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This s tudy  d e l in e a te s  th e  h is to ry ,  the  background and unique 

problems o f  W llla  A. S tr  m g, a Black fem ale school a d m ln ls tra to r-ed u - 

c a to r  during  th e  s e p a ra te  school e ra . P a r t ic u la r  a t te n t io n  I s  given 

to  th e  techn iques and s t r a t e g ie s  used by th i s  a d m in is tra to r  to :  I) 

a c t iv a te  and m ain ta in  a re le v a n t and m eaningful curricu lum , 2) promote 

a  p o s it iv e ,  hum anistic  and productive  le a rn in g  environment and 3) 

m ain ta in  an  exemplary ed u ca tio n a l I n s t i tu t io n .

Primary so u rces  Inc lude  In terv iew s w ith  In d iv id u a ls  who knew 

Miss S trong as  w e ll as school records and r e p o r ts .  While much o f th e  

d a ta  was d estro y ed  du ring  th e  t r a n s i t io n  from sep a ra te  schoo ls to  

desegregated  sch o o ls , th e  re sea rch e r was a b le  to  re p o rt th e  c lim a te  

c h a ra c te r iz in g  B lack educa tio n  during W llla S tro n g 's  tenu re  as  a 

teach e r and as  a  p r in c ip a l .  Secondary sources Include l i t e r a t u r e  

focusing  on B lacks In Oklahoma and o th e r  a re a s .

This study q u estio n s  th e  n o tion  th a t  a l l-B la c k  schools were 

Inadequate, poorly  managed, lack ing  In  e d u ca tio n a l standards and In 

g en era l I n f e r io r .  When viewed w ith in  the  le g a l  and s o c ia l r e s t r a i n t s  

o f  se p a ra te  but equal educa tion  the ro le s  and fu n c tio n s  of Black edu

c a to rs  m e rit c lo s e r  a t te n t io n .
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CHAPTER I  

INIECDUCTICaî

The notion  th a t  a  separa te  school system fo r  Black s tu d en ts  was 

in fe r io r  and inadequate t o  schools fo r  Tfliite s tu d en ts  le d  to  a  n a tio n a l 

e f f o r t  to  abo lish  dual p u b lic  educational f a c i l i t i e s .  For exanple, in  1967 

th e  Ita ited  S ta te s  CcnmLssion on C iv il R i ^ t s  concluded: "Negro ch ild ren

s u f fe r  se rio u s  harm when th e i r  education takes p lace  in  pu b lic  schools vhich 

are  r a c ia l ly  segregated  whatever th e  source o f such segrega tion  may b e ."^

In  1968 Meyer Weinberg revealed  th a t  "a  school i s  segregated  when th e  com

munity comes to  view th e  school in  i t s  natu re  to  be in f e r io r  and u n su itab le
2fo r  p riv ileg e d  c h ild re n ."  In  ad d itio n  to  v io la tin g  th e  equal p ro te c tio n  

c lause  o f th e  Fourteenth  Amendment, re la te d  s tu d ie s  and court proceedings 

have danonstrated  "segrega tion  o f w hite  and colored ch ild ren  in  pub lic
3

schools has d e trim en ta l e f fe c t  upon co lored  c h ild re n ."  In  f a c t ,  th e  Com

m ission on C iv il R igh ts rep o rted  in  1968 th a t  "seg rega tion  by law was 

found to  c rea te  fe e lin g s  o f  in f e r io r i ty  among s tu d en ts  which u ltim a te ly

^Æ port o f th e  U nited S ta te s  Camiission on C iv il  R i ^ t s  to  th e  
P resid en t o f the  U nited S ta te s , (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government 
P r in tin g  O ffice , 1967), p . 163.

^ e y e r  Weinberg, D esegregation Research: An A p pra isa l, (Blocxning- 
to n , Indiana: Phi D e lta  Kappa, 1968), p . 2.

^David Fellman, e d ..  The Supreme Court and Education, C lass ic s  In 
Education, (Richmond, V irg in ia : W illiam Byrd P ress , I n c .) ,  p . 79.
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a f f e c ts  th e i r  m otivation and th e i r  a b i l i t y  to  le a rn . P r io r  to  th e  1968 

re p o r t ,  a  1947 Conmittee on C iv il  R ights Study reconmended " the  e lim ina tion
5

o f  segregation  based on race , co lo r o r  c reed ."  Providing a  r a t io n a le  fo r

t h i s  recommendation, th e  conm ittee explained;

The separa te  bu t equal d o c trin e  has f a i le d  in  th ree  
important re sp e c ts . F i r s t ,  i t  i s  in c o n s is te n t w ith th e  
fundamental eq u a lita rian ism  o f th e  American way o f l i f e  
in  th a t  i t  marks groups w ith  th e  brand o f  in f e r io r  s ta tu s .
Secondly, \daere i t  has been followed th e  r e s u l ts  have been 
separa te  and unequal f a c i l i t i e s  fo r  m inority  people.
F in a lly , i t  has kept people a p a r t d é b i t é  in co n tro v e rtib le  
evidence th a t  an environment favorab le  to  c iv i l  r ie b ts  i s
fo s te red  vbenever eroups a re  perm itted  to  l iv e  and wDrk
to g e th e r. Ih e re  i s  no adequate defense fo r  segregated 
schools.6

W illa  A. S trong, a  Black f anale  educator during and a f te r  th e  

sep a ra te  school sy s tan s  in  Oklahoma, i s  r e la t iv e ly  unknown ou tside  th e  

s t a t e .  D espite a  pau c ity  o f a ip i r i c a l  d a ta , i t  i s  c le a r  th a t  seme sepa

r a t e  schools did  o f f e r  Blacks q u a lity  educational and developmental s o c ia l
7

ejq>eriences. Scant h is to r ic a l  a tte n tio n  i s  paid  to  Black educators in  

Oklahana who devoted p e rs is te n t  e f f o r t s  toward developing, s treng then ing  

and promoting p o s it iv e  educational e?q)eriences fo r  Black youth in  a  sepa

r a te  school system. As a  r e s u l t ,  th e  m ajo rity  o f  research  tends to  p a in t

G lacia l I s o la t io n  in  th e  Pub lic  Schools: A Report to  the  U nited 
S ta te s  Ccnmission on C iv il  R ights to  th e  P resid en t o f th e  Ih ite d  S ta te s , 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government P r in tin g  O ffice , 1968), p . 91.

^ P re s id e n t's  Ccximittee on C iv il R i ^ t s ,  "To Secure These R i ^ t s , "  
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government P r in tin g  O ffice , 1947), p . 63.

®Ibid.

