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Moral Integratio

com 1960 to 1965, I observed the onset of school des?gregmon in
Ehe South. I met the African-American children who Pl(?ﬂefred that
effort. in New Orleans, Atlanta, Charlotte, jack§011, ant':l Blrmlnghm
In Atlanta, two of the ten teenagers who led chelbr race into previously
all-white hugh schools had also begun to work with the Student Non-
violent Coordinaung Commuttee, known popularly at the time a
SNCC, and one of the major cwvil rights groups. Soon enough, I was
working at the SNCC offices myself and participating in various polit-
ical mxr;auvcs undertaken by the young people of both races who came
together during those tumultuous civil rights years. Most especially, |
was involved from start to finish with the Mississippt Summer Project
of 1964—a cntical moment in the struggle to enfranchise over a third
of the cinzens of an American state who, in the second half of the
twentieth century, stll could not vote. In Freedom Houses across the
Delta students took their then quite dangerous stand. Three of ther
died. Scores were injured. The Voung Rights Act of 1964 was surtl}’;c’:
part, a political tesumony to that effort—a consequence of thc‘aroubc-
public norice those Freedom Houses secured across the mation (
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cause of all the acuvity taking place in and near them). At great personal
danger, hundreds of youths of both races and from all parts of the
United States planted themselves firmly on Delea soil, confronted
Dixic’s bastion segregationist state, and thcreby sct In motion a great
deal of social and racial change in a state hitherto immune to such a de-
velopment.

Over the years much has been written about the civil rights activists,
the students who pioncered school desegregation, the young SNCC
leaders who envisioned and then made real the Mississippi Summer
Project. In the first volume of Children of Crisis, I wrote at some length
on the children who endured threats and mob action in order to go to
school with other (white) Americans: I wrote, too, about a number of
the SNCC members who, in their teens and twenties, took on sheriffs
and state policemen and, not least, armed terrorists who set fires, shot
rifles and pistols, and used dynamite—a day-by-day attempt to prevail
over Freedom Houses, raze them to the ground, scare and injure and
kill those inhabiting them. 1 tried, as well, to learn through interviews
how ordinary white people viewed a moment of dramatic racial con-
frontation; and to learn how ordinary African-American men and
women responded to what was a risky call to arms by a relatively privi-
leged cadre of outsiders, whose ideals were, indeed, tested strenuously
that summer of 1964 but who knew that at any point they could simply
leave, take up with honor a life elsewhere, and be remembered, cele-
brated for the bravery they had demonstrated under quite dangerous
circumstances.

When I did my writing, I relayed the events I observed through the
eyes of (the voices of) the various protagonists; whether the court-
appointed children who were to initiate “Integration,” that much dis-
liked word among the South’s white people in the early 1960s; or the
SNCC members, who set up those Freedom Houses and set in motion
the activities planned and sponsored by them: voter registration drives
especially, but also, health care and tutoring programs. I myself worked
with those medical and educational efforts, and thereby met a number
of African-American Mississippians who weren't in the civil rights
Struggle a5 combatants—were, rather, meant to be the beneficiaries of
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' TOMASELLOS OF MISSISSIPPI :

Isll" lfl“”“bel that man using the Phl'asc on their account —qdﬂr
Spllt mtﬂlld(‘d us Clll()ltd folks,” as he often putit, a 5
g gainst (Il'l sev-

| senses of that expression) “the SNCC people” who were doing
eral

heir best to “stir things up,” a phrase not only used by the white people
tfctl}:m ;omtn' and others across the Magnolia State. That tenant farmer
ias younger than many of the veteran leaders of SNCC. At mcng.
seven he was a husband, a father of four, a man who had been working
the land since childhood, and who expected to do‘so until the Lord
“called” him—a time, 2 moment he’d many times tried to 1magnc: the
ascent and arraignment before Almighty God. He summoned impres-
sive descriptive powers as he related what he thought was awnnng
him: “They'll check me n, one of the angels, maybe, who hvesu:)‘
there. They'll call my name: ‘Andrew Thomas, you be the one here’
Yes, sir,” I'll answer them. ‘Okay, tell us why you think you sh‘ouldb‘t
tapped by the Lord, and allowed “life forever after,” tell us! Tha!f
when 1 hope 1 have something to say. You come up there empty
handed, and you're a goner right away. That's the big test, md,wd“;
whole life 15 your case you're putting before the Lord, and Hclsl
Jjudge of it, and your future life is what's to be decided. 1 try to ﬂz
little ones, it's important to be good, because there’s a record i "“m
down here, and you carry it up there, and it’s in your soul, writtef
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it, and they must have some way of looking it all over and coming s
with thetr decision, and it’s yes or no, it comes down 1o tha. S inlind
perfect, for

overlook 1,

you flunk. Your life’s been good (pretry good—no life 15
;urt‘); or you've fallen down bad, really bad, and they can't
nosir.”

Such a way of thinking (and talking) was his by virtue of a devout re-
ligious hfe. Every week he and his wife, Ruth, and their children went
u; a “tabernacle” church, to histen and pray and sing and exclaim and,
not rarely, cry worriedly or shout Joyfully. Neither Andrew nor Ruth
Thomas could read, but they had commutted to memory parts of the
Old Testament, and, of course, the New Testament, and they owned a
Bible, which occupied a shelf all its own in the humble rural
Ived in, at the edge of the land they both worked.

Not that they were t00 far from McComb. Ruth Thomas walked
two miles five days a week in order to “help out a lady” who lived “in
the town,” and she was back in time to cook supper. Her mother had
once worked for the same white family whose name, Tomasello, re-
sembled the one her daughter, also named Ruth, would assume upon
her marriage. Her mother, whose name was Sarah Holmes, talked of
her one-time employer with respect, even affection: “They be good
people. He owns a hardware store. He owns a coupl
sides the one he lives in. His wife, she has her trouble

rosis,” they call it, of her nervous system [multiple sclerosis), and so she

gets wobbly, and she’s headed for a wheelchair, the Mister would say
sometimes, and shake his head, and he’d pull his handkerchief out and
blow on it. We chuckled some

times, the Mister and me. He'd come
home a lot 1o look on his wife, and we got to talking. He said, when 1
told him my daughter, Ruth, wi

ould be marrying Andrew Thomas—he
said her name would be *kin’ to his. That's the time he explained to me

that his grandfather came from Italy, and so his name is different from
the others, the white folks. | always did know that—I liked the sound
of it; there’s 5 ring o it. He said little things can make a big differ-
ask him if he goes back to the “old coun-
“They have an “old country,” too," he said, ‘but you'd

cabin they

e of houses, be-
s—she has a ‘scle-

fnce—people sometimes will
oy’ on visits,
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¥ *s what h

day.” That's :
- :d out of his heart!

tw“\»o‘:h :::;Jn,mc part of table talk in the Andrew Thomgg houg.
rhn. i \, before the cvil nghts movement came to Missi

hold YtJTr; smas had learned something important from hig Mothey,
l:'_’: ::j_;, 4,dL uken a moment’s confidence, Qﬁércd by a Prospergy
white man to his “cleaning lady,” and turned it Vm‘to a reason for socy
reflection: “I've often remembered what ‘Mamie” told us, She liked 5
thar our name and her boss man’s sound alike; but I've told her hup.
dred umes that, like our mimister will tell you, the truth comes in Joy
of disguises, so many of them, and Mr. Tomasello was confe

something then. He was letting Mamie in on a secret—that the white
folks have bad blood between them, some of them: they can treat thei
own the way they treat us, not all the way, not as whole-hog, but they
can go sideswiping each other (see what [ mean?)

—and for us colored,
that's news

“No, sir, I can’t say I didn’t know that before [ heard Mamie tell is
what he'd told her. But it’s one thing to have your suspicions, and a-
other to hear the evidence come right into your ears. My brother works

in the town; he loads and unloads in the Piggly Wi

gely [supermarket),
and he

hears lots of fights going on among the white folks. But thats
different—it’s human nature to fight, you know that going back to the
Bible. There’s fighting, and there’s fighting! Mr. Tomasello, he told
Mamie that he couldn’t count on people, his white folks, not one hur-
dred percent, because they've always got this ‘idea’ about him, that he’
not the same as them, not completely [because of his Italian name]
When Mamie first told me that, I laughed it off. I'd think, she's gottht
biggest imagination I've ever met, and it will run away from her if ¢
don't watch out, I'd say, ‘Whaite folks don’t go after other white folks—
not when they have us colored to kick around!” "
The time came, in Jate summer of 1964, when that hunch of M
Tomasello's came true, so Andrew Thomas would come to real®
Moreover, Andrew Thomas was to some extent responsible for Mr

. ) , m
Tomasello's experience with his neighbors and business colleagus £
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Mississippt town that had heretofore boasted of its “friendly atmos-
phere.” so a Rotary Club description once averred “The whole thing

" Mr. Thomas always insisted. He had gone
into town to buy some seed at Mr. Tomasello’s store. He'd talked with
his mother-in-law’s employer for a few minutes and w
leave, when a SNCC “field-worker,”

got going by an accident,

as preparing to
there o buy a flashhight, ap-
proached him and engaged him in an informal conversation The ficld-

worker idenufied himself as such, gave his name, Rob Simpson, and
told of his background. Andrew Thomas remembered that initial en-
counter this way: “He was a colored fellah from up North; he told me
his folks hailed from near Memphis, not so far from Mississippi, and
they tried it up in Chicago, and they missed their kinfolk down in Ten-
nessee, but it’s better up there. He wanted to know i I'd ever been
away from here, and I told him no. I asked him about being a field-
worker. He told me he was trying to help us out here—so we can have
a better life. 1 wasn't sure what he meant. [ thought if he was a field-
worker, he was doing what I'm doing. I'm a field-wo

rker, all right! But
he said no, it was the vote he

s working on—and was | interested?

“I shook my head and told him 1 had enough to do without taking
that on, the vote. I could tell he wanted to persuade me, but he looked
at Mr. Tomasello, who was looking at us, and so he asked me if I'd
mind if he paid me a visit sometime, and I said no, I'd not mind. When

he left, Mr. Tomasello told me he was wondering if my mother-in-law

could do some extra work, come the next weekend, and 1 said yes, I was
sure she could. Thar's why he'd been looking my way. 1 realized after-
wards that ‘Chicago Rob,” the way I first thought of him, had made a
mistake—he thought Mr. Tomasello was cross because I was talking o
a field-worker from one of those civil nghts organizations.”

Within days “Chicago Rob” had found his way to Andrew Thomas's
“place,” as he always called his home and the land around 1t. The two
men talked, and Andrew kept telling Rob that he wasn't interested in
voung. When Rob asked why, Andrew responded with his own,
shrewd social and political analysis: “Things here are pretry well set.
You can’t vore the folks who own everything out of office, because they
don't have any oftices to their credit. I mean, they have their offices,
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|
Once home he spoke with his mother-in-law, recited the sequenc

: fos deed, she
of events at the hardware store. Mamie wasn't surpnset‘ I:Ihc s
was only surprised that her son-in-law was surprised—tha :
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given any thought, apparently, to Mr. Tomasello's relat
win other white people in the town: “She gave a by
she told me I'd better ‘widen’ my eyes and
there’s ‘lots to” Mr. Tomasello 1 hadn't been taking in! She said she'd
scen him watch the TV, and there'd be reports of those three young
men, who'd disappeared [the SNCC members who were killed in
Neshoba County, Mississippi, early in the summer of 1964] and he
said, ‘They're dead, for sure, and it's a damn shame’ That's what he

told his wife, and she said she agreed, and she said, “There are a lot of
people who end up doing wrong,

tonship to cer.
g laugh, Mamie, and
‘alert’ my ears, because

because there's no one to show them
how to do ght.” I think on her deathbed Mamie will remember hear-

ing that—she told me she never heard anything better come from a
white person, not in her whole life!”

