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H: I am Deidre Houchen. We are at my home in Gainesville, and I’m interviewing 

Carlton Davis on November 22nd, 2011. Can you say your full name for me, Dr. 

Davis? 

D: My name is Carlton George Davis. 

H: Great. So, this is an interview for the African American History Project, but your 

story is a bit different in that your roots started in Jamaica. So, I really wanted to 

start there and find out a bit more about where you were born, where you were 

raised, and what your upbringing was like. 

D: Yes, I was born in Jamaica, in a parish called Saint Elizabeth, which is on the 

southwestern part of Jamaica. It’s a coastal city. In the capital city called Black 

River, I attended elementary school, primary school, in Black River; and started 

my secondary education at the Black River High School, which was a public high 

school. And then later on transferred to another public high school in an adjoining 

parish, Westmoreland. So the oldest secondary school in Jamaica, Manning’s 

High School, was founded in 1838. I attended Manning’s, graduated from 

Manning’s. And after I graduated from Manning’s, I left Jamaica and went directly 

to the University of Nebraska, in Lincoln, Nebraska. Because I wanted to study 

agriculture, particularly the economics of agriculture. And at that time, we had a 

University of the West Indies, but they did not have an agriculture economics 

component. And so I decided that agriculture was a primary dimension of the 

Jamaican economy, and that in high school I was made aware of the fact that 

there was only one person in Jamaica who was involved in any evaluation of the 
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economic dimension of Jamaican agriculture. And it was pointed out to me that 

that person was a Welsh scholar, who came all the way from Wales and became 

an expert in the economics of Jamaican agriculture. There were no, there were 

no local-born Jamaican agriculture economists at the time. And I thought, at that 

very formative age, I thought that that was kind of strange. And so, deep down in 

my mind, I said, “Well, why couldn’t I be a native-born agricultural economist?” 

And so, that’s how it started. It started fermenting in high school. And I had an 

instructor in high school, a Jamaican who attended Iowa State University, and he 

said, “Well, if you want to study agriculture, go to the bread basket of agriculture. 

Go to the Midwest.” And I said, “The Midwest?” And he said, “Yeah. Go to 

Nebraska, or Iowa, or Kansas.” That’s how that part started. So upon graduating, 

I decided that I am going to come to the United States and study agricultural 

economics. And so I applied a number of universities: Cornell; Nebraska; Iowa 

State; some other places, primarily in the Midwest. And Nebraska responded 

very early, and based on my academic record they offered some financial 

assistance. And so, I took off and went directly from Jamaica to Lincoln, 

Nebraska. 

H: And stayed for—? 

D: I stayed at the University of Nebraska and did my bachelor’s degree in 

Agricultural Economics; I did a master’s degree because they offered me an 

assistantship, a master’s degree in Agricultural Economics. And then, after I 

finished my master’s degree at the University of Nebraska, I got an assistantship 

at Michigan State University. And I left Nebraska and went to Michigan State 
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University to pursue my PhD. And did my PhD on a very distinguished, one of the 

giants in the field of agricultural economics, Professor Glenn Johnson at 

Michigan State. I was very fortunate to have the opportunity to work with 

somebody like him and become his protégé. And while at Michigan State 

University, I finished my coursework, and was getting ready to do my 

dissertation. And I thought back to the days in high school, and the issue of not 

having any Jamaican or Caribbean agricultural economists. And so I said to 

myself, “Well, maybe this is an opportunity for me to do my PhD dissertation on 

an agriculture economics problem related to the Caribbean. Or at least to some 

developing country.” And I saw an ad where the Ford Foundation was offering 

fellowships to do dissertation research overseas. And my professor, Professor 

Glenn Johnson, at the time was the chief of party of a project that Michigan State 

had, a USAID project to build a new university in Enugu in Nigeria, patterned 

after the American land grant system. And so he said, “Why don’t you apply for 

that fellowship? And given the Michigan State connection with USAID in Africa, 

you could do a PhD dissertation research for a year and a half, two years based 

at Enugu in Nigeria, studying the economics of agricultural research in Nigeria.” I 

said, “Well, yeah.” Because Michigan State at that time had the technical 

support, they had the facilities, and so it was very easy to make that transition. 

So I applied for the Ford Foundation, and I was very pleasantly surprised I got 

the Ford Foundation fellowship; it was very generous. And so, I was preparing to 

go to Nigeria. And shortly before I was scheduled to leave, the Biafran War broke 

out. And so, it was unacceptable for me to be in Nigeria in that particular part of 
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the country in that point of time. And so in consultation with the Ford Foundation, 

they said, “We understand that you’re from the Caribbean. And you have an 

interest in Caribbean. Why don’t we just switch from Nigeria to the Caribbean, 

and you do your PhD research on the economics of agricultural research in the 

English-speaking Caribbean? And what we will do,” they said, “we will place you 

in the Department of Agricultural Economics in the University of West Indies in 

Trinidad.” Because by that time, the University of the West Indies was just three 

campuses: one in Jamaica, one Trinidad, and one in Barbados. They had 

established a department of agricultural economics, but that department was not 

in Jamaica, it was in Trinidad. Because Trinidad had an Imperial College of 

Tropical Agriculture founded in 1922 where the British would train their colonial 

officers in tropical agriculture to send them out to the colonies. And so, the 

University of the West Indies then folded that imperial college of tropical 

agriculture into the faculty, or College of Agriculture, of the University of the West 

Indies. So the newly-established department of agricultural economics was 

located in Trinidad. So, I went to the University of West Indies, and was placed 

as a visiting Ford Foundation Scholar in the Department of Agricultural 

Economics in the University of the West Indies. And the head of that newly 

established department was the same Welsh scholar, Professor David Edwards, 

who was brought to my attention was the only person. And so I went to Trinidad. 

I spent a year and a half with the logistic and financial support of the Ford 

Foundation University of the West Indies. And I had a travel budget where I was 

able to do a survey of the various agricultural research activities, the human 
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resources, the technical components, all the way from Guyana, down in the 

south, all the way to Jamaica; English, French, Dutch Islands. And I spent a year 

and a half surveying all of the research and related activities in the Caribbean for 

a year and a half. And then came back to Michigan State, wrote up, and 

defended. 

H: And so, what was your dissertation topic? 

D: My dissertation topics was the economics of agricultural research in the 

Caribbean. And essentially, trying to find out how do they approach technical 

support for the agricultural sector. You have, at that point in time, were some 

Caribbean islands producing export commodities to supply the metropolitan 

center. You know, the sugar banana, and whatever it is. Whatever it is, the whole 

idea here was that the colonies would produce the raw material, and then 

essentially ship them abroad, and then you would exchange them for the 

industrial products. And so my question was: okay, what is the structural 

characteristics of the support facilities for agriculture? Did you have a significant 

disparity in the financing, the human resources, the policy, dealing with the 

export commodities, versus the local commodities that the people eat, what are 

called “ground provision” or whatever it is? And so, my question was, in light of 

the fact that a significant proportion of the Caribbean population were poor—they 

were small farmers, and whatever it is, they had to eat—how did the government, 

how did the colonial powers—because at that time they were all colonies—how 

did the colonial powers go about allocating research and formulating policies that 

would support the agricultural sector? And the agricultural sector essentially can 
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be broken down into export agricultural sector and domestic agricultural sector. 