7
See Faustine  C hild ress Jones, A T rad itio n a l Model o f  Educational 

Excellence: Dunbar High School o f L i t t l e  Rock, Arkansas, (Washington,
D.C. : Harvard U n iversity  P ress , 1981), and G. Weber, "Inner C ity  C hildren 
Can Be Tau#it To Read: Four Successful Schools," (Washington, D .C.: 
Council For Basic Education, 1971).
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a dism al p ic tu re  o f  Black sep a ra te  schools.

In  1929, V i l la  A. Strong began her p ro fession  a s  an educator in  

th e  p u b lic  . school system o f  Cklahoraa. E a r l ie r  le g is la t iv e  ac tio n s
O

c le a r ly  o u tlin e d  a "sep ara te  bu t equal" system o f  education in  Oklahoma.

In  f a c t ;  subsequent ac tio n s  o f th e  T e r r i to r ia l  and S ta te  L eg is la tu re s
g

cooibined to  h inder p ro ^ s s iv e  measures fo r  Black schoo ls. The le g a l 

l im ita tio n s  inposed on Black Schools served as a  stim ulus fo r  V il la

A, S trong. In  s p i te  o f th e  system, she was determined to  prod Black

stu d en ts  to  exce l in  acadanics, m aintain  h i ^  moral standards, s e t  

hi03 c a ree r and l i f e  g o a ls, and to  th in k  o f  themselves as worthy and 

capable in d iv id u a ls .

P r io r  to  th e  Brown d ec is io n , th e  r e f le c t iv e  educational v a lu es , 

e f f o r t s  and id e a ls  t ra n s fe r re d  by Strong and o th e r Black educators were 

in p re ssiv e  and valued by Black youths. The fa c t  th a t  a  la rg e  number o f

Blacks who rece iv e  th e i r  p u b lic  school education in  Oklahoma sep a ra te

schools c u rre n tly  a re  su ccess fu lly  enployed in  various h igh  s ta tu s  c a re e rs , 

r e f le c t s  favorably  on th e  e f f o r t s  o f Black educators. However, th e  c lo sin g  

o f  Black schools and th e  lo ss  o f  va luab le  documents have made indepth  

s tu d ie s  o f  Black schools and educators d i f f i c u l t .  Even so , h is to r ie s  o f 

p u b lic  school education  in  Oklahoma a re  incomplete i f  th e  education o f 

Blacks in  sep a ra te  schools i s  em itted . I t  i s  w ith in  t h i s  context th a t  t h i s  

study  o f  W illa  A. S trong, a  Black f anale  educator (1929-1968), i s  

pursued.

®Frank A. B alyeat, "Segregation in  th e  P ublic  Schools o f 
Oklahoma T e r r i to ry ,"  C hronicles o f Oklahoma, Spring, 1961, p . 181.

®Ibid.
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B rie f H is to r ic a l  Overview 

The a r r iv a l  and h is to ry  o f B lacks in  Oklahoma t e r r i t o r i e s  i s  docu- 

lœnted as  e a r ly  as 1541.^® P r io r  to  th e  C iv il  War, th e  F ive C iv ilized  

T rib es  a rr iv e d  in  Indian  T e rr ito ry  w ith  t h e i r  Black s la v e s . Products o f  

t h e i r  environment, th e se  southern  Indian  t r i b e s  had observed the  p ra c tic e  

o f  s lav e ry  in  M iss is s ip p i, Alabama and Georgia. However, th e  treatm ent o f  

s lav e s  by soutliem  t r i b e s  was le s s  b ru ta l  and harsh  than th a t  o f  th e  

southern  W hites. In  most in s tan ces , s lav es  were tre a te d  k ind ly  and w ith  

le s s  d is t in c t io n  paid  to  t h e i r  co lo r. E ven tually , th e  Indians freed  th e  

s la v e s .

H is to r ic a l ly , Ind ians were concerned w ith  th e  education o f t h e i r

young. Because th e re  were ch ild ren  o f  Black freedmen, each t r ib e  assumed
12th e  r e s p o n s ib il i ty  o f educating  th e i r  ch ild ren  to o . As a  r e s u l t ,  th e

t r i b e s  operated  sep a ra te  schools fo r th e  ch ild ren  o f Black freedmen.

L itto n  documents th i r ty - f o u r  neighborhood schools fo r  th e  education o f
13Negro ch ild ren  o f  freedmen in  th e  Choctaw Nation by 1885. The freedmen 

in  t h i s  n a tion  had th e  advantage o f c i t iz e n s h ip  which affo rded  g re a te r

See A rthur L. Toison, The Black Oklahomans; A H isto ry , 1541- 
1972, (New O rleans: Edwards P r in tin g  P re s s ) ,  1972. Toison documents 
e a r l i e r  Black a r r iv a ls  who accompanied Spanish and French exp lo rers  and 
C hristopher Columbus.

^ G aston  L itto n , H isto ry  o f Oklahoma a t  The Golden Anniversary o f 
S tatehood, Vol. I ,  (New York: Lewis H is to r ic a l  P ub lish ing  C o.), 1957, 
p . 183. The Choctaw, Chickasaw, Cherokee, Creek and Seminole T ribes a re  
id e n t i f ie d  as th e  Five C iv iliz e d  T ribes who were forced to  make th e  w est
ward movCTJsnt to  Oklahoma.

^ I b i d . , Vol. I I ,  p . 247.

in  1883.
13Ib id . The Choctaw Nation gran ted  c itiz e n sh ip  to  t h e i r  freedmen



educa tiona l o p p o rtu n itie s  th r o u ^  f in a n c ia l support. I n i t i a l l y ,  

freedmen in  th e  Chicksaw Nation were denied c it iz e n s h ip . Conse

quen tly , th e i r  ch ild ren  were w ithout educational o p p o rtu n itie s .

L a te r in  1882, th e  Federal Government a llo c a te d  money s p e c if ic a lly  

fo r  th e  establishm ent o f  schools fo r  B lacks. In  a  s im il ia r  manner, 

th e  Creek Nation provided two boarding schools fo r  Black d iild re n .^ ^  

The Cherokees opened th e  Colored High School a t  Tahlequah around 

1889. The adm in istra tion  o f th e  school was regarded as  su p erio r.

In  t h i s  same y ear, th e  Oklahoma T e rr ito ry  was open fo r  se ttlem en t.

The question  o f  education arose .

