the press release.
CNA: So your prepared speech was never made.
JCT: I never made my speech to the governor about: Yes, it will be my honor to serve on the Supreme Court. [Laughs] 
CNA: So what was the media like when the announcement was made?
JCT: Well they had told people that something was coming and I can remember walking to the capitol, and the way the capitol was, you know, towards the main entrance I could see the media trucks, but they had told me to come in the other side, on the mansion side, and there was somebody waiting to take me up the elevator real fast. So all I know, next thing you know my wife is there and we gone on the elevator with the governor and we walk out and there’s the media, and the justices of the Supreme Court are there. They had called them over and they had come and they were all sitting there, and he announces me. 
CNA: So now you’re the youngest person appointed to the court and the first African American appointed to the court. What was it like in those early weeks and months of being on the court?
1:49:59	JCT: Well, it was, you know, a lot of news attention. I mean a lot of media attention, but not overwhelmingly so. People were interested. If I were walking in the street–. See the thing about me being black, I was the visible justice, and because it was a media event people could see my face and most of the other justices were just not that well known, unless you were a lawyer. But mine had the big splash so if I went to the grocery store: I know that’s you. If I came down the street horns would blow and people would wave, so I had to kind of get used to that kind of attention. People would recognize me because it was in the paper.
CNA: Was there any reaction, positive or negative, from the other justices because you were getting all this attention?
JCT: Oh, I don’t know at that moment. At that moment after the announcement–. I think the announcement was on the 11th of April–that was the press conference–and the 15th I was over here. In four days I wrapped up stuff at Hunton & Williams, packed up, and came over to the Supreme Court, and then I was sworn in probably the 25th. It was very fast.
CNA: So what was your first case? Do you remember that?
JCT: My first case was actually from Norfolk. Let me see if the–. Many times I can recall the name, but I was struck by the fact that it was a case from where I was born and it involved the terminals, the boat terminals, but as I sit here right now I can’t remember the name of that first case. But it was from Norfolk. The first decision I ever wrote was a Norfolk case. 
CNA: So did all the justices write decisions for every case or was there a docket where people would get selected randomly?
JCT: Well by the time we had cases that were coming before the full court they were set up that you would dispose of them by writing a decision, but there was a process before that where originally a person seeking review would file a thing called a petition for appeal. At that stage the other side would come back and say no and, you know, opposition, and then that person would have an argument, an unopposed argument in front of three justices, which is what we call panels. Then at the panel process if one of the justices said yes–and it just took one of us to vote it up–then that case would become a granted case and come on to be re-briefed for the full court and come before the big courtroom, in the big courtroom and all that to be argued and then disposed of by a written decision, unless something happened that made us put down an order on the case.
CNA: So the question is really, how was that decided, what cases you would hear or who would write the decisions?
JCT: Oh, we actually drew numbers from a hat. There was an old hat the clerk had somewhere and they would put one through seven on the thing and what would happen is there was the docket, the list of cases. It might be, I don’t know, fifty cases, maybe a hundred cases. I don’t know what the total [was], but everybody would pull numbers from the hat. 
CNA: So this was random?
JCT: It was a random thing and whoever pulled number one got the first case, and so if Thomas pulled number one–I’m the seventh justice–if I pulled number one the first case on the docket is assigned to me and then when you go from me you go from the end of the line to the chief, so the chief would get the next case and then number two would get like that. But whoever drew number one, that’s where we would start. So if the fifth justice drew number one that justice would get the first case on the docket and then it would drop down and come back around, like that, so it was a random assignment.
CNA: Which number did you draw?
JCT: Oh, you would draw different things different times. Every time you did it you would draw something different. The very first time I drew number one, I had gone a long time without a capital murder case, which is a very big, difficult, you know, trying–. It’s murder, and I had not just in the sequence drawn a capital murder case. The one time I draw number one there is a pair of capital murder cases, not just one, it’s two that are linked together because it was one person killing several people at a time, and I draw that. So the time I drew number one I draw a really tough group of cases.
1:55:13	CNA: Was this the Buchanan case?
JCT: No, it was a case from Tidewater. It was somebody who killed five women in eleven days down in Tidewater, in Hampton-Newport News-Williamsburg, way long time ago.