So I wanted to find out, were there significant disparities in the support network, 

the financing, the whole policy structure, the whole infrastructure, in terms of how 

the colonial powers saw agriculture in the region? And that is what I was 

attempting to do. And to quantify how many scientists, expatriates, did we give 

training, expenditures, what were they working on? Okay? Any time, could you 

evaluate the returns on investments? And to what extent the infrastructural 

support, the policy, could be the policy network, could be quantified in terms of 

what were you getting in terms of your dollar investment, and who are the 

beneficiaries of the things? So, that was essentially the question that I was 

attempting to answer, and to make some objective evaluation. And a suggestion 

as to whether some major revision needed to be made in terms of how we 

approach agriculture in the region, if agriculture was going to be a mainstay of 

the development paradigm. Because a kind of a high policy was that the way it 

was organized, it was strictly an extractive exercise rather than a developmental 

exercise. And I wanted to get some hard empirical data to support that kind of 

hypothesis.  

H: Did you see—growing up in Jamaica, did you see a story of agriculture and 

farmers in Black River that contributed to this question in your mind? Can you 

paint me a picture of what the community you grew up looked like? 

D: My community, Black River, was the capital city of the parish of Saint Elizabeth. 

It’s right on the coast. Okay? Black River is one of the oldest cities in Jamaica. 
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Black River was the first city in all of Jamaica to have electricity, even before the 

capital city of Kingston. 

H: Do you know around when that was? 

D: Oh, back in the 1700s. Way, way, way back. And it’s a seaport, produced—we 

had several sugar plantations surrounding the capital city. And Black River was 

the port through which the sugar, and in those days we had had what is known 

as “logwood.” Logwood is a tree, and the bark of that tree was a premium 

commodity for the extraction of a dye that was used to dye clothes. Okay? So 

they would cut the trees, cut them up and whatever it is, and they were shipped 

all over. That was prior to the synthetic dyes. Logwood was the premium. And so, 

you had sugar, sugarcane; not so much banana in Black River area, there are 

other parts of Jamaica that produced banana more so than Saint Elizabeth. But 

you had sugar; you had two major sugar estates, the Holland sugar estate, 

probably about ten miles from Black River, and the Appleton estate, where the 

premium Appleton estate rum is produced. That’s just some eighteen, nineteen 

miles from there. And then, the logwood. So here you have Black River, the 

capital city of the parish of Saint Elizabeth, the major export point for sugar from 

the two estates, and the major export point for logwood. And then, you had 

surrounding, many, many small farms there. Because the parish of Saint 

Elizabeth is known as the bread basket for Jamaica. So when you talk about 

Saint Elizabeth, essentially, Saint Elizabeth is equivalent to what Nebraska and 

Iowa would be for the United States. So, my parish was essentially the premier 
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agriculture-producing parish in Jamaica, both in terms of export commodities, 

sugar, logwood, but food production— 

H: Food production for the island, for Jamaica. 

D: Yes, for the island, yes. 

H: And what would those crops be? 

D: Those crops would be rice; ground provisions; a good proportion of bananas for 

local consumption—not so much for export through Black River; you had poultry; 

livestock; and just basic everyday fruits and vegetables. Saint Elizabeth even 

now is known for its agricultural production. 

H: Is that the area with the red earth? 

D: That’s a part of Saint Elizabeth, the southern part of Saint Elizabeth known for 

the red earth, and that’s also where the bauxite industry is located. 

H: So what about your family, did they grow food? 

D: No. My cousins and relatives probably grew food in the countryside, but we were 

town people. Okay? My father was what’s called a ‘stevedore contractor’ for the 

port; he was responsible for recruiting men to load and unload the ship, and 

organize payroll. So, I was a city boy. But we had cousins and relatives who were 

farmers, but I’m not from farming directly. 

H: So, when you made that transition from the local high school in Black River to, 

say the name— 

D: Manning’s High School in the neighboring parish in Westmoreland, yes. 

H: Why did your family make that decision? 
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D: They made the decision because they—at that time in the history of Jamaica, 

agriculture was not offered as an academic subject in any of the high schools. 

You could not get—. You know, they taught the traditional Latin and what, stuff 

like that. And in those days, when you attended high school and you graduate 

from high schools, your diploma did not say that that diploma was from that 

particular high school. When you attend high school, you would sit for an 

examination covering a number of subjects, and then the examination would be 

sent off to the United Kingdom in England. And it would be graded by faculty 

members at Cambridge University. And then, if you passed, you would then 

receive a high school certificate from Cambridge University. So, just call it 

Cambridge University Overseas Certificate. And so that’s what I did. And in those 

days, you could sit for X number of subjects—you could do Latin, Greek, 

whatever it is, math—but you could not sit for an agricultural science subject, 

which is a scientific agriculture. They call it nowadays ‘life science.’ So, 

Manning’s High School in the neighboring parish was one of the first high schools 

in Jamaica to have offered an experimental basis agricultural science as an 

academic subject through Cambridge University. And so, I thought about it and 

said, “Well, you know.” Even then, I was beginning to think about it. So I had 

relatives, cousins, and whatever it is. It’s a coed school. And of course you had 

the boys’ schools and girls’ school, a coeducational school. And a cousin of the 

family over there. So they say, “Oh, okay.” It’s an experimental thing, so I went 

over there, and lived over there, and attended school. And wanted first to take 

the agricultural science subject. 
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H: So, were you pushing this academic track, or were your parents pushing it? 

D: No, none. They weren’t pushing it. It was understood. The academic track was 

understood, but the particular subject area was strictly up to me. There was no 

question whatsoever that education was the way to go. So, that was taken as 

essentially a kind of second nature. And unfortunately, in those days, high school 

was not free. You had to pay to go to high school, and there were different levels. 

H: Despite it being public. 

D: Despite it being public, you had to pay tuition to go high school. And there were 

different tiers of high school. You know, you had private high schools; some of 

the older, church-related high schools that were more academically-inclined or 

more prestigious and whatever it is; and some of the high schools offered 

scholarships, so you had the partial scholarship. So, in those—now high school 

is free, and they’re all over the place. But in my days, started out even with the 

Black River High School, had to pay a tuition, and then when I went to 

Manning’s, I got a partial scholarship because I was a transfer student, but I still 

had to pay. Or, my parents had to pay to go. 

 H: So, you didn’t work in addition to— 

D: No, you can’t work. No, no can’t work. Because as a matter of fact, no. That’s not 

even part of it. And even today at the university, or tertiary level, it’s not very 

common for them to work. First of all, the employment opportunities are virtually 

nonexistent anyway, and I’ve never heard of anybody working their way through 

college. [Laughter] In the old days. Now some of it is happening now, but to 

people who live in the bigger cities, we’re in some of that now. During the 
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summers, when I would come home from Manning’s during the summer 

vacation, I would have a part-time job, working here and there and whatever it is. 

I was a salesperson, selling shoes at one time on the local shoe outlet store. But 

during the academic year? No, full-time job. 

H: And you lived there, you lived at Manning’s in a dormitory? 

D: No, no. I lived at my cousin’s house. And she had two boys who were going to 

Manning’s at the time. So we all lived there. 

H: Do you have brothers and sisters? 

D: Yes, I have two brothers: one brother is living in the family house in Jamaica; the 

other brother who is Washington, D.C.; and I have sister, the oldest one, who 

passed away, unfortunately. So there’s barely three surviving. 

H: So I’m going to fast forward to when you were at the University of the West 

Indies in Trinidad, and you meet the Welsh scholar again. 

D: Oh yes, Professor David Edwards. 

H David Edwards. So, as you were talking about export economy versus import 

economy, and this transition of the imperial education which is imported into the 

University of West Indies, was there a significant difference in your vision as far 

as what should be happening in agriculture for English-speaking islands, and this 

imperial education vision? 