Like th e  Ind ians, th e  V/hites who s e t t le d  in  th e  t e r r i t o r y  

were m ostly sou therners who stro n g ly  opposed mixed schools. Although 

no t req u ired  by law, sep a ra te  schools were provided in  counties w ith

la rg e  Black popu la tions. For in s tan ce , Mr. Fee, a  w hite educator was 

in te re s te d  in  th e  education o f  ch ild ren  in  K ingfisher. Fee d is 

covered th a t  according to  th e  law th e  number o f White ch ild ren

was in s u f f ic ie n t  to  b u ild  th e  school. Since th e  law d id  not p ro -
/

h ib i t  mixed schools, he decided to  b u ild  a  school to  house both  

White and Black s tu d en ts . The in s t i tu t io n  operated  a s  a  mixed school 

fo r  a  sh o rt tim e. L a te r, Fee made a  d is t in c t io n  by sep ara tin g  th e

ra c e s , p lac ing  Blacks in  one room and Whites in  ano ther. Dis

s a t i s f i e d  w ith  t h i s  arrangement, sev e ra l Blacks asked fo r  th e i r  own

^^Ib id .

^^Lewds, "Negro Education in  Oklahoma," Ju ly  7 , 1939, unpublished 
m anuscript, Oklahoma H is to r ic a l Society , Oklahoma C ity , Œîlahana. The 
A uthor's  f i r s t  name was om itted from th e  document.
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h i ^  school.^®

The issu e  o f  education  received  much a t te n tio n  p r io r  to  and

inm ediately follow ing s ta tehood . In  f a c t ,  reg u la tio n s  and laws w ith

respec t to  education in  Œslahoma were defined during th e  le g is la t iv e
17sessions o f 1890, 1897 and 1901. For exanple, p r io r  to  th e  approval o f

th e  Organic Act o f 1890, " su b sc rip tio n  o r  tu i t io n  schools were taugh t fo r
18very sh o rt terras in  most towns and in  a  m ajo rity  o f  r u r a l  a re a s ."

Separate schools fo r  th e  races  became one o f th e  prim ary concerns during

th e  F i r s t  L eg isla tu re  in  1890 and i t  i s  repo rted  th a t  a  coiprom ise b i l l

was the  b e s t th a t  could be enacted  during th a t  s e s s i o n . T h e  School B il l

vhich was enacted in to  law in  December, 1890, included a  county op tion

plan  whereby each county would vo te  to  determine whether sep a ra te  o r  mixed
20schools would operate  in  t h e i r  re sp ec tiv e  co u n ties . There were no pro

v is io n s  fo r  an in s t i tu t io n  o f  h i^ ie r  le a rn in g  fo r  Blacks in  Oklahoma. How

ever, in  1898 th e  A ssociation  o f Negro Teachers (GANT) in  th e  Oklahoma 

T e rr ito ry  jo ined  in  th e  case o f  Cynthia Ware, a  Black studen t who sought 

admission to  th e  land  g ran t Normal School in  Edmond, Oklahoma. C yn th ia 's

^®Ibid. This was th e  beginning o f sep a ra te  h i ^  schools fo r  Blacks. 
See a lso  B alyeat, "Segregation in  th e  P ub lic  Schools o f  Oklahcma."

17See Oklahoma Session Laws, 1890, 1897 and 1901.

^^Frank A. B alyeat, "Segregation in  th e  P u b lic  Schools o f  Œ la -  
homa T e rr ito ry ,"  C hronicles o f  Oklahoma, Spring, 1961, p . 181.

^ I b i d .

20Ib id . See a lso  O ll ie  E. H atcher, "The Development o f Legal 
C ontrols in  R acial S ^ re g a tio n  in  th e  P ub lic  Schools o f Oklahcma 1865- 
1952," (unpublished d o c to ra l d is s e r ta t io n , IM iversity  o f Oklahoma, 1954, 
p . 63.
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ap p lica tio n  was denied even th o u ^  th e  fed e ra l in te n t o f  land grant

co lleges sp e c if ie d  th a t :

No money s h a l l  be paid  under t h i s  a c t to  a  S ta te  o r T e rr i
to ry  f o r  th e  support and maintenance o f a  co llege  where a  
d is t in c t io n  o f  race  and co lo r i s  made in  th e  admission o f 
s tu d e n ts , bu t th e  establishm ent and maintenance o f such 
co lleg es  separa ted  fo r  White and colored stu d en ts  s h a l l  be 
held  t o  be in  compliance w ith  th e  p rov isions o f  the  a c t i f  
th e  funds received  in  such S ta te  o r  T e rr ito ry  be equ itab ly  
d iv ided  here  in  a f te r  s e t  fo r th .^ ^

In  1896, the  T e r r i to r ia l  L eg is la tu re  passed a  b i l l  which provided fo r  th e  

e s ta b l is hment o f  a Black land  g ran t co lleg e  a t  Langston, Oklahcma: The 

Colored A g ricu ltu ra l and Normal U n iv ers ity .

By 1897 th e re  were sev e ra l cases in  th e  S ta te  o f  Oklahoma a lle g in g  

th a t  Black c h ild ren  were not re ce iv in g  any education in  sm aller com

m unities. This cond ition  e x is ted  because o f  th e  sm all number o f Black

ch ild ren  and th e  lack  of tax  noney fo r  the  support o f  sep ara te  Black 
22schoo ls. In  an e f f o r t  to  meet th e  needs o f such studen ts th e  school

laws mandated;

Whenever th e re  s h a l l  be as many as e ig h t colored 
ch ild ren  in  any one d i s t r i c t  in  th e  T e rr ito ry  o f Œ la -  
homa, th e re  s h a l l  be a  d i s t r i c t  formed fo r  th e  educa
tio n  o f  co lo red  ch ild ren  in  th e  same manner and upon 
th e  same ap p lica tio n s  as o th e r  d i s t r i c t s  a re  formed, 
and they  s h a l l  hold th e i r  annual meetings and o ther 
e le c tio n s  and e le c t  th e i r  own school o f f ic e r s  in  the  
same manner a s  o th e r e le c tio n s  are  held.^^

W ithin th e  framework o f sep a ra te  but equal f a c i l i t i e s ,  Black

educators o f  Oklahcxna banded to g e th e r in  order to  heighten th e  educational

^\)klahoma C o n stitu tio n , A r t ic le  X III, Section  3.

^ ^ o r  a  d e ta i le d  d iscu ssio n , see  B alyeat, "Segregation in  th e  
P ub lic  Schools o f  Oklahoma T e rr i to ry ."

23Oklahoma Session Laws, 1897 and 1901.
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o p p o rtu n itie s  fo r  Black s tuden ts and teach ers  re sp ec tiv e ly . One 

o rg an iza tio n , CANT, h e ld  meetings annually  from 1893-1956. S p ec ifi

c a l ly ,  CANT held annual conventions fo r  teach e rs  and p erio d ic
24p ro fess io n a l •workshops by counties and d i s t r i c t s .

