CHAPTER TEN

EMMETT TILL GENERATION:
AFRICAN AMERICAN SCHOOLCHILDREN
AND THE MoODERN CIviL Ricurs _
MOVEMENT IN THE SOUTH, 1954~1964

" In the midst of the Civil War, an elderly man rold a bystander, “I'se berry of massa,

" bErdé livtle ones—dey’l sec it; dey’! see it yit.” The old gen tleman was shaking and
trembling with the “spirir of freedom” as he watched Union soldiers drilling before
going into batdle in 1862. The gentleman had grown old in bondage and was now

.- ‘witmessing the foundations of slavery disintegrating around him. Grouaded in his
- knowledge of the gloomy past, he linked his aspirations for a bright future to the
younger generation. A century Jater, Martin Luther King, Jr., also tied his hopes for
abetter world to the younger generation and dreamed of the day when children, even
his ewn, would not be judged by the color of their skin bur by the content of their
characrer.! :

In each case, adults made wishfil projeciions for dieir progeny’s future, It js
appropriate to ask what, more specifically; were these children to see and whar roles
would they play in bringing their elders predictions so fruidon. In doing so, this
essay focuses on schoolgirls and boys in the South who participated in the modern
Civil Rights Movement, and it seeks to determine how and why these children made
the transition from seripred actors w viable activisgs, Scripted actors were children
-stuch as Ruby Bridges who admitted that when she was six years old the Civil Rights
Movement came knocking on her door. She accepted the role at the behest of her
parents and played it well, Severaf years later, Marein Luther King, Jr., assured the
parents of black teenagers in Birmingham, Alabama, thar rtheir children, read
activists, would be safe if they participated in the Childrer’s Crusade May 2-7, 1963,

"~ In fact, King asked parents not t “hold them back if they wantfed] o go 10 jail.*
At this juncrure, the children, according to King, were “doing a job not only for
themsebves, but for all of America and all of mankind.” He added, “Somewhere we
read, A licde child shall lead them.’ ™2 ' '

This essay interrogates reasons for changes in the views of Civil Rights organizations
regarding the use of children as active participants in mass demonscrations that
exposed them 1o violence accompanying the massive resistance mctics of segregationists,
Of equal significance is assessing the effectiveness of the youngsters' contributions
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once they became active agents for civil rights. An examination of the impact of
a Supreme Coure decision and the circumstances surrounding the deaths of several:
black children are illustrative. : : T
Ar first glance, these events appear disparate; but they are cojoined by time'
and racial hatred. The first, Brown v. Board of Education, Topeka {1954, 1955); repre-
sented hope for the future for nine-year-old Linda Brown and millions of other black
boys and girls who attended America’s public schools. The second is a reminder of the °
aborted hope for growth and development due to the brutal August 27, 1955, mur-
der in Money: Mississippi, of Emmett Till and the September 15, 1963, killings in-
Bizmingham, Alabama, of Addie Mae Collins, Denise McNair, Carole Robertson, |

and Cynthia Wesley, along with Johnny Robinson and Virgll Ware. Defining - °

. moments, including the murders, affected black youngsters to the exvent that many,

of them became “warriors” for equal rights in public places and schools across the -

South.? _

Once slavery ended, a most pressing and prevalent interest of newly freed blacks - -
was access to education. As an enslaved child Booker T. Washington fantasized about
going to school and equated ir to entering “paradise.” Freedom created opportunities
for Washingron and millions of other former slaves to make that dream =z reality.’
Jdeally, an education would provide students with an adequate foundation for self-
support along with the wherewithal to recognize social iffs and identify sohutions fox”
those problems. Additionally, the education should prepate its recipients for making
creative use of their leisure time.* - .

In the pose-Civil War years, black parents, community leaders, and other inter-.
ested persons, often with the assistance of the Bureau of Refugess, Freedmen, and
Abandoned Lands, commonly called the Freedmen’s Bureau, an official agency.
created by Congress March 1865 under the auspices of the War Deparument, and
religious denominations, built schools, hired teachers, and enrolled children. The
ex-slaves’ excitement and greed for lireracy was infectious regardless of their age or -
gender. By contrast, many white southerners preferred that newly freed blacks not”
zain educational access because; they believed, it would disturb the established social
and economic order thereby eradicating the chasm that separated ex-slaveholders- -
from ex-slaves. Mean-spirited whites harassed children, threatened teachers, and
destroyed schools. . : ‘

Access to a quality education for black children opened one of the greatest battles
over contested terrain in American history. To furcher exacerbate the situation, the
U. 5. Supreme Court upheld racia) segregation in Plessy v Ferguson (1896) theough -
its “separate but equal” decision. The case involved transportation initially but spilled .
over into many facets of American society, including educatonal institutions.
Throughout the nation separate but #negual schools, with inadequate curricular
offerings based on ethnocentric notions, prevailed. Americds children of color
suffered the academic, economic, and social consequences of legalized segregation for
more than a century.® :

With the passing of time, rising levels of expectations among black Americans
made mere access 10 education less and less satisfacrory. African Americans, without
regard for geography or gender, began demanding an education of the same quality
as that received by whites under ordinary circumstances. The National Association
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for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) responded to their demands and
began initiating suits for equal education in professional schools prior to the Brown

" decision. The NAACP followed the “Margold Rule” or “Margold Bible,” 2 guiding
 principle initiated by Nathan Margold, which asserted that the New Deal climate
- favored appeals for equal opportunities rather than demands for integration.”

