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For the many men and women of Prince Edward County, whose resilience and courage inspire






CHAPTER 1 UNEQUAL FALL 1950
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Barbara Johns had been thinking. A lot. That didn’t surprise anyone who knew her—her grandmother described the sixteen-year-old as “quiet, serious… seemed she had to do a lot of thinking.” Her mother said she was “deep.”1 But during the fall of 1950, Barbara was thinking about one thing in particular. One thing that had been bothering her for quite a while. When would something be done about her school—Robert Russa Moton High School in rural Prince Edward County, Virginia?

All the students at Moton High agreed that their school was too small and badly equipped. Parts of it were a damp, drafty, dilapidated disaster. Barbara knew how the other students felt because they frequently talked about it at lunch—a lunch they had to bring from home since the school had no cafeteria. It had no gym, either. Or locker rooms, or science equipment. R. R. Moton High School (named for an educator from the area who had led the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama) had been built at the southern end of the town of Farmville in 1939 and had space for 180 students. It was sturdy enough—brick with wood floors and tall windows. But by 1950, the student body numbered nearly five hundred, two and a half times the school’s capacity. Under pressure from parents and the principal, the county school board had come up with a “temporary” solution: three rickety wooden outbuildings covered in a heavy paper coated with tar—the thick, black liquid used in roadbuilding. Often seen on chicken coops, the tar paper was supposed to keep rain out, but it didn’t do its job very well at all. And it seemed that when members of the school board said “temporary,” they actually meant “permanent.”
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Students in an English class at R. R. Moton High School, c. 1951. The stove that heated the “temporary” classroom often sent cinders flying.



Not only did the “tar paper shacks”—as everyone called them—leak, but their only heat came from woodburning potbellied stoves at one end of each long, low structure. In winter, students sitting near the stoves felt ready to combust, while students in the back of the room wore their heavy coats during class. Hot coals sometimes jumped out of the stoves onto the wood floor, forcing whoever was nearby to scoop them back into the stove before the building caught fire.2 Students from other schools laughed and said the shacks looked like chicken coops. It was embarrassing. Worse, the shacks didn’t come close to solving the overcrowding problem.

Several teachers had to meet their classes in the main building’s auditorium—really just a big room with folding chairs and a small stage—where the noise of many classes going on at once was terrible. Plus, the building was designed so that students moving from one wing of the school to the other had to walk through that auditorium, adding to the distractions. Some teachers taught classes in old, abandoned school buses parked beside the building. Others met their students outside unless it was raining.

Barbara and the other students complained about more than the actual buildings. There weren’t enough books to go around in most classes, and the books the school did have were old, out-of-date, and worn. Classroom equipment—desks, chairs, blackboards, and the rest—was old and worn too. And there were never enough basic supplies like paper or chalk.

Even getting to school was a challenge. Students came late or missed whole days because the secondhand school buses the county provided broke down frequently. Other children had to walk miles from the farms where they lived because the county didn’t provide a school bus for them at all. John Stokes and his twin sister, Carrie, were eager to learn. Eager enough to walk four and a half miles along the gravel shoulder of a very busy highway to get to the overcrowded, poorly supplied Moton High School every day, no matter what the weather was like. Four and a half miles—at least an hour and a half of walking each way—to get to classes in leaky, temporary buildings. John Stokes commented that the cows he milked had nicer buildings than the students at Moton did.3

Imagine the determination it took for a young person to face that kind of discomfort, difficulty, even danger, every day just to go to school. For some students who didn’t plan to go to college or trade school, a high school diploma didn’t seem worth the terrible effort. Many were tempted to drop out, and who could blame them? Barbara Johns, who wanted very much to go to college, never considered quitting. But the idea of two more years at Moton was depressing, especially when after-school activities took her to other counties and she saw what their schools were like.

Barbara was a good student and a generally cheerful, rather quiet, person. But as much as she liked and respected her teachers and the principal, and as much as she enjoyed learning, R. R. Moton High School was wearing her down. It was wearing everyone down.