D: Yes. I went to the University of West Indies at a time when there was significant 

fermenting of the independence idea. That the time had come to throw off the 

shackles of the colonial masters, and seek independence and a level of self-

determination. And around the same time that I got to University of the West 
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Indies, a number of Caribbean scholars who were educated abroad in the UK 

and the United States started coming back to the Caribbean. And the University 

of the West Indies made a conscious decision at that time that it was going to try 

to West-Indianize its academic staff. Because prior to that time, the academic 

staff was primarily expatriates. When I got to the University of the West Indies 

and we would have faculty meetings, or academic staff meeting, we would sit in 

the room; and most cases you’d see the head of the department, who was a 

colonial person, and on one side of the table, say fifty, sixty percent of the people 

were expatriates, English or whatever it is. And then a few West Indian people 

there sitting on the other side. And so, it was quite visible. And the whole 

mentality and the approach was quite evident. But with these folks coming 

back— 

H: Could you name some of who those people— 

D: People like Professor George Beckford, who is one of the preeminent Jamaican 

agricultural economists, came back. He was trained in Canada [sic?] at Stanford 

University. And George Beckford started questioning the paradigm of agricultural 

development in the region. You had people like Trevor Munroe; you had people 

like Lloyd Best; Owen Jefferson; Professor Clive Thomas. You know these are 

giants, economists and whatever it is coming back, and activists. And— 

[Telephone rings] 

H: Hold on one second. [Break in recording] Okay, so you were saying that the 

people that were coming back were activists? 
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D: Yes, activists, and I mentioned some of the people like George Beckford; 

Professor Clive Thomas, who’s Guyanese—George Beckford is Jamaican; 

there’s Lloyd Best; there’s Owen Jefferson, a Jamaican; Dr. Lloyd Rankine, 

Jamaican; and Ken Leslie; and Trevor Munroe; et cetera. So, these were people, 

a new group of people. So I was very fortunate to be at the University of the West 

Indies at the time that the new generation of academicians were coming in, with 

a completely different thinking or model of where we were, who we are, and 

where we need to be. And to a great extent, they were questioning the 

conventional wisdom in terms of how do you fit into the body politics of the 

world? And they started talking about what is a ‘New World Order,’ and 

questioning, “Do we have to accept the conventional paradigm of development 

process?” And Professor George Beckford, in collaboration with some of these 

new people, started writing and articulating on a new paradigm. The so-called 

plantation economy model. And Professor Beckford wrote his classical book, 

which is required reading in the Caribbean now, called Persistent Poverty. And 

essentially, what Professor Beckford was saying is that you cannot evaluate 

agriculture and the rule of agriculture as a catalyst for economic development, 

unless you take into account the institutional framework [in] which agriculture is 

embedded. So here we are in the Caribbean, essentially colonies, with plantation 

economies producing plantation crops to be exported to feed the metropolitan 

centers, with institutional structures where you had ministries of agriculture doing 

research on the plantation crops, but very little research on the crops were 

consumed for local—. So, the research infrastructure was heavily oriented to the 
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support of the traditional export crop, increasing the productivity of the export 

crops to feed the metropolitan centers, and subsistent peasant crops that people 

would eat locally were there. And so, people like Professor Beckford, Professor 

Thomas, Sir Lloyd Best, and others started writing and started researching the 

whole infrastructure, and the whole developmental model that we inherited under 

colonial masters. And started articulating the writing and doing cogent empirical 

research questioning the developmental model. And essentially, Professor 

George Beckford’s book, Persistent Poverty, makes an argument that 

development is a process. So you are, at this point in time, peasant agriculture, 

and as you increase your production of agriculture, as you become more 

competitive and commercialized, and more efficient in your production, the 

traditional paradigm would say that as you do that, you move from a state of 

underdeveloped agriculture to a state of developed agriculture. That was the 

traditional paradigm. His argument is that if you have an institutional system that 

is repressive that is essentially built to support that traditional export model at the 

expense of the local model, then rather that moving from a state of 

underdevelopment to a state of development, he’s arguing you could move into a 

state of further underdevelopment. So rather than going forward from 

underdevelopment to development, you could move into an institutionalized state 

of underdevelopment. So there’s a regressive component to the whole 

institutional and political framework, and that was very radical thinking. Of 

course, that was not received very well by the colonial powers, because they 

were challenging that paradigm. So, we had a very activist group of people. And I 
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got involved with them. We would have debates, we would have seminars, and 

lectures. We started doing the research to substantiate the paradigm. And so, 

that was a very, very enlightening period for me. I just happened to be there at 

the right time, and to rub shoulders with these giants, and to start thinking or 

rethinking the whole developmental model for the Caribbean. And essentially 

coming up with an alternative framework for evaluating Caribbean 

development—not just agricultural development, because our position was that 

agricultural development was just one very important component of the overall 

development. So, the way land was distributed, the way the entitlement system 

went about allocating land, where the export crops were allocated to the flat, 

rolling, fertile land, and the food production was over up in the hills, where it was 

life-threatening to go up in the hills. And some of the places up there where 

you’re producing for local consumption were essentially a hazard to even 

cultivate. It was stony and hilly and whatever it is, and so we started 

questioning—the political regime, the colonial infrastructure, essentially made the 

decision of how those resources are going to be allocated. And therefore, you 

cannot abstract from the whole developmental model without looking at how the 

system is reinforcing that old underdevelopment model. So, this was a very 

enlightening period for me, and it fermented some latent ideas that I had but I 

could not wrap around them. I knew that something was not right, but seeing the 

cadre of Caribbean people, very articulate, well trained—some of the best 

institutions in the world: the London School of Economics; London University; 

Oxford; Cambridge. Some of the best schools in the United States: Cornell; 
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Stanford—coming together and meeting. That is a very, very rewarding period in 

my life, that year and a half that I was there. 

H: When was that? 

D: I went to University of West Indies early 1968, came back early 1970, and 

defended my dissertation. While I was at the University of West Indies under the 

Ford Foundation program that I had, provisions were made from my professor 

from Michigan State to come down periodically. So, professor Glenn Johnson 

would come down to Trinidad, he and I would interact and whatever, and he 

came down several times while I was there. So I did a good part of the fieldwork, 

the survey, started doing the analysis, and went back to Michigan State and 

finished writing up, defended. Now, it was fortuitous that my stay in Trinidad also 

was part of how I got to Florida. Because while I was at the University of West 

Indies, for the latter part of my stay getting ready to return to Michigan, the head 

of the Department of Agricultural Economics at the University of Florida was on 

his way to Guyana. And he stopped over in Trinidad. That was Dr. Ken Tefertiller; 

he’s since passed away, and he retired as the vice president of agriculture at the 

University of Florida after he left the department as chair of agricultural 

economics, and became vice president of agriculture at the University of Florida 

for many years. In those days the University of Florida had a USAID contract to 

assist the government of Guyana in developing an agricultural region of Guyana 

which is called the Intermediate Savannah region. 

H: I’m going to interrupt for just a second and ask you to spell his name. 
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D: Tefertiller, K-E-N-N-E-T-H, T-E-F-E-R-T-I-L-L-E-R: Kenneth Tefertiller. And he 

was the head of the department of Agricultural Economics. That is the name we 

had before we changed to Food and Resource Economics. Okay? And then he 

was head of the department of Agricultural Economics, subsequently Food and 

Resource Economics, and then he became vice president for Agriculture.  

H: Okay and that’s the College of Agriculture. 

D: So he’s the vice president for the College of Agriculture, which is the teaching 

component, the research part, and the Extension. So, the vice president for 

Agriculture is the head of the Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences. And 

today, that position carries the title of the Senior Vice President for Agricultural 

and Natural Resources. So, you have responsibility for all of agricultural, 

environment, natural resources for the whole university system. So, that’s how I 

met Dr. Kenneth Tefertiller, who was on his way to Guyana on that project. He 

said that he heard that I was getting ready to come back to the United States, 

and “someone like you we need at Florida, because Florida’s part of the 

Caribbean, considered to be part of the Caribbean Basin, and they have projects 

and activities in the Caribbean,” and he said, “from what I understand that you’ve 

been doing here, and this is your kind of person.” And I said, “I will think about it.” 