As th e  1900' s  evolved, a  sep ara te  school system fo r  C kla-

hcxne remained an is su e  during th e  le g is la t iv e  sessio n s. According

to  B alyeat, the  law o f 1901 continued th e  p ro h ib itio n  o f  Black and

TOiites a ttend ing  th e  same school and forbade anyone teach ing  pvç)ils o f
25th e  opposite  ra c e s . Furthermore, a  change in  th e  financing  p lan  

req u ired  the  county svç)erintendent to  provide th e  county commis

s io n e rs  w ith da ta  about th e  sch o la s tic s  o f  both  races  in  each

d i s t r i c t ,  w ith  a l l  p e r t in e n t fa c ts  about the  educational s i tu a tio n  in  each
26d i s t r i c t , and w ith recommendations fo r itiprovanent. Based on th ese  pro

v is io n s , separa te  schools were erec ted  and financed from funds ra ise d  on 

a l l  taxab le  property  in  th e  county, thus provid ing  finances fo r  lo c a l 

d i s t r i c t s  to  m aintain sep a ra te  schools. According to  Hatcher, th e  Act o f  

March 4 , 1901, c la r i f i e d  th e  d isp o s itio n  o f th e  t e r r i t o r y  fo r  educating a  

sm all nm ber o f Black c h ild ren  in  any d i s t r i c t .  For example, separa te  

schools were to  be m aintained fo r th e  m inority  grovç) i f  more than te n  

p t ç i l s  were enumerated in  a d i s t r i c t .  I f  te n  o r le s s  co n s titu ted  th e  t o t a l  

number they were to  be tra n s fe rre d  to  schools o f th e i r  own co lo r

^ X /e ly n  Richardson Strong, "The H istory  o f th e  Oklahoma Associa
t io n  o f  Negro Teachers: A Study in  S oc ia l Change," unpublished d is s e r ta 
t io n ,  Iftiiversity  o f Oklahoma, 1964), p. 6.

^^fealyeat, "Segregation in  th e  P u b lic  Schools o f  Oklahoma T e rr i
to ry ,"  pp. 186-187.

^ I b i d .
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27in  any ad jo in ing  d i s t r i c t .

By 1902 heavy Black popula tions were concentrated  in  Logan County

(2,133) and Noble County (1 ,127). K ingfisher and Lincoln counties rep o rted

le s s  than  1,000 w ith  a l l  o th e r coun ties  rep o rtin g  le s s  than 500; th e  lowest
28being Kiowa County w ith  fo u r. At th e  same tim e, one pub lisher reported  

an ti-B lack  r i o t s  in  th e  Oklahoma T e rr ito ry ; "mob law reigned in  Shawnee . .  

. .  The colored  population o f th e  c i ty  su ffe red  th e  b ru ta l  a s sa u lts  o f  a
OQ

crowd o f Whites o f  the  Icmer c la s s  ’a4io, vhen d a y l i ^ t  canes hide away."

In  a d d itio n , i t  was reported  in  1903 th a t  Blacks l iv in g  in  Indian lands
30 31were unwanted. A r a c ia l  d isp u te  a lso  occurred in  H oldenvllle in  1904.

Between 1905-1907, ju s t  p r io r  to  and inm ediately following s ta t e 

hood, many s o c ia l  and p o l i t i c a l  changes were tak in g  p lace  in  th e  Oklahona 

and Indian T e r r i to r ie s .  For exanple, th e re  were e f f o r t s  to  combine the  

t e r r i t o r i e s  in to  a  s ta t e .  This was f in a l ly  made p o ssib le  by the  Enabling

Act o f  1906, th e  formation o f a  C o n stitu tio n  fo r  th e  T e r r i to r ie s ,  and the
32admittance o f  th e  T e r r i to r ie s  to  th e  IMion as a s t a t e  in  1907.

27
B it Cher, "The Development o f Legal C ontrols in  R acial Segregation 

in  th e  P ub lic  Schools o f Oklahoma, 1865-1952," p . 20. See a lso  Edward E. 
Dale and M orris L. W ardell, A H isto ry  o f Cklahoma, (New York: P re n tic e -  
H a ll, In c . ,  1948), p . 472.

^^Edward E. Dale and M orris L. W ardell, A H isto ry  of Oklahoma, p . 472.

oq
Oklahona Guide, June 23, 1902.

^ I b i d . , p. 68.

^^Ib id .

^ ^ r i t e r ' s  Program of th e  Works P ro jec t A dm inistration, Cklahoma:
A Guide To The Sooner S ta te , (Norman: U niversity  o f  Œlahoma P ress , 1942),
p . 71.
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C oncurrently , "a  nunber o f a ll-B lack  towns were founded in  th e

Indian T e rr ito ry , including  Lincoln C ity , Langston C ity , L iberty , Ferguson
33and W ellston Colony." A ll-B lack towns were a lso  founded in  th e  Indian

T e rr ito ry . Ihey included "two unnamed Seminole N ation Black towns,

T ullahassee, North Fork Colored, Arkansas Colored, Canadian Colored,

Gibson S ta tio n , Wybark, Marshalltown, Overton, L incoln , ( l a t e r  renamed

Clearview ), R e n tie sv ille , Red B ird , Boley, T a ft, B ailey , Tatums, Wild Cat

o r  Grayson, Foreqaan, Chase, Sumnit, L ew isv ille , Vernon, Bodkertee and

Lima."^^ During th e  same period , sev e ra l Black women in  th e  T e r r i to r ie s

were erp loying  cooperative e f fo r t s  to  make a  con trib u tio n  toward the

so lu tio n  o f v i t a l  problems which faced the  pioneer N ^ ro  c i t iz e n  in

Oklahoma. Such women as Mary Church T e r r e l l ,  E ls i  Johnson McDonald a t

th e  n a tio n a l le v e l and Ju d ith  C. Horton and H a rr ie tt  P r ic e  Jacobson a t  th e

lo c a l le v e l were o rgan izers o f th e  Chapters o f  the  Federation  o f Cblored
35Women's Clubs in  G uthrie and Oklahona C ity . For in s tan ce , th e  E xce lsio r

Club (1906), e s ta b lish e d  the  f i r s t  Negro l ib r a ry  in  th e  S ta te  o f Oklahoma
. .  _ . 36in  G uthrie.

B lacks a lso  were p o l i t ic a l ly  involved wâth th e  two n a tio n a l p a r t ie s .  

Democrats and Republicans. A few Blacks were e lec te d  as "delega tes  to

Toison, The Black Oklahonans, p . 94.

34Ib id . Chapter Nine o f T oison 's  wrork provides a  d e ta ile d  account 
and d iscussion  o f th e  development o f  a ll-B lack  towns in  Oklahona. See a lso  
fâ.ye M. T e a ll ,  Black H istory in  Oklahoma; A Resource Book, (Oklahoma C ity ; 
Cklahona C ity  P ub lic  Schools, 1972).