In fact, Sarah Holmes and Andrew Thomas didn’t see eye to eye on

that score. “We had ourselves a bit of an argument,” the younger of the

two recalled as he tried to give a chronicle of whar happened to him in
the summer of 1964. Always practical, and more attentive to the world
than his mother-in-law’s estimate of him allowed, he quickly chal-
lenged Mrs. Tomasello’s comment on moral leadership, its prevalent
absence as an explanation for what had occurred in Neshoba County:
“I'said I wasn’t one to know better than the missus [Mrs. Tomasello],
and | know she got herself a college degree, but someone can stand up
and try to tell people what's nght, and they’ll get shot down, and that's
what happened to those three guys in Neshoba, and it would happen
here, it's the same here. People hear what it suits them to hear—thart's
what L told her, and if they do bad, they've got a reason for it. You know
what? They think they're doing good—that’s the truth!”

He hadn’t convinced his mother-in-law with that earthy take on so-
aal behavior as a response to money and power as they, in turn, shape
the moral standards of a particular community. She had argued strenu-
ously for the potential nfluence any one person can exert. To clinch
her point, she summoned “the Lord Himself™, she spoke passionately
of Jesus, His lonely moral vigil and its eventual significance, the sway it
me to hold over so many. But Andrew Thomas was not at all won
over-“Ihad to stop myself from laughing! I said, ‘Mamie, stop vourself
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out of the land of bad and into the land of good, the way the m

told our Mamie people need leading.” .
Thev had reached an impasse, a man and his moxhc;:m I;:;w
had rcp;eated discussions over a couple of weeks, and those

ie's nsi
engagements of mind and soul became amplified by Mamic's 15
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tence on sharing with Mrs. Tomasello what she and her son-
talked about—even as Mr. Tomasello soon enough heard fro,
sbout her conversations (“chats.” she calle

n-law had

m his wife
d them) with 3 maid who
had become a constant, enabling presence in her life. Indeed, Mrs

Tomasello’s very vulnerability made for her moral sensitvity, so her
husband once observed as he looked back from the vantage point of
1966 at the complicated relationship between him and his wife and
Manue and Andrew Thomas during that hectic, Intense, politically and
racially momentous summer of 1964. “You'll note,” he told me to

i mind, “that Sally [Mrs. Tomasello] spent more time with M
than anyone else, even me.”

keep
amie

He stops to sip a Coke, lowers his head a second Of two, resurmes
“The two did a lot of talking! If she wasn’t sick, and could get around
like others, she'd not have dug beneath the surface of things the way
she did then (she sull does). She was there with Mamue, helping her do
things, and the two are both talkers. Here in the store, | mostly listen;
I've learned to let cach customer talk and alk! Back home, those two
really hashed things out. Mamie would get all niled up, on account of
what young Andrew said to her. She'd tell Sally that her son-in-law was
coming up with ‘devil talk.’ My wife wasn't so sure! Andrew laughed at
her thought—that over in Neshoba, and night here (and everywhere)
people need to be taught how to behave better. Sally said for years that
a good leader, and a leader who fights for the good, finds followers—
and that's the story of Jesus’ ministry on earth. Mamic is nght on

Sally’s side—but when [Mamie] got angry at Andrew. Sally wasn't
upset, not as much as his mother-in-

law was with him! Sally told me
she thought Andrew had a point—th

at *he’d taken the matter further’
You know, people aren’t always ready for that ‘good leader” In fact,
they're not ready for him at all a lot of the time—isn’t that the Christian
story. t00? I mean, Jesus came here with all those good things to say, the
best of intentions, and look at what people did—the same as in
Neshoba, Hey, I'm not saying those SNCC guys were like Jesus. Don't
gt me wrong! [ think they were pushing an agenda, a ‘voting rights’
agenda, they called it, and they had a right to do it—that’s where 1
parted company with ninety-nine percent of the whites of this state, or

Rl |
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> m much worse trouble if they d ek e s
ey get tied to the cvl I 2
; ey are now, living in such a broken-down place. Th e et
et = ace. There’
[:] s trouble, you know!” e
other unexpec
xpected break in th
e na / P
o e s i rrative run of his words, which
3 nsequence not 7 of
s s m“qn i only of their meaning, but
: ) xiety and the worry, as he s S
e T orry, as he speaks. Itis as
k. st in order to prove his last sta
owered his head, maybe b 1 pveuaser sy
e by g ndm, ybe because in his mind some shots have been
8 , or a tenant farmer’s cabin, Andrew's to be exact

= 2

R

-
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}—neither rare occurrences all lhrn“gh
o una-—
to the gro

en torched Jnly half over. Finally, he s Auklm\mg
yment ¢

1as be

t that me
that summer, at th

_and | begm t© ser
d for more troub
kind of confrontation, and our logyy

i urgently delivered exhortaugy,

18¢
me again- le here. The avil nghts people
e soon heade

We're v have some

: | the .
won't leave unti wll be waiting for them, and besides,

and the state police
hite Cinzens Council, w the
| happen, or when, but as everyone says, coloreq

police,
there's the W
don’t know how il

" mn

“the day 1s cor pa 3
o d if there was another hardware store 1 town I'd be out of
and 1if there was

and you must know, the Klag 1

o!" I've refused to join the White Citizeng
mail ; i
e My Sally pleaded with me not to join, and you know what
business y o g 3 > Ve ras

1d me when 1 didn’t want to? Tt was three years ago, and 1t was
they to v e Gesvenn % > re
- id that Tll never n my life forget. Well there, M
ung sa a

'\Ili“[v:z]:illlu (boy did they linger on my name!), ?ou'rc nu‘t really one of ys

Ath 2 name like yours!” They didn’t say anything else; and |
’m\“‘”‘\ \\"1 the matter. 1 was angry, but I'll confess, 1 was scared. |

I ursue d o) 5 ;

‘tjl:\{»:;h[: of my busimess—and my wife, ‘mdro\lr kids, even if t’hcy re up
in ov\mrd [in college at the University of Mississippi]. 1 \x.as almost
ready to reverse myself, sign up wath them. But 1 just couldn’t find the
words to :

“] sat there shaking with fright and rage, the two feelings in a mux|
couldn't separate then, I can’t now—and you know;, I've told Andrew
about that [incident] recently. 1 thought he should know what II
thought: if he’s letting himself even consider joiming up with those cvi
nth; ‘types’ (as they're called by a lot of my [whate] cus(onfcrs). lheny
hL should know that even for me, a white man who is way ‘up there;
compared to him, 1t could be scary, plenty scary, just not signinga pl':0
vate piece of paper, never mind walking up those courthouse m:, :
try to clam the ballot, what ‘they’ want Andrew to do, th‘:n Rob gu
and the others [who have] come here these last few weeks -

Now he seems ready to work himself into a fit of vexation and m:
aganst “them,” against “Chicago Rob” and the rest. He takes his ?h»m
off, pulls a handkerchief to wipe them, and I regard that gesture 1%
uvely: he’s all steamed up, and his glasses are a clue to that m

I
‘m dead wrong IV
hence his need to make them clear again. But I'm dead wrong

¥
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shortly learn that he 1s, rather, trying to achieve for himself a Rlatiad

lucidity of vision: “Hell, 'm with them. in my heart.

My wife, Sally,
she’s sure with them—'the sooner the colored become

American ep-
the better off we'|) all be”
that a hundred times this summer! Maybe so—but 4,

¢ everyone else, and vor ,
zens like everyone else, ar Cs I've heard
e won't be so ‘bet-

ter off,” I tell her—they [the white customers of his hardware store |

will start driving twenty-five miles to buy a rake or 2 pair of phers or 2
hammer, and they'll use the hammers they've got to smash my store’s

windows, and they’ll come here and try to scare us to death.

Two can
play that picketing game, you know,

and the boycotting—and the white
people are the majority and have most of the money! I've told Andrew

all this—I tried to be tactful, the way I put it in words, but | want him

t know, to get the message, otherwise he’s he

aded for the worst trou-
ble. Why,

he could just disappear, you know: It's happened before, Or
he could be arrested for some trumped-up charge: they'd be walting

for mm somewhere, the police, and by the time they'd finished with

him, doing their ‘questioning’—he'd be lucky to be breathing. He'd be

one sorry fellah!
“If you ask me, Andrew isn’t gomg to pay me no mind. [ see him as

headed for that courthouse

» no matter what. He's weighed everything,
and he knows the

odds of success—zero, I'd say; but he just doesn't
seem to be able to control himself—he'll be skeptical about the civil

rights people for a few minutes, but they seem to have roped him in,

that's my estimate.”
UnJccountably, his face shows a smile

- He has stopped talking, has
directed his eyes toward the

street. He shakes his head, returns his at-
fention to the room where we sit, his study 1n his home. He jokes that
he’s surrounded by “integrationists.” His wife would like to walk up
those courthouse stairs with Andrew “and the others.” His wife, actu-
ally, doubts Andrew will end up taki
much, finally, she
after 4], likely me
dren fatherfe

ng that big step—he’ll worry too
estimates, about his family To try to register to vote
ans to make a widow of your wife, to make your chil-

ss. Andrew has the “gumption” but he’s not “rash,” not a
» Notanxious to “tke it on the chin—or the belly or the chest.”
His wife

once put it this way, “on the dime”; she asked a rhetoncal
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e will and the brave soul in him gy he
 on. “Does h;"‘mﬂr real leader, who stands up, [hmu&
"2 leader of his il ght and U'UC’*

oo what 181 — ;
¢hick and dun ““’I‘ ks around the room. There are family pictures o
o 100KS

von. He ended up being a shoe repairman—he had his own shop. He
pought the building [that housed his present day hardware store) ‘and
other buildings. He took care of the buildings, buile up equity. T:h;\t’s
how | learned to buy property: my dad got into the real estate business,

Mr Tonascll + of his gmnd(athcr who came to Amenica from chrough his dad. My folks always felt sorry for the colored. | i
the wall—1m¢ Juding ‘:;d n New York City and gota job helping a peg. Daddy paying them more than anyone else in town would drear 1r T
Turn.in 1Y L lmtm scleaning Up after the customers left” in a g he'd say it often: ‘ltisn’t fair, the way they're treated.” | guess wc‘ .
dler, and soon lhfrci,-ked I night, every mght. He scrubbed floors o enough outsiders, with our background, with the name Ton’hsc“‘:l‘re
ries of stores- H; ‘;’; He did what would “now.” in M\SS\sslPPl» be sympathize with those on the outside, the colored! It could - b;m
his hands and ﬂk" He wasn't one for self-pity. He never voted. k1lnTercnt, though—U'll say that in self-defense. There's m ¢ been
gl m;e simply wanted t© “get a leg up here,” and he dig. ey s

who's in Greenwood, and he’s an outstanding lawyer, the leader of the
White Citizens Council there, and he talks segregation all the time—|
getsick, listening to him. 1 feel like reminding him of our family’s past,
and telling him what I've overheard—not just once! But he'd blow B
atme, | know. He can sense where I'm at, though—1I keep quiet when
he comes out with his hate talk.”