So, I came back— 

H: Were you always considering staying in the United States? 

D: I was not really thinking of staying in the United States. I thought I would go back 

to the University of the West Indies, or to the Ministry of Agriculture. I really was 

not thinking of staying. As a matter of fact, I was offered an academic position at 
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the University of the West Indies by professor David Edwards, the Welsh scholar. 

And so, after I came back Michigan State, defended and everything, I interviewed 

USAID, Washington DC, and I was offered a position there. The Ministry of 

Agriculture in Jamaica was in the process of developing of what they called an 

agricultural planning unit within the ministry and the University of the West Indies. 

So, I was thinking in terms of the Caribbean, because this is where it all started, 

and this is where I could go back now and do some things. So, I wasn’t even 

thinking about, say, the University of Florida. But it was Dr. Tefertiller and my 

professor, Glenn Johnson, that kind of tweaked my thoughts about the University 

of Florida. They really got me thinking about the University of Florida as a viable 

option. Because first of all, they pointed out that sometimes, when you are in the 

region, you are a part of the region, you unfortunately find yourself embedded so 

much that you cannot help the region as much as you could if you are outside of 

the region, but in a position that you can impact the region. I don’t know if I’m 

making myself clear. 

H: You are. 

D: It would appear as if there is a certain psychology or something that once you 

become a part of the establishment within the region, what would appear at least 

from the policy decision-making process that—maybe it’s a spinoff from the old 

colonial mentality—is that you are as qualified, or more qualified than a lot of the 

folks, but they would bring an expert from outside, and they would take the 

recommendation of that expert to make decisions that were going to impact local 

people, more so than somebody who is within the system there on a day-to-day 
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basis or whatever it is. And I saw it happening. I saw the University of Florida 

faculty members going down to Guyana, going down to the Caribbean when we 

would have our meetings and conferences, and they were considered experts. 

And in many instances, their perspective and their recommendations would take 

precedence over some of the folks, as we say in the region, who were laboring in 

the field, right there. And so, my discussions with Dr. Tefertiller and with Glenn 

Johnson and some other folks, they kind of put the seed in my mind, and said, 

“Okay, here you have the University of Florida. It is geographically a part of the 

Caribbean. They have a significant number of projects in the Caribbean 

countries. We are sending experts down. But the experts that we are sending 

down to the Caribbean, they’re all White.” 

H: Mmhm, not Caribbean at all. 

D: Because they did not have any Caribbean folks, they didn’t have any Black 

people, to be quite blunt. And they pointed out to me, “Well, you’re a part of the 

Caribbean. You’re Caribbean. Your perspective is very important, and you should 

seriously consider what you can do for the Caribbean on two accounts: one, by 

virtue of your knowledge of the Caribbean, by virtue of the fact you are 

Caribbean; and by virtue of the fact that the whole thinking process of the people 

going in as experts, they need to be educated up here, because what they’re 

thinking is what really is not, so you need to educate people back here who are 

going down. Because they are convinced they are correct.” So I started thinking, 

“There’s nothing wrong. I’m an economist, why shouldn’t I apply economics to my 

own welfare? Why cannot I have both worlds? I’ll have the opportunity to straddle 
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the United States and straddle the Caribbean, and maybe I could do some good 

on both counts, both the Caribbean and Florida.” So, it started fermenting in my 

mind that this might be an alternative option rather than just going back and 

getting embedded in the Caribbean, and that I might be able to do more for the 

Caribbean. I must say I am very pleased, in retrospect now, it turned out to be 

that way, because I think the impact that I’ve had on the Caribbean has been 

significantly more than I think I could have had if I had stayed down there. And I 

see it every day, because I stay here and I get calls from heads of government, 

from senior people, and from academicians asking my opinion, and inviting me to 

come, that I don’t think I would’ve gotten if I had stayed down there. So it may 

sound self-serving, but I think in retrospect, it has turned out fortuitously to be the 

right decision for me.  

H: So, I want to—place me at the University of Florida when you arrived. There 

were quite—it was a tumultuous time. Tell me more about that time. 

D: And so I was being courted, so to speak, by the University of Florida, Dr. 

Kenneth Tefertiller, and I had some other options. So, I had to make a decision 

whether I was going to go back to the government of Jamaica, work in the 

ministry, go back to University of West Indies; I had an offer from USAID in 

Washington DC; et cetera. And I remember quite clearly, I had a conversation 

with my mentor, Professor Glenn Johnson, one day when I had these options in 

front of me. He said, “Let’s go for coffee.” We went for coffee. Now, it was a very 

unusual relationship between myself and Glenn Johnson, who was one of the 

gurus of the agricultural economics profession: University of Chicago graduate, 
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president of international whatever it is; the giants. People read his books, his 

books today are considered to be required reading. And he said, “Let’s go have 

coffee,” and we talked. And he said to me, “Think about going to Florida.” And he 

said, “I’m a White man, but I’m going to talk to you.” And he was quite aware that 

there were no Blacks at the University of Florida. And he said, “The University of 

Florida needs you more than USAID, or, if I dare say, the University of West 

Indies, at this point in time.” I answered, said—I thought it kind of strange, 

because I leaned back and said, “Here’s this White man.” But we had a 

relationship that he could say that to me. And he said, “It’s not going to be easy, 

but I think that you can have an impact on the University of Florida in terms of 

what you can do, in terms of breaking down barriers, and whatever it is. And at 

the same time, have an impact on the Caribbean, more so than if you go back 

right now,” he said. “I’m not saying that you should not go back to the University 

of West Indies, or go to AID, but think about that.” And I said, “Oh, it’s a thought.” 

And so, I was invited by the University of Florida to come and interview for the 

position. 

H: Were there conversations about race in that at all, or just scholar-to-scholar were 

inviting you? 

D: At that point in time, the University of Florida essentially was under US court 

order to desegregate. So, they were mandated by the federal government to 

integrate. And they had to make progress and report annually. And they were 

under the direct supervision of the US Civil Rights Division based in Atlanta. And 

there was a significant number of US civil rights people here in the University of 
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Florida, monitoring what was going on, what progress was being made. So it was 

not an option. Because University of Florida historically was set up and by state 

law, Blacks could not attend the University of Florida; they had had to go to 

Florida A&M University. And people in the state of Florida would pay Floridians to 

go out of state for graduate studies, pay their tuition and whatever it is. So, back 

in 1968 or whenever it is that they integrated. So, when I came for an interview in 

1970, to interview here, there were no Black professors on the staff of the 

University of Florida up to that time, and they were under court order to integrate 

the faculty, and essentially to make a significant progress in terms of recruiting 

Black minorities and whatever, stuff like that. And they were monitoring them. So, 

I knew very well that that was the situation, and I decided that I was going to 

come for an interview. I remember coming for the interview, and a good friend of 

mine, the name is Dr. Marvin Konya, K-O-N-Y-A, that a classmate at Michigan 

State had accepted a positon, White Michigander, accepted a position a year 

earlier. So I was in contact with Marvin. Marvin and I were very close, and Marvin 

was telling me some horror stories about it because he had a teaching, an 

extension appointment, where he had to go out and travel in the state of Florida. 

And we would talk, and he would write, and he would say he’s never seen 

anything like that. So, I knew what the situation was. And I had reservations, to 

be quite honest. So I came, I said, “Let me go.” So I came, gave a seminar in the 

department. 