By the end of the 1940s, it was clear that the NAACP abandoned the Margold
principle in Brown v Board of Education (1954) and asked for the integration
of schools. Brown, a class action suit, included five cases appealed o the Supreme
Court on behalf of children in Kansas (Brown v Bowrd of Education, Topeka),
South Carolina (Briges v. Elliors), Viginia (Davis 1, County School Board of Princs

" Edward County}, Delaware (Bebion Gebbart), and Washingron, D. C. (Bolling u.

Sharpe). The Supreme Court agreed with the argument saying “To separate them
from others of similar age and qualifications solely because of their race generates a

feeling of inferiority . . . thar may affect their minds and hearts in 2 way unlikely to

. .ever be undone.” Wich this reasoning, fortified by sociological studies; the Supreme

Court declared Plessy u Ferguson unconstitutional in its May 17, 1954 decision. The

Hollowing year, in Brown, IT the Court said school districts were 1o desegregate with

all “deliberate speed.” Many schools eliminated racial barriers through busing, pupil

" placement plans, and freedom of choice alternarives, Others offered mass resistance

"and maintained segregation.®

. Without regard for how quickly or slowly school boards reacted to the Brown deci-

sions, the Court ruling impacted upon-millions of black and whire American children

in kindergarten through twelfth grade. Schoalgirls and boys did not initiate the action.

- Rather, it was on their behalf yer they were very much at the center of the desegrega-

tion straggle in public schools across the nation, Once the action began, the children
were the only ones who could entoll, artend the classes, and inzegrate the-schools.

- The graphic image of the fifreen-year-old Elizabeth Eckford, walking with books
in hand amid an angry mob of hateful whires gathered ourside Little Rock’s Central
High School Seprember 4, 1957, shouting racial epithets and demanding a lynching

. while Arkansas’s National Guards stood by with raised bayonets in defiance of the

e

Supreme Courr, remains an indelible imprint in the minds of all who saw the events
unfold on television or viewed the photograph in the print media. Equally poignant

is Norman Rockwell’s 1965 painting, “The Problem We All Live Wirth,” which

depicts a small black gitl with books and ruler jn hand while surrounded by federal
‘marshals as they all walked past 2 stark granite wall dripping with the fleshy particles
of a blood-red tomato that some unseen protester had smashed upon the wall slightly
below the scrawling word “NIGGER.” .

. Ar base, the images are similar, Both schoolgirls were “tender watriors” on the
batdlefield for educational equality. One, a teenager, was qaite grown up. Her schoo]

‘board had decided to begin integrasion ar the high school Jevel and the other, a