He was tempted to keep quiet when he learned of Andrew’s inten-

ractizen. F S L
W fuke.” an accident or incident that “changed everything*
Then, "3 "

igrant from Traly. walking on a New York City street after g
This imm Lh‘ of toil, saw a man get out of a taxi, pay the fare, and begn
”d“"“"'_f ¢ he inadvertently dropped his wallet: 1t hadn’t been py
w© -::::‘\ in ‘Ijns pocket, and so it fell to the ground. noticed by that i b
securely

grant, who spoke up. “That was how he got here,” his grandson tell
migrant, M

me: a grateful southerner whose wallet had been saved took an iner ton to go ask for the right to vote. He was also tempted to tell Andrew
n dlL‘LhOD(‘S( ltahan immigrant who helped him, JI:d viho Was more b ~ that he was making a big mistake “to mess around in this protest stuff.”
than willing to “rake a chanoe.™ 5 move aRTWIere,” 1074 W EE, . he put 1t to Andrew when they had occasion to talk. Andrew re-
e of it” where this southerner lived. . 1 membered it well. “We had ourselves a talk hike Pve never had with

A pleasant, proud reverie, 3 story of 195|m|1§tlon and success, comes anyone, be he colored or white! I told him I was likely going to ‘take
crashing down, though' «I'm stll an odd one, 1n the eyes of lots of folks - thestep” He tumed whiter than white! He said 1 should think twice
here. ‘Tomasello, he’s a mice guy, an Eye-tahan—he'll ry to please you g three times, four times, a hundred times, before T dive into water as
all he can™ | overheard that once in my own store! I was in the new L - deep as that, especially since 1 can't swim! Well, I told him I'd learn
aisle, out of sight. My own father-in-law had to practice and pracue, , how when I got in the water and I'd have to—besides, us black folks
so as not to call me an Eye-talian. He wasn’t all that happy atthesun, = (Rob says we should call ourselves), we're always in water above our

Tll tell you, to call me his son-in-law! Now my wife is telling me @ ‘ heads, and we're always trying to stay afloat, and you can drown any
practice: “Don’t say colored, honey,” she'll tell me. So, 1 say ‘nigh second, being who you are, the colored. )
‘No, honey—Negro.' I have trouble using the word, saymng it right, “What sbout your family? Your wife, your kids? He-ssked i that
Sally said: ‘Think of a knee growing, a knee-grows, then it'll comeos several umes. I said, *Mr. Tomasello, I should let o ————
all right, and you know that warks™* i ha's no future, the way it is now here. This 1s their big chance, to feel
He has laughed; but abruptly he 1 straight-faced, serious—ind 5 o there’s something ahead, waiting for them. As it is, we're treated like
mordantly self-crincal “1 am ashamed of myself. talking this way! Mi ! things. Maybe someday we can be something”
grandfather adjusted to everything in this country except for segreg

]

On the other hand, Andrew confessed to apprehension, even alarm



Reedwert Coles

o what he'd told Mr. Tomasello, but he wondered if he him.
& Jsevea Vv L

He believe e 1i"—he envisioned himself g be

auy - o

m the clutch, reluctant. He knew b

n to jal—and thereafter hun

self would ever €
csiant, and

mught well be arrested on the spot, take
g Kkilled. What was the pomnt, then? Such g -

bevond repair, it not :
knowledgment on Andrew Thomass part, SUTprsINg to e nl »
I ch: seed an unexpected response— indeed, a stunming reversy] e
re of Mr Tomasello, one that would prove to be a memorabie
] moment 10 the summer of 1964: “I think I took lcave osc:
—] wasn't thinking coolly and rationally. 1 told Andrew I'q Sup;
L what he did, 1f he decided to do it. 1 told him I'd do y “
him—and my wife, and for the people of the state. I said, ‘Hey, oy
pracucally the same, and we've been helping cach
other out for years and years—why, his mother-in-law 1s my wifey
‘hest friend,” that's what she says. So I said 1t’s about nme we shool
hands and agreed we're friends, and we'll stand by each other!”

Not so easy to accomplish, this asserted desirability of a friendship,;
pewly balanced manner of getung along. Mr. Thomas kept silent afer
andshake. Mr. Tomasello had more to say, bav:alén epe g

coming wobbly, b

e

tenc
the pa
cnucd
senses

port him 1t

[last] names are

esRy

the h

Then, a remarkable admission from Mr. Thomas, as later relayed by

Mr. Tomasello: “He told me he wasn't going to show up the nex
at he felt he’d be *walking out on his fammly,” leaving them

morning—th
for good, and it wasn't nght! He was going through agony, I could see

] wanted to give him a hug.” Did he? “No, 1 didn’t—because I though
he'd get fnghtened! All of a sudden, standing there, 1 realized whati
ly like for him, what 1t meant to be a colored man, a Negrom
overwhelmed with shame: for what our country had

was red

our society. I felt
allowed—no, for what 1t forced on all of us, from the start of our hi-

torv. There we were, in the second half of the twentieth century, and
the segregationist laws were on the books, and 1 the hearts of us whie k
folks. and a few blocks away, the sheniff and lus police were ready ®
make sure things stayed as they are! [ wanted to ask for Andrew’s for-
giveness, but I knew he’d think I'd done gone loco!” /
Instead, the two men had a “practical talk,” Mr. T¢
He did most of the talking He told Andrew that “w

smasello calledit =
hatever he did =
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/

whatever he decided to do,” he had “friends” in ¢ .
¢ lomasel)
0s. He

spoke a lot through his wafe, through refere
€nces 1o her opinjons and

: definitely astonished
McComb, two at least

values, and told a taciturn, somewhay perplexed
Andrew Thomas that he had “admirers” m y
among the town'’s white population, and that “if w

those two would “stand up and be counted ” TP‘"T came to worgt”
hard in the minds of both the one who used L J"L;ﬁl} ast phrase stuck
itused. Neither of them at the time quite knew wh ; l: .
specifically meant to suggest, imply, convey: "lavhcnhl 10s¢ words were
a gesture of affilavion, connection, rather fh.;,l] asl Cy were meant as
spelled out. Yet, in retrospect, both of them belie .a,
those words pushed matters along decisively -

plan or strategy
d that somehow

Andrew Thomas: “I'm not one for being smart witk
know this—I kept hearing Mr. Tomasello, when hc‘wzrds‘ i
aussus would ‘stand up and be counted,” if trouble :'“ v
n‘(-\'cr knew whether I'd go there and face those police “;c ;i
it's about time someone stood up and be counted on (‘h - :f"o"gh'*
and on the white side, and there we are, Mr Tomasello ecjo (’r"id e
Mr. Tomasello: “I wasn't sure what | intended two n::; e
spokf like that. On the way home, I was asking myself ,'Cl:w v
do if you find out they've gone and arrested f\ndrcw—o“(}n:d"T” =y
that he’s ‘mussing.’ I wouldn’t let myself go further—lrkn "Orh'd'
bones, though, that those so-called law enforcement peopl i
fectly capable of taking his life, murdering him, and pﬁc[fn‘;:;:; F:r-
:Zzli‘ ::lc(;d;r;lt Look what happened in Neshoba County! 1 !,'L;I hor::
ey da y, and she said she knew what [ was doing—I was giving
t,e”m{g, * ,:1 I:’:vs :)mel cncoumg-cﬂmcnt, some moral support. | “z;
i o (c:x alone, and if he dares take on the Klan and the
e et (T;J(na,l. then so will L Sally said the two of us were
B i —You rc: wo‘rkmg for the good, to make it better
Ptsaying, and ‘you're getung your own kind of integration

omg—it’

ih“{:s (;:ai?n;ci:e;ln:r?:gratlon you'rc bringing to Mississippi.’ Well,

it ; ) ;o know! ‘It’s two Americans agreeing they'll

e i tt' »Just like you said, and one is a Negro, and one
) cy're both doing what's night, come what may—




b4 s ess 1 saw what she was trying 1o tell me,
regration I g and nughty, those two words, and | e
h‘gf:‘]wl than she realized; or lebc e pur

\ 1 m
that's mOTA!

ded pretty

but that SOUm preth)

d al
2 lot more worned an

realize.” Andrew Thomas was ﬁrml?' rcbuﬂk:d—no way he'q
On s frst g/ Gl ermational furor occasioned by the
be allowed to VOte- g of three cvil rights activists, gave the Mg.
olicants a good deal of protection. They were .
Cone b;llot. - I.c Andrc\;’ remembered. Meanwhile, as he left the
feendly e 3: , .cended its steps, he saw his ncwiy declared “frieng"
ki 48 c:cw;lk, watching. A smile, a wink, even a publie
standing on the uAn o s el |
- azc‘l couldn’t return the thumbs-up,” he remembered
e d‘ have gotten wobbly knees and fallen down if I'd tried
<] think 1 woul Id have arrested me, 1 feared, for being a ‘sassy nig.
et Sumc»mc.hwo:lhcv‘ll call you at the drop of a hat! But you know
r'—m?(‘glv; ::mc' I felt like 1 was on my way to a llftlc of that ‘free-
w!m‘? 1felth i people keep alking and singing of Once I'4
s Cm» irs. 1 knew 1'd be back, unul they finally gave up
g ::os; folks in the offices there—just to start the bal
g ‘L‘: s what I had to do 1 told Mr. Tomasello: he and I gt
rewa \;aold him he was a big help tome as | tried to figure i 1d
e S‘:ln?j;:r: “for the duraton,’ just like me, he says, and it helps to
i y i:luu man who's ready to be counted on your side.”
k“‘;; :%5 a voung nights bill had passed the Congress, and Andz
; readily (if still reluctantly i spirit) put on the voung
e d, he drove over to s
in McComb, Mississippi. As soon as he registered, e
Mr. Tomasello at his hardware store. The two of thermn s

stalling

chat-
un the front of the store, then went back to the office, where they v

with
ted over coffee. They called the Tomasello home, shared the news

il
Sally and Mamie, who excitedly congratulated both of them,

ledan
somehow thev'd together discovered and explored a new ]‘:lor‘di g5
expedition that, finally. had gotten somewhere—hit together

toWD,
pay dirt that for so long cluded them and so many others n thew

their state, their region

N
th

A particular ciry
th
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2. A TEACHER S MINICOURSE N
MORAL LEADERSHIP

n 1960, when school segregation came to New Orleans, all eyes were
Ign the four African-American girls who had entered two formerly
all-white elementary schools, and on the subsequent boycott by the
parents and children heretofore enrolled in those schools. What would
happen to Ruby Bridges, all alone in the William Franez School, heck-
Jed and threatened? What would happen to the white children who
once went to school on weekdays and now stood with their parents and
shouted at Ruby as she went to their school—and who afterward, “hung
around and horsed around,” as a boy described what he and lus pals
had been doing since “that nigger girl showed up”? I would spend years
trymg to learn the answers to such questions, and so domg | would
have many opportunities to observe the courage that hard-pressed chil-
dren and cheir families could mobilize—and the fear and meanness of
spiric that could envelop other children, and of course, their parents,
brothers, and sisters. As I wrote up that research, I concentrated on all
those children, those families—and learned from them much of what
happened 1n their lives. But there were other stories that unfolded in
connection with those carly, fiercely contested efforts at school deseg-
fegation—stories in which the protagonists weren’t even directly in-

volved 1n the two particular schools that were so embattled, and yet
who chose to take seriously the moral challenges a racial ensis posed

for everyone, for onlookers as well as those who became, suddenly,
out-and-out combatants.