^ ^Y illa  A. Strong, "The O rig in , Development, and C urrent S ta tu s  o f 
th e  Olclahoma F edera tion  o f Colored Women's C lubs," (unpublished d is s e r ta 
t io n ,  U niversity  o f  Oklalioraa, 1957), p . 51.

^® Ibid., pp. 51-54.
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Council Conventions and o th er o f f ic e s  . . .  John Capers as Councilman and 0 .

H. B radley, a  maiiber o f th e  School Board. Both men were re s id e n ts  of 
*57

G uthrie , Œlahoma." At th e  tim e o f statehood (1907), Blacks tended to

stç)port th e  Republican P a rty  and proclaim ed th e  support o f th e  Republican

gubem ational candidate, Frank Franz. However, on November 16, 1907,

C harles N. H askell, a  Denocrat was e le c te d  and in s ta l le d  as th e  f i r s t  
38governor. P rio r to  Governor H a sk e ll 's  e le c tio n , th e  T e r r i to r ia l  Legisla

tu re  passed th e  f i r s t  Jim Crow Law, which was p ro te s ted  by th e  Negro Pro

t e c t iv e  League (rep resen ting  both Oklahoma and Indian T e r r i to r ie s )  because
39o f  i t s  unequal and u n fa ir  treatm ent o f  B lacks.

The c o n s titu tio n a l law req u ired  th a t  sep a ra te  coaches and separa te
40w aitin g  rooms be provided by a l l  p u b lic  c a r r ie r s .  Furtherm ore, the  law 

o b lig a ted  a l l  pub lic  tra n sp o rta tio n  ccrapanies to  provide sep a ra te  coaches, 

w a itin g  rooms and compartments equal in  a l l  p o in ts  o f comfort and con

veniences fo r  Whites and B l a c k s . T h e  Democratic P arty  approved the
42law, vhich  was condemned by th e  Republican P a rty . Blacks were extremely

^^Tolson, The Black Cklahcmans, pp. 115, 119, 123.

^ ^ r i t e r ' s  Program o f th e  Works P ro jec t A dm inistration, Cklahoma;
A Guide To The Sooner S ta te , p . 30.

O Q
Kaye M. T e a ll, Black H isto ry  in  Oklahoma; A Resource Book, p.

172. T e a ll rep o rts  th a t  in  1830, a  White comedian put b lack  make-up on h is
face  and hands and did  a ro u tin e  based on a  Black ch arac te r he c a lle d  'Jim
Crow' and the  name began to  be used as a  synonym fo r  Negro.

^*Victor E. Harlow, Oklahoma; I t s  O rig ins and Development, (Okla
homa C ity : Harlow Publish ing  C o., 1934), p . 315.

^^Gaston L itto n , H istory  o f Oklahoma a t  the  Golden Anniversary o f 
S tatehood, Vol. I ,  (New York: Lewis P ublish ing  Co., In c .,  1957), p . 519.

"Victor E. Harlow, Oklahoma: I t s  O rig ins and Development, p . 315.
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d is s a t i s f ie d  w ith  th e  law and "p ro te s ted  the  Jim  Crow Law as unjxist and an

im position  i*on t h a n ." ^  L e g is la tiv e  B il ls  in  succeeding sessions included

laws ag a in s t in te im arriag e  between Blades and Y/hites in  1908 and d en ia l o f
44Black su ffrag e  in  1910. In  f a c t ,  th e  G randfather Clause mandated:

No person  s h a ll  be r e g is te re d  as an e le c to r  o f t h i s  s t a t e ,  
o r  be allowed to  vo te  in  any e lec tio n  he ld  h e re in , un less 
he be ab le  to  read  and w rite  any sec tio n  o f th e  C onstitu
tio n  o f  th e  S ta te  o f  Oklahcxna; but no person vho was, on 
January 1 , 1866 o r  a t  any tim e p r io r  th e re to  e n t i t le d  to
vo te  under any form o f  government, o r vho a t  th a t  time
re s id ed  in  sane fo re ig n  n a tio n  and no l in e a l  descendent o f
such person s h a l l  be denied th e  r i ^ i t  to  r e g is te r  and vote 
becjause o f  h is  i n a b i l i ty  to  so read and w rite  sec tio n s  o f 
such C o n stitu tio n .^^

To th i s  mandate and o th e r Jim  Crow Laws, Blacks p ro te s ted  a t  both th e  s ta t e

and n a tio n a l le v e ls .  N evertheless, th e  Oklahona Supreme Court ru led  th a t

th e  c lause  was not in  c o n f l ic t  w ith  th e  fed e ra l c o n s ti tu tio n  and th a t  th e

r ig h t  o r  p r iv i le g e  t o  re g u la te  i t s  exerc ise  i s  s t i l l  l e f t  o r re ta in e d  w ith
46sev e ra l s ta t e s .  U ltim ate ly , th e  1910 G randfather Clause became law in  

CSclahcma.

D uring th e  same y ear, th e  Democratic P a rty  in i t i a te d  an o v e m i^ t  

a c tio n  to  move th e  c a p ita l  from G uthrie to  Oklahoma C ity .^^  Jim Noble, a 

Black man, sometimes c a lle d  Oklahoma's Negro Governor, played a  prominent

^ G a s to n  L itto n , H is to ry  o f  Oklahoma a t  th e  Golden Anniversary o f 
S tatehood, Vol. I ,  p . 519.

^^Tolson, The Black Oklahomans, p . 147.

45Oklahoma Session Laws, 1910.

^ ^ o ls o n .  The Black Oklahcxnans, p . 159.

47L it to n , H istory  o f Cklahcxna a t  The Golden Anniversary o f S ta te 
hood, Vol. I ,  pp. 526-527.
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48ro le  in  th e  removal o f  th e  S ta te  Seal from G uthrie. According to  Toison,

"as Jim c a r r ie d  th e  s e a l ,  he wondered i f  th e  h is to r ia n s  would w rite  h is

name in  th e  books and te ac h  th e  coning generations about h is  love fo r  h is
49s ta t e  and about th e  s e rv ic e  he rendered ."  In  any case , th e  e f f o r t s  o f

Jim  Noble enabled th e  Democrats to  achieve an asto n ish in g  p o l i t i c a l  v ic to ry
50over th e  Republican r iv a l s .