six-year-old, was not so grown-up. Her school board had decided to begin integration
at the elementary level. Despite differences in their ages and grade levels, both children
exemplified dignity and serenity as they walked calmly past mobs of angry segrega-
tionists, male 2ad female. Neither child looked to the feft of right but kept her sights
fixed on 2 higher goal directly abead of her. The similarities end here. One student
walked alone and faced hostile authority with fixed bayoners intent upon defying the
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federal law while the other had the comfort of kaowing armed men dedicared ro
upholding the federal law walked along with her? S
Although Rockwell's “The Problem We All Live With” is generally said to represent
Ruby Bridges who attended New Orleans’ William Pranez Elementary School in
1960, a spokesperson for the Norman Rockwell Family Trust claims the painting was
a genexal representation of school desegregation at the time. If this is true, the pho-
tograph of “The Problem” is well placed on the cover of Melba Pattillo Bealss
Warriors Dont Cry, which commemorates the fordieth anniversary of integration at
Cenrral High School, Litdle, Rack, Arkansas.'’. _ L
~ In the initial days of integration, no one could fathom the extent of the danger they
faced, Years fater, Beals wrote, “As I watch videotapes now . . . [ wonder whar possessed
my parents and the aduls of the NAACP 1o allow us to go to {Centsal High School} -
in the face of such violence.” A white reacher in Clinton, Tennessee, also pondered
about the school crisis in 1957 and wrote, “T often think, how can they [black students]
stand ir? T couldri let my little boy go through what those children face every day.”
Ernest Green, one of thase children, at Central High School, said “1 didn’t have any
sense of the danger that occurred. I figured it would be wricomfortable, bur I could
deal with the discomfort in relationship to what I was as the bigger picture.”*
Neither parenss, pupils, teachers, school administrators, civil rights acrivists nor
the federal government had any precedence upon which thiey could uniformly gauge
white reaction to school integration in the 1950s. In some instances, including” -
several Arkansas communities as eardly as 1954, desegregarion proceeded without
notable turmoil while in others places, campuses turned into virtual battiegrounds ©
with distractions ranging from the buning of an effigy to explosives, police, national
guards, foderal marshals, paratroopess, and detectives along with the potendally
violent mobs of cheerleaders for segregation. It was against this mixed background
that the young son of twensy-eight-year-old Louise Gordon of Clay, Kentucky, asked
why he could not go w the school nearest their home rather than to one eleven miles .
away. Gordon admited, “Td never even thought of it,” but she responded: “If you
have the guts 10 go: I got the guss to take you.” The young mother admitted that she
died a thousand deaths each day uneik 3:00 PM when classes ended and she knevw that
her son was safe.}? , .
Leaders of the NAACP believed desegregation in Little Rock Nine, perceived 1o be:
2 moderate city, would not be tumultuous. But on September 4, 1957, when the Little
Rock Nine, Minnicjean Brown, Melba Patiillo, Gloria Ray, Ernest Green, Thelma
Mothershed, Elizabeth Eckford, Terrance Roberts, Jefferson Thomas, and Caslotra
Walls, approached Central High School, they saw the Alabama National Guard and
State Police under the direction of Governor Orval Faubus, seemingly without the
consent of Mayor Woodrow W. Mann, preventing them from enteting the school.
Chaos reigned supreme and was replete with racial epithers, threats of lynchings, and
physical assavles. President Dwight D. Eisenhower evaluated the crisis and deploved
more than 1,000 soldiers from the 101st Airbone Division to Cenrral High School to
enforce the law and end segregation. Helicopters and bayonets added to the show of
force.? S
Governor Faubus responded to the crisis in a Seprember 26, 1957, televised addzess
and told viewers, “We are now an occupled nation.” In asking for calmuess, the
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Beals’s Warriors Den's Cry, based in part upon a diary she kept in 1957, describes
- days at Centeal High Schoof as nothing short of hellish. *1 got up every morning,”
she wrote, “polished my saddle shoes, and went off to war.” Clearly, this was nor the
* paradise Booker T, Washington had envisioned. Bealds catalogne of abuses ranged
from fellow students stepping on the backs of her shoes, to throwing a caustic sub- -
stance into her eyes, squirting ink on her clothes, bombarding her in the toilet with
buining tissue tossed over the petitions, o threatening to lynch her.
) Eenest Green described the guerilla tactics used by some white students, male and
 fernale, as “hand-to-hand combat ., . trench warfare,” that tested the mettle of black
students entering previously all-white schools in Littde Rock and elsewhere, . Orice
enroifed, peers, parents, organizational leaders, and the Aftican American public
expected the school children to shoulder the responsibility of peacekeepers, Beyond
that, the nation's eyes were upon them. Theirs was an awesome assignment, and the
youth knew thar responding to abuse in kind was cereain to bring trouble, perhaps

" Vivian Carter Mason oversaw the orientation for the small group of black students

- while applying “themselves with great vigor on the job of mastering the academic
work required of them.” Finally, according to Mason, the black students were to
- respond positively to white students who were ftiendly toward them. The black
students had, said Mason, “accepted the role of pioncer.” Beals acknowledged that

-+ she and her eight fiiends paid for the integration of Central High with their innocence

. The harassment of the “Lide Rock Nine” was not vastly different from whar
- other blacks in previously all-white resisting schools faced elsewhere in the South.
The 'Kentucky-bom Margaret Anderson, 2 white teacher in Clinton, Teanessee, during
its throes with school desegregation in 19571959 wrote:

The few Negro children, wying o learn under fear, and sustained by a great American
courage, in their moze than cwo Years in our school have endured every possible form of
Ltorment from the smalfest harassment to threats of maurder, “If you corme back to schoo),
PIf cut your gurs outt” could be heard in the halls." Eges smashed on cheir books, ink
smeared on their dothesTn the Jockers, knives Hourished jn their presence, nails tossed in
their faces and spiked in their seats, Vulgar words constantly whispered in their ears.

Anderson continued and recounted an especially vitriolic incident, in a study hall
" ‘when 150 white students creared such a threatening commotion the lone black
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student left the auditorium. When she rose to go, the white stadents “applauded as if
they had scored 2 great victory,” said Anderson. ™ Lo T

The incident dismurbed the teacher to the extent that she could mot sléeep
and berared herself. She asked, how “T [could] call myself a teacher, knowing that 3

child, any child, had been persecuted under my supervision.” Following 2 telephone . - .

