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Anord higtory of Danie T. Blue, . Blue has been amgor figure on the North
Cardlinapolitical landscape and pioneering African American politica leader since the
early 1980s, serving since 1981 in the NC House and asthat body’ s first-ever
African American Speaker during the 1991-92 and 1993-%4 |egidative terms. Born
April 18, 1949, in Lumberton, Robeson County, NC, Blue was educated in the loca
segregated public schools, earned a degree in mathematics from North Carolina
College in Durham (now North Carolina Central University) between 1966 and 1970
during aperiod of ongoing civil rights protests in Durham, and then attended Duke
Law School, graduating in 1973. From 1973-76, Blue practiced law in Raeighin
former NC governor Terry Sanford’s politically well-connected law firm, and began
his involvement in local Democratic Party and African American politics. In 1976,
Blue departed the Sanford firm to co-found Thigpen, Blue & Stephens, an dl-black
Rdeigh law firm. In these years Blue led the Wake Black Democratic Caucus, which
chdlenged the established Raleigh-Wake Citizens Association by appeding to a
younger and more progressive generation of black resdents and activists. Blue
narrowly missed dection to the NC House in 1978, but since 1980 has won eight
consecutive two-year terms. During the 1980s, Blue labored in the House, typicaly
in conjunction with the NC Black Legidative Caucus, for politica redigtricting, the
King Holiday, greater workplace safety and tax equity, increased educationd and
hedlth care spending, and againgt any introduction of alottery, among other concerns.
Following the 1989-90 term, during which Republicans and a minority of dissdent
Democrats orchestrated a leadership coup that deposed Speaker Liston Ramsey and
broke his eight-year reign in the House, the House Democratic Caucus chose Blue as
Speaker. Blug stenure as Speaker ended with the election in November 1994 of a
Republican mgority in the House
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Subgtantively, the interview was organized around severa mgor themes: the
evolution of black political activity in NC during the late 1960s and early 1970s; his
earliest palitical involvements in Democratic Party and African American paliticsin
Raeigh in the mid-1970s; his House service during the 1980s and the circumstances
that led to the 1989 House leadership upheavd; theissue of political redigtricting; his
selection as Speaker in December 1990- January 1991; and the recent enormous
electoral successes of the GOP. Asisthe case with dl interviews | have done for this
sies, every effort is made to explore, through the lens of the interviewee' s particular
range of experiences, the following overarching themes: (a) the
dedignment/redlignment in NC party politics and the Republican reemergence; (b) the
evolution of African American palitical activity in NC since the passage of the Voting
Rights Act of 1965; (c) the evolution of women’s palitical activity in NC in the same
period; and (d) the centrdity of cultura/socid politicsin the state's political contests
and debates during these three decades. NB: Thisinterview contains very little
background biographicd information on Blue; for that discussion, see the Marjorie
Smith interview, cited below.

For further discussion of Blue's persond biographica history see the extensive ord
history by Marjorie Smith (his niece), March 27 and 30, 1994, conducted for the
Law School Ora History Project, University of North Carolinaa Chapel Hill (tape
copy and full transcript on permanent deposit at the Southern Historical Callection,
UNC-CH).

North Carolina Politics & Government; North Carolina Democratic Party; North
Carolina Republican Party; African Americansin North Cardlina Palitics, Civil Rights.

Only text in quotation marksis verbatim; al other text is pargphrased, including the
interviewer’s questions.

TAPE INDEX

Counter Index Topic

[Cassette 1 of 1, Side A -- Tape No. 1.19.96-DB]

001

[I neglected to make an the typica opening announcement, which would have been,
“Interview with N.C. House member Rep. Daniel T. Blue, J., for the Southern Oral
History Program’s series, ‘ The North Carolina Politics Project,” on Friday, January
19, 1996, in hisRaeigh, NC, law office; the interviewer is Joe Mosnier; the Tape No.
i$1.19.96-DB.”]
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His “relatively upbegt” views of the politica prospects for African Americansin NC
in the late 1960s -- comparative assessment of North Carolina s civil rights
experiences in the early 1960s, civil rights participation in college 1966- 70 (“you had
to take Sdes’ and get involved), his beief that * blacks would move into the political
maingtream” encouraged by the 1968 campaigns of McCarthy and Kennedy, impact
of the King assassination and how it forced the taking of a“redity check” and yet an
upbeet feding remained, how the King and Bobby Kennedy assassinations prompted
him to shift his career ambitions away from graduate education in mathematics and
toward the law and public service, how the Humphrey campaign in 1968 and Henry
Frye sdection in that year asthe first African American member of the NC House in
the twentieth century gave him further hope that blacks could indeed enter the
mainstream.