At sixteen, Barbara looked younger than her age. She had wide-set, almond-shaped brown eyes; dark, shoulder- length hair; and a big smile that lit up her whole face. She was soft-spoken, but not afraid to say what she thought, and she was comfortable talking to adults, the school music teacher in particular. Miss Inez Davenport made Barbara feel like she could tell the teacher almost anything. One day, when the situation at Moton High School had really gotten to her, Barbara told Miss Davenport just how fed up she was. It wasn’t fair, she said, that she and all the other students had to attend a school with such dreadful equipment and miserable facilities.

Barbara felt bolder as she talked to Miss Davenport that day, and finally said that she was “sick and tired” of being stuck with such a school. Miss Davenport thought for a minute and then said, “Why don’t you do something about it?”4

Was her favorite teacher dismissing her? Barbara wondered. Didn’t Miss Davenport care? Hurt and unable to think of anything to say, Barbara turned and left the room. But she couldn’t push Miss Davenport’s words out of her head. Was it possible that the woman wasn’t being sarcastic? Could she have meant it? Maybe there was something Barbara could do. But what?

Barbara thought long and hard about what action she could take, but no ideas came to her. Parents had argued with the school board year after year, pleading for better facilities for their children. Principal M. Boyd Jones had repeatedly asked the school superintendent to do something. The school board made promises and more promises, but nothing ever happened. If parents and the school principal couldn’t get the school board to make improvements, how could a sixteen-year-old?

The Johnses’ family farm lay in the soft hills southwest of Farmville, where dark green pine forests stood out against the yellower green of tobacco fields and pastures. Each spring brought a thousand more shades of green. Barbara liked to spend quiet time in her favorite shady spot in the woods when she could get away from her younger siblings. There she could let go of her frustration and imagine miracles. She wrote later about her dreams that a wonderful rich person had swooped in to fix everything at school. Or that a huge storm had destroyed the school, and then out of the wreck “rose a magnificent building and all the students were joyous.…” But she knew no miracle was likely. While she fed the pigs or collected eggs or did any of her many chores, she brooded about how awful her school was. What made the situation especially painful was that just down the road from R. R. Moton High School stood Farmville High School, a well-built, well-equipped, well-supplied, spacious public school—a school she and John Stokes and the others weren’t allowed to attend.5



The days went by, and still Barbara had no idea what she or anyone else could do to convince the Prince Edward County School Board to repair or replace the school. She was busy with homework and with the drama club, the chorus, and the student council. Whenever she had any free time, she read. And read. Every kind of book she could find. She wasn’t allowed to go to the public library in town, but her uncle Vernon Johns, who lived in Alabama, kept shelves and shelves of books in her grandmother’s house. He encouraged Barbara and the other children to make use of those books. They took her to places where roofs didn’t leak and schoolbooks weren’t worn. They helped fuel her dreams. But finding time to read was hard.

Violet Johns, Barbara’s mother, worked for the US Navy in Washington, DC, nearly two hundred miles from home. The family needed the money she earned there, so Mrs. Johns stayed in DC during the week and came back to Prince Edward County on weekends. With Barbara’s father, Robert, working the farm, it was up to Barbara to care for her younger sister, Joan, and their three brothers. She fixed their breakfasts, packed their lunches, made sure they were clean and dressed, and got them onto the school bus every morning. She cooked dinner every night.

One morning, Barbara struggled to get the children out the door and down the hill to meet the bus on time. Only when they got to the stop did she realize that she’d left her own lunch in the house. She ran up the hill and grabbed it but couldn’t get back before the bus came, and her siblings couldn’t get the driver to wait. Barbara, a student who never missed class and never “ditched” school, had no way to get there. It was much too far to walk—some fifteen miles. She waited, hoping a neighbor on the way to Farmville might come by and give her a lift. Then she saw a big yellow school bus coming. She knew where it was going, and she knew what was about to happen.