Also in  1910, B lack women were continuing th e i r  e f f o r t s  to  organize 

fed era ted  c lubs in  v a rio u s  towns. R epresen tatives fro n  th e se  v a rio u s  clubs 

met " a t  Avery Chapel A frican  M ethodist Episcopal (A.M.E. ) Church in  Okla

homa C ity , Œlahoma fo r  ih e  purpose o f forming a  s ta te  o rg an iza tio n . On 

A p ril 16. 1910, th e  Oklahoma F ederation  o f Colored Women's Clubs were 

formed, in  s p i te  o f  p ro te s ts  by sev e ra l Negro men."^^ P r io r  to  th e  o rgan i

z a tio n  o f th e  S ta te  u n i t ,  e i ^ t  clubs were function ing  in  G uthrie, Œlahoma 

C ity , Muskogee, E l Reno, and Hennessey. As mentioned e a r l i e r  Ju d ith  G. 

Horton o f G uthrie , H a rr ie t P rice  Jacobson o f  Oklahoma C ity , and Frances 

Harper o f Muskogee were among th e  f i r s t  o rgan izers  o f  th e  s ta te

^ T o iso n , The Black Œlahomans, p . 154. A d e ta i le d  account o f  Jim 
N oble 's ronoval o f  th e  S ta te  S ea l, and th a t  Jim was re fe r re d  to  as  th e  
"Negro Messenger" fo r  th e  S ta te  i s  provided. Toison r e c a l l s  being to ld  th e  
s to ry  o f Jim  Noble w hile studsdng Oklahoma H istory  in  h igh school. An 
Œlahcma C ity  n a tiv e , Evelyn LaRue P ittm an, wrote a  drama d ep ic tin g  th e  
Jim  Noble s to ry  in  February, 1980. Among Oklahoman's who knew Jim  Noble 
p e rso n a lly  were: Antoine Fuhr, Real E s ta te  Broker, Muskogee, Oklahoma; 
Ruby M. H a ll, R e tired  Educator, Oklahoma C ity , Oklahoma; Joe Younger, 
R etired  P o l i t ic ia n ,  Oklahoma C ity  and George Sparks, R etired  Insurance 
Broker, Oklahoma.

^® Ibid., p . 165.

^ I b i d .

^^"Strong, 'The O rig in , Development, and C urrent S ta tu s  o f  th e  
Œlahoma Federation o f Colored Wonen's C lubs," p . 60.
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52o rgan iza tion .

By 1911 Oklahoma had e lec te d  Lee Cruce as  i t s  second governor.

Much c r it ic is m  was c a s t on him by o ther p o l i t ic ia n s  because o f  h is  h i ^

id e a ls  o f personal behavior, h is  lack  o f synpathy w ith  p a rtis a n  p o l i t i c a l
53methods and h is  opposition  to  c a p ita l  punishment. Cruce t r i e d  to  b ring

about a  g re a te r  unifo rm ity  in  th e  S ta te 's  h i^ ie r  education program by
54c a ll in g  fo r  a  c e n tra liz e d  board o f  education.

By 1913 laws c le a r ly  o u tlin ed  separa te  schools fo r  Black and M iite

s tu d en ts . lUhile sep a ra te  schools were av a ilab le  in  many cxm nunities, th e

economic conditions o f  Black fam ilie s  requ ired  a ss is tan c e  from th e  c liild ren .

Since ch ild ren  could earn money as  h a rv es te rs , th e  e n t i r e  fam ily worked as

day lab o re rs  to  earn  money. Ihe  peak harvest period  occurred during  th e

f a l l  o f th e  year and, many Black ch ild ren  were fo rced  to  forego education 
55fo r  income. In  th e  same year, th e  Œlahoma S ta te  L eg is la tu re  addressed

th e  issu e  o f finance fo r  sep a ra te  schools. The law s ta te d  th a t  th e  excise

boards o f counties %here sep a ra te  schools were m aintained could levy  a  tax

o f  one m ill on a l l  tax ab le  p roperty  fo r separa te  schools so long as th e  to ta l
56levy fo r  county purposes was w ith in  th e  l im its  s e t  by th e  C o n stitu tio n .

^ ^ Ib id ., p . 59.

^^Harlow, Oklahoma; I t s  O rigin and Development, p . 322.

^^L itton , H isto ry  o f  Oklahoma a t  th e  Golden Anniversary o f 
S tatehood, Vol. I , p . 535.

55Gene A ld rich , Black H eritage o f  Oklahoma. (Edmond, Œ lahona: 
Ihompson Book and Supply, 1973), p . 28.

^ I b i d . , p . 37. See a lso  A rthur L. Toison, The Black Oklahomans 
A H istory : 1541-1972; Jintnie Lewis F rank lin , The Blacks in  Oklahona.
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In  1915 th e  United S ta te s  Supraie Court declared  th e  Oklahcxna
57G randfather Clause u n c o n stitu tio n a l. However, th i s  decision  d id  not 

prevent p o l i t ic ia n s  from a tte n p tin g  to  devise o ther methods to  elim inate 

th e  vo tin g  r i ^ t s  o f  B lacks. In  1916, a tte n p ts  were made to  pass a

l i te r a c y  t e s t .  With th e  support o f  Governor Robert L. W illiam s, le g is 

la to r s  d ra f te d  an Amencinent s ta t in g :

No one could vote un less  he could read and w rite  a  sec tion
o f  th e  C o n stitu tio n ; but anyone viho œ u ld  vote p r io r  to
January 1, 1886, o r  h is  l in e a l  descendent could vote 
whether he <x>uld read and w rite  o r  n o t.° °

The Secxond G randfather Clause, as i t  was re fe rre d  to  by B lacks, was

defeated . F rank lin  a t t r ib u te s  th e  d efea t to  th e  œ n cem  o f soms Whites

about th e  c o n s t i tu t io n a li ty  o f the  Clause and th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  th a t  the

Clause would d is in fra n c h ise  some TThites also.^® Blacks p ro te s ted  the  Clause
60in  s ta t e  co u rts  and th e  news media. For exanple, D ru sc illa  Dunjee 

Houston, s i s t e r  o f Eoscoe Dunjee, e d ito r  o f  th e  Black D ispatch , wrote: "We

want th e  r ig h t  to  vote."®^

D espite  th e se  e f f o r t s ,  th e  educational s i tu a t io n  fo r  Blacks 

remained th e  same in  th e  e a r ly  tw en ties. Black and Vftiite ch ild ren  continued

^^V /rite r 's  Program o f th e  Works P ro jec t A dm inistration, Oklahoma:
A Guide To ïh e  Sooner S ta te , p. 31.

^^Harlow, Oklahcxna: I t s  O rigin  and Development, p . 317.

^^F ranklin , The Blacks in  Oklahcxna, p . 24.

®®See Harlow, Oklahcxna: I t s  O rigins and Developments, p . 317.
One such ciase t r i e d  in  "Tulsa County held th e  law œ n s t i tu t io n a l  and v a l id ,"  
w hile ano ther in  K ingfisher County was "held u n co n stitu tio n a l and e lec tio n  
o f f i c i a l s  were heav ily  fined  and inprisoned fo r one y e a r ."  See a lso .
Toison, The Black Oklahcxnans, pp. 165-166.

