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Robert Lee Vann, newspaper editor, was born inAhoskie 14 to Lucy Peoples, who named him for his great-grandfather, Robert Lee, and for her first employer, Albert Vann. His father is unknown. At
age six Vann moved to Harrellsville s, where his mother cooked for a prominent white family. After graduation from the Springfield Colored School in 1892, he spent several years working for his
mother's new husband, who farmed in the Red Hill s section. During the summer of 1895 Vann was a janitor and part-time clerk forHarrellsville's (5 Black postmaster. He attended the Baptist-
affiliated Waters Training School in Winston from the fall of 1895 until his graduation as valedictorian in 1901. Vann first went north in the summer of 1898 to be a waiter in Boston's Copley Square
Hotel p1.

In the fall of 1901 he enrolled in Wayland Academy, the preparatory school oVirginia Union University @, and the next year he entered the university. He won a scholarship tdVestern University of
Pennsylvania g in 1903 and was graduated in 1906. At Western, where he had been the first Black editor of the student journalThe Courant o, Vann completed law school in 1909. As a student he
worked as a waiter, dining car porter, and clerk in city government and became involved in Republican politics. He passed the Pennsylvania bar in 1909 and opened a law practice early in 1910 as
one of only five Black attorneys in Pittsburgh.
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Vann in the 1930s." As counsel to the incorporation of thePittsburgh Courieriin May 1910, Vann received stock in the new Black newspaper. The first treasurer of theCourier
and a contributor, he became its editor in the fall of 1910; he remained the paper's editor, treasurer, and legal counsel until his death. He also continued to practice law.

Vann editorially advocated improvements in all phases of life for Black Americans, but he generally agreed with the economic views oBooker T. Washington (121. His biographer called him basically
"pragmatic and conservative in his outlook." He had checkered relations with major Black organizations, however. From 1926 to 1929 he waged a campaign against James Weldon Johnsonisand
W. E. B. DuBois 114 for their handling of funds for theNational Association for the Advancement of Colored Peopless. After initially supporting A. Philip Randolph s, Vann criticized him in 1929 as the
main obstacle to organizing the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Portersi7. On many other occasions he supported theNAACP risiand the National Urban League (s

Throughout his adult life Vann was active in politics. As a reward for supporting the winning mayoral candidate in Pittsburgh, he served as fourth assistant city solicitor from 1917 to 1921. In 1921 and
again in 1927 he ran unsuccessfully for the Allegheny County Court of Common Pleas ). A loyal Republican, he was an alternate delegate to the national convention in 1920 and an alternate
delegateat-large in 1924. Vann was disappointed at his treatment by the Republican administration in the 1920s. He was also disheartened by the disarray of the state party, and troubled by the
economy under President Herbert Hoover. As a result, Vann in 1932 advocated for Black constituents' "turning the picture of Lincoln to the wall" and switched his allegiance to the Democratic party
and Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal 1201. For his work on the Colored Advisory Committee of the Democratic National Committee in 1932, he was appointed a special assistant to Attorney General
Homer L. Cummings. He was not a member of the "black cabinet," and in 1936 he resigned because of his lack of influence. Later in the year he was a delegate to the Democratic National
Convention p1). In 1940 Vann supported Republican Wendell Wilkie (22 because he opposed a third term and believed that Roosevelt had done little to aid Black Americans economically or to assist
them in the military.

Vann also engaged in many unsuccessful business ventures such asThe Competitor magazine in 1920, a Black bank in 1925, and a stint with a brokerage firm in 1928. TheCourier , however,
prospered under his direction and became the nation's largest Black weekly newspaper with a circulation of 250,000. In 1939 Vann started the Interstate United Newspaper Company to sell
advertisements for the Black publications and presses.

A Baptist, Vann belonged to the Masons,Alpha Phi Alpha r3, Sigma Pi Phi 24, the National Bar Association of which he was president, and after 1939 thePittsburgh Chamber of Commerce 2s1. On 17
Feb. 1919 he married Jessie Ellen Matthews. He died of abdominal cancer and was buried in a mausoleum at Homewood Cemetery, Pittsburgh . After his death schools were named for him in

Ahoskie and Pittsburgh, scholarships were established with his bequests to Virginia Union University gjand the University of Pittsburgh ), the Robert L. Vann Memorial Tower was built at Virginia
Union University, and the_Liberty ship Robert L. Vannn was launched on 10 Oct. 1943.