conversation with the student, whom the teacher identified only as “Victoria,” the
rwwo of them discussed the incident. The black girl related how the white children had '

barraged her with filthy names, which she said “I could take chat,” buc the defining

moment came when a white boy locked as if he “was going to touch me,” she said.
The teacher apologized for her own behavior and “wld her how ashamed [she] was”
of het own failure to control the Situation the previous day. Victoria, truly the
eriumphant one here, responded: “1 undesstand. I don’t want to cause 1o trouble.”"
Minnijean Brown, the most controversial of the “Litde Rock Nine,” was far less
retiring than “Victoria.” According to Melba Pattilio Beals, Brown was prone to saying
“xactly what she was thinking as though she werent afraid of anything or anybody.”
Brown was not ordinasily disruptive but exuded an air of “confidence-slash-arrogance,”
which whire students fabeled as “an atritude.” In either case, her demeanor was annoy-
ing to the white students who vilified Brown in an attempt to justfy their own rude
behavior. One of the white students ar Central High School in 1957 remembered
Brown well and said, “She walked the halls a5 if she belonged there™® T
The choice of words used to describe Minnijean Brown reveals discomfort
with the young woman who had presence and defied expectations. Brown was af
ordinary teenager who wanted a “normal” high school experience. There was nothing
“,ormal” about the bullying harassment from white peers who realized that Browr,
unlike the other black students, was prone to react to their goading. o
Tor some studens, the presence of Minnijean Brown and the others among the
“Iitde Rock Nine” disrupted their lives and interfered with their opportunities to

have a glotious academic year Gitled with football games, pep rallies, sock hops, and -

business as usial. Other white students were not disturbed particularly by the “Licde |
Rock Nine,” if “they,” read black students, stayed in their “placer” Trouble came
when the black students acted “badly,” meaning protested the violation of their
rights, or behaved as if they “belonged” there. Few, if any, of the white students actu- |
ally conceded openly that the “[ssle Rock Nine” or any other black student had a
right as taxpaying American citizenis to an education equal to that received by white
boys and gitls in the public schools. Most whites saw Ceneral High School as their
school and believed it belonged to them exclusively.?! o : '
Central High School, a massive state-of-the-are structure containing 100 ‘class-
rooms, opened in 1927 with nearty 2,000 studencs. The imposiag building, selected by
the Araerican Instizute of Architects as the Most Beautiful High School in America, had
cost $1.5 million to construct, The buildings architecrural style, complere with a warer
fountaln and dual staircases presented the picture of an academic- sanctudry. The
dlassical statues high above the triple arched front enwance signified “Ambition,
Oppostunity, Preparation, and Personality.” The expansive cusriculuri and high qual-
ity programs prepared students to achieve their ambitions. In short, Central was * THE
high school 1o attend, consequently any number of white students from outside the city
roved into town, lived with host families or relatives, paid tuition, and enrolled. Being
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“there pave them a sense of importance because Central High School had a fine
‘academic reputation, respected athleric programs, and fs stadents excelled.
Thedifferences in the size and condition of the physical facilities, curricnlar offerings,
and instructional marerials at Central High School and the all-black Paul Laurence
Dunbar High School, located a relatively short distance away, were statk. Many
students who attended Dunbar High Schoof lived dloser to Central High School,
. which is Tocated in‘a racially mixed neighborhood. Central High School’s focation
. had nothing to do with the white students’ sense of privilege,
Benjamin Fine, a New York Times education reporter, who comforted Elizabeth
Ecldord after the guards prevented her from entering the school, witnessed the reaction
 of several white girls when they realized the black students had indeed entered
" Ceneral High School September 4, 1957, Fine wrote: : :

The crowd fet out a roar of rage. “Theyve gone in,” 4 man shouted. “Oh, God,” said a
woman, “che niggers are in school.” A group of six girls, dressed in skists and sweaters,
hair in poay-tails, started 1o shriek and wail, “The niggers are in our school,” they
howled hysterically. One of them jumped up and down on the sidewalk, waving her.
arms roward her classmares in the school who were looking out the windows, and
stredmed over and over again: “Come on out, come on our.” Tears Aowed dowsn her
face, her body shook in uncontrollable spaseas . . Hysteria swept from the shricking
* girls to members of the crowd.

Many white students believed they afone were entitled to attend Central High School
‘and did whatever, with reference to badgering, harassing, or other threatening behavior, -
they could get away with to assure thar the “Little Rock Nine” did not share in thesr
. entitlements. White students who disagreed with the segregationists were generally

too intimidated to speak out in suppost of integration or to call 2 halt to their peers’
. offensive behavior. As a result, the “Lirtle Rock Nine® were moving targets for hostile

actions.® L :

* It appeared that Minnijean Brown's threshold for suffering abuses in sitence was
lower than the other black students at Central High School, Following a series of ugly
'incidents, in and out of the school cafereria, and a suspension, the school board vored
- to expel Brown. For the segregationists, this was a sweet victory: Of the decision,
Elizabeth Huckaby, a Central High School administraror wrote:

So Mianijean was out. It was an admission of defeat on our part, [ felt. But I was sure
that Minnijears continued presence in Central High would have been a harzard 10
the other Eight Her suspensian, dated February 6, read: “Reinstated on probation
January 13, 1958, with the agreement that she would nor retaliare verbally or physically
to any harassment but would leave the matter # authoricies ta handle . . .