CNA: Now when you first then came onto the court and you’re the neophyte, you’re the new guy but you’re also the youngest, you’re also the first African American, were there any challenges that you felt were there because of all those circumstances?
JCT: Not among the justices. I didn’t see anything among the justices. I think people would be very pleased if they could ever see the level of discussion and debate that the justices had. There were differences between us. There were like twenty-some years. When I was thirty-two I think Chris Compton was fifty-nine. I believe he was twenty-seven years older than me. If it wasn’t twenty-seven it’s twenty-something, so everybody was old enough to be my father. They were actually trained differently than I was. When they went to school they didn’t have these advocacy programs like we did where–. They might have had some kind of moot court but we had advocacy training and they talked about how you should present to a court. So they weren’t used to things that I’d had in school. Another thing they hadn’t had there, since their time there was something created called the Uniform Commercial Code, which is another way for people to do business without the formal ancient way of making contracts, so not one of them had ever had the UCC. I’m the only justice who has ever learned that good faith permeates the code and that it’s the normal business transactions that [we learn], all these things that are part of the code. I was the guy. 
CNA: Can you tell me a little bit about your particular style? Here you are; the new guy. You have experiences that the others don’t have. You have this advocacy thing. How did that impact the way in which you questioned people who came before the court? There’s some things written up about how you brought a new style to the court.
JCT: Well now because of my training in law school and the advocacy programs that we had I had been trained that oral advocacy at the appellate level was meant to be a discourse, that it’s meant to be a dialogue, that it’s meant to be a back and forth, and that the role of the advocate standing in front of the court is to answer the court’s questions and to reach the court’s concerns and to make the court feel better about the issue that’s in front of them. So I didn’t know at the time that there had been another kind of training, another philosophy in the generation before me. I’m on the bench one day, and what would happen is, because of the way we drew cases, when you went on the bench you knew the cases that you were responsible for and the person sitting to your right hand side would have to be alert to those cases also because that person would speak first on your cases. So that person would have to pay attention to my cases because they knew they’d be the first one to have to say something that made sense. The way we were set up is two justices on every case were really meant to know great detail about the case. Other justices might but they didn’t necessarily have to. They could have a lighter touch on some of these cases. Well my nature being what it was, having read all my life and being trained as a Hunton & Williams partner, I read everybody’s cases and everybody’s briefs, not that others didn’t but I was kind of all over all the records that were coming up for session, whether it was assigned to me or not. 
1:59:42	Well there comes a day where, on a case not assigned to me, this lawyer is arguing and I start questioning him: Well what about so forth and so on? What about this [1:59:55] or something, boom, boom, boom, boom. Well anyway, as we leave the bench the justice to whom the case was assigned is unhappy and is walking beside me and complaining about all the time that I had taken questioning this person. And things being as dramatic as they are sometimes–you couldn’t make it up in a novel–that justice had the case assigned to him and he was saying things like: “Well, if some of y’all are going to keep,”–walking beside me–“If some people are going to keep asking so many questions we’re going to have to give the lawyers more time to make up for the questions some people are asking,” walking right beside me. Anyway, we get upstairs to the conference and somebody points out, “You know, if that lawyer said so forth and so on instead of writing a decision in this case we can dismiss this case,” and another justice says, “Well John Charles asked him that and that’s exactly what he said. Play the tape.” And they played the tape and this guy, in response to one of my questions, basically gives up the ghost. Whatever he says is deemed to be a judicial admission of some particular part of the case, and the justices go well, we’re going to dismiss this. Bam. So the justice who had been complaining, what that meant was he was down one opinion. He was one less opinion because it was dismissed. Well, people stopped complaining about the asking of questions [Laughs] and so questions started getting asked. It changed a little bit because some people saw that the mindset had been that the argument time belongs to the lawyer, we should sit quiet and listen. That was the approach. But my training had been different so I put my training into effect.
CNA: And it ended up being a benefit to the court.
JCT: Yes.
CNA: And they finally saw that.
JCT: They did, I mean in a most dramatic way, from a justice walking beside me, “If some people don’t stop asking so many questions,” to, whoa, case dismissed. Oh.
CNA: Were there any other changes that you may have inadvertently or intentionally made to the operation of the court? 