References:

James H. Brewer, "Robert Lee Vann and the Pittsburgh Courier" (M.A. thesis, University of Pittsburgh, 1941)
Andrew Buni, Robert L. Vann of the Pittsburgh Courier(1974)

Who's Who in Colored America (1941—44)

Additional Resources:

PBS Bio: http:/www.pbs.org/blackpress/news_bios/vann.html (s

Explore PA History: http://explorepahistory.com/hmarker.php?markerld=1-A-33F 29

Image Credits:

BellsForPeace, 2006-2007. "Robert L. Vann in the 1930s."From the Collections of the Pennsylvania Department,The Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh. Available at
http://www.bellsforpeace.org/robertl Vann.htm o, (accessed March 8, 2012). Both Images)

Subjects:

Biographies 51

Black and African American People 2
Civil Rights 33

Politics and government (4

Public officials ss)

Writers, journalists, and editors a5
Authors:

Eagles. Charles W. 137

Origin - location:

Hertford County we

From:

Dictionary of North Carolina Biography. University of North Carolina Press.ss

1 January 1994 | Eagles, Charles W.

Source URL:https:/ncpedia.org/biography/vann-robert-lee

Links

1] https:/ncpedia.org/biography/vann-robert-lee [2] https://ncpedia.org/african-american
US:official&amp;client=firefox-a&amp;q=Ahoskie&amp;um=1&amp;ie=UTF-
8&amp;hg=&amp;hnear=0x89afc64b629adf7d:0xa1613f95c147ae0,Ahoskie,+NC&amp;gl=us&amp;ei=WAVZT5nrAoHAtwfmq7WsDg&amp;sa=X&amp;oi=geocode_result&amp;ct=title&amp;resnum=2&amp;ved=0CEgQ8gEWAQ [5]
http://maps.google.com/maps?oe=utf-8&amp;ris=org.mozilla:en-US:official&amp;client=firefox-a&amp;q=Harrellsville&amp;um=1&amp;ie=UTF-

3] https://ncpedia.org/history/20th-Century/african-american-civil-rights [4] http://maps.google.com/maps?oe=utf-8&amp;ris=org.mozilla:en-



https://ncpedia.org
https://ncpedia.org/
https://ncpedia.org/biography/vann-robert-lee
https://ncpedia.org/african-american
https://ncpedia.org/history/20th-Century/african-american-civil-rights
http://maps.google.com/maps?oe=utf-8&rls=org.mozilla:en-US:official&client=firefox-a&q=Ahoskie&um=1&ie=UTF-8&hq=&hnear=0x89afc64b629adf7d:0xa1613f95c147ae0,Ahoskie,+NC&gl=us&ei=WAVZT5nrAoHAtwfmq7WsDg&sa=X&oi=geocode_result&ct=title&resnum=2&ved=0CEgQ8gEwAQ
http://maps.google.com/maps?oe=utf-8&rls=org.mozilla:en-US:official&client=firefox-a&q=Harrellsville&um=1&ie=UTF-8&hq=&hnear=0x89afea262d61e69b:0x78c0f63dce236ead,Harrellsville,+NC&gl=us&ei=OAVZT9KSK4e-twfa55iGDA&sa=X&oi=geocode_result&ct=title&resnum=1&ved=0CCEQ8gEwAA
http://maps.google.com/maps?hl=en&client=firefox-a&hs=jc4&rls=org.mozilla:en-US:official&bav=on.2,or.r_gc.r_pw.r_cp.r_qf.,cf.osb&biw=1920&bih=1001&um=1&ie=UTF-8&q=red+Hill+Harrellsville&fb=1&gl=us&hq=red+Hill&hnear=0x89afea262d61e69b:0x78c0f63dce236ead,Harrellsville,+NC&cid=0,0,8470666700768617353&ei=zQVZT__ECJOJtwfq1Y2IDA&sa=X&oi=local_result&ct=image&ved=0CAcQ_BI
http://maps.google.com/maps?oe=utf-8&rls=org.mozilla:en-US:official&client=firefox-a&q=Harrellsville&um=1&ie=UTF-8&hq=&hnear=0x89afea262d61e69b:0x78c0f63dce236ead,Harrellsville,+NC&gl=us&ei=OAVZT9KSK4e-twfa55iGDA&sa=X&oi=geocode_result&ct=title&resnum=1&ved=0CCEQ8gEwAA
http://www.copleysquarehotel.com/
http://www.vuu.edu/
http://www.pitt.edu/
http://digital.library.pitt.edu/cgi-bin/t/text/text-idx?c=pittcourant&type=bib&rgn1=citation&q1=1894&submit=Go
http://www.pbs.org/blackpress/news_bios/courier.html
http://www.biography.com/people/booker-t-washington-9524663
http://library.sc.edu/spcoll/amlit/johnson/johnson1.html
http://www.biography.com/people/web-du-bois-9279924
http://www.naacp.org/
http://www.apri.org/ht/d/sp/i/225/pid/225
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/jimcrow/stories_org_brother.html
http://www.naacp.org/
https://www.nul.org/
http://www.alleghenycourts.us/Home/Default.aspx
https://socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/eras/great-depression/the-new-deal-part-i/
http://www.democrats.org
http://newdeal.feri.org/bios/bio9.htm
http://www.alphaphialpha.net/
http://www.sigmapiphi.org/
https://ncpedia.org/biography/vann-robert-lee#
http://www.greaterpittsburghchamberofcommerce.com/
http://www.thehomewoodcemetery.com/
http://www.vuu.edu/
http://www.pitt.edu/
http://www.cmoa.org/searchcollections/details.aspx?item=17631
http://www.pbs.org/blackpress/news_bios/vann.html
http://explorepahistory.com/hmarker.php?markerId=1-A-33F
http://www.bellsforpeace.org/robertLVann.htm
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/african-americans
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/civil-rights
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/politics-and-gove
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/writer
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/eagles-charles-w
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-32
https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no
https://ncpedia.org/biography/vann-robert-lee
https://ncpedia.org/biography/vann-robert-lee
https://ncpedia.org/african-american
https://ncpedia.org/history/20th-Century/african-american-civil-rights