When the federal Judge J. Skelly Wight chose only two schools in
ew Orleans as the scenes of desegregation, and only four children as
¢ bearers of that mandated educauonal future, he was hoping to ease
gradually past its loudly stated outrage. At a meeting of
€ AIty's teachers that followed, by a week, the actual onset of ntegra-

ton (such as ¢ was) n the city's school system, [ heard a virtual refrain
of

relief from those not assigned to the Frantz School or the Mc-



¥ oben G +cing “s78 red” kept being summioneq
p betlls -

h 19 School—the il juncoon with “spared,” referred to
Donogh s ften N COF

ord used. of W rescued certain pe:;plc from 4
en e mor®

bers: ~Thank God: we'¥¢ heeh Sperei o Tl

ted on ot hers: %

ol we were Sp " that first
we sure are g"mml » uch expressions of relief th bestirreg
. just § .
5. ;ctu-l“‘,~ J

h School, b
It was - h,-grade teacher I 3 McDonogh 5chool, but ng
ourth-gra icged by 2 mob in response to the fq
A girls were attending, One of

tragedy nfic

- can-Amenican
that three six-year-old A:"‘;d peen quoted 1n the New Orleans Timgs.
Prevost,

those girls, Tessie divine scrutiny and assistance: “1say to God, iy

calling for le push their way into the schog
Picayunc 33 't et those peopie P
don'tl¢
please

»

my prayers,

and rum cvcﬁ“h:j t}::co mment of that six-year-old child, and whe,
Elaine Voge

to her days as a religious studie
she did she couldn't help l;u:: g;lzkm New Orleans. She had ahegy
mayor at Sophic Ncwm}':r even as she wondered where it came from
had a meditative side “;e i I‘nr mother an amateur artist; they lived ;
Her father was 2 bm' 0;!::“5‘5 Garden District, and were rather syr.
privileged life chd when their only daughter decided that she
prised, even Comclr:m'lm school children, and do so n the cys
wanted © tchhElc ;c's brother, Carl, had gone to Tulane, then headed
public schools. Elat hool at Northwestern. Her parents were constanty
north to business s wondering why their daughter “takes life so sen-
comparing Q\c tWo, had become hers: “I'm twenty-seven, and my folks
ousty” Their worrY uble, because I'm not married to one of the eligible
Gl m l:bt::z&:crs .of the city! They thought teaching was ‘nie
lawyers OF StOC ed that | wasn't going t be at Metairie Country Day 2
unul thtsyul;:"r:m school]—I was hoping to be at a public school her
private,
i t:’:' (:::n:\om heard I was going to church every weck, and texc-
- cc ‘01 in Sunday school, she called me and said maybe | ws
l‘:‘ugmlrcn:; too s;nous.' She said I shouldn’t carry the whole world onm

houlders! I had to laugh: I've got all this money in a trust fund, id
shoulders!
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this BICE apartnient off St. Cha.rlﬁ IS(rcﬂI: and a convertible, and all
e clothes I'll ever need m a hfetime, and I'm in good health, and 'm
ot the worst-looking gal m‘ the city of New Orleans, and 1 Jike my
k with those kids, and I've got some really great fnends, byt my
mom and pop are ina sweat over there on Prytania Street because their
Flatne hasn't tied the knot with some Iyoung millionaire, and she's
pending her ume with children who live in ‘one of those troubled
nmlhhorhoodS,' Pop called n—mc‘mmg any place in the whole city
wl{m‘ folks work hard, hard, hard for a living but aren't rich like they
Jll are where my parents live!
“And now, for God's sake—well, that’s it: I'm asking God whar He

wants, what He would have us do, to advance His purposes, and my
folks are throwing up their arms and groaning as if I've Jost my mind.
The last straw was the other might: Mom had met a ‘marvelous doctor’
ata party, and she told him what | was doing, and she asked him i1
might come and sece him. ‘Mom,’ | said, ‘I'm feeling fine. Why should
| see a doctor?" She came back at me with this: “Dear. he specializes in
ulking with young people.” ‘Mom'—I laughed—'are you trying to fix
me up with some shnnk?* She didn’t know what to say—TI'd made a
joke of the whole thing, when she was trying to be so damn serious!
But later, I was fit to be tied! My parents love to go to that Episcopal
church every third or fourth Sunday, 1t’s a big social ume for them.
They don’t pay the shghtest attention to Jesus, to what He preached, 1o
what Chrisuanity is supposed to be about. ‘What a lovely man, a sweet
one, that mumster 1s," I'll hear; or “The music was wonderful.' VIl hear
those ‘reports,” Mom calls them, of their activites, like going to
church, and [ wonder what God thinks of, makes of them. I sure know
what they think of Him—He's a ‘sweet one’! That's why Mom wants
me to go talk with that doctor—so I'll stop having all those ‘trouble-
some matters,” she calls them, on my mind.”

Even before the city of New Orleans was ordered to make a start at
school desegregation, Elaine Vogel was beginning to teach her fifth-
grade American history classes in her very own way. She used the stan-
dard text, but chose to emphasize parts of it that her colleagues, as she




" Robert Coles L d s g outnight: slavery, ang
) ion, most especially. She i aehed e
s d think about “all the Negro ?c?plc - dl)l'lc .
dren to stop a“. the labor they have given to it She even worked wyy,
o Is on the word “Negro,” worked very hard in thay Tos
those boys and g (Fort first made her teaching controversial. She g
gard. Indeed, dc::lfir:“ to pronounce a particular word correctly, by
T‘;;'sr;hl’:t':?ﬂma. in a working-class S iy e hstruction
had many conscqu:l:;:‘cﬂhought of sorts turned Into an occasion of
What sum‘? JiWc didn’t have mobs like those you're seeing in frop,
argument, stn ¢ Is. but we had parents coming in here to see me, 10 see
of the two schoodS;h -were complaining (were they!), and a few threg,.
the PnnCleL:}:‘ k:?is out! | couldn’t believe 1t! The principal calleg
ened to take their is started. and she said: ‘Elaine, how did all thyg
me i, when all this started. 3 - Bet
going? What did you do—what did you say to the children? | told he;
] was ssmply trying to be a good history u:achcr.—and English mxw
[ was asking them to read a book. and 1 brought n newspaper clippings

put it, “ghded ove
Juon a5 SCEredd

and magazine pieces I'd cut out. In all of them the word used i
‘Negro.' But when 1 called on the children to recite, @q talked abou
‘the colored, and if they were trying hard to do the right thing, they
spoke of the ‘nigras.” I heard some of them snickering behind my back
and during recess—alking of the ‘niggers.” 1 even heard a couple of
boys calling me 2 ‘nigger lover’! T sat on 1t all for a few days. [ wa
tempted to move on—get us past all this touchiness, get us into a sub-
ject they'd enjoy, and [one in which] T'd not be inclined to badger
them, ‘correct’ them too much. You see, I'd overlooked the fact that
when you start going after the way children use or pronounce certain
words, especially a word meant to describe—well, Negroes—you're
touching on their home life, the way their parents think, their values [
was dumb or naive—'innocent’ would be a nice word, or if you wantto
be critical, ‘foolish.” That's what the principal thought of me, 1 could tell
right away: I'd been stupid to get all this going! You know; it didn't take
her long to start in with me—as 1f the problem wasn't the children and
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peir language, of the parents, and their complaints, byt my back-
nd. ‘Elaine,” she said to me, ‘you've been Protected by you
E:;uyou can speak as you like—but for a lot of people here, it's not so
sy | wasti't clear on what she meaut, other thap that 1 was from 4
“Ti\-todﬂ farmly, and the neighborhood where | teach 15— guess
voud call 1t modest.”
* Not that those in her own family, or their neighbors, were any more
inclined then to favor the word “Negro” than were the children she
aught She wanted to argue, as she did with the principal, in country
clubs, in elegant living and dining rooms, in galleries, and yes, at musi-
ales: “Friends of my parents play music beauufully: he's a violmise and
she'sacellist. They have friends over; they're part of a quartet, and they
play in thetr ‘music room’ for a dozen or so guests. First, Bach or
Becthoven or Brahms, then great food! You know who cooks it, pre-
pares the tables, serves the fanciest of cuisine franaise? The “colored,’ or
‘our good nigras.” T've been to those soirees; I've heard what liquor
does to tongues, the crude jokes, the stories out of their lives: *1 was
ying to get some gas in a hurry, and they have this real slow nigger,
who can’t shake a leg to save his soul, and he spills some of the gas
on my car after he's filled the tank and 1 say something to him, but
he's too slow to understand me " I heard that from 2 woman of ‘great
refinement’—those are my mother's words about her. If the white man
who owns the gas station had waited on her, she'd have found pauence
for him, and she’d have overlooked a little spilt gas on that fancy Lin-
coln Continental of hers. She might ‘overloak’ my teaching her chil-
dren how to use ‘Negro,” pronounce it, but if [ started walking about
what happened here in Louisiana during Reconstruction, if I started
asking her children to start learning about the wrong done o those
‘Negroes' in Lowsiana, and the way it affects the doer, that wrong
done—I think she’d come marching into the Newman School or

Metirie Country Day [both private schools] to ‘register her reserva-
uons," a pohite way to say complain!™
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) -
worked hard to come across "j the children a5 plain, direct”—she ™
g,ﬂg-d her carly “exercise in hngﬂ.m,mmgl" Shisom

as tcmpmd o ask
The Worth of Indirection. per class w think of children 1n other schools,

» 10 consider Ruby
" Moralists 3 2

Teaching Wpproved Mo Bridges and her situation, that of the other three Mnfln-Amcnun
\ in both of those Private qurls and their expe . n«:n;c ;.( another Mcl)onogh School, but she held

c ‘rs E - -
] knew, certain teachic ack, even as she had her moments of regrer, frustraty -
In fact, as she well kne ath what she was trying to do, and b on, self

Is were enairely 0 sympathy W sccusation.
schools w¢

the same kind of morally energenic historical .
¢

- even pUTSUINg ) g
were even p “in a private school you can find, Sothetime,

quury. But, a8 she put 1t,

All during that first year of civie turmoil 1 New Orleans,
< where you're left alone, [whereas] n a pupy,
nnie:
nooks and cra

those four children struggled for a tochold in the schools aban
white famihes, Elame Vogel tried o enrich and provoke

while
doned by

1 ou take on something that's a live wire’ with people,
o , when Vi i - .

s be carcful, that's what I've been learning.” Yet she wangeg
you've got to .

\ b, she wanted her schoolchildren to continue the kg
. ot JOD,
to keep at her |

the moral
imagination of her class of twenty-eight ten-year-old boys and i

whose parents worked in stores and factones and offices. wore blue
collars and white collars, and, as she once starkly told me, “worried

2 _She began to realize the worth of jp.
of learning "hc “nz::?;::‘fr:.‘\:‘:lt: matttg:S she’d hcrctoforc Ukcn .
it “‘»‘::"y She let the pronunciation of “Negro” go for,
Seaee 'm:d herself to books and magazine pieces, to establisheg
g ronouncements, and she paced herself carefully ,
i :w":( a point of view buttressed by various “approved
s h"ui “? lled them, sages such as Emerson and Thoreau, the re-
monhm‘ i é.(‘;;ncs and generals and cabinet officers that, in their sum,
m‘"‘: j:zl::::n her words) a “certain tone”—the fair-minded, egalitar-
::r:iu;c of our nation’s political and social (houg:t h e
Especially interesung was her ongnal and shrew u.ie oal : "
Woodward's Tom Watson: Agrarian Rebel, a story of the po l‘[lc b:g
moral fall of a southern pohacian—a man who eventua lyl ame 1
U'S. senaror, but who in so doing turned away from his early mT:_
n ﬁ‘mhcnng the cause of the poor of both races. P‘{cre vts asl::o()d-
vored by college professors, now tlmn;; us@ 1;1:;: Ien c:‘c(r; ‘ Lyhcw
ad certain passages aloud, copie .
:;c:a(cl:-c:tl:dcms o col::ncmplatc what an Arkansas-born whlt:; h;:
rian of great distinction had to say about a x:nncwcn&—:g:u;rz o
leader's career. She used that word “leader” often, and 1 e
ship,” but not as a polirical theorist might, or for that 31‘:&“;) g
philosopher (though she was tempted 1n the latter

about the color black as 1f their lives were in danger of being black-
ened.” She was, naturally, being the “amateur psychologist,” so she
characterized herself after giving expression 1o such a characterization
of others. But she had come to fathom the depth and complexaty of
race as a constant and many-sided presence in the lves of those she
taught, not to mention those she knew socally or as kinfolk. She read
and read books, many by social scientists, sorme by wniters she admired,
such as Robert Penn Warren, or Faulkner, and those white southern
novelists were helpful to her, indeed—enabling her “to get some dis-
tnce” on her own melancholy assessment of her beloved city's seem-
mgly endless racial turbulence. More than anyone, however, she rehed
upon C. Vann Woodward and his “story.” as she called the Watson bi-
ography: “I showed the children pictures | got from the [Tulane] k-
brary of the young Tom Watson and the older man. | read to them what
Watson said he believed when he was starting out, and what he said he
beheved when he was a leader of his state of Georgu, a leader in the
United States Senate. 1 asked the children to take that word ‘leader’
very serously, instead of worrying how they pronounce ‘Negro’; 1
worked day after day at getting them to stop and think how one person
€N mean something important to anather person, become a leader 1
asked them what they think our leaders should stand for. | have to be
- careful, because their parents are the chief leaders they know in their
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ines, and had told the class several times that she dreamed of
being 3 foreign correspondent (*a reporter who keeps traveling™
hclptd her teacher by talking about the UN. (*a place where allfht
governments come and they decide things”). This youngster also
the discussion going by saying that if she were m the Job held by Ralg(:
Bunche she’d bring the Russians and the Americans into 1 room a:d
el them they had to settle things, or they'd not be let out.