H: How was that received? Was it for students? 
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D: Faculty. And then of course, I met the vice president for agriculture. In those days 

the vice president for agriculture was called a provost. And that’s, the name of 

the person was E. T. York. E. T. York was then the provost or the vice president 

for agriculture at the time. And so I came, gave a seminar in the department, met 

the deans, E. T. York. There was one, one Black person, staff member in the 

University of Florida administration at the time, was not a faculty member. Was 

kind of a recruiting—his name was Roy Mitchell. Roy Mitchell. I think he’s now 

retired, but he’s from Jacksonville. And Roy was the recruiter that was the only 

Black person in the University of Florida administration. So when I came there 

were, at that point, I would say maybe—certainly not more than two hundred, at 

the maximum two hundred-fifty Black students in the whole University of Florida 

campus. Because they were still integrating, they were mandated. So I came, 

and interviewed, and said, “Okay. I don’t know. We’ll see.” I really honestly 

thought they weren’t going to hire me. And later on, some of the faculty members 

told me that a significant debate took place after that faculty meeting, regarding 

what they should do. And there was one faction that said that they weren’t ready 

for me yet. And the other faction said that, “If we’re not ready for him now, when 

are we going to be ready?” So, there was significant debate over that. One thing 

they could not argue with was my credentials. Okay? And so, they made me an 

offer: tenure-track assistant professor, Agricultural Economics, University of 

Florida—with the understanding that I would come, I would be in the department. 

And after about a year, year and half, I would go to Guyana to be the team leader 

for the University of Florida project in Guyana, to assist the government of 
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Guyana in developing the Intermediate Savannah region for a two-year 

assignment, and then come back to the University of Florida. So that they could 

exploit—not in the negative sense, but essentially ‘exploit’ in terms of utilizing my 

expertise in the Caribbean region to input into things. So, I said, “Fine, I know 

Guyana folks very well.” So I took the position. Decided to come. When I arrived 

at the University of Florida, I found out that, simultaneously with me, there were 

two other professors who were hired at the same time. So there were three of us. 

Dr. Ronald Foreman, my very good friend, who was coming from the University 

of Illinois as the head of the Institute Afro-American program, and Mr. Elwyn 

Adams, concert violinist, who they had recruited. He was concert master in 

Bordeaux, France. So I came here, the same time I found that there were two 

more Black faculty members on tenure-track position. And the only other person 

was Roy Mitchell, who was in a staff position in Tigert Hall. And that was that was 

maybe two hundred, maximum for the whole university three hundred Black 

students. They did not have a Black graduate student organization. And that I’ll 

tell you about that later on, because I was the first advisor of that. So that’s how I 

came to the University of Florida, September 1970. Strange environment. Not 

accustomed to seeing Black faculty members. Accustomed to seeing a large 

contingent of janitorial staff members, because they were cleaning the place, and 

they had a few lower-level staff people. But that was that. People would look at 

you strange. I remember in those days, the Hub was kind of the central point, the 

financial operations for the University. So if you want to cash a check to get your 

ID card or whatever, you go to the Hub, where the food court is over there. And I 
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remember a number of occasions, I would go—and Dr. Foreman had the same 

experience—we would go to the Hub to cash a check, and we’d present our ID—

in those days, they didn’t have photo IDs; you know, just a card, no picture. And 

we were there waiting, and we see conversation taking place in the back room 

there, whatever it is, and you know, it took us a long, long, long time. So that was 

going on. Then they would come out, and after a delayed period of time, they 

would eventually cash the check. Essentially, what we found out subsequently, is 

that they were not accustomed to seeing Black faculty members, so they thought 

we were forging the ID; it could not be. So, they were in the back room making 

telephone calls to see if there is anybody answering to the description that who 

was it. Because it said that they were assistant professor, you know, on the thing, 

but no picture. So, it had to be a forgery. So, that went on. This was a constant 

thing. Driving at night, we were followed by the police— 

H: On campus or off campus? 

D: Off campus. Around, driving, you know. So, it was not—it was a strange, eerie 

feeling: people’d look at you. They had not seen Black faculty members. And one 

of the first courses I taught, the first semester I was here, I was asked to teach a 

senior-level course, Agricultural Policy. For senior students. Agricultural Policy. 

And it was very interesting, because in that class was the son of the former 

president of University of Florida by the name of Steven C O’Connell. The 

O’Connell Center’s named after him. That is the man, the president, that sent 

those Black students to jail and locked them up and whatever it is, and expelled 

them from the university. His son was in the first course that I taught here. Very 
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interesting experience with him. He was very cordial, whatever it is, no problem 

with son. Okay? But you could see the strange look on the faces of the student 

when I walked into the room. It took a while for me to get accustomed to them, 

and for them to get accustomed to me. And the environment at that time was 

such that you knew that there were people, unfortunately a large number of 

people, who did not want you to be here. And they would go to great ends to 

make sure that you did not stay. Even to the point of setting you up. Because the 

university had a very bad reputation, you know, talk about firing for inappropriate 

behavior, or all kind of stuff, in a—contrived stuff. So, friends and supporters, we 

would sit and we would talk, and I said, “You need to be aware of the fact that 

you’re under a microscope. And that even if you did not do certain things, it could 

be contrived. And because there are people working essentially to make sure 

that you don’t stay here.” And students, female students, could be drafted as a 

part of that conspiracy. To set a relatively young Black assistant professor up for 

inappropriate behavior. So I was aware, and I was told. And so, I had to put in 

place certain safeguarding. I had an office in McCarty Hall with a door open to 

the corridor; you could come in. And my secretary was next to me, so I could 

enter my office directly from the corridor, or I could come into my secretary’s 

office and there was a connecting door from her office to mine. Okay. And we 

would talk, when I said it from Dr. Foreman, those of us would say okay. Make 

sure and put in place a mechanism that would minimize any set up for you. So, 

what I did, I blocked off—permanently—that office, that door from my office 

directly to the corridor. So, anybody coming to see me would have to go through 
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my secretary’s door, and then come in. And I made sure that whenever I had 

female students, particularly White female students, my secretary would leave 

her desk, and she would come and take a chair and sit in my office while a 

student was in there with me.  

H:  Wow. So, it was a very real and present threat? 

D: Oh, yes. Oh yes, oh oh oh no no, oh no, oh no doubt about it. And you could 

see—I really wouldn’t, I really can’t say how many of those students were 

involved in any sort of clandestine thing, you know, just to set me up. But I made 

sure that at least I had a presence in there, and they would come to say, “I want 

to see Dr. Davis, to discuss whatever it is,” and she would say—and she was 

White—she would say, “Okay. All right.” And she’ll come and see me. I said, 

“Okay.” And she would come, and she would take a chair. And for the period of 

time that they were in there with me, I was never alone. Never alone in there with 

them. Because I’m not saying that they could not say that I attempt to molest 

them, but they would have to—. You know. And that continued for a very, very 

long, long, long time. It was just a preemptive moment. 

H: Preemptive, but preemptive by conversations that said this could—this is 

possible, and real. 