. A name-calling and purse-throwing incident was nor sufficient to expel a student,
but, according to Huckaby, “Minnijean . . . was our difficulty. It was just that she
and our impossible sitvation would ot mix,” Minnijean Brown was expendable

- As the student body learned of Browrds expulsion, the racists began the “One down,
. eighe to po” campaign with highly vocal suppore from the avowed _segregationist
Sammie Dean Parkes, a junior, which subsequently led to her own expulsion,?
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With regards to Browr’s expulsion and the other abuses suffered by the *Litde-
Rock Nine,” the memories of black and white students are poles apast. White
studenss are inclined to say the black students exaggerated incidents that were noth-
ing more than “boys-being-boys” or simple acts of “miaking mischiet.” While this
may be true, they did not direct their venom at other white studenss, Whites who
where opposed to blatant actions by the segregationists were probably called “Nigger
lovers” and endured sorae wrath from the dominant group. But, thefact remains that
white students responsible for the harassment of black and selected white students
were not behaving with camaraderie in mind.2 o

The “boys will be boys” supporters were not without a distaff side. It was gitls
who set fire to the toilet tissue and tossed it into the restroom stall occupied by
Melba Partille Beals. Burthermore, photographs of “twisted scowling faces with open
mouths jeering” belonged to whire girls as they harassed Elizabeth Eckford. In fact,
the expressions of hostility catapulted Hazel Bryan into the “poster girl of the hate
genetation” position. By contrast, Elizabeth Eckford became the “poster girl of
. passive resistance.” The Yin and Yang of racial sentiments raise questions about the

origins of diabolical behiavior exuded by one adolescent and the dignified actions of
another.” ’ o T

Acceptable behavior and peaceful actions were key to survival for black children
at Central High School and any other school in the midst of contested terrain for
integration. To garner any semblance of a normal high school experience, most of the
black children did whatever was necessary to avoid attracting attension. Ostensibly,
they accepred rejection by white classmates along with exclusion from extracusricu-
lar activitics. As if oblivious to their surroundings, black students maintained quiet
nonconfrontational postures.”® ’ S

The experiences of Ruby Bridges, the first African Ametican-child to .eqroll -
at William Frantz Blementary School in New Orleans, differed from those of black
children in Littde Rock, Arkanses, and Clinton, Tennessee, since she was the lone
black student in a school that, ordinarily had an enrollment of 576. The majosity of
whites boycorted the school with the encouragement of the state legistature, and only
2 handful of white children arrended Frantz school during the 1960-1961 school

year. A noisy crowd of angry segregationists protested as the black first grader éntered

and exited the school each day.® A

At one point, the linde gird misinterpreted the mob's shouss and flying missiles
as Mardi Gras activities. Bridgess age and innccence did not preven: het from
incorporating the chant “Two, four, six, eight, we don't want to integrate” into her
rope-jumping thymes after school. Despite this childish immarurity, the sight of a
black doll in 2 small coffin held by an adult surrounded by white children' rerrified
her, Bridges did not misconstrue the taunts of the pallbearer or the woman who -
promised to poison her each day as she entered the school. The threass frightened
Bridges to the extent that she had some difficulty sleeping and refused to eat Junchés
her own mother prepared.®® _— ‘ SR

Once inside the school, Bridges had no classmates, no recess, and'no meals in the
cafeteria. She was the proverbial “outsider” inside but, unlike the “Little Rock Nine,” '
she did have a openly concerned teacher. The teacher extended hesself to the child-
and greeed her daily “with a compliment about how nicely she was dressed 1o help
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make her feel special,” wrote Barbara Henry, “as she was, and 1o make her feel more
welcome and comfortable.” A mutual friendship developed between the teacher and
pupil. Henry explained: “I grew to love Ruby and to be awed by her. It was an ugly
'wotld outside, bur I tried to make our world together as normal as possible.” Henry's

~ efforts were successful and the child responded by imitating the reacher, Boston
" accent included 3! ‘ _

The atmosphere within Henry'’s classroom was as normmal as possible for this curious
form of segregation within 2 supposedly integrated school. Ruby Bridges remembered
that she and Barbara Henry did “everything together, reading and word puzzles,
spelling and math. We sang songs and played games, Since I could’nt go outside, we
pushed desks out of the way and did jumping jack exercises” in the room,??

Before the end of the school year a few white children returned to Franrg where
they met Ruby. Bridges who still had trouble understanding what was occurring
around her. The moment of realization came when a little white boy said, “I can’t play
with you” and explained his mother forbade it because Bridges was “z nigger.” It was
the caralyst to' understanding that the brouhaha outside was about the color of her
skin. The “Litle Rock Nine” knew from the outse that the chaos enveloping Central

High School was related to color.53

+ Withour regard for the scudents’ age, gender, grade, or location, there were com-
monalities among them, including family support and refigious beliefs. The faith of
Ruby Bridges came 1o the fore one day as she approached the crowd of hecllers,
stopped, faced them, and appeared to speak, When Henry asked what she had said to
the mob, Ruby explained that she had maintained 2 daily ritual before and after
. ‘school. She prayed for the people who harassed her. On the morning in question, the
child had forgorten to say her prayer and stopped to do so. From the teacher’s win-
- dow, it looked as if she were speaking to the crowd. Instead, Bridges prayed:

Please, God, try to forgive those people,
Because even if they say those bad things,
They dont know what they're doing.