^^The Black D ispatch , October 18, 1918.
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to  a tten d  sep a ra te  schools under th e  law th a t  supposedly provided fo r
62im p a rtia l f a c i l i t i e s  f o r  both races . There were documented re p o r ts  o f

in e q u itie s  between th e  two systems. According to  B lachly and Oatman, the

schools fo r  B lacks were not equal in  equipment o r  teach ing  s t a f f  to  th e
63schools fo r  W hites. In  most in s tan ce s , th e  superin tenden ts used

financing  to  j u s t i f y  th e  unequal cond itions o f  sep a ra te  schools.

By 1921, th e  law provided th a t  " th e  county may levy in  ad d itio n  to

i t s  levy fo r  c u rre n t expenses, not more than  two m ills  fo r  th e  svpport o f 
64cannon sch o o ls ."  Moreover, th e  same o rg a n iz a tio n a l system and f in a n c ia l

support th r o u ^  ad valorem tax es  had not changed s in ce  t e r r i t o r i a l  days.^^

In  t h i s  same y e a r , a  race  r i o t  occurred in  T u lsa , Oklahoma. The two day

r i o t  (May 31 -  June 1 , 1921) "d id  much to  pu t Oklahoma in  th e  same category

as  any s ta t e  in  th e  deep South. The New York Times described  th e  r i o t  as
67"one o f  th e  most d isa s tro u s  race  wars ev er v is i te d  upon an American c i ty .

^^Frederick F. B lachly and Mariam E. Oatman, Government o f  Okla
homa, (Œlahoma C ity ; Harlow P ublish ing  C o ., 1924), p. 501.

63Ib id .

64Ib id .

^Edward E v e re tt Dale and M orris L. W ardell, H istory  o f  Œclahoma, 
pp. 469-471. "The Act o f December 25, 1890 which c rea ted  th e  p u b lic  school 
sy sten , provided fo r  township schools; l a t e r  th e  law was changed in  1893 to  
provide fo r  d i s t r i c t  schools. The Act o f  1890 provided fo r  one h i^ i  school 
i n  each township and one in  each c i ty  w ith  a  popula tion  o f more than  f iv e  
hundred. The county superintendent had sup erv isio n  over a l l  common schools 
and those  in  towns o f  le s s  than 2,500. C ity  superin tenden ts had su perv i
s io n  over a l l  coimon schools whose population  was 2,500 o r  more. Section  
16 and 26 in  each township had been reserved  fo r  cannon schools.

® ^o lso n , The Black Oklahanans, p . 167.

67,New York Times, June 1 , 1921.
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S everal in v e s tig a tio n s  were conducted to  determ ine th e  cause o f  th e  race

r i o t .  A ldrich s ta te d  th a t  " th e  b asic  cause was th e  enmity developed over

th e  years o f  r a c ia l  d iscrim in a tio n  and th e  la ck  o f  s tro n g  law
68enforcenent in  th e  C ity  (T u lsa)."  In  any case, th e  Black

response and re a c tio n s  to  th e  r i o t  v a r ie d . C y ril V. B r i ^ ,  le a d e r

o f  th e  A frican Blood Brotherhood, s a id  th a t  "the Negro had long

sin ce  lo s t  f a i th  in  th e  ju s t ic e  o f  th e  White man toward th e

N ^ro ."® ^ D u rsc illa  Dunjee Ifouston w rote: "No b e t te r  th in g  could

have happened fo r  th e  N ^ ro  race  than  th e  b ru ta l  race  r i o t  in

T ulsa . Hie su ffe re rs  o f  Tulsa are  b u t our m arty rs, th a t  s h a ll
70b rin g  us to  a  qu icker and b r ig h te r  dawn."

Frcxn January 9 to  November 19, 1913, John Calloway Walton
71served a s  Œ lahcm a's f i f t h  governor. During W alton's tenure  th e  

Ku KLux Klan re tu rned  to  Oklahoma. The Klan became known fo r 

p ro fess in g  to  stand  fo r  c iv i l  and s o c ia l  p rogress and announcing 

i t s e l f  th e  champion o f  "white supremacy." Hie Klan a lso  opposed

th e  C atho lic  Church, Jews and Negroes, vAiile advocating law

A ldrich , Black H eritage o f Oklahoma, pp. 85-87. "A young Negro, 
Dick Rowland, was accused o f  a t ta ip t in g  to  a tta c k  a  seventeen-year o ld  
IVhite e lev a to r o p e ra to r. She screamed and Rowland f le d  . . .  Rumors o f 
W hites th rea ten in g  to  Ismch th e  young Negro spread through th e  Black sec
t io n  o f  th e  c i ty  and a group o f armed Blacks a rr iv e d  in  f ro n t o f th e  c o u rt
house to  p ro te c t th e  young man. A crowd o f  armed Whites confronted th e  
N ^ ro e s . S ho rtly , f i r in g  broke o u t."  L a te r , th e  hemes o f Blacks were s e t  
on f i r e .  Hie Whites prevented firemen from d is p e ll in g  th e  flam es. Con
sequen tly , th e  to ta l  Black sec tio n  burned.

G^Ibid.

^̂ ^ e  Blade D ispatch , June 17, 1921.

^^L itto n , H isto ry  o f  Oklahoma a t  th e  Golden Anniversary o f S ta te 
hood, Vol. I ,  p . 557.
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72enforcement and Americanism. E ventually , Governor Walton was inpeached

from o f f ic e  in  November, 1923. Subsequent to  h is  inpeachment, Walton 

• 'asserted  th a t most o f th e  h o s t i l i t y  toward him was due to  th e  Ku Klux
70

Klan, which Walton a tten p ted  to  enact le g is la t io n  a g a in s t."