The comment prompted a wide-ranging debate. Some children
wok offense at such an arbitrary confinement—wondered, anywa
whether “anyone could get away with it,” meaning Mr. Bunche Soo:
enough, these children pointed out, the respective governments ;»vould
come to the rescue.” Moreover, it didn't seem nght to use force this
way in order to end the use of force by two governments. A boy put it
this way, so Elaine Vogel remembered: “He’s a quiet one, so I was sur-
prised when he raised bis hand, and tackled the problem in 2 thought-
ful way, as a moral phulosopher might, actually: ‘Miss Vogel, I'm not
sure, but two wrongs don’t make a nght, that’s what my mom and dad
say’ I hadn’t thought about this like that—I guess I hadn't thought
about what 1t means to lock the door on two parties who are disagree-
mg. [ guess, really, I was thinking about not ‘locking the doors’ physi-
_ ally although my student, Beverly, made the point literally—did rell

us, specifically, that she would lock that door, and she even said she'd
hide the key so no one could go find it when she was busy eanng and

sleeping! (Otherwise, she intended to ‘keep guard’ outside the confer-
ence room )

: reli le or Scoutmastery
od maybe, OME others: religious Peop %
're studying history; and 1 Uy 10 get them ¢
ple we come across 1n our lessons— for

- to the peo ;
react persovally £ and explain why [they're doing s0. Of course

dhere’s 00 Mgk © this—the kids dOﬂ‘;l‘:“d;;ﬂza:m o cwe.
minded citizens who are respecdful OfO‘ Th"-‘ ) ‘é make dn'
Wdealistic acnons! There are days when | wigy |
country bhettet through beca
corder of yours my classroom, use what Tw
had dhat &pe ¢ but always inter:
heard is 50 amazng and often d\scoflﬂg'f‘g' ) ays esting ang
revealing You heara whole range of °P‘“‘°"‘" that's always ‘}K case. By
if the children knew they were ‘on record, 1 suspect they'd not be g
jd—and besides, the principal (and their parents!) would pe
sarmed. Anyway, | don't forget the gist of what gocs on, and there an
thungs said that I'll pever forget: 1 can hear them m my head, word fo
word—those ten-year-olds Tying to figure out where the country
chould be headed, and they wath it!”

Needless to say, | wanted to hear all she could recall—whereupon

she told me, first of all, about what she called an “amazing” class she'd
had only a week carhier. She'd brought in a copy of Life magazine,
showed the class several pictures in it of our American envoy o the
United Nauons, Ralph Bunche. She talked about his education (a doc-
torate from Harvard), and his work as a representative of this nanon—
someone who had tried to mediate conflicts in various parts of the
world. Then she posed this question. if you were Mr. Bunche, what
would you try to do—what would you consider to be importan
enongh to ke up your ime? At no point had she referred to his race—
nor did any part of the magazine pages she handed out mention that he
was 2 Negro (the descripuve word that would then, 1 the late 1950
and carly 19605, have been used).

At first the children were “slow on the draw;” as she remembered it
They weren't sure, most of them, what the U.N. was, nor did they
have any substantial idea of 1ts responsibilines—though one very bnght
@rl, who loved “current events” and read the New Orleans Time-
Picayune from cover to cover, went to the hibrary to browse through

“We went on and on. A girl said that if you force people to do
things, then 1t won't work 1n the long run.” They'll pretend to agree on
: mmgdung, she guessed, to get free, then they'll go back to their former
. posions. That really struck a chord in the children—and that’s how

we got closer to home! Another girl pointed out that ‘the government
up lﬁ Washington® is now forcing ‘the colored and the white people” to
stay in @e same room! She'd found her metaphor! The children got it
- ‘mmediately! Yes, ‘they, up in Washington are forcing migra people and

the rest of us,” a boy said, ‘to sy in one room,” and then the children

¥
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25 2 Means of discussing racial atitud, -
cation, shared with the class, tggered a ln’:l:_seb::sﬂs;::rhh, S
had 0 do with the local scene rather than the UN. and ir:::g: that
different responsibilives. She had been surprised by the wxllmgn::;dy
her students t© ponder the nature of leadership, a'lbc.u mdnr;u .::
snecdotally. She wanted to hear more on that score—but Shty :Lw

r ,} Robent Coles
resaurants and motels and schog),

uses and
. being used, just like in the YN

i hi
nuoned MOVIE . )
menti hat “force 8

and they pointed out
¢ scenano)-

. o admit 14 1 admired the way these .
hild’s idea, her dramatic claboration in class, i

. one ¢
0 l‘\t(\‘td it to their lives here 0 New Orleans. In fact, the

“] was §

Stary. a:d;;: walked the more 1 realized how much they actually kney, wanted to put to rest her own wish that Ralph Bunche's em _
n:r:tl (}; descaregation struggle. Ordinarily, they'te mum on the gy, ladership, be considered, and ultmately done so in mnnmge‘::; :u
3 e mu;‘ worry that it's controversial, or that I'm one of thes, racial background. Moreaver, she was quite amdous to learn, at son:
;plc w&o worrics about ‘fairness’ and who can't be trusted wigy point, 1n SOME Wy, whether anyone i her class had ‘m“YL’;}.rn oy
some of the resentments they've heard expressed at home, but in they of Dr. Bunche's skin color. (He was a light-skinned African-As

bones know shouldn't be spoken lightly or casually in a classroom who wore glasses and whose facial features were significantly “whire '
(I'm speculauing herc’) Bt alliof #duiidon they s g She debated whether to *finish one piece of business” (with rapmﬂm

Dr. Bunche) before starting another (a hope on her part to ask the stu-
dents to tell one another what they would do, were they a senator, sa
or president, or what they would recommend ar declare |mpo;m§
were they a mimster or a priest, hence moral leaders—there were no
Jewish students in the class). When the class reconvened (for its social
studies session) she was knocked off her feet by Beverly, who raised her
hand, and when called, announced what she knew by asking this of
her teacher: “Miss Vogel, did you know that the man we talked about
yesterday 1s colored—the man from the United Nations?”

“I didn’t even think to say yes,” the stll-surprised teacher recalled
later that week. She had nstead dwelled on Beverly's choice of words
F — real disappointment coming from such a sophisticated and smart
q rl, who was so widely read. She sat at her desk “for three or four or
five seconds, a long tme under those circumstances,” and then blurted
outa dismayed “Beverly!” Silence for another second or two, and then:
1 thought we'd all agreed to use the word ‘Negro® when it's callcd for"
Now a public apology from an articulate, self-confident child, not usu-
ally inclined to speak of her mussteps or mistakes: *I'm sorry. | should
have known the right word to use, but 1 forgot.” Then, a compelling,
poignant explanation: “My daddy says ‘colored” is the right word for
’“0“‘ people here [in Lousiana), and ‘Negro is the word people use if
o they're in college and educated, or if they’re friends of colored people.”

with themselves: they told one another about their more or less un.
form sensc of felt jeopardy: ‘The way it's always been is being stopped
even live here, one boy put it, a bit awkwardly
(his sentence seructure!), but T'll tell you, everyone gotat real l’zs(.u;
cept for poor Beverly. She'd started all this, and 1t didn’t take long for
her to become the class outcast! She dared disagree! She said we should
all remember that the Supreme Court ‘speaks the truth,” because it is
our highest court. She said that if you disagree with the law, that's your
nght, but you have to obey it. She said that we were all wrong (her
classmates, not me!) m making the analogy between New Orleans and
Mr Bunche and the U N —its international disputes, on the one
hand, and the cvil nghts struggle on the other T can’t remember all she
said, word for word, but I do remember that she tried hard to distin-
guish between a nft between two nations and a disagreement between
citizens of one country who, all of them, are under the junsdiction ofa
nanonal government. I'm dressing up the language, but she sure gat
her point across.”

That intense class started a lot going in Elaine Vogel's mund. She
hadn’t, for one thing, gotten around to mentioning to the class that
Ralph Bunche was a Negro, even though no one i the class regarded
hum as such, or if some did, the matter was not brought up. She had
intended to use the magazine story, with 1ts photographic accompan®

by people who don’t
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e e i "‘_‘“d " directly than 1 ever could. If I recall correctly [he said |- ‘You::::: ;::
mnn-mpbtcd the "““_ she pomnted out days later. She had beeq L — o o
T smnl“{ cretcly thatif she was goINg to ask the ¢y when others are telling you, “Hey, forget it!"* Then e g m_
e o t:\h' language that they 156 shie wonild K 4y our tme—very nicely, to suit my purposes! He said thag if you live m 2
10 maks 8 chang® m t,\,,l ;nd disapproval: *1 can mark a worg l,ﬂghlmrhocd. and everyone s ‘the same,’ and then .
e ).pf:‘.mmm(u e S ey Worg o forget it,” because some ‘new kind of people, really strange and dif-
o ‘d?mc:’(tmm B el - tha ferent’ arc gOINg tO MOVE 1N, then you could forget 1t, and not worry

g d‘w:“‘ o come up with a way of making us all iy g, sbout those newcomers. or you might decide you just won't forger i,
there, and 1 did: 1 of certain words, their meaning, 1 set agige . o e
e p::t;cgm i i st S vy o She stopped there, interrupted a narmative account, o register the
words ’coli“:c; colomes’ of England for a long tme, and they -
country W

charged atmosphere n a classroom. The subject was the American
Revolunion, but somehow the boys’ use of the topic had brought the
enure class well into the twentieth century. At first their teacher
d;ongh'd"mthcmcwhom'mam““‘“denby-
Jlists of yore and the defiant segregationists of mid-twenticth-century
Amenica. But the brief silence, she noted, was “electric™—somehow, in
some region of those many young minds, a similar connection had
been made. The pause was broken by Beverly, who delivered an obser-
vaton both banal and yet strangely affecung: “It’s hard 1o change your
. ideas, but sometimes you do.” Immediately, others wanted to explore
~ the mplication of that remark—the class had moved from history to
psychology. The children wondered out loud why some people could

- shuft their opinions, while others did so with great reluctance or, in-
© deed, wouldn't budge an inch. Their teacher didn't need to encourage
~ the discussion so much as moderate 1t. She was constantly tempted to
refer to the contemporary racial tensions in Louisiana, but she feared
- that such a mancuver on her part would be self-defeating. There was
such a flow to the class—it was, she mused afterward, a real “pow-
wow.” She had trouble remembenng specific comments—all the re-
~ marks scemed to “merge,” by which she meant this: “I honestly
~ believed they all convinced one another—that you have to change your
- way of thinking sometimes, but you also have to understand why it is
that some people have more trouble doing that than others do. | was so
impressed and touched by their sensitvity on both scores—the need w

od States of America—3a new name to describe i

became the Unit B i :
ted out that there were argu , &
pomn ted them called the United States. ‘, occurred 1o ™.y
Colonics wan many of the ‘loyalists,’ who sided wath the B““Sh,wgk
we talked. d“" class—so, as Beverly had pointed out to us, our gl
from the \Z’F}@ our choices in many ways, including the words
backgroun :-c other people. of 10 describe our country wself. Sure,
use to d‘:::s“ 't completely hold between what was going on back e
n“ﬁzt-s happening oW, but there 1s a poliucal st.rugglc taking pla
:: m the South, just as there was in the Colonies before they becam,
rc‘ res—and my point to the class was that words can counta lo,
the ::)f them, and they can tell a lot about what you think is good o

:1 what you think of other people.