So You could forgive them, _

Just like You did those folks 2 long rime ago
When they said terrible things about You,

The prayer was meaningfil for Bridges whose mother helped her o cultivate 2 belief
in irs efficacy:® .

Melba Pattillo Beals claims she survived the tumult ar Cental High School
because of support from her loving family, a strong faich in her God, the assistance of
the NAACE and a white classmate, known only as “Link.” Additionally, reading a

. book by Maharma Ghandi, a gift from her geandmothes, added a new dimension .
" to her confidence needed to survive the 1957-1958 academic year at Central High
“School. She employed passive resistance tactics and played “mind games” w gain
. contfol of negative cirdumstances creaved by tormentors.® ‘
- Regardless of their sources of sustenance, the children involved in school desegre-
gation frays across the South fough their baceles collectively and individually, with
- dignity, and won praise. Indeed, they were the tender warriors on the battlefield
for equality and eventually received recogaition as such. Of course, the “Litde Rock
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Nine” have received more national attention because of federal i mtezvennon, media
coverage, and the Congressional Gold Medals for their actons in'1997.5% - '

With or without publicity or medals, the children became self- st}ried activxsts and
employed weapons of the weak. They prayed, engaged in passive resistance, and
stared down tormentors, As they did so, the warriozs within gesta:ed Melba Patrillo
Beals described the metamorphosis when she wrote, “The warrior growing inside me
squared my shoulders and put my mind on alert to' do whatever was necessary to
survive.” Fighting for survival became so much a part of her, it pushed Beals into the
sorrowful lament, “Please God, ler me learn how to stop being 2 warrior. Sometimes
I just need to be a gitl.” Other children not involved in school integration plans also
became warsiors, or fighters for civil rights, because of spontaneous moments stich as
the Civil Rights Movement knocking on their deors or. external forces su»::h as the
muder of the fourteen-year-old boy, Emmett Till in 1955.7

After seeing the fer Magagine containing 2 photograph of Emmert Till's muniated
body, Joyce Ladner, a Forrest County, Mississippi, youngster, asked her sister Dotie
“How could they do that to him?” “He was only 2 boy,” one of the gitls exclaimed. -
In actuality, he was not anly a boy, he was 2 boy their ages. Joyce said she was éléven
or twelve and her sister was older. Deeply affected by the' August 27, 1955 lynching,
the sisters empathized with Till’s family and worried about the safery of their brother,
father, and themselves. Despite the tremendous fear of foteboding danger, the chil-
dren made a hasty daily jog to a local store in Palmers Crossing, their hometown, near .
Hartisburg, Mississippi, for a copy of the Hattiesburg American. The youngsters, who
seemed to know of the killing almost immediately, had to know more about what had
happened to the boy affectionately called “Bobo” by relatives and friends. Gender
and geography separated the Ladners frora Till, yet they identified with him bccausc
he was their age 38

The w;despxcad media coverage of Till's funeral made it ;mpos&blc to' claitn that
the murder was an illusion. Unlike the families of other lynch victims, Mamie
Bradley, Tilt’s mother did not grieve privately. She included the public by authorizing
a four-day memorial service complete with an open casker viewing so the world could
see what the Iynchers did to her son. More than 10,000 mourners paid their 1espects
and an even larger segment of the population saw graphic photographs of events in
newspapets and magazines. Afterward, a public hungry for more details about the
child’s death followed the trial through the newspapers across the nation. The Till
murder and trial were the first major media events of the mocier.n Civil Rights
Movement. It served to pubhcr.ze as well as to politicize the lynching.?®

Till's death ignited the inspiration for many black children of his generation to
fight the discrimination surroundmg them in the 1960s. Tommie Lee Hudson, who
was twelve years old at the time of Till's death, said, “It put fire in you.’ joyce Ladner '
maintains that the Till murder — :

served as a grave incident that showed people how intracrable 2 problem: could beand
how difficult a solution wonld be. So when the spark came in Mississippi o sit in the
public library, for example, people who paxnmpased had been incensed by the T;II mur-
der. The Till incidens was the catalyst. .