JCT: I don’t remember any operational thing. I think that lawyers started hearing that when they came to argument they had to be ready to answer questions, which was different from the way things had been. And there did come a time where there was somebody arguing who I asked the question and this lawyer says, “I’ll get to that in a minute.” Well, I have to say that I thought that was an inappropriate response, because I’m thinking, now he could have, in my mind, said that to me because I’m young. He could have said that to me because I’m black. He could have said that to me because I’m the junior justice. But no matter what reason he might have had to say that to me, he’s not going to get away with saying that to me, so my immediate response is, “No, you’re not. You’re going to get to that right now.” So one of the things may be that lawyers came to understand that the justices are going to ask questions and when they ask them you’d best answer the question that’s put to [you.] So that might be a kind of change.
CNA: Now I know that now you are a big technocrat, but at the time when you came onto the court what was the situation?
JCT: Well when I first got here, back in 1983, they still had typewriters. Computers were not there yet and I can remember the first big innovation being these mag card typewriters that had some form memories and some kind of documents, you know, at least like the style at the top of the decision you could put into memory, and that was a big deal. Then computers do arrive at the Supreme Court of Virginia, and curiously enough, though I was the youngest justice I rejected it. The whole time I was here I wrote all my decisions long hand, in a fountain pen, and when I moved something around I actually cut it with scissors and taped it back down on another sheet of paper. I never really did computers the whole time I was at the court. I only kind of came to them later on. But the chief justice did. Chief Justice Carrico got into computers very early and some of the other justices did too but not the baby justice, not the newest one. I didn’t do it.
CNA: Why?
JCT: I don’t know why. I just liked my fountain pens. [Laughs]
CNA: And so when you wrote your–. And you wrote a number of briefs while you were on the–
2:05:05	JCT: Decisions, opinions.
CNA: –decisions, excuse me–while you were on the court and in writing those decisions how did they get sent to the court? Were you in Richmond writing them? Did you go away and write them? How were they sent to the court?
JCT: Well I would write them, you know, at my house or here, but they were prepared here and then the first thing we did was we would send them to the reporter of decisions, Prof. [Kent] Sinclair at UVA law school. He would look at them and he would make suggestions about various formatting things. We used what we called the running folio style which meant that the leader of the case had a certain style at the top and the way we cited ourselves in the case went a certain way so he would tell you things like that and he would make various kind of technical suggestions and then it would come back to you and you might make his changes. Then you sent your draft to all the other justices, and we would get everybody’s decision so we would have the whole group of decisions and you would go through–. Everybody would go through mine, I’d go through theirs, and you’d mark them up and you would suggest, you know, paragraphing and changing this and doing that, whatever you want to say, boom, boom, boom, boom, boom, boom. On the front of the document, you know, if you had made a mark on page two you would put “two” and then “page five” and then “page nineteen” and something like that, so anyway.
CNA: So how were these drafts transmitted to everyone? Were they couriered?
JCT: Oh yeah. I mean that was before email and all that. But there would come a day when we would all be together again and we would have opinion conference, and you would start with the chief’s decisions and you would go around and you would talk about them: “Well, Chief, I think you ought to do so-forth and so-on.” People might disagree and you might even vote on it: “How many want me to do what John Charles says? How many want to do so-forth and so-on?” And we would vote: Let’s leave this; let’s take that out; boom, boom, boom. So then at the end of the conference sometimes you’d have marks that you didn’t want to fight about. It might just be a comma or something and you’d just pass it in, but if there was something big in a decision like: “Well I don’t think you used the right word,” and, “You can’t start that way,” then they would debate it, and they would do that to all of us, all around the table.
CNA: Typically when you were on the court how many decisions did you all hear per year?
JCT: Well we sat seven times a year and in six of the sessions, other than the chief the justices had four decisions apiece for the six sessions and then a half load for the other session. The chief always had a half load. And then you have to read everybody’s decisions, so what would that be? Four times seven so like twenty-eight decisions of your own per year and then twenty-eight from five others and fourteen from another, so it’s hundreds. But we had a huge backlog in my time. The time between getting final judgment at trial court and getting an answer from the Supreme Court of Virginia, which is now less than a year, was up to three and four years. So we decided, because the ABA said that that was a horrible standard for justice to take that long, we went to fix the backlog by adding one decision to each justice. Well, you’d be amazed what that does, to add one decision to each, because that means that it is seven more decisions to read each time. So the volume of work, you know, and what we did was, the way we were set up we had so many weeks between sessions which basically came out to a week apiece for each decision and then so many weeks to read the next decisions. But that schedule just got busted all to pieces as we tried to fix the backlog and almost the whole time I was here was that effort to fix the backlog.