“The children were surprisingly thoughtful as we talked about
American Revoluton. They could see how hard 1t m|g‘,“ have been for
le. as a boy, Tim, said 1, ‘to give up the king” His friend
some P::;d,.‘,, see that, so they argued out loud before all of us—an e
J;‘:;Il]cv of a difference of opinion, all nght! Jimmy said 1.,,, didn't think
the loyalists really cared about the hng—fonl?: about bcmg o mp.
Tim said that there were probably some folks ‘back then’ who weral
‘big-shot types’ (he kept using that phrase, and 1 kept thinking of te
young populist, Tom Watson, who we’d been studying!)—but they had
learned to ‘worship’ the king, and they weren't going to give up thata
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oward colo! pCﬂp < '3 rds that Crossed “"
rd cul red le. Negro pcOp‘t the very wo

. nd but lr:cver got gpokcn’ Had she failed at bcll'lg a good lcakr {
mi

the class™ i
That question wouldn't

There were other questt
pxb::lst a1nd all of them meant to query her moral leadershup of a fifg.
t 8

grade classroom She strongly believed that integration would be copy.
soon o the school where she ugght. and elsewhere acrog
E,gu,mm, across the states of the one-umt-: Confederacy, hence the
abliganon on her part (and, of course, athers’) © ?"Wr ¢ the young for
stable and. she strongly believed, the dcmnblci Yet at the tm,
char 11 was the law throughout Lowsiana, and in 1ts neighbors
ﬁ:‘;n and Arkansas. Moreover, the parents of her schoolchildren
strongly opposed the early efforts at desegregation then under way, and
their sons and daughters, unsurprisingly, echoed 1n corndors and class-
rooms and playing ficlds what they'd heard handed flown as “nght"
and =wrong” at home. How might she, ncvcrthclcss; cach a wedge”
she put it, “get a conversaton gomg” with the aim of “opening up some

the need to be aware of the reasqy
move al

some people can't d
She kept having rese

let go of her—itwas asked with obvious re.
ons, too—all of them, really, versions of

cyes™? ‘ 4
. :ch her students, she had w0 contend with “home,” with what her

parents thought, and their friends, and hardest of all, her own brother,
two vears her sentor and an outspoken segregationist. He was a stock-
bmk'cr, 20d owned a significant amount of real estate downwwn
New Orleans. She had tried to appeal to his self-interest, warned him
that riots and public conflict that enveloped the schools would be “bad
for business,” but he had held firm, spoke of his “principles”—where-
upon she was moved © self-doubt “I don’t know what to think or do!
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| know 10 Y heart what | 'h",‘k‘ what | believe, but i my opinion ‘cor.
o when my own family disagrees with ne, ang my friends do, and
he pArEDIS of the chldren | teach do, and most of the people who
cach with me do? Sure there are some who wall look both ways, then
whisper 10 YOU that they think integration will be here soon. and iv's
he nght thing." But even they will cover their bases—ell you iy
rong (o IMPOSE something on people. when they're overwhelmingly
opposed w11, and not only wrong but dangerous, and not only danger-
ous but un-American. That's why I'was so upset when | let that oppor-
ity in my class go—to cannect what happened when this country
was being established, i the eighteenth century, with what is happen-
ing NOW liutlgucslfcclinmyhemdmlhzvemm myself, and
it for the children themselves to see the point, w understand tha
pistory 1sn't only something that happened in the past, but something
that is happening right now—and so we're all part of i, we're all partic-
jpanng 1n it, and so we should stop and think hard about what we be-
lieve and want to see happen in our country.”

After much soul-searching, Elaine Vogel decided one morming while
siung at her desk in her fifth-grade classroom 1o work mto her reach-
ing of Amencan history “one theme,” which she'd uy w bring up m
various ways. Weeks after she'd begun doing so, she would remember
the details of that early-in-the-day spell of rumination, followed by 2
particular bout of activity: “I was thinking about the teaching ahead of
me. We were headed to the Civil War in my history class, and I was re-
membering how uopopular Lincoln was in my home. He may be the
favorite president of most Americans, but among us—it’s different. By
‘us’” 1 mean conservative southerners. The Negro people down here
like lum, I'm sure, and southern liberals do; but my dad used o say
that Lincoln ‘brought on the Civil War," and he was a ‘stubborn man,’
and if he’d been a better leader—uwell, a lot of lives would have been
spared. My sixth-grade teacher disagreed with my dad, | could tefl—I
knew, even back then, not to tell my parents some of what | heard in
school, for fear they'd get real upset, and they'd go to the school and

demand that the teacher be confronted, and maybe fired, and I'd be the
one responsible.
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Al of that was ranaing through head 00 how to 1oy,
« Lincoln, and slavery: and the C ":dw"; Twanted 1o gh,,
the photographs of Brady (Mathew Brady documented pyp,_
them the p battle scenes with his camera]. 1 wanted to read 1o i
N“thmmn dburg—his brography of Lincoln really moved o |
from Carl San lots of discussions about slavery. But we shouldpy by
wanted © Iuvf (:I \War—that's what [ was told ‘It's notan casy subjecy
much On. the :l\ scratch pad m front of me, and 1 picked up 4 pencil
g :\;gxllc 1 do that a lot when I'm thinking! | was Writing
and | started (?hk‘ Shiloh and Gettysburg and Antetam. [ was think.
‘battle words. be great 1f 1 could ke the class to those battleficid,
ald wlk [while there] about what had happened 4 nd
young soldiers, and their lwes! That's what 'g like
ust look at those historical markers, but ask the kids 4,
to do—not .IC:“scs and reasons, about how 1t all got started, and oy
i abou:;s- ople treating other people as ‘property,” calling them
what r'c‘somou‘:cthc shghtest embarrassment You know, the Negro
‘slaves’ w1 weated so badly—but the white people treated themselyes
ch]pf \;:cu end up being callous to others, you're in bigger troubje
::,nymlc :;coPlc you mustreat! But how in the world do you get childreg
think that way—I was siting there, wondering!
h - member thinking the word ‘moral'—after all, the Cwil Wy,
la:»;:cfought by people who had different ideas about right ang
— | wrote the word ‘moral” down, and then 1 thought: it is oyr
r:d:fs‘ job to steer us toward the good, away from the bad, cve‘n ifit's
hard to do, and hard on them to do. So, 1 wrote the word ‘leader’
down—I was thinking of Lincoln, Lincoln the ,Icadcr 1 was going to
write that down, the phrase ‘Lincoln the leader, l::ut then I heard my
brother's voice saying, Yankee propaganda!” I don’t c‘{cn hs‘u:n to him
when he gets gong, and yet 1 know what he keeps saying: .lt s all in my
head; ‘this integranon thing,” he calls 1y, has this strange mﬂ.uence on
me in some way! All of a sudden 1 drew a line from the word ‘moral’ w
the word ‘leader’—and 1 looked, and 1 though,t, and 1 knew [ had
something: we would be studying ‘moral Jeaders —their influence h::
ry! Solgotup,  went to the blackboard, 1 picked up the ¢

“Anyway,

the kids abou

ng: wonldn't 1t
and [then] we co
why. About all those

our histor
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g the words ‘moral leader,” printed (e words,
\eore them, I prnnted the words ‘who 5 3 When |
e around, and what [ remember noticing was
that classroom was. Those boys and girls were
gnnon’”
yet for all the silent regard extended that question
acher, the children were reluctant to ury answerin,
ause Elame Vogel had put the matter o they S0
sath no preparation, and, oo, as she later realized,
them—as if she were, yes, backing into the mater. Moreover, when no
woriiseda hand, she didn’t say anything 1o clanfy her mtention, or 1o
encourage the children before her to speak. She could feel her own in-
decisiveness, even a bit of apprehension—whar would they all have 1
y and Just as important, what did she herself have 1o say about a topic
not exactly on any teacher’s agenda at the school, so she knew,
She “froze™; she felt no words coming 1o her-

89

actually. Thep,
was finished, |
how quict, rea)
really paying ar-

posed by thesr
B 18, perhaps be.
unconventionally,
with her back ¢

she moved on w the
“regular order” of the class, began a spelling lesson that had been
p;omiscd the afternoon before as the first order of business n the

morning, As she recited the words, though, and the class wrote them
down, she kept going back to the dramauc but anticlimactic moment
that had just passed, to the point that she became absent-nmnded,
waited 100 long between her recitabon of the words, forgot her place,
and so repeated certain words, rather than moving on o the next ones.
Finally, a burst of spontaneity: she went quickly to the blackboard,
grabbed an eraser, and wiped away the sentence she had earlier writen.
Then, she asked the children to spell “moral” and “leader,” and heard

- murmurs of delight: “They laughed, and they clearly enjoyed the con-

nection | made between what had happened a few minutes earlier and

3 what we were doing then and there with that list of words. That's when

Lsad to myself: come on, Elaine, just plunge into the water and try to

- sayafloat! So when we'd fimshed our spelling quiz, I said to the class:

‘Now that we've all spelled those two words, “moral” and “leader,” let's
try to find out what the two of them, together, actually mean!” =
The class exploded with comments, and she tried days later to re-

- member what she’d heard from the children. She emphasized, as we



“ Rolbers Coles

":g what had been spoken—but she was at leaq by
a had “strong ideas” on ‘l‘cls\jl’g«“ and hag "oy
<hare them with others, with her as their i,
bered what Beverly, one of her favorite s, lde%;
<A moral leader is someone who tsn't Py,
something that he knows 15 right to do, even iy
le'—that’s the gist of what she said, not oacly

alked. that she
ones, MISIETPTE
tain that the childre
more than willing t©
She CSpt‘\'l.‘l“\ remem
afywav, had to offer
for himself. He'lldo
give lum some troub! gt
\mrd-tor-\:;::’;::: [::wcy not only what took place in that clagg. S
She tne: us responses to the children: “T was amazed at the ot
Iwr@‘zz;“,m( got going once the kids let loose! T think y v
m':dh:“:sx about the quictest one in that class, wha took on
\‘;ho lj {l‘) formidably aruculate and smart. He said that maybe the
who does the nght thing, even if it's not so popular—‘well, he hopes
it'll get popular, and then he'll be popular, like he was before he hag y,
make his decision.” | had to intervene there, at that point, because | ek
we were shpping nto opportunmism! But maybe 1 was being unfair ¢,
Freddy! 1 basically rephrased part of what Freddy said—I used
Phﬂsc’ ‘a sense of history”: some leaders take the long view of things
and they hope that they’ll be proven night, that the r;gh; they do will be
accepted and praised years Jater (rather than at the time). Of course, the
children quite pmpcrly worried about what would happen to the leader
who had such a pcrspccuvo—mlght he be roundly defeated, and disap-
pear ito onc of history’s many dustbins? No, they didn’t quite put g
that way, but that's what they found bothersome, you Fould say: they
didn’t want to see someone trying to do good end up failing, .and T
coming back—not being recognized, approved for what he did! Freddy
also stopped us short when he asked ‘if 2 woman tries to. do whats
night'—whether people would beheve her more than they'd believea
man. His question took us all by surprise, and stopped us in our tracks,
the guls and me as well as the other boys! One of the boys, Andy ]
think 1t was, was contemptuous. women aren’t mayors or governors or
senators or presidents! Yes, the children nodded. But tth one of d'r
girls, Franaie, said that ‘we’ aren’t only rlking about politicians. Shed
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adis sunday school about Joan of Arc, ang there were
were women, and besides, she was sure ‘some woy
cans.’ and btgides.—:\:", w:‘ut about all the women who teach ;
e carc of their ¢ .
e M
<[t was then that the class fell silent, as | remember. They were sud
Jenly looking at me, as if [ was now an example of 3 ‘mora) leader’ "
d beter speak up! 1 didn’t know what o say, though. | dmu;:
dould conunue the discussion we'd been having—buy | 416 felt
ev'd done a great job, and they'd almost exhausted the topic. Then |
fie 1 should say something that would pet ys
:::ggomg But I glanced at the clock, and | rc::fzcd dug?\:f;g:ccnn—m
for fifteen minutes or so—that's a long time in the daily life of 1 fifth-
grade class to stay on one subject! We were supposed 1o B9 over an
snthmeuc assignment, lots of multphication, and My conscience was
wlling me we should just stop, and get to our ‘numbers.’ Bug | also
couldn't help but feel that maybe I should say something myself—that
maybe the children were expecting me to give them my ‘answer,” my
opinton, or maybe even give an example of moral leadership, some

1

other sains
nen had been

sory. The best moments in eaching are when you share an anecdote
~wathyour class, and you can sec it lighung up the minds of the children
~nfront of you, connecting with some memory, some moment, some
~ expenience, some concern in their lives.”