The half-empty bus was on its way right past Moton High School to Farmville High School—the one with the cafeteria and gym and science labs and enough books and heat and… The bus went by. The driver would not stop for Barbara, though it was obvious where she was headed. She wasn’t a bit surprised.

Barbara Johns had always known why her school’s facilities were overcrowded and pathetic and the other school’s facilities were very good. She knew why the school board would do nothing to improve Moton High School. And she knew on this morning why she couldn’t get a ride to school on a half-empty bus. The students on that bus were White, and she was Black. They attended the White high school, and she attended the Black high school. In Prince Edward County’s White-run school system, their education mattered. Hers didn’t.

The inequality that hit Barbara Johns so forcefully that day in late 1950 wasn’t new. The differences between Prince Edward County’s Moton High School and its Farmville High School weren’t new either. And they weren’t unusual in the United States. All over the South, states and counties required separate schools for White and Black children—schools with the same kinds of differences Barbara saw in Moton High and Farmville High. Generally, White children went every day to tidy buildings that were far better kept and better supplied than Black schools were. Northern states didn’t have laws separating White and Black students, yet those students often ended up in very different circumstances anyway. It had gone on for generations. But on this morning, as Barbara Johns watched the White students’ bus pass her by, she knew it was time for change.
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The auditorium at Farmville High School, c. 1951.



Later she wrote,


Right then and there, I decided something had to be done about this inequality.… All day my mind and thoughts were whirling and as I lay in my bed that night—I prayed for help. That night… a plan began to formulate in my mind.6



Barbara knew that any demand for a better school building was risky—especially in a place like Prince Edward County. She worried about how the county’s White leaders would react to such a demand. Still, she had to try. She had to try for herself and for her younger sister and brothers. But as she considered her plan, Barbara Johns had no idea that she was about to make history. No idea that her plan would lead to years of struggle for something much bigger than she imagined. She may not have thought about it, but Barbara Johns was going up against more than three hundred years of Virginia history, of American history.
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The auditorium at R. R. Moton High School, c. 1951.



Inequality and injustice in Prince Edward County had started long before public schools existed and more than one hundred fifty years before there was a United States Constitution. That’s a lot of history. But the story of Prince Edward County’s schools in the twentieth century doesn’t make sense without starting at the beginning. History is like that. One event connects to another and then another. Those connections help to explain the past and much of the present. Many parts of United States history make Americans proud. But sadly, inequality is also a part of the history of the United States. It’s an ugly and difficult part of history. But it’s a part of history every American needs to know.






CHAPTER 2 HARD HISTORY 1607–1950
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Virginia was Great Britain’s first colony on the East Coast of North America. A group of British men landed there in 1607 and made Jamestown the colony’s first permanent settlement. The men were amazed by the area’s rich wildlife and lush vegetation. They’d never seen anything like it. People of the local tribes, part of the Powhatan Confederacy, lived there comfortably—hunting, fishing, and farming as their ancestors had for centuries. They helped the settlers at first, but turned against them when the newcomers kept demanding food instead of learning to grow it themselves and took Powhatan hunting lands. Many colonists soon died from disease and hunger. Others died in conflicts with the native people. But the Jamestown settlement survived and eventually succeeded with tobacco as its major product. How does that connect to Barbara Johns in the middle of the twentieth century? Well…

Twelve years after the first colonists arrived, in 1619, an English ship carrying kidnapped Africans from Angola landed in Virginia. The English had taken the captive African men and women from a Portuguese slave ship and sold or traded these people for supplies when they reached Virginia. “Sold.” That’s a terrible word to apply to human beings, but that’s what happened.
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A 1901 illustration of Africans from a Dutch ship landing at Jamestown in 1619.



