‘ RAY COWAN called
about a most able
Negro student,

Leonard Jeffries by name,

who just. passed his Ph.D.

orals with flying colors,” be-
gins a Rockefeller Founda-
tion internal memorandum
dated Feb. 2, 1965. The ensu-

ing correspondence opens 4.
" port with, both French and

small window on the bxg
question of how a promising
Africanist became a profes-
sor of pigmentation. , .
.Cowan, an establishment
type who had founded Co-
lumbia University's Program
of Siudies on Africa, asked
the Rockefeller people to

support the 28-year-old Jef-
fries’ doctoral research on
Ivory Coast politics. Jeffries
was, Cowan wrote, “by all
odds one of the best Negro
students .we have had ”

" and “one of the most pleasant

and interesting people I
know, with a wide contact in,
and apparently excellent rap-

English-speaking Africa.”
Jeffries was “perfectly flu-
ent” in French, having spent
1959-60 in Lausanne, Switzer-
land. He'd been a group lead-
er in Operation Crossroads, a
pre-cursor of the Peace Corps
that sent mostly wlute, mid-

Jeep roots of resen

dle-clas Americans to ork _

in African villages. While at
Columbia, he'd shared an
apartment amicably with
three whites, including two
Jews, before marrying and
moving to 204 W, 102d St. in

1965.

But Rockefeller didn’t give
grants for pre-doctoral re-
search. Any support for Jef-
fries “would have to be oti'a
most exceptional basis under
the foundation’s program of
equal opportunity,” the foun-
dation’s deputy ditector
Ralph Davidson answereé
Cowan. “How would you rate
Jeffries? ... in the upper half
of your students? Upper
quarter? Top 10%? Top 1%?”

The top 10, Cowan replied,
but then waffled a bit, feeling
his way into the uncharted
territory of affirmative ac-
tion: “Anyone checking (Jef-~
fries’) early record ... would
not be inclined, 1 think, to
rate him as highly as I have.”
Usually, Cowan added, “1
make a specific point of not
indicating ... that I am ree:"
ommending a Negro student.
... There are, however,
times, I think, when the back-
ground of a Negro student
should be brought out, not .
to lean over backwards to as-
sist such a student, but sim-
piy to point up his reiatively
comparative position with
other students.”




Then Cowan showed his
trump card. What counts, he
wrote, is not whether J effnes
will be “among the most bril-
liant scholars in the field, .
but rather that, with his com-
bination of personallty
and the evident conﬁdence
which he has been able to de-'
- velop in African circles, he is
an asset which we may well
need in this country in the
near future. Thére are some
things which our Negro stu-
dents will be able to accom-
plish which our white stu-

dents will not,” and that is .

is mature, sensible, relatively
modest, and has a good sense
of humor.”

A $6,500 grant was ap-
proved. “We are extremely
grateful for your assist and

- will do everything we can to

justify your investment,” Jef-
fries wrote for himself and
his wife, who helped in his
research. He accounted .for
every penny and finished his
dissertation.
Some observations:

“M Jeffries’ benefactors
tried honestly to balance
equal opportunity with high
standards. They didn’t insult
him by parting the waters for
the mere semblance of schol-

“arship. Indeed, the well-trav-
-eled, French-speaking schol-
. ar whom City College hired to
crun its new Black Studies
‘program in 1972 was a far

better academic than Yo-
landa Moses, whom CCNY
hired as its president 21
years later.

M Still, CCNY did violale
its standards to give Jeffries
instant tenure. Why? Perhaps
parily because ue'd already

"been vetted and backed by

the cream of the WASP elite,

" who in those days still told

people what to do. The Ford
Foundation, for instance, had
recently convinced the city to
accept a school “community
control’’ experiment in

. Brooklyn that would run off

the rails, much as Jeffries has

“now done. Just as the commu-

“to our natlonal advantage in

the long run,” . .
In those years of our do-
mestic civil-rights movement,
emerging black pride, decolo-,
nization abroad and Col
War paranoia, Americans.

. were Jittery about the new Af-: -

rican republics, Jeffries pro-
posed to show how the Ivory
Coast's embrace of capital-

 ism and the West — unlike

the failing socialism of Ghana

and Guinea — “demonstrates -

a highly effective model
which other African repub-
lies may follow.”

Davidson and his Rockefel-
ler colleagues got Cowan’s
hint. They took the “hlghly
unusual” step of interviewing
Jeffries on March 25, 1965,
- and found him user-fnendly
as well as useful: He “makes
an extraordinarily good im-
pression,” they reported. “Hé -

nal democracy expected by
Ford curdled into thuggery in
Brownsville, so the “national
asset” Cowan and Rockefel-
ler thought they were nurtur-

_ing became an embarrass-

ment — especially for serious
Africanists.
B But why? Did Jeflries re-

- sent being seen as an “asset”

to an establishment whose
political and national-securi-
ty agenda wasn't his own?

d . Did it rankle him to be treat-

ed as what Yale Law School
Prof. Stephen Carter calls the
“best black™ — one of the
best Negro students, as
Cowan put i, rather than once
of the best, period?

F SO (Jeffries hasn’t re-
Iturned my calls), tenure

certainly freed him from
having to be poked at and

" picked over ever again. What-

ever other changes he’s gone
through, Leonard Jeffries
seems to have used his aca-
demic security to make the
white world pay for the duti-
ful performance it demanded
of him 28 years ago.

SM3N ATiva

861 ‘Zg 1snbBny ‘Aepung