For Ladaer the linkages between Till's death and emérging activism by. young
blacks were clear. In fact, she coined the phrase “The Emmett Till Generanon asan
expression of that befief 4 :
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- Young acrivists of the 1960s included persons who associate the inspiarions for
their actions with the Till murder. Others had vague or no recollecdons of the muy-
der but joined the Civil Rights Movemen as ir came to their neighborhoods or
towns. This was probably the case with the siz-year-old child whe marched May 3,
1963, in Birminghan's Children’s Crusade and vas arrested. It is appropriate o ask
about the extent to which such young children understood the circumstances sur-
rounding them and the consequences of their actions. Did the young black boys and
gitls in Mississippi during Freedom Suramer (1964) who greeted civil rights volun-
teers with the salutation, “Hey freedom!” understand that they were in the midst of g
social and political revolurion?¥! .
To be sure, some children were only aware of the Civil Righes Movement when it
* was within their environment; howeves, it is important to mention thar local NAACP
youth council chapters existed in the South following World War I, As a result, an
organizational structure was already in place that could channel the activities of boys
and girls who were sensitized by Til’s death. Children ouside these organizations
moved moze spontaneously into the acivist role as the movement spread, or as they
heard about atrocities, such as the bombing of the Birmingham church and the bear.
ing of two teenagers who staged a 1963 “sit.in” in Selma, Alabama % '
. During the years that lapsed between the Brown (1954, 1955) decisions and pas-
sage of the Civil Rights Act (1964) a decade later, thousands of black children partic-
* ipated in mass demonstrations, boycotzs, andfor school integrations. An estimated
- 70,000 persons, without regard for 2ge, color, of gender, parricipated in mass demon-
strations in 1960 alone, Nearly one-half of thar number was arrested and some spent
~ time in jail. Time served in jail became a badge of honor for them to wear proudly.
Brenda Travis, a teenager from McComb, Mississippi, is only one example of 2 young-
ster who seemed 1o put inrerests in equal justice before personal ambitions, She par-
ricipated in a lunch counter sit-in, was arres ted, dismissed from school, and sentenced
to one year of detention in a center for juvenile delinquents. Although released after
serving only six months upon the condirion that she leave McComb, the reptieve was
not enough to make Travis relocate or refrain fom future participatiod in the move-
- ment. When asked if she would join other protests, she responded, “Of course, ™
Black teenagers, such as Brenda Travis, were far less likely than their parents and
other elders to aceept segregation and remain in their “places” as blacks had done tfor
generations. “Pacents,” wrote a reporter for The Saturday Evening Poss, “measure how
far Negroes have advanced since World War 11 the[ir] child measure how far they
* have yerto go.” Differences in perceptions of progress help to explain the contrasting
behavior of the older and younger generations of blacks. The media coverage of the
Civil Rights Movement along with its coverage of independence movements in four.
veer West Aftican countries gave pause. If blacks the world over wete gaining their.
freedom, why could it not be done in the Unized States? Inspired by the changing
- times and angered by a negative comment from a young white acquaintance, one
young black reacredtand said, “I have an obligation to act, o protest, to demand
equal rights.” Bven more poigiiant are the words of a thirteen-year-old African
American boy in Mississippi who wrote, “We are trying to get freedom . . . because
slavery is the next thing o hell . . . we wanr our freedom now ... If T have to die[d]
for freedom I dont mind. "4 '
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Tronically, the adult leaders of the struggle for civil rights in McComb; Mississippi,
were reluctant to include children because they did not wish to alienate parents who
objected to “using” their offspring. Also, civil righs leaders were troubled by the pos-
sible results, violence, school expulsions, incarcerarions. Indeed, black teenager civil
rights demonstrators from McComb’s public schools were expelled and incarcerated.
Once released, they could not return o the local school but were compelled to com-
plete their education in 2 special program established for them at Campbell College
in Jackson more than fify miles away. Despite these realities, children in the movement
served as an incentive for other teens and adults.®

By Spring 1963, the movement’s initial relucrance to use children gave way 10 2
new philosophy of incorporating boys and gitls as 4 significant entity in the fight for
civil equality. This decision came in Birmingham, Alabama, after weeks of ostensible
failures ro integrate public places. Mass demonstrations led to mass arrests and raised
imporrant questions. If civil rights leaders Janguished in jail, who would lead the
mavement? If fundraisers were in jail, who would raise money to post bails? Clearly,
leaders and fundraisers were indispensable and needed outside assistance to carry on
business as usual rather than languishing inside locked cells. Who, then, were suitable
candidazes to fill their places in jail? The most ulnerable to physical danger but least’
susceptible to economic and political pressures were children® 7 T

After considerable debate, the civil rights leaders in Birmingham agreed that juve-
piles should be among the demonstrators. After all, children were participaritig in the
Civil Rights Movement in increasing numbess with or without consenc from parents
and civil rights leaders. In fact, childsen were highly visible in civil rights campaigns
in Mississippi and Georgia. With the endorseraent of the civil rights organizations;
high scheol, junior high school, and some elementasy school children in Birmingham,
Alabama, joined in the Spring 1963 mass marches, dubbed the “Children’s Crusade,”
as wave after waves of demonstrators left area churches, especially the Sixceenth Street
Baptist Church across the steet from Kelly Ingram Pack.” - N

The use of young girls and boys in mass demonstrations ultitnately served a diel
puspose. First, children filled the need for more troops who protested, were arrested,
and filled the jails. Their actions called attention to the plight of blacles, young and
old, within = highly segregated saciety. More than 2,500 protesters of all ages partici-
pated in the May 7, 1963, demonstration in Birmingham. Before the children went back
to school in September, more than 3,300 blacks, varying in age, had been arrested.
Second, to see the willing participation of youth and the brutl treatment of young
demonstrators at the hands of the Birmingham police generated 2 media frenzy and
Further politicized public opinions about law enforcerent officials who aimed high-
powered water hoses at demonstrators or threatened them with trained areack dogs.
Television viewers watched as sheets of water lifted and tossed demonstrators about.
Equally as graphic was a chilling photograph of a dog attacking fifreen-year-old Walter
Gadsden. Although he was not a civil rights demonstrator, the photograph carried no
such explanation. Viewers would only sec the dog lounging at the youngstet. A story
in The Atlanta Constitution summarized events of May 3, 1963: R