A count of Virginia’s population in 1625 listed 1,232 people. Several thousand colonists had died in the eighteen years since the founding of Jamestown, and officials did not include native people in their count. The population included twenty-two servants—all either Africans or of African descent. The word “slave” wasn’t used in census counts until later, and records show that some African servants gained freedom and made their own lives in the colony. Most did not. They were enslaved for life. In 1661, race-based slavery became legal. It would remain legal for the next 204 years.7

By 1700, the owners of huge farms called plantations in Virginia and several other Southern colonies relied on enslaved people to do the enormous work of growing and harvesting their crops. The enslaved population grew rapidly through births and more arrivals from Africa, where African slavers kidnapped men, women, and children and sold them to European traders.
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Field-workers cultivate tobacco, 1904.



Did the colonists think this was acceptable? Moral? Tragically, most colonists probably did. Many may not have thought about the right or wrong of it at all. Various types of forced labor had existed throughout history, often the result of victors enslaving prisoners of war. People were used to the idea of it.

By the late 1600s, though, a different kind of slavery developed in the Americas. While earlier enslaved people could usually buy or earn freedom, most enslaved people in North and South America could not. They lived in bondage for their entire lives. And though the children of those earlier enslaved people were not born into slavery, slavery passed from one generation to the next in the Americas.

There was another key difference as well. The colonists shared a belief that was common in England and other European countries at the time. They thought that their culture and people were superior to other cultures and people in all sorts of ways. Throughout history, groups of people in many parts of the world have believed in their own superiority over other groups. Europeans’ ideas of superiority included the belief that God wanted them to rule “inferior people” and convert those people to Christianity. And Europeans argued that they had every right to conquer and colonize non-Christian populations as they “discovered” them. By the 1600s, Europeans began to tie their ideas of superiority to skin color as well.

These ideas and beliefs allowed European settlers to take land and hunting and fishing grounds from native peoples without feeling guilt. Their beliefs allowed them to enslave African captives and their descendants as well. And the European settlers passed their beliefs on to their children and grandchildren. Today we refer to the beliefs and attitudes that allow White people to keep power for themselves and deny it to everyone else as White supremacy.

In 1776, a century and a half after settling Jamestown, thirteen British colonies broke away from Great Britain to form the United States. The new nation adopted the US Constitution in 1788, and George Washington became the country’s first president in April, 1789. At the time, slavery legally existed in every state except Massachusetts. But the 1790 census showed that over 90 percent of enslaved people lived in the South.

Virginia had the biggest state population overall at that time, and the biggest enslaved population. Enslaved people made up some 40 percent of all recorded Virginians (Indigenous or native people were, once again, not counted in the census). Most enslaved people worked on plantations.

Prince Edward County’s gentle hills and rich soil produced wheat, corn, hay, apples, peaches, and more. But there, and throughout south central Virginia in the early 1800s, tobacco was the biggest and most profitable crop and had been for 150 years. While tobacco brought many planters wealth, however, it required more workers than any other crop. By the time of the 1850 census, enslaved Black men, women, and children made up 60 percent of Prince Edward County’s population. Some of those people were Barbara Johns’s ancestors.



Old census records are often difficult to interpret, and historians cannot be sure how many people in the South held enslaved workers. But many scholars agree that probably less than one-third of all Southern White families were enslavers. (A small number of Black and Native American families also held enslaved workers.) Most White enslavers had small farms and held a small number of enslaved people.

About ten percent of White slave-holding families owned plantations and controlled more than twenty enslaved workers. These plantation owners were known as “planters.” Planters, primarily the men who headed plantation families, controlled half of the more four million enslaved people in the South.

Think about that. Think about the small number of Southern White men—perhaps some 45,000 or so—who controlled the lives of two million Black men, women, and children in bondage. Think of the enormous wealth and power those men had. Not only did they control their own lands, the people they enslaved, and the money that the land and the people represented, but they also controlled the South’s economy and its politics.

Many planters thought that they were good “masters” and took good care of “their people.” They claimed they were not cruel, and it made financial sense to “care for” enslaved people because those people were worth a lot of money. But those planters were enslavers. And even under enslavers who didn’t beat or starve enslaved people for no reason, the threats of hunger and violence hung in the air that every enslaved person breathed. White enslavers had the right to beat, whip, rape, sell, and even kill enslaved Black people.