No matter the depth and extent of her moral ntrospection as she

~ stood before her class, she found herself unable to “complete things.”
~ unable to “come up with comments that would summarize™ what she

had heard, and most devastanng to her, in retrospect, unable to “be a
littde bit of a ‘moral leader’ " hersclf. She knew, i that last regard,
why—knew later that same day, in the privacy of her apartment, while

- aking her late afternoon cup of tea: a ume when she regularly revisited

her classroom, remembered the pleasant nmes, the successes, even
breakthroughs, but also remembered the falures of imaginanon, of
will, of ingenuity and improvisauon. In fact, she was often inclined w
turn things upside down, regard what seemed to be a success as a fail-

- ure,and vice versa. So it went that day—she had been witness to a spir-
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{al subject matter, and g, qid we've gOF 2 ‘big cnsis’ night n our city of New Orleans, with the
1 4 §! o
of 2 substantal. €760 fm's gransition from that live, Negro children coming into the schools. to be n classrooms ‘with all
the class 2 ) 's how [ worded it. [ said, *
i ::d more pedestran obligation (that of the other children,” thats kel g Youu lenow citisen-
m. e dry. : * | explaned that ‘a citizen s ,
b 8 e i which amore ¥ and long division) had been fy. § hip 18 OUF pirthnght." L explamne el 1zen 15 a anzen—rhar's what
51011 10V hicauon 4 ! 18 trying to tell us!
mﬂ,ng well with mulap . even with the boost that strong teacgy e Supreme Court (;'5 5: e & 8 '
‘:1 et at four-thurey &% &J cpirited. She could have sud thig ghe 8 Well, I'm £VINE ¢ .o Y o8 0y “oestion "] rethesilier
nlled— ;i i 2

supply. she ! fc: >:l that ghe had a chance to seize fa\l'orablc o
might have Pa";:r :Ubhcd 1, retreated into the safety of a regmey

¢ and she ¢ the children something—y
¢ had, thereby, augh

hem to contemplation on 3 moral matter (who leagy
t
r could sar

qanslating Cicero's ‘orations’ when I was in hugh school, and I think al|
| npeded was 1o be weaning a toga to qualify as one of those ‘senatores’
Cicero was frying to persuade. | suppose you could argue that he was a
moral leader’! Anyway, it was a beginning for me: I told the children, |

men
Why’ Worse, sh

teache « towhat effect), but herself abstain from tcaduns got the point across, sot;llch:lwr that l’d‘OUE’J“ we had to be on zhg look-
whom. m‘whj; ‘:’:“'d have brought that ‘symposium’ we had dowy out for ways to be moral leaders ourselves, not just students who discussed
by examp c

moral leaders or moral leadership! | told them that ‘history isn’t only
some subject you study in the fifth grade, or the eighth grade, or when
you're 2 senior 1n high school, or n college—it's something happening
ght before your eyes; 1t's what the newspapers are recording, and it's what
vou're seemng on the TV." I mean, that's obvious, but I needed to say 1t
and 1 needed to get specific—to remind those children that a few other
chnldren, only three or four years younger than they were (those first
graders a bit across the city from them), were ‘making history’; and
then 1 added (I said 1t): ‘maybe they will go down in hustory as maral
leaders, who helped our city of New Orleans become a better aty' 1
- quickly added, ‘a fairer aity.’ I could see when I used that word that it
~ struck a bell—but I needed to do more explaining. So [ went into an-

other mimi-oration on ‘fairness,” what 1t 1s, what it means, how we've

got 1o work all the ime so that people are fair to other people. Of
course, even as 1 spoke, I wondered if some of the kids were thinking |

was being fair or unfair in the way I was ulking about our school de-

segregation struggle!”

In fact, even by her account (she was always tempted to find fault
with herself) those boys and girls had responded quite favorably to her
ulk, universally so, she had to admit. She resorted to musical imagery
itone moment—she had sung an aria, and the audience had been thor-
oughly won over. She was sure, however, that there were, substantvely
speaking, more than a few “naysayers,” with “boos” in their hearts, no

ds of speculation © the carth of our -cm/ here, New Or.

from the dourj . of summarizing her self-cntical afterthoughts.
Jeans™—her ‘;: <he woke up with 2 resolve, “to regroup™ she would
e ¢ 2 remark or fvo—a time in which she'd “re.

for
nun:gthmmi;‘lfi(:;:‘:sc of that word a measure of the almost religiou;
deem” he

« the previous afternoon). Just before 5

sane 5 .‘.1 ¥ sc;(f;a;rz?::‘f-;mum"s?c“ in which the students were
"ﬂmM“‘dP‘:“do'fm reading, or catch up on their schoolwork, she
T lass's atrention. Somewhat dramatically she once agan
e lh;‘ blackboard, wrote those two words, “moral leader,” on
‘PP“’“h"'d u:lcderlmcd them, put the chalk down, and launched on her
oot umcwhosc content she’d mulled over nonstop after waking early
sz:: :::mg “I cleared my voice and told the class 1 wanted to ‘pick
up from where we left off yesterday” They were hstening carefully |
could see right away. None of that half-dazed look you see when you
try to get them t© spell ‘enough’ correctly, and you ca.n see on ther
fa'ccs the word itself: enough! 1 told them I'd been thinking about what
we'd all said, and that I wished I'd said ‘2 little something’ myself Then
I told them that maybe 1 didn’t [say anything] because I needed tost%

and think. 1 said 1t’s like that somenimes, I'll bet, with our '.mm?I lead-

ers’: they have to weigh all the choices, and try to predict, in ther

mminds, what will be the outcome, if they go in this direcuion, or mz{r

other direction. Then I said | wanted to talk about ‘the here and now |



_

w"l’w‘m(’-mqmm
m(b?Shtvxi]de one momeny g,

krtpbﬂngmg"f’lbt issue of school d
her posinon in our nation’s history, no g
- hat of the South. mchuding Loussiana; b.uz the next
mtnfwn tha famthearted, even panicky. She feared she wonld :
she felt jumpy. = aI's office; she would be told she had lost her o
called to the princip the subject of “those imvestigations™ by one of
ncians” who represented “the segregationist blo
the stare Jegslacure. More significant, she feared that she'd be ol
in by the parents of some of her schoolchildren—that  boy
g her parents that Miss Vogel was saying thing,

or 2 gr] would tell has or
she chouldn't say, that she was causing some of her class anxiety, appre.
hcn;non promptng ire and outrage in them. She knew, after all, why

most of the parents of the children in her class believed with respect iy
the nghts of Negroes, even as she knew what her own parents and hey
bmﬂ;;-r and her vanous relatives on both sides of her family firmly be-
hard.lnhﬂmmmulomumtssbcuzsmdymaﬂbmgu‘,
needlessly stubborn, persistent “troublemaker” who had in her a large
;dr.nghéom streak At those moments she posed (maybe, hurled)
questions at herself why was she sticking with “this moral leadership
idea™ Wiy did she feel it necessary to be so forthcoming with the chil
dren about her own social concerns, political values, race-connected
worries? Why had she been so “emotional” that first time—and ther-
after, as well? Three weeks after that “outburst™ (one name she gave for
her “Ciceronian oration”) she was sull “plugging” the same tune: “my
tolerance song.” So doing, had she “taken possession” of the class, de-
nied dissent to 1t in the interest of a stern disapproval of those who de-
nied expression, freedom to others?

Still, she kept up her self-allotted fifteen or twenty minutes of free-
for-all—*serious palaver,” she called it. She taught the children that la-
ter word, its meaning and spelling both. She kept using that word, 2
slightly offhand, even pejorative one, with reference to what she, #
other moments, called their “morning gabs.” that phrase casual but ot
crical. She gave voice, on certain days, to opinions and attitudes other

vruwh’-fm
ludpl;nsmpma‘tdw

ganon, of Negoes and ©
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ing dialogue, as 1t were, if not a recitat "
dr hi:::;,:dn;nrd them, and now, was trying w amcu(:: ;oi::,g‘;;
x:nl‘ Jong for the children to join her, and 1o follow suir: they,
earned 10 argue with themselves, 1o put in spoken language not
jm they had come to (been taught t0) belicve, but what they felt
1 ' wche other side " That was the phrase they all used when they
g " :-hcd,' tried to guess how “others,™ holding ideas different from
i :“ﬂ“ 10) their own, would have their say. For Miss Vogel, amxious to
iunt‘ff'““hzc’ occasionally, for the class, this was a “debate within our-
elves”as well as a chance to speak openly about ane’s beliefs.

Fos'd school vear, then—the same onc in which mobs wok occa-
sonal control of certain New Orleans swreets and four Negro guls
L dured enter two once all-white elementary schools—slightly older chil-

dren in another elementary school in that old, cosmopolitan port city
rried o figure out what was happening. The ume spent. the topic, be-
" ame known to some of the children as “palaver about plenty of
: things.” No one lost sight of that phrase “moral leader,” or “moral lead-

ership.™ Some described Elaine Vogel as anxious o teach about “Ne-
\ groes, and all chat’s been done wrong to them,” and others. less
- specifically, as “talking about what's going on m Loussiana.” Once Bev-
. erly, always the master at verbal enunciation and negotiation and rec-
~ onciliaion, proposed “learning what's wrong in Louisiana™—and
~ hastened to remind all her listeners that such a description could be
. “anyone’s,” that is, applied as that phrase fits the mind of the person m
* question. Such a spaciousness of thinking, such an ambigunty and sub-
. tety of conceprualization, struck everyone, and especially the teacher,
1 appropriate, desirable. They all were leaming precisely thar—what
others thought was wrong, what they thought was wrong: and, wo,
: what might be, what would be, very much worth happening. Elaine
Vogel's minicourse in “moral leadership™ had, in its realization and fur-
therance, become itself an act of collective moral leadership, a wimess
g o dozens of worries and ideals and frustrations and fears and ex-
«uses given air, and not rarely, a moment of agreement—that, for in-
sance, “there’s change ahead for us, whether you like 1t or not.” as
: Beverly and others put it, and that being the case, “you need to be a step
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5 DONITA GAINES AND RALPH McGILL:

