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Joan Trumpauer Mulholland: The First White Member of Delta 
Sigma Theta Was a Segregationist’s Worst Nightmare

This month we will learn about the incredible 
journey of Soror Joan Trumpauer Mulholland’s life 
in the Civil Rights Movement and the power of the 
human spirit to persevere against the world. 

Joan is a Civil Rights icon who, by the time she 
was 23 years old, participated in more than 50 sit-
ins and demonstrations. She was a Freedom 
Rider, participant in the Jackson Woolworth’s Sit-
in, helped plan the March on Washington, 
participated in the Meredith March, and the Selma 
to Montgomery March. 

We are amazed at the story of one white Southern 
woman's courage to choose her convictions and 
join the Civil Rights Movement. 
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Joan was born September 14, 1941, in 
Washington, D.C., but raised in Arlington, Virginia. 
She grew up in a household that supported 
segregation. In fact, Joan’s great-grandparents 
were slave owners. 

At the tender age of 8, Joan and her friend Mary 
decided to do something they were told not to do: 
walk through the Black area of their town.  

As Joan and her friend strolled through the area, 
all of the Blacks dispersed. She noticed that the 
Blacks were were afraid to talk to the “white girls,” 
and refused to come anywhere near them (for fear 
of lynching).  
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Joan’s acute awareness of the systemic racism 
surrounding her daily life sparked a fire in her to 
put an end to racism. As a teenager, she secretly 
attended integrated Bible studies, where she 
learned that all people are “God’s children.” 

When it was time to set off for college, Joan had 
planned to go to a small, church university in Ohio 
or Kentucky, but her mother would not allow it out 
of fear that she might room or be in the same class 
as “colored people” Instead, her mother insisted on 
enrollment at Duke University to ensure that she 
would become a ‘proper’ southern lady. 

“Mulholland resisted immediately and skipped out 
on rushing a [white] sorority, a move considered so 
outlandish that [Duke University] sent a counselor 
for a wellness check.” 
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In the Spring of 1960, Joan participated in her first (of many) sit-ins. 
During her second semester at Duke, she joined the Durham sit-ins, 
where she was arrested and taken in for psychological evaluation. Joan’s 
activism (and her adamant need to fight against southern racism and 
segregation) was not well-received by the whites. She was pressured by 
the Dean of Women to stop her civil rights activism. When she refused, 
she was branded as mentally ill. Eventually, she dropped out of school at 
Duke. Shortly thereafter, she was disowned by her family.  

“She ultimately dropped out after Duke’s Dean of Women pressured her 
to cease her activism. Mulholland moved back to the D.C. area to join the 
Nonviolent Action Group (NAG), a SNCC affiliate based at Howard 
University.” 
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In 1961 Joan and others 
were arrested as Freedom 
Riders. They were taken to 
one of the most dreaded 
prisons in Mississippi: 
Parchman Penitentiary and 
were held on death row. 

Joan remained behind bars 
on death row for a little 
more than two months (to 
work off the $200 fine she 
owed). 
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Joan’s mother wrote to the warden at Parchman, Fred 
Jones, to ask if she could send some medicine to her 
daughter. Jones replied he would be happy to get any 
necessary medicines to her daughter. But he also 
took the opportunity to chide her (as shown above). 
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After Joan’s release from Parchman, two other 
Freedom Riders that were also released 
(Charlayne Hunter-Gault and Hamilton E. 
Holmes) were accepted to and were the first 
Black students to enroll at the University of 
Georgia.  

This got Joan thinking “Now if whites were going 
to riot when black students were going to white 
schools, what were they going to do if a white 
student went to a black school?”  

Joan immediately enrolled in and was the first 
white student to attend Tougaloo College in 
Jackson, MS. It is here where she met Medgar 
Evers, Dr. MLK Jr., Rev. Ed King, and Anne 
Moody. 

“She believed integration must be a two-way 
street, much to the anger of local segregationists 
who attempted to have the college shut down." 
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In 1962 Invitation to candidacy at Tougaloo; in 1963 she became the first white female to pledge Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Inc. 
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President of her line 
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In 1963 at Tougaloo, she became the first white female to pledge Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Inc. 
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In the 1960’s, Joan worked with Congress on Racial Equality 
(CORE), as well as the NAACP Mississippi Field Secretary Medgar 
Evers and Professor John Salter. 

Joan participated in the May 28, 1963, sit-in at the Woolworth lunch 
counter in downtown Jackson with 13 other activists, such as fellow 
Tougaloo student Anne Moody, professor Dr. John Salter, and White 
Tougaloo chaplain Reverend Ed King. The activists were beaten, 
smeared with condiments, and berated. The crowd yelled at the 
students, screaming the phrase “communist” at them constantly. One 
man pointed out of the crowd to Mulholland, calling her a “White 
N**r”. 

The sit-in started with Moody and two other black students, Pearlena 
Lewis and Memphis Norman, sitting down at the white counter. Police 
could not arrest them because of a Supreme Court ruling that police 
had to be invited in by the store manager and could not come in of 
their own accord. 