CNA: Did that result in each of you having more assistants or more clerks?
JCT: No. We didn’t have more. We always just had the one clerk, so it just made you work more.
CNA: And did you have the same clerk the entire time you were on the court?
JCT: No. I mean your clerks rotated. You recruited at the law schools.
CNA: Were there any particular characteristics that you wanted your clerk to have?
2:09:41	JCT: I wanted my clerks to–. You need a clerk who will push back. They’re young people and they come here, you know, that’s a justice of the Supreme Court of Virginia; what can I tell him? But you got to tell me. You got to tell me if you think I’m wrong. You’ve got to tell me if you think I’ve misused a case or pushed it too far or said something that’s not reasonable. You’re the one who’s got to stop me now before it gets out of here, and everybody doesn’t have that temperament so you’ve got to have somebody who is willing to debate. And you have to have people, I thought, who–. I wanted folks who were open minded. I didn’t want people coming with an agenda, who thought they knew the answer before they faced the problem because my nature was more like, let’s hear it. Let’s see it. I didn’t come thinking, I know I’m going to do thus and so, because I never did.
CNA: How long did each of your clerks serve?
JCT: A year. I forget when they came and went but it was sometime in the summer, like June, and they would stay till the next June. The transition was somewhere in June.
CNA: How long would it take you to interview?
JCT: Oh we would go when the law schools opened in September and some time in there we’d pick somebody who’d come for the next year.
CNA: So that was quite time consuming.
JCT: Yeah.
CNA: There were some justices who I understand didn’t change every year?
JCT: Well that’s probably right. Yeah, some people didn’t but I did because I wanted to just see a new perspective. Well one thing, at first I went out to some of the law schools but then I came to learn that when you are a justice of the Supreme Court of Virginia the law students will come to you to be interviewed, and so I started doing it the other way. Instead of going out on the road I would have them come visit me.
CNA: Did you find that the majority of your clerks were Virginia law graduates or were they sprinkled around the country?
JCT: They weren’t Virginia meaning UVA. They weren’t all that school but they were all from the state of Virginia, which would be Washington & Lee, William & Mary, UVA. I mean at the time George Mason wasn’t there.
CNA: So you had kind of an even spread, or–?
JCT: I can’t remember now but I certainly wasn’t trying to like get one–. I know I probably had somebody from each of the Virginia law schools, is what I’m saying, but I wasn’t aiming at I only want somebody from here or I only want somebody from there. 
CNA: Well I’ve taken up a lot of your time but I do want to ask you, were there any cases that you heard that are particularly memorable or were particularly difficult or controversial?
JCT: Well they’re all of the above. I’m trying to think. One of the cases I wrote was about whether a man could ever be convicted of raping his wife, that was an issue, and some people said no because when you’re married you’re one and so theoretically you can’t rape yourself, and they were basing it on what they thought was English law. Well we had a case with that issue that was assigned to me–I actually can’t think of the name as I sit here right now–but I wound up going back to English law and finding out that that general statement of English law had been misunderstood over the times, that there were situations in English law that despite the unity of marriage there were separate estates in the woman and separate rights in a woman’s body. Anyhow, after all this looking we decide that in Virginia there could be situations where a man could be convicted of raping his wife, and that made some news and I actually know that it got back to England because I knew someone who was from Oxford and who took my decision back and it was discussed over at Oxford.
CNA: Interesting. Did it end up impacting English law as well?
JCT: I don’t know. I mean I was told that the response of the dons at Oxford was, oh, that’s right. He’s got it right.
CNA: What about your tenure on the court? You did not serve the full twelve years.
JCT: That’s right.
CNA: So tell me a little bit about that.
JCT: Well, I got sick. I had a brain tumor and I had to leave. 
