
 

Helen Natalie Jackson (Wilkins) Claytor 

Birth:  1907 (April 12) 

Death:  2005 

 

Helen Natalie was the third of four daughters born to Amy and Madison Jackson. Her father was 

the first black man to pass the bar in South Dakota. He moved the family to Minneapolis, MN, 

for the specific purpose of being close to a university where his girls could go and save money 

on room and board. Ms. Claytor recalled that “Poppa” built a house so they lived closer to the 

university than any other black family in Minneapolis. 

 

Ms. Claytor described herself as “bookish” as a little girl and was valedictorian of her high 

school class. She was also Phi Beta Kappa in college and graduated in 1928 with a major in 

English and a minor in Social Services Administration. Although she had “the best kind of 

training in schools in Minneapolis and . . . was trained to teach,” Ms. Claytor found no teaching 

jobs in the area for blacks. In fact, although she worked professionally her entire adult life, she 

never had a teaching job. 

 

When she graduated from college in 1928, Ms. Claytor was engaged to Earl Wilkins. By the late 

1930s, Mr. Wilkins had died of TB. Ms. Clayton was left alone with a young son, Roger. 

 

In 1943, Ms. Claytor remarried Dr. Robert Claytor and moved to Grand Rapids, MI, in 1944. For 

the first year of her second marriage, Ms. Claytor commuted between Grand Rapids and New 

York City, where she was completing a National YWCA study of interracial practices in 

community YWCAs. This study eventually led to the desegregation of YWCAs. 

 

In 7
th

 or 8
th

 grade, Ms. Claytor had started at the YWCA in the “Girl Reserves” and had 

remained active in “College YWCA.” Through this network after college, she found a job with 

the “racial branch” of the YWCA in Trenton, NJ, not far from her older sister who had a job in 

New York City. From 1928 through 1930, Ms. Claytor worked for this branch, which was only a 

few blocks from the “main YWCA.” In 1930, after marrying Earl Wilkins, who was working at a 

local newspaper, Ms. Claytor moved to Kansas City, MO, and went back to work at the city’s 

YWCA. Her mother moved to Kansas City to care for Roger.  

 



In 1940, Ms. Claytor and her son and mother moved to New York City, where Ms. Claytor 

joined the board of the YWCA of the United States.   

 

Early in the 1940s, her work for this national board brought her to Grand Rapids, MI. At that 

time, the executor director of the local YWCA was Norma Stauffer. Before her time, there was 

racial segregation in the YWCA, schools, public pools, and college residence halls and 

cafeterias. Black people were either separated from or not allowed into public institutions or 

facilities that white people used. 

Ms. Stauffer asked Ms. Claytor to meet with black male leaders who had been resisting Ms. 

Stauffer’s overtures. She thought they might be more responsive to a black national staff 

member. Ms. Claytor met with them and recalled “that was the best thing [Norma] ever did. 

That’s where I met Bob [Dr. Robert Claytor].” She added that she knew nothing about Grand 

Rapids and never planned on staying there. 

 

Yet, after she moved to Grand Rapids in 1944, Ms. Claytor began volunteering at the YWCA. 

That year, she was elected to the board, and the next year, she was elected to the national board. 

From 1949 through 1951 she was the first black woman to be elected President of a “total” 

YWCA in any community in the United States. In 1967, she repeated this distinction when she 

became the first black woman to head the national YWCA board. She served in that position 

until 1973. In 1974, she resigned from the board. 

 

She also served on other national boards:  National Women’s Advisory Committee for Civil 

Rights; National Office of Equal Opportunity; Widow Persons Service; and Hospice.  

 

Ms. Claytor said “. . . the thing [she felt was her] lasting” legacy was her part in the founding of 

the Community Relations Service, which became the local Equal Opportunity Office. Locally, 

she also served on the board of the Community Health Service, which was later joined with 

Visiting Nurses, and the Family Services Association.    
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