D: Yeah this is possible, and real. You could not—the point I’m making is that you 

could up not function as my White colleagues would function in a normal 

environment without—because they were not subjected to the same sort of 

regime, protective regime. So you see, because they were not faced with the 

same thing. Okay? So, they could proceed to do their thing, do what was 
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required or what they professionally had to do or whatever it is, without that 

mental thing hanging there that—look, you know, whether intentionally or a 

misstep, or whatever it is. So, that was always there. So, that was the 

environment, and you would get comments from colleagues from within the 

department, and across the board. Essentially, they said, “What are you doing 

here? You’re not supposed to be here.” So that was the kind of environment; 

court ordered, mandated affirmative action thing, integration thing. Very small 

cadre of students; two hundred, three hundred. Very few Black professors, like I 

say, when I came there were only three of us. And this resulted in a situation that 

could be very, very negative for Black professors caught up in that kind of 

situation from a number of perspectives. Okay, when you’re an assistant 

professor on a tenure-track position, you matriculate and get promoted for 

scholarly publication, teaching evaluation, and some service. The university’s 

quite clear in terms of their requirement for promotion and tenure, says 

excellence in two of three categories: excellence in research scholarly 

publication; excellence in teaching; or excellence in service. But, the service 

component, if you get excellence in service, and you get excellence in 

publication, and you fail in the teaching, the number at excellence in service does 

not compensate. So, you can get by if you have excellence in scholarly 

publication and in teaching, and, say, average in whatever it is, but you can’t 

substitute that. So, that’s what it is. Okay. So, that was made quite clear: you 

knew you had to research, you had to publish, you had to have a good teaching 

score, and then you had a service component. Picture that situation where a 
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young assistant professor come in to a university. University is on a court order 

to integrate. The University of Florida did not have an affirmative action plan. It 

did not have an equal opportunity plan. On the mandated court order, the 

university was required to develop a written affirmative action plan, and develop 

a written equal opportunity plan. And those documents had to be submitted 

through the US Civil Rights, had to be approved, and timetable set in terms of 

progress being made, in terms of EO and affirmative action. So that’s the 

environment I came in. They claimed that they did not know how to proceed. And 

so, as soon as I got here, myself and Dr. Foreman were drafted by the president 

of the University of Florida to serve on a Minority Affairs Committee, chaired by 

the provost, the vice president of academic affairs, to: one, draft an acceptable 

affirmative action plan for faculty and students and staff; and to draft an 

acceptable EO plan. And so they were using us Black people essentially to carry 

the ball for the university, to get them off the hook. And so, in addition to my 

regular research, teaching responsibility, every day I was in Tigert Hall because I 

was essentially actively involved in writing the first affirmative action plan, and the 

first EO plan, for the University of Florida. And so, I spent a good chunk of the 

whole week, every day—half of my time every day was over there working on 

that, on that project. And being a mouthpiece of the president, and vice president 

of academic affairs, every time they would have a conference or whatever to 

push about there to answer questions, and we had to be collecting data from this 

and whatever it is, and putting together those packages to be submitted to civil 

rights for them to say, “Yes, we approve,” and whatever it is. What’s the 
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implication of that? The implication of that is that I had to come back to my office 

in the evenings after supper to do my research, to publish when my White 

colleagues essentially didn’t have to do that. And it was made quite clear that 

those service responsibilities and commitment did not count towards the tenure 

promotion. So it was very rare that I would leave my office before one o’clock at 

night, or on the weekends. Because I had to do all the other stuff that my White 

colleagues didn’t have to do, knowing very well, at the end of the day, when the 

time came for tenure promotion, all the letters, and accolades, and whatever it is 

from writing the affirmative action plan, doing the EO plan. I was asked to do an 

evaluation of the Human Resources component of the university; did all kind of 

things for the university. 

H: And why did you say yes to them? 

D: Because they claimed that there was nobody else. And so the question, nobody 

else could do it, and they claimed they didn’t have the sensitivity of the people to 

do it. And I felt—you see, you could not spread the load. If we had a cadre of 

Black professionals here in different disciplines, like we have now, I could say, 

“Okay, let’s spread the load.” And then, some will do that, some will do whatever 

it is, but to Ron Foreman myself. 

H: Because you’re essentially writing policy for Blacks in the future? 

D: For Blacks to come in. Essentially we were writing the manuals that would result 

in getting more of us here, and to set out the timetable, and to rationalize why 

diversity was good for the university, and to meet the requirement of getting the 

university off the hook in terms of the mandate. So, I saw it as obligation to some 
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extent, and also it was challenging. And I was trained that way, you know; human 

resource economics, that’s one of my fields. So I did it, and in retrospect I guess 

probably could’ve said no, but then the question would be—what would’ve been 

the result? I don’t know. And I did this for a long time. Okay, now, it was not easy. 

Because what it meant was that I could not be just average, that many of my 

white colleagues in terms of their output—I had to be above average. That’s one. 

The second thing is that there is a tendency for people to discount the 

contribution of Black people. In other words, they want to apply a discount factor. 

If you do research, and if some of your research is related to, say, minorities, 

implications for minorities, you find that some of your professionals, they want to 

put a discount factor, and they don’t count it the same way as if you do the same 

kind of research related to White folks. Part of my research here at University of 

Florida was the economics of poverty, and I started out here at University of 

Florida by doing a significant amount of research on the incidence of poverty in 

rural Florida, and documenting rural housing. And then, subsequently, and 

moved on into an evaluation of the impact of the food stamp program on the 

nutritional status of minority households. I’ll give you a copy of my book, Rural 

Poverty and the Policy Crisis, my book published by Iowa State University. Some 

people would say, apply discount factor. So, on two accounts, you can’t be 

average; some people want to apply a discount factor to it. So those are the 

things, plus that significant heavy, heavy load that my White colleagues—while 

I’m doing all that stuff in Tigert Hall, they’re there crunching out papers. So I had 

to come back. And in retrospect, I wonder how I survived. But I was determined. 
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And so, I did that. Came in September 1970. Those days, University of Florida 

had a policy: up in five, you come up for promotion tenure in five, and if you don’t 

make it you’re out in six. The sixth year, you get a letter, and you’re out in the 

sixth year if you don’t get it. So, I came here September 1970 with all the stuff I’m 

telling you I had to do, I came up in 1975, and I was promoted in tenure in 1975. 

Normally five years. 

H: Was your research agenda at that time focused on— 

D: Poverty. The economics of poverty, food stamp program. Okay? But the 

accolades and the evaluation nationally of the quality of the research—I 

published in national, international journals. I was making presentations all over 

the place, wherever it is, and some of the people in the profession, they could not 

argue—even if they applied discount factor, 25 percent; it was way above and 

beyond. If you apply discount factor, it was still enough. So when the time came, 

tenure promotion. 

H: Have you ever heard—I gonna interrupt—those, you’re saying “discount factor.” 

Is something that would be publicly be said? 

D: Oh no, they would never say. They would never say publicly. I had one person, I 

had one person who was an interim department chair, and he’s since passed 

away, that in one of our annual evaluation, we were talking about some of the 

research I was doing, and it slipped out him that—and he said, “It doesn’t count 

the same.” Within the department, one person. But see, in the discussions with 

colleagues in the profession across the board at other universities and stuff like 

that, we knew that some of that was taking place. But they would never, they 
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would never say that in front of your face. Oh, you know, it goes through the 

traditional academic channels: your colleagues in the department would evaluate 

your package; and then they would send it to the college level, and there would 

be a committee in the college that would evaluate that; they would send it on to 

the academic personnel board, chaired by the president. And then, they would 

solicit letters, nationally and internationally. They ask you for, “Give us ten names 

of individuals within the profession that we think can evaluate your scholarship 

for promotion and tenure. And none of the names on there would be anybody 

that you’ve been associated with, either in terms of publishing with—. So people 

like my old Glenn Johnson and all those people, they were excluded. So you had 

to give them names, and they reserved the right to select. So, you can present 

the names and whatever, then they don’t have to accept any. You can send but 

then they ask you for selected publications, and they would send a dossier out 

nationally and internationally, and then the stuff would come back. And then, 

that’s how they would make the decision on that. So, five years, assistant 

professor, associate professor, with tenure. Five more years, associate professor 

with tenure, to professor. Okay? Full professor. So, 1980. And then ten years, a 

rank of distinguished professor. And I am the only distinguished professor, Black 

distinguished professor, today. There was one other person, and that person 

since left, Faye Harris, was [inaudible 1:27:18]. They have not seen fit to give 

that rank to another Black person in the history. I was the first and today the only 

one that exists, Black, that exists within the University of Florida. So between 

1970 and 1990, from assistant to distinguished professor, and still the only one in 
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the whole university. There’s no other Black distinguished professor on this 

University of Florida campus.  