8&amp;hg=&amp;hnear=0x89afea262d61e69b:0x78c0f63dce236ead,Harrellsville,+NC&amp;gl=us&amp;ei=OAVZTIKSK4e-twfa55iGDA&amp;sa=X&amp;oi=geocode_result&amp;ct=title&amp;resnum=1&amp;ved=0CCEQ8gEWAA [6]
http://maps.google.com/maps?hl=en&amp;client=firefox-a&amp;hs=jc4&amp;ris=org.mozilla:en-US:official&amp;bav=on.2,or.r_gc.r_pw.r_cp.r_gf.,cf.osb&amp;biw=1920&amp;bih=1001&amp;um=1&amp;ie=UTF-
8&amp;g=red+Hill+Harrellsville&amp;fb=1&amp;gl=us&amp;hg=red+Hill&amp;hnear=0: 161e69b:0x78c0f63dce236ead,Harrellsville, +NC&amp;ci 8470666700768617353&amp;ei=zQVZT__ECJOJtwiq1Y2IDA&amp;sa=X&amp;oi=Ic
[7] http://www.copleysquarehotel.com/ [8] http://www.vuu.edu/ [9] http://www.pitt.edu/ [10] http://digital.library.pitt.edu/cgi-bin/t/text/text-idx ?c=pittcourant&amp;type=bib&amp;rgn1=citation&amp;q1=1894&amp;submit=Go [11]
http://www.pbs.org/blackpress/news_bios/courier.html [12] http://www.biography.com/people/booker-t-washington-9524663 [13] http://library.sc.edu/spcoll/amlitjohnson/johnson1.html [14] http:/www.biography.com/people/web-du-bois-9279924
[15] http://www.naacp.org/ [16] http://www.apri.org/ht/d/sp/i/225/pid/225 [17] http://www.pbs.org/wnet/jimcrow/stories_org_brother.html [18] https:/www.nul.org/ [19] http://www.alleghenycourts.us/Home/Default.aspx [20]
https://socialwelfare.library.vcu.edu/eras/great-depression/the-new-deal-part-i/ [21] http:/Awww.democrats.org [22] http://newdeal.feri.org/bios/bio9.htm [23] http://www.alphaphialpha.net/ [24] http://www.sigmapiphi.org/ [25]

http://www.gre ittsburghchamber: .com/ [26] http://www.thehomewoodcemetery.com/ [27] http://www.cmoa.org/searchcollections/details.aspx?item=17631 [28] http:/www.pbs.org/blackpress/news_bios/vann.html [29]
http:/explorepahistory.com/hmarker.php?markerld=1-A-33F [30] http://www.bellsforpeace.org/robertLVann.htm [31] https:/ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term [32] https:/ncpedia.org/category/subjects/african-americans [33]
https:/ncpedia.org/category/subjects/civil-rights [34] https:/ncpedia.org/category/subjects/politics-and-gove [35] https:/ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials [36] https:/ncpedia.org/category/subjects/writer [37]
https:/ncpedia.org/category/auth harles-w [38] https:/ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-32 [39] https:/ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no



https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/african-americans
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/civil-rights
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/politics-and-gove
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/public-officials
https://ncpedia.org/category/subjects/writer
https://ncpedia.org/category/authors/eagles-charles-w
https://ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-32
https://ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no

	Vann, Robert Lee [1]
	Vann, Robert Lee
	27 Aug. 1879–24 Oct. 1940