White men and women who held enslaved workers defended the system of slavery. So did many White people who were not slaveholders. At first, they said that slavery was necessary for a successful economy. As time went on, they used the Bible to justify slavery. They also argued that Black people couldn’t take care of themselves, couldn’t govern themselves or earn a living on their own. Black people needed White people, they said.

Yet powerful White planters feared that Black men and women would organize and rebel. So they kept their Black workers from earning more than a tiny amount of money on their own and kept them from meeting in large groups or hearing news from other parts of the country. Every morning and evening they counted axes and shovels and anything else someone might use as a weapon. White legislators even passed laws against teaching an enslaved person to read or write. Why? Because education is power. And whatever White enslavers argued about slavery being good for the enslaved, or about Black people being inferior to White, the evidence against those arguments was clear. Black men and women proved themselves every day—especially in Prince Edward County.

Free Black people had formed the community of Israel Hill in Prince Edward County soon after 1800. They built their lives and homes on a tract of land they inherited from the man who had once held them as slaves. During most of the eighteenth century, Virginia law had made it very difficult to free enslaved people. But the ideals of the American Revolution had nudged a lot of White people to think about the morality of slavery, and Virginia legislators had changed the law in 1782. Some Virginia slaveholders then freed the people they had enslaved, often in their wills. Several thousand Black Virginians gained freedom this way. But most slaveholders did not free anyone.

Richard Randolph, a cousin of Thomas Jefferson, saw the evil of slavery. When he wrote his will at the age of twenty-five, he condemned slavery and the legal circumstances that kept him from immediately freeing the enslaved people his father had left to him (though, there were two or three people he could have freed but didn’t). Randolph died the next year in 1796. Arguments over the will delayed his wishes for several years, but by 1810, some ninety freed people began building Israel Hill.

Over the next six decades, the men and women of the Israel Hill community, as well as their children and grandchildren, farmed, bought, and sold land and buildings in the county and in Farmville, and opened small businesses. Some worked for White neighbors at the same pay that White workers got. Free Black men couldn’t vote or serve on juries at the time, but they could file, or submit, lawsuits in court and sometimes did, even against White people. The men and women of the Israel Hill community, and free Black people in other parts of the South, proved that arguments in defense of slavery were lies. They proved that Black men and women were just as capable as anyone else.



The United States grew in size and population, and Northern and Southern states moved in different directions. In the North, towns and cities sprang up and industry developed. Slavery decreased as factory owners turned to European immigrants to fill the need for labor. They paid these men, women, and children extremely low wages to work in terrible conditions, but many immigrants, especially children, found opportunities to make better lives. In the South, some planters continued to grow tobacco, rice, or indigo, while others turned to cotton as their major crop. All required huge numbers of workers, and slavery increased.

By the middle of the 1800s, most Northern states had outlawed slavery, and the differences between the North and the South became serious conflicts. There was plenty to argue about—taxes for canals and railroads, tariffs (a kind of tax) on European goods, what to do with newly acquired lands in the West, how much power the federal government should have. But one issue stood out above all the others: slavery. Slavery mattered in a way that nothing else did. While all the other arguments could be worked out through compromise, slavery could not—though Congress tried in 1820 and 1850 and 1854 to make an agreement that would last. By the late 1850s, slavery was the issue—the issue of real importance.

Most Northerners disliked the idea of slavery. But they weren’t abolitionists—they weren’t ready to force an end to slavery in the Southern states. However, they did support banning slavery in territories and new states in the West. That would mean more free states (states that banned slavery) than states that protected slavery, and therefore more members of Congress from free states. White Southerners objected. They knew that if new states banned slavery, White Southerners would lose their power in Congress to pass federal laws protecting slavery.