H: Why do you think that is? Do you think it’s a matter of scholarship, or do you 

think it’s party a matter of the University of Florida’s climate, looking back? 

D: It was a mixture. See, there is something about the distinguished professor title. 

You cannot be hired coming in from the outside and be brought in the University 

of Florida system as a distinguished professor. You cannot. You can be brought 

in as an eminent scholar, or you can be brought in—they’ve since they stopped 

that title—as graduate research professor. You could be hired at that time, they 

don’t use that anymore. But to be a distinguished professor, you have to 

demonstrate distinguished contribution while serving the University of Florida 

both in terms of scholarship, and in terms of service to the university. So, it’s an 

internal thing, and so it’s a rank above the full professor. Why? I cannot believe, 

it’s hard for me to believe that I’m such an exceptional person that in the history 

of this university, no other Black person has been able to do that. I cannot 

believe it, I will not accept that. So then, we raise the question as to, what is 

going on? Because now that we have a greater number of Blacks scattered 

throughout the university from the medical school, to business, to education, to 

whatever it is; I just do not know. I can’t answer the question, but it is. To me, it is 

very troubling. Because I’m now officially retired, I’m emeritus, and I carry the title 

of Distinguished Professor Emeritus. And it’s a question that the University of 

Florida probably need to answer, as to why no other Black faculty member has 

be accorded that recognition. No question mark. 
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H: There are two things I want to follow up on, in closing. The first is, how, as you 

were the mouthpiece for the University of Florida, and crafted so many of those 

policies, what were your interactions with the president? How did that—being 

under court order, being the first Black faculty in a situation where a lot of the 

faculty members were hostile, also being the person crafting those policies, how 

did that work for you, you know? 

D: It was very difficult. It was very antagonistic, because as we proceeded to 

develop the affirmative action plan, and the EO plan, we had the minority affairs 

committee that was chaired by the provost.  

H: Who was the provost?  

D: The provost, Bob Ryan. Dr. Bob Ryan, and Dr. Hanson. So, we had two. And we 

would work very closely with the few Black students and academic staff 

members, to get their input into the formulation of what we thought was some of 

the important components of an EO, affirmative plan. And we would then take 

those input and try to craft that and embed those components into the 

recommendations coming out of the Minority Advisory Committee. 

H: Which was the official— 

D: Which was the official body that was then supposed to craft the strategy. They 

then go to the president, which was Stephen C. O’Connell, president. And then, 

the president had the final say in terms of what was accepted to be sent forward 

to the Civil Rights folks. Very antagonistic. Because in a number of cases, the 

recommendations coming out of our committee with input from the students—
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we’d also liaison with Blacks in the community. People like Dr. Cosby, former 

dentist who passed away; Dr. Cullen Banks, the only Black medical doctor. 

H: The only Black medical doctor in Gainesville? 

D: The only Black medical doctor here in Gainesville. And Dr. Ed Cosby, the only 

Black dentist. These were our contacts with the local community. Rev. Wright, 

Thomas Wright; you know, we would liaison out there in the community, liaison 

with the folks. See if we could bridge the gap between town and gown. We were 

also trying to recruit Black faculty members. When they would get them come for 

an interview, we would take them out into the community and give them pointers 

in terms of—essentially, “This is what you’re coming into. You need to make 

some tough choices or whatever it is.” And, so we were doing that. But to answer 

your question, the reaction from the administration wasn’t always welcome. 

Because they saw some of the recommendations and suggestions essentially as 

challenging the status quo. So it’s very difficult. And this, I remember, to give you 

an example of what this is all about, is that we were working very closely with the 

few Black students who were here. They had a Black Student Organization, that 

a few of us here were working with. And I was the first faculty advisor for the 

Black Graduate Student Organization. I had to write the terms and whatever it is, 

we were working with them and whatever it is. And we sat down with the Black 

students and crafted a list of demands or suggestions. Presented the affirmative 

[inaudible 1:35:07] Minority Affairs Committee for consideration. An important 

component, number one, was the setting up of an Institute of Black Culture. I 

think there were six or eight, I forget what numbers right now. We took those to 
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the Minority Affairs Committee and presented it. Lots of upheaval in the 

committee. Finally, the committee accepted some, then it went to the president. 

The president sat on it and would not respond. The Blacks students kept on 

asking, “Are we going to get a response in terms what are they going to do? In 

terms of meeting all, some, or whatever it is, yes or no?” President would not 

respond or comment. It was at that point in time that so-called spring incident 

took place. Because I personally went to the chair of the committee, the provost, 

and said, “Look, we need a response.” And he said, “I talked with the president 

and the president—” 

H: You were not tenured, at this point? 

D: No, I was not tenured. I was not tenured. Because I was tenured in 1975, and 

this was the spring of 1971, [19]72, whatever it is. And so, we got together. We 

got together, a few of us, myself, Dr. Foreman, we got together a list of 

demands.” And we said, “Look, we’ve done our best. They will not—.” So, they 

decided that they were going to march. And that they were going to go to the 

president’s office. We alerted the Minority Affairs Committee and the president 

that the students were going to come because they wanted to hear from him. 

And, no response. And the students did in fact go to Tigert, with our support. 

Went to Tigert Hall— 

H: With the two of your support, or with the Minority Affairs Committee? 

D: Well, not Minority Affairs Committee total support. Because Minority Affairs 

Committee, they thought that would be challenging. There were some members 

on there who were saying, “Well, you know, it’s out of our hands. It’s on the 
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president.” But with our support, the two us, Dr. Foreman and myself, the 

students need to get an answer. And they went, and the president refused to see 

them. And so, they proceeded to sit. And that’s when he had them arrested. 

Okay. And haul them off to jail and stuff like that. And this where the candlelight 

vigil started, and we were involved in it, walking around Tigert Hall. And I was 

asked to help negotiate, because apparently when we were walking from Tigert 

Hall, he had them arrested and put in jail. And he would not back off. Several of 

the students withdrew from the university. When all of this was going on, I had a 

call from my vice president for IFAS saying that they had decided it was time for 

me take up my appointment in Guyana. Because remember I told you, when I 

came, the agreement was that after about a year, year and a half I would go to 

Guyana as the chief of party, whatever it is, while this was happening. And I was 

in there supporting and trying to negotiate the release of the students, and to get 

the president to consider or reconsider the demands of the students. I was told 

that it was time for me to go to Guyana to represent the University of Florida 

down there. And I said, “No. I’m not going.” And so, essentially, I tendered my 

resignation from the University of Florida. I formally tendered my resignation from 

the University of Florida, I said they were insistent that I leave to go Guyana, I 

could not in good conscience leave the University of Florida at this time to go to 

Guyana to represent the University of Florida when that was happening here on 

this campus. So, I formally tendered my resignation to University of Florida, to 

the Vice President for Agriculture. And they had a faculty meeting in my 

department, and the faculty voted unanimously to reject my resignation. And it 
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went to the provost, who informed the president or whatever it is. And they had 

an IFAS-wide faculty meeting to discuss the situation. And I had a writing 

campaign of my academic colleagues within the department with IFAS, to write 

formal letters asking me to withdraw, and that they would— 

H: So withdraw your— 

D: Withdraw my resignation. And that they, in fact, would support me and the 

students in terms of the conversation that was going on. I deliberated, I was very 

touched. Because, you know, I went through—when I was cleaning up my office, 

because I recently moved, I went through and I saw hundreds of letters from all 

across the campus. And I said, “This is something else!” And then you had 

Father Gannon; we used to meet off campus over in the Catholic Center. 

H: Who is Father Gannon? 

D: Father Gannon, he was the priest, he was the priest of Stephen C. O’Connell. 