“In May 1963, Mulholland, Salter, and others sat at the segregated 
Woolworth’s lunch counter in downtown Jackson. This protest is often 
considered the most violent of the sit-ins. The protesters were doused 
in food, cut with broken glass, hit with brass knuckles, and burned 
with cigarettes. The police stood by while men were kicked and 
punched, and women were yanked from the counter by their hair.”  
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Around the time Mulholland arrived at Woolworth's, Norman had been dragged 
to the floor by former police officer Benny Oliver, who wore tennis shoes, and 
was being kicked repeatedly. The assault continued until an undercover police 
officer arrested both Norman and Oliver. Moody and Lewis were both torn from 
their seats later on. Moody had been thrown against the counter. Around this 
time, Mulholland noticed a man walk past Moody with a knife and called out, 
"Annie, he's got a knife." She then walked to the counter and sat down next to 
Moody and Lewis. People started to yell slurs such as "traitor," "communist," 
"black bitch," and "white ni**%r." Mulholland was lifted by her waist by one man 
and Moody was lifted from her stool by two high school boys. Both of the girls 
were dragged by their hair out of the store.  

Her assailant was arrested outside and she was allowed to go free. She 
returned to the lunch counter with Moody. At that moment there were two whites 
and two blacks, all female. Soon Salter arrived, joining the two women at the 
counter. The crowd grew more violent. Salter received a cigarette burn on the 
back of his neck, he was hit in the jaw with brass knuckles, and a pepper water 
mix was thrown into his eyes. She started to fear for their lives just before things 
started to draw to a close. The sit-in ended at about 2:00 p.m. when the 
president of Tougaloo College got a hold of the National Office of Woolworth, 
who advised the store manager to shut the store down. 

This event ended up being one of the most violent sit-in recorded. Mulholland 
recalls being told by reporters that it was one of the most frightening stories they 
had ever covered on the Civil Rights Movement. A Mississippi correspondent 
covering civil rights events and who was there that day, says the Jackson 
Woolworth's sit-in was "the signature event of the protest movement in Jackson. 
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On August 28, 1963, Joan 
helped organize the March on 
Washington for Jobs and 
Freedom. 

A few days after the March on 
Washington, the KKK set off a 
bomb at the 16th Street Baptist 
Church in Birmingham, Alabama 
just before Sunday morning 
service. The bomb injured 15 
people and killed four children. 
Mulholland took a piece of glass 
from the explosion, glued it to 
black ebony wood, and 
fashioned a necklace out of it. 
She also carried a piece of the 
glass in her wallet for years, 
feeling it every time she reached 
for her change. 
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In the 1960’s, Joan worked with Congress on Racial Equality 
(CORE), as well as the NAACP Mississippi Field Secretary 
Medgar Evers and Professor John Salter. 

In June 1964, she and four other activists were stopped by the 
KKK as they were leaving Canton, Mississippi. They were all 
convinced that it was the end. But were able to escape (although 
the driver was severely beaten). 

“Luckily Mulholland and her friends were able to escape, but not 
without some consequence. An informant within the KKK later 
confirmed that their assailants had been ordered to kill them and 
because they weren’t successful, the Klansmen killed three other 
civil rights workers: Michael Schwerner, James Chaney, and 
Andrew Goodman.”  
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She continued to work for equality. 
During the ”Freedom Summer of 
1964” she organized with CORE and 
SNCC, as well as participated in the 
1965 Selma to Montgomery March. 

“For her actions she was disowned 
by her wealthy family, attacked, shot 
at, cursed at, put on death row and 
hunted down by the Klan for 
execution. Her path has crossed with 
some of the biggest names in the 
Civil Rights Movement: Martin Luther 
King, Medgar Evers, Fannie Lou 
Hamer, John Lewis, Diane Nash and 
Julian Bond.” 
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Not long after the Civil Rights 
Movement, she returned to 
Virginia, married, and had five 
sons. She also worked at the 
Smithsonian Institution and the 
Departments of Commerce and 
Justice. Before retiring, she taught 
English as a second language in 
Arlington. 

Joan’s Delta paddle is kept in the 
Smithsonian archives as the 
National Museum of African 
American History and Culture. 

“She continues to be a sought-after 
speaker having presented at major 
universities, charitable events, 
government organizations, and the 
US Congressional Luncheon.”  
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Now retired, she 
can be found 
sporting one of 
her dozens of 
socially 
conscious shirts.  

Here she is 
visiting the cell 
at Parchman, 
where she spent 
2 months before 
her release. 



Notable Recognitions

!! “As a white southern woman her courage and fortitude in the Movement is highly regarded and 
recognized. Joan has appeared in several books including “Coming of Age in Mississippi”, 
“Breach of Peace”, “We Shall Not Be Moved”, and the new illustrated children’s books about 
her life, “She Stood For Freedom”. She has appeared on television and news programs like the 
“CBS Nightly News”. And her story and experiences were highlighted award-winning 
documentaries including “An Ordinary Hero”, PBS’s “Freedom Riders”, “Standing on My 
Sister’s Shoulders” and the groundbreaking film “Eyes on the Prize”.” 

!! “She has received numerous awards and recognition for her work in the Civil Rights 
Movement. Most recently she received the 2018 “I Am a Man” Award on the 50th Anniversary 
of King’s assassination. In 2014 Joan and other female Freedom Riders were recognized by 
President Barack Obama. Joan has also received the Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Incorporated 
Annual Award of Honor and the Anti-Defamation League Annual Heroes Against Hate Award.” 
In 2015, she was a recipient of the 2015 National Civil Rights Museum Freedom Award. 

!! “Founded in 2014, the Joan Trumpauer Mulholland Foundation began with a goal to preserve, 
share and continue the legacy of Joan Trumpauer Mulholland by educating people about the 
Civil Rights Movement and how they can make a difference too and we continue to do that 
today.” 



Paving the Way for Other White Ladies to Become 
Members of Delta Sigma Theta Sorority, Inc.
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**Special mention to Soror Patricia Watson (MTAAC) for her contributions to this presentation** 