Reflections on Reginad Hawkins 1968 NC gubernatorid campaign -- while
Hawkins had no redistic chance to prevail, his candidacy had important symbolic
vaue for black North Carolinians.

Events of the early 1970s continued to encourage Blue' s view that black prospects
were on the upswing -- the political campaigns of Howard Lee for Congressin 1972
and Mickey Michaux in the early 1970s for the NC House, and Blue's heavy
involvement in Leg' s 1976 race for NC Lt. Governor.

Blue' sinvolvement ca. 1973-76 inloca black and Democrétic Party paliticsin
Raeigh and Wake County -- the“gadvanizing” effect of Clarence Lightner’svictory as
Raeigh'sfirg black mayor, the highly politica nature of the Terry Sarford law firm
and the expectation that its members would be palitically involved; the efforts of
politicaly active young Democrats including Hugh Cannon, Bob Spearman, Elizabeth
Cofidd, Jm Shepard, and Raph Campbell, to recruit new arrivals to Raeigh and
encourage their active participation in loca politics and ingpire a sense of duty to
srve.

Blue'srole ca 1973-77 as aleader of the new Wake Black Democratic Caucus
[WBDC], agroup that chalenged the established Raeigh-Wake Citizens Association
[RWCA] for influence in the locd black community -- genesis of the Wake Black
Democratic Caucus, BIu€ s efforts to recruit members most of whom were under
thirty-five years of age, becoming chairman of the WBDC in 1974, how the WBDC
recognized that half of the city’ s black population lived outsde Raeigh’ s traditiona
black neighborhoods and sought to organize these voters, how the WBDC “out-
hustled” the RWCA and garnered considerable support, how the WBDC by 1975
was aformidable locd political force that could control the outcome in many precincts
across the city.
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(cont’ d) The Wake Black Democratic Caucus s effort ca. the 1977 Raleigh mayorad
race to operate independently of the traditiona RWCA-white liberd codition -- how
the WBDC split violently with the RWCA in the 1977 mayord race, the victory of the
WBDC-backed candidate, how this victory was somewhat “hollow,” hedling the split
between the two organizations by 1978 at the time Blue was beginning to look to
other venues for palitical leadership including arace for an NC House seet, how his
WBDC |eadership enhanced Bluge s reputation.

Blue's 1978 House race -- fdlout from the split with the RWCA may have cost Blue
a 1977 appointment to fill a House vacancy and may aso have accounted for hisdim
margin of lossin the 1978 House primary, how the narrow loss made him determined
to run again in 1980, regaining the full support of the RWCA faction.

NC black leadership ca. mid-1970s -- Howard Le€ srole as the leading black
politica figurein NC particularly with hisrun in 1976 for Lt. Gov.; leeders of the smdl
black contingent in the Generd Assembly including Mickey Michaux, Henry Frye,
and Joy Johnson; Durham leaders including Howard Clement, Levonia Allison, and
John Stewart; Ben Ruffin and John Larkin; meanwhile agroup of younger black
leaders were emerging who favored a new style of “codition and inclusion politics”

The overarching politica strategy for advancing black paliticd influencein NC in the
mid- to late-1970s -- a decison more aggressively to push for local black politica
SUCCESSES.

Blue' s persond palitical ideology ca. late 1970s -- how his experiencesto that point,
particularly his successes in gaining access and influence with the Raleigh mayor for
example, encouraged Blue to a palitics of pragmatism, a palitics of “practicdity and
redity.”

The circumstances during the 1980s in the NC House that culminated in the 1989
Mavretic coup deposing Liston Ramsey as Speaker, including in particular how
Ramsey’ s unilateral control of the House made possible the GOP-inspired plan for his
ouster -- “from 1981, when Liston became Spesker, [through the time of his 1989
ouster], ...there was no forma Democratic organization in the House. | mean, the
House was Ramsey and [Billy] Watkins and lesser players they would name from
timetotime....”; “there was no real Democratic organization, no real democracy; the
governor...dedt directly with Ramsey and Watkins... and the decisons were made as
to what would happen, and that’ s what happened.”