Stephen C. O’Connell was a Catholic. Father Gannon was the priest in the 

Catholic Center on campus, and he was the spiritual advisor for O’Connell. And 

he was talking to O’Connell as his priest, and O’Connell would not listen to his 

priest. So we had a candlelight thing and all kind of stuff went on. And then, while 

this was going on, the writing campaign, O’Connell decided—we were meeting 

constantly, every day—decided he was going to withdraw the charges and permit 

some of the students to come back. Some of the students elected not to come 

back. People like Betty Dowdell and some of those folks decided to come back, 

and some decided not to come back. And so, we negotiated. One, the 

establishment of Institute of Black Culture. The return of some of the students 



AAHP 238; Davis; Page 40 
 

without any penalty—because he was threatening legal actions, so we 

negotiated some of the things. And then, begrudgingly, he accepted some—and I 

forget now, some of the minor things, but we decided we were going to 

compromise and stuff like that. And part of that was to speed up the recruitment 

campaign for more Black faculty, and for more students, and offer financial 

assistance, and whatever it is. And part of the agreement is that they claimed 

that one of the reasons why they were not hiring more Black faculty is that they 

could not find them. So what we decided, that we would then take the initiative—

Dr. Foreman and myself, and a few more people—take the initiative in making 

contacts. We would send letters to universities around the country asking them to 

identify Blacks who were either on the staff or getting ready to get a PhD. So, we 

would get that information to pool and present it to them so they could not say—

you know. And that the names of people we presented to them, that they would 

then the initiative to interview them. So, it was part of the agreement. And they 

agreed on that. And so, I said, “All right.” So I withdrew. I withdrew my 

resignation, and stayed on. And we then formalized the recruitment process. It 

was true that Dr. Harry Shaw, we recruited Dr. Harry Shaw, the assistant dean in 

the old university college. Dr. Simon Johnson, you know, name it. Dr. Mildred 

Hill-Lubin, you know? All of those folks started coming in. Some came in, and 

some didn’t make it. The attrition rate was pretty high. Some didn’t get tenure, all 

kind of stuff happened, but at least we were bringing people in that they claimed 

that they couldn’t find. One thing we found out is that the people that we 

identified, and they would bring in, reluctantly, we would have interviews and pull 
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them aside and we’d talk to them. We tell them what to do, whatever it is, how 

to—, stuff like that. One thing that we found out very early is that a significant 

number of the faculty members were taking issue with the fact that it is the 

prerogative of the department to recruit the people. They wanted to identify the 

people that they brought in. They claimed, the university claimed that they could 

not find them. We went out to find them, to bring them in, yet the faculty within 

the department were saying they did not exercise the prerogative to find them. 

So in other words, they were taking exception to the fact that people outside the 

department found them. And so that was it, some of them went so far as to be 

rude. Telling some of the people during their interview, “We didn’t find you.” And 

very rude. So we went through all of those things. And so, it was true these kind 

of actions and initiatives, coupled with a lot of pressure from the US Civil Rights 

thing, the affirmative action plan, the deadlines, the timetable were not being met. 

So, they were under pressure. People were coming here constantly from Atlanta; 

almost every other week there were civil rights people here from Atlanta. So, 

under tremendous pressure, the university was able to bring more Black 

students, and they started seeing increased number of Black faculty and staff. 

So, gradually, some of the burden, the direct burden of actually doing the 

University’s job for itself could be passed on to some other folks, and—. 

H: Passed on to some other Black folks who were— 

D: Some other Black folks, or some other people they could hire to do it, or a 

consultant. And so, I could do some other things.  
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H: Which brings me to the last question. Originally, you said that fortuitously you 

were able to have more impact on the Caribbean from the University of Florida.  

D: Yes. 

H: Looking back, how would you summarize that?  

D: I think that in retrospect, it worked out very well. Because I am Caribbean, I think 

Caribbean is a labor of love for me. And because of the course of action, the way 

that I pursue it, the research that I did, and the contact, maintaining the contact in 

the region, I always had one foot, so to speak, in the Caribbean. And so, after I 

had established the work that I did in the Caribbean, I did publish significantly out 

of it, the economics of agricultural research and some of the scholarly journals; 

the University of the West Indies, I gave seminars, stuff like that. So, a body of 

literature that came out of that work I did in the Caribbean still exists and is still 

being quoted, okay? And then, when I got here at the University of Florida, during 

the period of time that I decided not to go to Guyana, I realized that I needed to 

survive in the system. So what I did then—see, I’m not going to go to Guyana. So 

I put on pause the Caribbean thing, and I got involved in the economics of 

poverty in the South. Okay? Start publishing on that, the state of Florida. The 

economic impact of the food stamp program, and things like that, but marginal 

involvement in the Caribbean. And it was essentially those components—the 

economics of poverty, the food stamp program, whatever it is—that essentially 

carried me, because in terms of the contribution to the profession, the 

contribution to the state of Florida, and the contribution to the South. Okay? It 

was essentially those components that got me recognized as the distinguished 
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professor. And essentially those components. I don’t know if you’re aware of it. In 

2005 I was inducted into the Carver Hall of Fame at Tuskegee University for my 

contribution to the understanding of the economics of poverty in the South and 

the food stamp program, and the impacts on low-income minority households. So 

essentially, those components that, they were able to build the case that I would 

qualify for the title of distinguished professor at the University of Florida. And 

then, as I did that, I started more proactively reengaging the Caribbean, because 

I realized that if I had gone the Caribbean route, there would have been 

questions answered. Although they professed that we were part of the 

Caribbean, I suspect that there would been enough flack, so to speak, in the 

system that they would’ve probably questioned. So, I make sure that I had a solid 

body of scholarship and contribution here, in terms of the United States, the 

South, the state of Florida, whatever it is. And I had already done some of the 

Caribbean that was there, it was well-established that I had covered my bases. 

And then, I started reengaging the Caribbean and they recognized that, and the 

University of Florida IFAS asked me to be the lead person for the University of 

Florida IFAS Caribbean Basin program. In other words, wanted me to be the face 

of the University of Florida IFAS component in terms of the Caribbean program, 

recruiting students, putting on seminars, doing research. I have trained probably 

twenty, twenty-five or more Caribbean students here, and say probably about 

fifteen have received PhD with me. And they’re back in the Caribbean now in 

major things. And so, they have given me the leeway, a research program, give 

me a budget, [inaudible 1:52:35]. And so, I have been able to essentially straddle 
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the Florida, Caribbean thing, and because of that component I find that I’ve been 

able to train a cadre of Caribbean people who have gone back, and am in touch 

with senior academicians, government officials. They seem to have confidence in 

what I have to say. And it’s been very, very rewarding for me. So it’s been very 

rewarding professionally, in terms of the scholarship and the recognition that I’ve 

gotten from the scholarship. But also in terms of the service, and to see my 

former students doing well. I think that’s the most rewarding part of it: to see 

students who I have trained doing very well, and having a leadership role in the 

region. The university seemed to recognize it; I’m now emeritus, they have given 

me a travel budget. I still have my office that I have secretarial support, and I still 

do some of the things that I used to do in the Caribbean—on my time table. As a 

matter of fact, I leave this Saturday to go to Trinidad to set up a conference that 

we’re going to be organizing in Trinidad next year. The University of Florida will 

be a key partner in that. And so, it’s a labor of love for me, and I have good 

friends, colleagues, in the region, and I am very pleased that for whatever 

reason, the University of Florida seemed to appreciate and recognize that 

component. But I think I paid my dues, and they did not give me any gift. 

Everything that I’ve gotten, I think I’ve earned it, at a price. At a price. But it’s 

something that I figured that I had to do. But I’m not sure if I’d want to see a 

young upcoming person go through what I went through, I’m not sure. And I hope 

they don’t have to. 

H: Thank you. Thank you very much. 

D: My pleasure.  
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[End of interview] 
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