Snarling police dogs chased away crowds of Negroes and fire hoses flattened youthful
demonstravors Friday as hundreds of Negroes tried to stage antisegregation marches.
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Five Negroes reporred they were either birten by the leashed dogs ot injured by water
hoges which 4 fireman said had pressure of 50 to 100 pounds. Whether using hoses or
dops, the wearment of the youthful demonstrators precipitated natfonal cutrage 8

Several days after the Children’s Crusade began under the auspices of the Alabama
Chyistian Movement for Human Rights and the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference (SCLC), Fred Shuttlesworth and Martin Luther King, Jr. announced
thar Birmingham's officials had agreed 1o 2 desegregation plan for the ciry. The
Childrex’s Crusade figured importantly in the negotiations. Historian Glenn T. Eskew,
author of But for Birmingham, posits “the children’s crusade broke the stlemate in

ficocai race relations [and] broke the stalemate on the narional level as it forced the
president and Congress to draft legislation that ended legal racial discrimination”
with the passage of a civil rights act the following year.? .

Rather than a joyous and peaceful afiermarh of the Children’s Crusade and the end.
of racial discrimination in Birmingham, a September 15, 1963, dynarmite blast ar the
Sixteenth Street Baptist Church opened a gaping hole in race relations, The explosion

occurred as the congregation was preparing for its annual Youth Day Celebration,
Three fourreen-year-old girls, Addie Mae Gollins, Carole Robertson, and Cynthia
Wesley, died along with their eleven-year-old friend, Denise McNair.

Confusion, panic, and hate erupted, Spontancous rock-throwing fights broke
‘out between blacks and whites a5 they learned of the children’s deaths, The palice
artempted to break up one fight and ordered the sixteen-year-old Johnny Robinson,

. an African American allegedly involved in throwing rocks at whites, to stop. He failed

to halt, and the police shot him in the back. Finally, the thirteen-year-old Virgil Ware
died from a gunshot wound inflicted by sixteen-year-old Michael Lee Farley, a white
Eagle Scout, who had atrended a segregationise rally earlier that afternoon. The boys
had not mex nor had they engaged in any confrontations. Ware was riding a bicycle
with his brother when Fatley, riding 2 motorized scooter, fired at the two brothers in .
passing.”? .

The tragedies surrounding the bombing redirected the world’s gaze at Birmingham.
The Honorable John Lewis, who headed the Student Nonviolent Coordinating
Commireee (SNCC) in 1963, adinitted that the bombing murdets was a “very, very
datk moment for the civil rights movement,” bur it galvanized the movement and .
caused civil rights edvocates to intensify their efforts. Martin Lusher King, ITI, son of
Martin Luther King, Jr., who was only a child himself at the titne, remembered how
disturbing rhe event was for his facher, “Tr evoked sympathy and empathy across the
nation,™said King. Mark Potok, spokespetson for the Southern Poverty Law Center,
concluded that the bombing at the Sixteenth Streer Baptist Church was a watershed
in the Civil Rights Movement that awakened the “conscience of white America, a
conscience that had been sleeping for 2 long time.”?

Indeed, in a letrer to the Birmingham News, Marjorie Lees Linn, a thirty-three-
year-old white womay, who had spent the greater portion of her life in Birmingham
asked, “How can responsible, clear-thinking white people possibly believe that there
is any excusing such acts or for that marter any excusing their own prejudice against
the colored race?” Linn’s criticism of the dastardly act was tantamount to breaking
ranks with other whites, including the segregationists, whether she supported them
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or not. Certainly, it was a moment of reckoning for her when she realized there was
“no way to avoid fooking into the monstrous face of prejudice and bigotry.™?
What could interested persons, black and white, young and old, do abour fook-
ing into the monstrous face of prejudice and bigotry? After the funerals of the child-
ren killed in the church bombing, members of SCLC and SNCC gathered and talked
with Martin Luther King, Jr. The overarching question was what could they do 1o
continue the fight for civil rights. The group eventually decided to “turn wp the
* heat. . . in Selma [Alabama]” and to stage freedom votes in Mississippl.”? :
Mass, demonstrations had already begun in Selma. The day following die
Birmingham church bombing, black teenagers pickered the Dallas County .
Courthouse, “the first such open defiance” writes John Lewis, in the city’s history.
By the end of Freedom Summer in Mississippl, 1964, and the passage of the Civil
Rights bill, hundreds, if not thousands of black children had participated in the
various facets of the Civil Rights Movement. Moseover, many had gained a decper
comprehension and appreciation of the conceps of liberty and equality. As the old
gentleman had said nearly one hundred years earlier, “De licle ones—deyl see i
dey'l see it yet.” The evasive yet effervescent “ic” was something that many of the gicls
and boys were experiencing thus they could give deeper meaning to the greeting
“Hey freedom’” as if they were reacquainting themselves with a long-lost friend. ™ -