(cont’d) GOP Governor Jm Martin's primary objective was to build the GOP, and
Martin was happy to see the House in trouble.
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(cont'd) Blue's assessment of the gains achieved during the Ramsey tenure as
Speaker: gainsfor “workers, consumers, average people’ and the successes of the
Black Legidative Caucusin pushing afairly progressive agenda for minorities

(cont’d) Details of the coup -- “More than anything ese, the Mavretic coup was
brought about generadly by Jm Martin and the Republicans’” and its purpose “was to
bresk up the old Democratic stranglehold on running the Legidature’; how Martin
was able to craft a public perception that the House was controlled by an illegitimate
clique.

(cont’ d) Mavretic “could not be forgiven for having taken the king's head off” and
hence while he indtituted certain important changes in the way the House was run, il
he was not able to get much done as Speaker; consequently the focus shifted back in
the direction of legidative results rather than form.

Theissue of palitical redigtricting and Blue' s attempt in 1981 to redidtrict NC dtate
legidative digricts -- how he came to question his earlier belief that blacks could
indeed win eection in multi-member digtricts in the state’ s major urban centers faded,
and how he remained concerned about the wider impacts of the creation of mgority-
minority didricts.

[End of SdeA.]

[Cassette 1 of 1, Side B -- Tape No. 1.19.96-DB]
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(redigtricting, cont’ d) How he favored leaving multi-member legiddive digtricts intact
where blacks had won segts, redigtricting to creete minority districtsin certain urban
centers and aso in eastern NC where blacks had never won more than avery small
percentage of the white vote; the Justice Department’ singstence that the urban
centers be redigricted into individua sngle-member digtricts rather (as Blue
preferred) into a combination of one new minority district and the remainder a multi-
member digtrict.

(cont’ d) Blu€e's conviction that mgority-minority Congressond digtricts were required
if NC ever wasto eect African American Congresspersons, and the effort to create
the NC's Second Congressional Didtrict.

(cont’d) Assessing the impact of redistricting: his ongoing recognition that carving out
too many black voters can cregte the conditions for politicians in remaining digtrictsto
ignore the political concerns of minorities, how Republican leaders “with a great
degree of hypocrisy, openly [have been] hogtile to minority digtricts but in every effort
that they can, try to create more of them to pull the black vote out of predominantly
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white areas’; “My thoughts on [redigtricting] are ftill evolving, but | will say thet | am
not firmly in favor of an absolute principle of carving out black digtricts a any expense
and a any place possible’; how heis*intrigued” by such notions as proportiona
voting but not yet ready fully to embrace such proposas.

100 Details of his selection as Speaker in Dec. 1990-Jan. 1991 -- how Blue cultivated the
generd ideathat a black member could be Speaker particularly given the progpect of
solid support from the fourteen or fifteen black members of the House; how the Black
Caucus resolved on Blue as their candidate and lobbied for him; Blue' s confidence
that he was very well qudified to be Speaker; ensuring that his eevation be
understood not as a“hostile takeover” but as asign of fairness and appropriate given
Blue' stenure of service and credentias.

148  The GOP s stunning reemergence, particularly in Nov. 1994, and Blue s view of the ultimate
causes for the GOP successes -- the causes are complex but Blue sees race as a centra component;
hodtility to the Democratic Party among new suburban immigrantsto NC; “1 will argue publicly and
privately that the Republican Party in NC is il primarily predicated on the race issue, and that’ swhat's
fuded it and that continuesto fud it, especialy in the eastern part of the sat€’; the Democratic Party’s
difficulty defending certain positive features of the status quo when supporters of those features do not
see them as threatened and hence do not spesk out politicaly; his view that the 1994 eection results are
not necessaxily indicative of a permanent party redignment and that the 1996 dection will be much more
indicative of where voters want their political leaders to take them; how the GOP in NC and the South
have skillfully deployed code language to explait racist predilections of many voters, how the oppostion
to black politica gainsis part of along higtorica pattern and hence nothing new.

290 (cont’d) Blue's belief that the years ahead will prove a least as promising for black
office seekers and black politica interests as the exciting years of the late 1960s and
early 1970s; his cautious optimism even in the face of many challenges and setbacks.

328 [End of SideB. End of interview.]
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