Presidential candidate Abraham Lincoln agreed that the nation should ban slavery in the West. But he said that he would not try to end slavery in the South. Even so, White Southerners saw him as a threat to their way of life and their economy—all based on slavery. When he won the presidential election in 1860, powerful White people in Southern states refused to accept the election results. South Carolina voted to secede. Within months, ten other states, including Virginia, also voted to secede—leave the United States and join together to establish their own country. They called the country the Confederate States of America, and they wrote a constitution that protected slavery, saying, “No… law denying or impairing the right of property in negro slaves shall be passed.” Lincoln rejected the possibility of secession. These states were not a new nation, he said. These were states in rebellion. He was determined to save the Union of all the states—the United States of America.

In the end, the tragedy of slavery led to the tragedy of the American Civil War.



Not every Confederate soldier fought to keep people enslaved. Not every soldier in the United States army fought to end slavery. But slavery caused the civil war, and the civil war killed more Americans, military and civilian, than any other war in United States history. Between 1861 and 1865, some 750,000 people—2.5 percent of the total population—died of disease or of wounds suffered in horrific battles (2.5 percent of today’s population is over 8,000,000). More United States Army soldiers died fighting the Confederacy than died fighting any foreign war before or since. The rebellious states lost the war, and the Confederacy ceased to exist. So did slavery as Lincoln and most Northerners came to support emancipation—freeing all enslaved people.

During the war, Lincoln issued the 1863 Emancipation Proclamation, officially ending slavery in the rebelling states. Those states, of course, didn’t view Lincoln as their president and ignored the proclamation. The document didn’t apply to the four slave states that had not rebelled or seceded—Maryland, Delaware, Kentucky, and Missouri. But the Emancipation Proclamation held enormous symbolism. Despite White slaveholders’ attempts to keep Black workers from hearing outside news, enslaved people knew about the proclamation. As long as the United States survived and the Confederacy died, their children would never be sold away again. As the war went on, thousands of Black Americans—individuals, whole families, men and women—escaped from their captors and found their way to US Army camps and freedom. And some 180,000 Black men enlisted in the US Army to join the fight.8


[image: Image]
Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation as printed by the National Printing Company in Chicago. The document is bordered by chains.



Soon after the war ended in 1865, the Thirteenth Amendment became part of the US Constitution. It banned slavery forever. By then, much of the South—where almost all of the war’s battles had occurred—lay in ruins. Two thirds of those battles had been fought in Virginia.


Amending the Constitution

The framers of the US Constitution knew that their plan for government would need to change over time as the country changed. So they spelled out in Article V a process for making changes through amendments. The process is difficult because the framers did not want people to change the Constitution without careful thought. Nearly 12,000 amendments have been proposed since 1789. Only twenty-seven have been ratified or approved. There are two ways to approve amendments, but only one of them has been used during the last 235 years. Congress approves the amendment by a two-thirds majority vote in both the Senate and House of Representatives, and then at least three fourths of state legislatures ratify it.
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Richmond, Virginia, capital of the Confederacy, in ruins, 1865.



Prince Edward County almost escaped the destruction that so much of Virginia experienced. But the desperate battles fought there in the last few weeks of the war left the county in tatters. Unusable roads and bridges; trampled farmland that couldn’t support crops; ruined barns; cattle, sheep, hogs, and horses taken or killed. Farms in Prince Edward didn’t produce as much as they had before the war until 1940, seventy-five years later.

Confederate money was now useless, banks had nothing to lend, and there was no postal service. Most people in the county—Black and White—had to stand in line to get food handouts from federal troops. Without those handouts they could very well have starved, but the humiliation was terrible.

Across the South, the war had turned everything upside down. Enslaved people were now free but had no homes, jobs, money, or education. Plantation owners were as needy as poor folk. And the clear-cut rules for relationships between planters and enslaved workers, between White people and Black people, were gone. No one knew what would come next.9

Think of the questions that newly freed people faced. Where would they go? Where would they live? How would they earn a living? Would they be able to find family members who’d been sold away to other slaveholders or who’d run away to freedom? Freedom was an answer to two hundred years of prayer, and no one wanted to go back. But going forward wasn’t going to be easy.