WRITERS AS MORAL LEADERS

1 1961 Jane and 1 moved from New Orleans to Atlanta. High schogy
Id&mgmon had begun there, and the office of the Student Ney,
. Coordinaung Committee Was located there. We felt it vy

more important for us, then, to commute from Atlanta to New (.
leans than the other way around. The ten high-schoolers who desegre.
gated Henry Grady High, Northside High, Murphy High, and Browy
High told us a lot about what leadership meant—there were no nots i
confront, but plenty of resentment, rancor, whispered threats in hyl
ways, on steps, 11 the streets. “Atlanta 1s a aity of law and order,” 1
mayor, Wilham Hartsfield, had proclaimed, and so it was—yet whey
Lawrence Jefferson (one of two African-American students who en-
wered Henry Grady High in 1961) walked from class to class he heard
insults, found spitballs sent his way, and had no friends coming w hs
qde Many umes he told me he wanted to “pull out,” end the constn
tension he experienced; but he knew the practical and symbolic signif-
wance of his effort, and so he quietly persisted. His was 2 calm sto-
1cism, occastonally mterrupted by bouts of moodiness. On thost
occasions he mocked his white classmates—their haughtiness or cil-
lousness. “The more uppity they get, the more pathetic they are! They
a1l talk about going to church on Sunday—I wonder what God thinks
of the way they act in school, Monday through Friday!” Every once
2 while he told God what he thought of some of his classmates—but he

wolent
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God (and his folks and his sister and his childhood friend

o way” he'd let them get the better of him, )
Nﬂﬂm'h Donita Gaines—she was one of two of her Tace to enter
FmﬂﬂY all-white Brown High School in 1961, and rather soon she
the behavior of her fellow students “a terrible drain.® She w

Iy upset by the smide looks and comments of certain “cracker

= she called them, with the undisguised, retaliatory anger in her
meant to accompary the words she used. After three months of
dav-m-d’y wsolation, loneliness, and countless moments of alarm (off-
ba;‘d warnings of danger that would come upon her) she decided to
all it quits- Her father, a postal worker, tried hard w dissuade her, bur
sbe had had enough. | heard from her a scaring indictment of young
rochialism, STIUBNESS, insensitivity (not to mention racism), and
finally. 1 heard from her this self-rebuke: “Maybe if | was stronger, |
could Just hold out. But I'm not meant for this! Some people are, |
know. [ admure them. But not me—1 told the [NAACP) lawyer, I made
2 mistake [agreeing to be one of the pioneers in school de ;

4 gon}—I'm nota leader. | like my privacy. If you're going to be a leader,

1nd do what's not been done before, you're going to be on display, all
the ume_ That's not for me. Everyone tells me I'm ‘doing good'—they
mean I'm adjusting to all the trouble 1 go through at school; and they
ell me P'm ‘doing good” because I'm ‘leading our people.” But I have
mghtmares all the ume: it’s the same thing—1 wake up and [ can re-
member that I was in a building, and there were 2 lot of people, and
they were making fun of me, calling me ‘coon-girlie’ [she had heard
such comments at school], and so I see an clevator door open, and |
rush in, and the door closes, and I'm alone, and the clevator 15 gomg
down, but it’s very fast, and I'm afraid it’s gone out of control. and il

. crash, and I'm looking at the switches and buttons to see if theres any-

way to stop it—and that's when I wake up, and 1t takes me a few sec-
onds to realize that P'm in my bed, at home, and not i that hormble
place in my dream.”™

She needed no help from anyone about the meanmng of that
dream—its implications for her were obvious and portentously telling.
One morning she balked, announced to her stepmother and father that



off " Was she sick? No, not sick—but rather, sick ang
: rents meant little © her Indeeq
tired Encouragement NpHE Sl Finall =
- thev mied to boost her spunits. Finally, they reley,
became morose as t 1d her to take 2 day, even two days off gy
ersed themselves, © _ _ _ hy
reve for her She did take those two days off,
respite would be good d ore—and by th -
when they were over, she wanted twWo mo £ 1 0 Was cley.
too, that she had no desire to return o Brown High School, ever
l‘n no me. the newspapers and television stations had caught wpy
of what was happemng, that one of the two Students at Brown High
one of the handful of Afncan-American studc.nts whose assertion o
theur consurutional nghts was (to quote “‘d":“‘ 3 TIRYOrARin) %
ing the tace of Georgaa and the South,” had for some reason decideq &
quit, give up 3 fight that sceringly, by then, had been securely wop
It ;w.x then that my name first came to the attenton of n
and television reparters. They had flocked to the Gaines residenee and
tred with all their might to learn Domta’s reasons for pulling oy of
the descgreganon struggle. The family fought hard for 1ts privagy, kept
saving the same thing, that it was “best” for Donita that she retum ¢
her “old school ™ The firmer the resistance to self-disclosure on the
part of Domita and her folks, the more persistently inquisitive the jou-
nalists became. Eventually Domita's father mentioned that she was see.
ing a psychiatnst. She most certainly had been “seeing” one: Jane and|
regularly visited her home (twice a week), as we did the homes of other
African-Amenican youths attending those four Atlanta schools, and 1
we did the homes of some white students n their classes: we were in
the rudst of a research project that, in Atlanta, was sponsored by the
Southern Regional Council, 2 group of “white and Negro citizens® -
terested i furthering “interracial understanding and progress.” The
council maintained close connection with journalists from all over the
country. and especually, of course, the South. With Donita’s decisiona
front-page story in the Atlanta papers, and elsewhere across Georgu
and 1ts neighboring states, Jane and I soon enough had our own prob-
lem wath the press: what to say—both 1n connection with Donita and
with respect to the overall work we had heretofore been doing in wel-
come privacy.
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{refissed 10 wlk with anyane until 1 had spoken at great length wach
3 and her parcnts. 1 asked Donita whether | should meet ;;m, the

rs, and if so, what 1 should say. Her response was 3 Interesting

, comment 35 I'd heard n the months I'd known her- “You've got 1o
ay something. I've learned that! When all of this €0t going none of us
;mhz od we weren't Just going to be high-school kids anymore. We've
heen o 2 SEIEE- We've been up there, for folks 0 come and look ar;
hat's the purpose” to show the whole world how it's changed, here 1n
s, The Negro people are standing up for ther nights, and the
whites are saying ‘Okay, okay, we'll let you come be with us, but e
won twelcome you, mind you, and we don't want you near us, not as
our equals, only looking after us, picking up after us’ ‘Sure,’ they're
wlling us, ‘tf you keep getung the government up in Washington after
us, we'll give a lietle ground, but we'll make you pay for it, each one of

you’
“I've heard them talk like that—no exaggerating! “We'll make the

goddamn niggers pay for thus integranon, boy will we!" That's what |

heard, 0 the women’s room, not the men’s room! They have filthy
mouths, those honey-blond ones!™ Abruptly, a pause, then an apology,
followed by a recommendaton: “I'm sorry. [ shouldn’t wlk like that!
That's what happens to you—that's why I want out! When you st
thnking and alking bad, real bad—like the people looking down on
you and out to get you—then you know well, ‘full well’ my daddy says,
dut you're in decp, deep trouble. It's then that you need w figure
things out. Are you ready to suck through it, or are you down to the
bottom of the barrel, your strength all gone from you? For me, the an-
swer 1s clear: I've given all 1 have, and 1it’s not enough! To be honest,
really honest—it's hard to be honest—I'm not as idealisnc as I should
be. If 1 was idealisuc, really idealisuc, I'd suck wath this batde. Thar's
what our munister calls it, a battle. But I'm not a cival nights person. My
daddy 1sn’t, either; nor anyone in our famuly We sort of got caught in
all this! They asked Daddy—they said he had a good federal govern-
ment job, so no one could ‘get” him, he was safe; and they promised,
they said 1t would be all right, and I'd get a scholarship to college, for
sure, and 1t would be a big feather in my cap. You'll be a hero,’ they



‘ Robent Coles
s he best, the top of
. . domng good. doing t P of the
said You'll b“vl“d:;[che NAACP folks] said. They sad theyy %
for vour FW‘:‘O o durec, 1 needed mare. 1 didn't really need ney
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said sure, all nght. and Daddy s.m? it “-(?uld be helping her, because &~
7 ¢ first colored, the first Negroes T gt tO VOte in thys ciy
< another war to be fought, she says, more battles, and
Vi e e generals’” I didn’t know any girl, any woman, has evey
been a ‘general —but chat was fine with me. I mean, I knew | i
what she was building me up t@ be—some boss, someone at the heag
of the class. They said in church we kids doing the school ntegratioy
are ‘moral examples.” 1 looked at Daddy and smuled. If we was ¢ home,
I'd have had me a belly laugh over that one—maybe for some of ug
mavbe, but not for me, 1t isn’t meant for me!”

l‘ wasn’t sure why she so msistently excluded herself from g,
morally clevated company to which others believed she belonged. She
repllcd- that she knew herself well—that was why. 1 asked her, agyp,
whether I ought respond to the nUMETOUS requests coming my way
with respect to her and her reported withdrawal from Brown High
School, her supposed (and proposed) recurn to an “all-Negro instiy-
won.” Her mstructions were clear, foreeful, relatvely terse: “You cn
tell them the truth You can say Donita thought she’d better leave thy
school. because 1t was all too much—she felt she’d be happier where
she was than where she is now. That's what I've decided—that I could
suck 1t out, but I don't want to, and that I think they made a mistake
when they picked me: 1 like the company of people, my friends. I'm
not the persan to bite my tongue and be alone and be a leader. I'm not
the person to be out front. I can’t ‘lead’ those white kids—to be better,
to behave themselves as Jesus would want them 1o, so I'll go to a place
where I can try to ‘lead” myself—to find what's good and what's nght
n life.”

In fact I said very little to the reporters—other than to indicate the
obvious: Domita Gaines had felt uncomfortable where she had been
going to school, and so she concluded, after much reflection, that she

for all of u

was one of th
and now there
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o “bow out,” a phrase she used several tmes wagh her parens
told me, but not during our conversations. Amidst heayy pm;
_including editorial comment from The Atlapzg Constitution
' major newspaper, Donita did, indeed, “bow out”—and r,:
any inferviews or opportunitics to make statements on the tele-

. or through intermediaries. Her father said that she had made
her decision for “personal reasons,” and that was thar. Meanwhile, 3
amber of reporters were trying to learn whether this arractive, intel-
jgent young lady had been “driven” from her new school by an unia-
w;nblc set of circumstances. Interviews with students 2t the school
ol litle—and Donita’s one African-American fellow student,
adeleine Nix, was steadfastly unforthcoming. At the same ume, stu-
fent actvists 10 the civil nghts movement (in SNCC and CORE and
pr King's SCLC) began asking publicly whether there wasn't some-
g wherently and outrageously wrong in sending one or two black
(then the word) students into what James Forman, the head of SNCC,
alled “a sea of unwelcoming whites.” It was then, against such a back-
ground, that | received in the same weck a telephone call from Ralph
McGill, editor of The Atlanta Constitution (his front-page-left column

«

the

ran seven days a week in the paper) and a letter from Lillian Souith, the

disunguished writer, whose novel Strange Fruit and nonfiction book

i Killers of the Dream had been an extraordinary and personally dangerous

winess of sorts for a white southern lady: m both volumes she probes

- the psychology of racist hate unflinchingly—and she did so (in the

1940s) when segregation ruled without any real social, cultral, or po-

¢ ' local challenge in the universites, never mind the newspapers. radio,
- the state legslature, and yes, even the federal government.

It turned out that Ralph McGill wanted to know more about Donit

Games and her experience with desegregation than his reporters had

been able to learn. He was close to various members of the Southern
Regional Council, and through them had leamned of the work Jane and
I'were doing, even as we were quoted in several published stories as

- sayng that Donuta did not have a “psychiatric breakdown™ and was not
~ afflicred with any “medical condition.” One morning | received 2 call
E from him: would 1 be willing to come over to the newspaper, discuss