CNA: What did you emotionally go through, having to leave?
JCT: It was hard to leave. I mean it was a tearful time for some people. I can remember going into Chief Justice Carrico’s chambers and turning in my ID and turning in my pass for the building and just: Here. That’s it. I’m gone.
2:15:00	CNA: You found out that it was not the kind of situation that you had feared it would be.
JCT: It wasn’t malignant. It wasn’t cancer but it’s still a brain tumor so it still had to be taken out. But they had, you know, very dreary prognostications: You might be sitting in a rocking chair, barely knowing who you are, all that.
CNA: So was there a thought to simply take time off?
JCT: No. As it turned out the state’s healthcare plan just wasn’t set up to take care of you with a serious illness like that, it seemed to me, so I actually left and went back to the law firm where I had made partner, where I could come back under their medical coverage. So I left here October 31, 1989 and I was at the Mayo Clinic November 3rd. 
CNA: And how long did it take before the recovery process was complete?
JCT: This went on for awhile. I mean I was declared cured in 2000.
CNA: And since then you’ve started, or you’ve continued your career as an attorney.
JCT: Oh yeah. I went back to Hunton & Williams and for I think two years I didn’t come back to the Supreme Court, just to stay away, but I worked on matters and I was in other courts and in trials. Then after a time I came back to argue at the Supreme Court of Virginia.
CNA: So do you still have the objective of becoming governor of the state?
JCT: No, I’ve given up on that. I’ve gotten older now and I know you can’t do everything.
CNA: Oh, I don’t know.
JCT: Nah, you can’t do everything. 
CNA: So what are your goals from this point on?
JCT: Well, let me see. How about growing old gracefully? You know I like to teach so I’ll be doing that. For many years I’ve done the first day, first year law lecture at UVA and William & Mary, and that’s what I do, meet the first class, the first time they’re together, telling them what the law is like and what we expect of them and what we hope for them. I have taught the first day bar lecture, the first day they come on after being admitted, so they call that first day of practice. I’ve taught continuing legal education courses and I’ve become an arbitrator and a mediator and I’m one of one hundred in the world who are members of the court of arbitration for sport in Lausanne, Switzerland that judges the world anti-doping violations in the Olympic movement and issues of that kind. I do commercial disputes about the use of photographs owned by the National Geographic and things of that kind, so I kind of get around. I lecture at West Point. I was nominated in 2001 to lecture there and I wound up lecturing in November, not long after the attack on our country, to what they call the “firsties,” who others would call seniors, who are going to finish and go off to war. I’ve been back there several times now and invited back in the future.
CNA: Now as a former insider into the court have you seen changes then to the court since you’ve left?
JCT: Well yeah. For example there are rule changes brought on by 9-11 about what happens to the court in the event of tragedy and, you know, when things are shut down, an attack, so they had to make changes like that. Everybody did because I mean just think, in New York documents were destroyed, in the Pentagon things were destroyed, so you had to have things like that. But the court seems a lot the same. The room is the same, the style of the court is the same, the questioning is about the same, the personnel changes but it remains the Supreme Court of Virginia because it’s the institution that still thrives, and we just come and we’re there for a moment, as justices have been all through the years. You’re there, you’re part of it, you’re gone; it still exists. 
CNA: So is there something that you’d like to conclude this interview, some memorable event that happened while you were on the court that has stuck with you till now? It could be a very positive memory. It could be something that really profoundly changed your thought about law.
2:19:47	JCT: Well let me see. I don’t think–. The thing that comes to mind is like when I first came over here to visit, in the midst of all these announcements and things, and I’m met by Harry Carrico, who was our chief, and he’s walking me through the building and he’s showing me the courtroom and he’s showing ne where our chambers are and all that, and we come to the robing room, which is basically the judges’ locker room with our names on there, and we go in there and this may be the day after the announcement and I come over to see everybody and we walk in there and there is this closet, this thing, [that says], “Thomas, J.” already hanging on the closet. Well I just thought that was the coolest thing. But that goes to show you how thoughtful people were. Quick as that there was a name tag and a name plate and they were ready. They were ready for this new young justice to come over here.
CNA: Well thank you so much for your time today.
JCT: All right. 
END OF INTERVIEW
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