White Southerners faced an uncertain future too. Many small towns and counties had lost nearly all their young men. That left thousands of widows with no money, and thousands of farms and businesses with no one to work them. A lot of land was ruined, and planters whose land could still grow crops had no money to pay workers. Most White families felt heartbreak for the men they had lost, of course. But they also felt fear for the future and anger at the destruction they saw everywhere. They blamed Northerners and the United States government for the war and despised the federal troops who stayed in the South for the next five years.
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Clara Brim, formerly enslaved as a child, in Beaumont, Texas, 1937.



Some Southern White men and women went west or even to other countries after the war. Others tried to adjust and move forward. A few felt relief that slavery was over. But most stayed where they were and held on to their old beliefs. While the Confederacy had died, White supremacist beliefs remained strong.
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Andrew Goodman, formerly enslaved as a child, in Dallas, Texas, 1937.



Some formerly enslaved individuals and families also went west for a fresh start and a chance to own land or herd cattle. But most stayed on the same land they’d lived on before. Since landowners had no cash, a new system developed. Recently freed Black people, and some poor White people, worked the land and then shared the profits from the harvested crops with the landowner (the landowner got most of the profit) in a system called sharecropping. Others rented land from a landowner and farmed it. Some found paying jobs as cooks, maids, stable hands, and the like. Eventually some Black families managed to buy their own farmland. Even with hard work, though, the vast majority of Black men and women stayed poor.

In the meantime, the US Congress passed laws that would make real progress possible. The government opened schools for formerly enslaved and free Black children and adults. Black communities started their own schools as well. They had freedom now, and that included the freedom to learn. They wasted no time. Young students crowded into tiny buildings or gathered outside to learn. Many adults took classes at night. That was hard after a long day working in the fields. But it was worth it to be educated.

Amendments to the Constitution opened doors too. The Fourteenth Amendment said that the law must apply equally to everyone—laws could not be different for Black Americans and White Americans. The Fifteenth Amendment guaranteed that states could not keep people from voting based on their race, though no women of any color could vote yet. Black men now registered to vote and served on juries. They could run for office. Tazewell Branch, for example, had been born into slavery in Prince Edward County and was in his late thirties when the end of the Civil War brought freedom. He learned to read and write, became a shoemaker, bought land, and served on Farmville’s town council. In 1873, Branch was elected to Virginia’s legislature and won reelection two years later.



During those same years, most Americans in the North and West put the war behind them. The Transcontinental Railroad, built by thousands of Chinese and Irish immigrant laborers, connected the East and West Coasts for the first time. Populations and businesses grew in the North and across the Midwest and West, and new opportunities attracted millions more immigrants.

In the South, only a few White men moved on. Instead, most worked to regain the power they’d had before the Civil War. Those men were afraid. They were frightened of being a minority in areas where the majority of citizens were Black. They were frightened of losing status and power, frightened of change. Some formed terrorist groups like the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) to intimidate Black people and “keep them in their place”—even if that meant murder. Others pushed state governments to ignore or work around the new amendments and federal laws that protected Black citizens’ rights.

Black men and women saw their progress torn away, especially after the Supreme Court ruled in 1896 that being separate did not mean being unequal, and that segregation based on race did not violate the Constitution. This idea of “separate but equal” soon spilled into every corner of life in the South as White supremacists pushed for complete segregation.

The secessionist states had had to write new state constitutions as they’d reentered the Union of the United States. Virginia’s 1868 constitution guaranteed Black men the right to vote and established public schools in the state for the first time. Many Virginians thought the future looked promising. Thirty-four years later, however, a small group of a hundred or so White men decided to give Virginia a future that looked just like the past. They pushed through a new state constitution.

The 1902 constitution required Virginia voters to pass a “literacy” test proving they understood the state constitution. Black citizens usually had to answer much more difficult questions than White citizens did—often nearly impossible questions. Voters also had to pay a poll tax—a fee for voting. Those measures didn’t directly violate the Fifteenth Amendment, but they worked to keep almost all Black men and many poor White men from voting. That meant that citizens like Tazewell Branch wouldn’t be elected to office any longer. One state senator said, “Discrimination… is precisely what we propose… to the elimination of every negro voter who can be gotten rid of.”10

The new constitution also made segregation in public places and in businesses legal, and it required that public schools be segregated. The 1902 constitution pushed racism and segregation into Virginia’s legal system, education system, and economic system. It made systemic racism—racism built into people’s lives—part of Virginia’s highest law. The all-White state legislature soon passed new laws known as Jim Crow—a term used to insult Black men and based on a slow, clumsy character in old theater productions. Those laws required segregation at banks, restaurants, hotels, schools, parks, libraries, and just about everywhere else.

At the same time, White organizations such as the United Daughters of the Confederacy raised money for monuments and statues glorifying the old Confederacy and its leaders. Silently but publicly those monuments told White people that their ancestors had fought and died for a noble cause. That cause wasn’t made clear, but Southern White children learned that the cause was not slavery. Their ancestors had died for their families and homes and way of life (a White way of life that depended on slavery).

The same monuments reminded Black people of the horror that they or their ancestors had suffered.

White political leaders and Confederate Daughters made the Confederate monuments centerpieces in small towns and big cities. They organized Fourth of July celebrations in front of the monuments even though the Confederacy had officially rejected the words of the Declaration of Independence—“All men are created equal.” White families picnicked in front of the memorials. White children stood at the bases of the statues for class pictures. Step by step, this group of White Southerners rewrote history—intentionally. And everyone, White and Black, understood that the Confederate statues, memorials, and monuments they saw every day were symbols of a new kind of White power.



Black leaders fought back against Jim Crow and the terror of the KKK. In 1909, they formed the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) to defend Black Americans and use the legal system to make change. Individuals looked for change too, and found new opportunities when World War I began in Europe in 1914.

The United States suddenly needed all sorts of military equipment and other war goods. Busy factories needed workers. Thousands of poor Black tenant farmers and sharecroppers streamed from the rural South to Northern cities to fill those jobs. They didn’t find equality—there was ugly racism in the North as well as the South—but they did find better pay, sometimes equal pay, and open doors at businesses and schools. This Great Migration continued without slowing for the next fifteen years.

The war also brought thousands of Black men into the military. They served in segregated units and proved themselves again and again. Imagine their disappointment when they came home and saw that attitudes hadn’t changed. But their experiences gave them new skills, confidence, and pride.


[image: Image]
Six Black soldiers who almost died trying to rescue a drowning marine in the surf at Iwo Jima. From left to right, back row: Technician L. C. Carter, Jr., Private John Bonner, Jr.; Staff Sergeant Charles R. Johnson. Front row, from left to right: Technician A. B. Randle, Technician Homer H. Gaines, and Private Willie Tellie. March 11, 1945.



The same thing happened in an even larger way during World War II (1939–1945). A second wave of the Great Migration changed the nation’s population. And more than a million Black soldiers and sailors, including Barbara Johns’s father and John Stokes’s older brothers, served bravely in the still-segregated military. Those men returned after the war hoping that their service and patriotism had changed feelings at home. But they found little difference in attitudes after the war. They didn’t even receive the same government benefits as White soldiers. Despite it all, the men had good reason to be proud and to stand tall, confident that they had served their country well. Many were ready to demand their rights.


[image: Image]
Jackie Robinson was the first Black player in Major League Baseball in the twentieth century. He led the Brooklyn Dodgers to six pennants and a World Series championship.



In the years just after the Second World War, the push for racial equality grew stronger with the NAACP leading the way and working to make civil rights a national issue. The Brooklyn Dodgers made history when Black first baseman Jackie Robinson started playing for the team in 1947. Baseball did not fall apart and Robinson was named Rookie of the Year. The following year, President Harry Truman ordered an end to segregation in the US armed forces. The military didn’t fall apart, either.



It seemed the country really could make progress even while many White Americans held on to their prejudices. That progress, though, was slow and difficult. Prince Edward County, Virginia, would prove just how slow and difficult any progress could be.
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