Because o f th e  s o c ia l  atmosphere in  Oklahona, Blacks were d is 

s a t i s f i e d  w ith sep a ra te  bu t equal trea tm en t in  schools and some Blacks even 

te s te d  th e  laws. In  1923, Jacob J .  Jones, S r . ,  an a tto rney  in  Muskogee 

in i t i a t e d  a  s u i t  in  th e  in te r e s t  o f  h is  son, Jacob J r . ,  to  t e s t  th e  co n sti

tu t io n a l i ty  o f th e  sep ara te  school law. The d is tr ib u tio n  o f school funds 

was th e  primary concern. Jones f e l t  th a t  "h is  son and a l l  o th e r  colored 

ch ild ren  in  l ik e  s i tu a t io n s  were being  d iscrim inated  ag ain st because o f th e  

f a i lu r e  o f  sa id  board o f education to  provide equal education f a c i l i t i e s

and advantages as a re  enjoyed by White ch ild ren  o f sa id  d i s t r i c t  o f school 
74age."  By 1925, Blacks l iv in g  in  Lima, Oklahoma., Soninole County, ques

tio n ed  th e  Oklahoma S ta tu te s , concerning th e  designation  o f separa te

schoo ls. The Black school in  Lima governed by a  Black school board was by
75s ta t e  law the D is t r ic t  School. The "county superin tendent had approached 

sev e ra l men in  th e  d i s t r i c t  and s a id  u n less  two o f th e  members o f  th e  board

72Ib id .,  pp. 553-535. S im ilia r  methods used by th e  Klan (lynchings, 
cro ss-bum ings, e t c . ) ,  were used by th e  Knights o f L iberty  during t e r r i 
t o r i a l  days; th u s  th e  Klan ideology during the  tw en ties  was not considered 
new. L itto n  re p o r ts  th a t  th e  "Klan v iru s  reached i t s  c ru c ia l s tag e  of 
in fe c tio n  about 1923 o r  1924 and th e re fo re  began i t s  gradual and c e r ta in  
d e c lin e ."  See a lso  Toison, The Black Oklahomans, pp. 168-170.

^ I b i d .

^^The B lack D ispatch , May 3 , 1923.

^^The Black D ispatch, September 24, 1925.
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resigned , allow ing him to  appoint Negroes vho he decided on th e  board, he 

would immediately d ec la re  th e  Negro school th e  'S eparate  School' and desig - 

na te  th e  White school as th e  'D is t r i c t  School'" Ihe Blacks d id  not 

cooperate w ith  th e  superin tenden t’s  p la n , and th e  Black school was desig

nated as th e  S eparate  School.

The Œclahoma Congress o f  Negro P aren ts and Teachers (OŒPT) was a 

p o s itiv e  fo rce  du ring  these  tro u b led  tim es. I t  functioned on a  s ta t e  and

reg io n a l b a s is  w ith  s ix  d i s t r i c t s  and fourteen  standing  conm ittees r e s -
77ponsib le  fo r  addressing  the  educational needs o f th e  Black coninunity.

Like QANT, th e  OCNPT was p rim arily  concerned w ith educational inprovement

and p rog ress. O ther o rgan izations were formed to  address broader is su e s  of

ra c ia l  d isc rim in a tio n  and equal r i ^ t s ,  including  th e  N ational A ssociation
78fo r  th e  Advancement o f  Colored People (N.A.A.C.P. ) and th e  Urban League.

During t h i s  same period . Blacks a lso  u t i l i z e d  various churches

throughout th e  s t a t e  to  seek so c ia l ju s t i c e .  These churches provided both

re lig io u s  and s o c ia l  o u t le ts .

The Black church in  th e  S ta te  o f  Oklahoma d id  more than  
preach about h e l l  and heaven. I t  was fa r  more a c tiv e  in
s o c ia l  a f f a i r s  than in  many o th e r s ta te s .  I t  d id  preach

^^Tbe Black D ispatch , Noventoer 12, 1925.

77L itto n , H isto ry  o f Oklahcxna a t  th e  Golden Anniversary o f S ta te  
hood, V o l., pp. 228-289.

78A ldrich , Black H eritage o f  Oklahoma, pp. 88-89. Predecessors 
to  th ese  o rg an iza tio n s  were: The Colored Immigration Society  vhose pur
pose was to  p rovide inform ation about lands in  th e  newly open t e r r i to r y  
(CMahcma). The Colored Inm igration Bureau provided inform ation about new 
homes in  th e  t e r r i t o r y .  Others were, th e  Equal R ights A ssociation o f 
K ingfisher County, The Negro P ress  A ssociation , th e  Negro P ro tec tiv e  
League, the  B laine County Colored P ro te c tiv e  League and th e  Suffrage 
League. See a lso  Toison, The Black Oklahomans.
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a  ra th e r  conservative theology. Long before th e  1900's  
th e re  had been c lergy  men vbo b e liev ed  th a t th e  church no t 
only had a d ire c t  re s p o n s ib il i ty  to  care fo r  th e  poor and 
th e  s ic k , bu t to  f i ^ t  so c ia l in ju s t ic e  and r a c ia l  h a tred  
in  th e  w orld. They m aintained th a t  th e  church had an 
o b lig a tio n  to  work fo r danocracy and ju s t ic e  w ith in  
so c ie ty . In  th e  opinion o f  many Black churchmen th e  
church had to  serve  as a  v eh ic le  o f  hope fo r  the  Black 
coninunity.”®

D espite  these  e f f o r t s ,  incidences o f r a c ia l  c o n f lic t  continued in

Oklahoma. In  1926 Blacks in  Cans, Oklahoma, were ordered to  leave 
80by n i ^ t  r id e r s .  In  th e  same y ear, W.E.B. DuBois, noted c i v i l

r ig h t s  a c t i v i t i s t ,  spoke to  Black educators a t  th e  annual meeting

o f  th e  QANT. In h is  speech, DuBois to ld  the  educators: "Hie

tro u b le  w ith th e  Negro boy and g i r l  today develops out o f  a

w ell-defined  b e l ie f  th a t  the  Negro has never acconplished anything 
81and never w i l l ."

In  1927 Henry S. Johnston became governor o f th e  s ta t e .  During h is
82adm in is tra tio n  th e  Ku Klux KLan's power began to  d ec lin e . Johnston was 

c r i t ic iz e d  fo r  one in c id en t in  p a r t ic u la r :  The pardoning of two Klansmen

found g u ilty  o f flogging Blacks. Furtherm ore, Johnston did  not co n te s t th e  

Hi^nvay Gomnission's appointment o f sev e ra l w ell loiown Klansmen to  in p o rtan t

79
F rank lin , The Blacks in  Oklahoma, pp. 44-45. F rank lin  re p o r ts

26,000 Black church members a t  th e  tim e o f  statehood and 80,000 by 1940.

on
T e a ll ,  Black H isto ry  in  Oklahoma, p . 208.

^^The Black D ispatch , February 18, 1926. Black h is to r ia n s , socio
lo g is t s ,  educators and o th e rs  have d iscussed  th e  opposing educational views 
o f  W.E.B. DuBois and Booker T. Washington, founder o f Tuskegee I n s t i tu te .  
Washington advocated and s tre sse d  v o cational t ra in in g  fo r  Blacks w hile 
DuBois advocated in te l le c tu a l  development as a  means fo r  Blacks , to  gain 
success in  so c ie ty . See John Ifope lY anklin , From Slavery to  Freedom, Third 
E d itio n , (New York: A lfred  A. Knopf, I n c . ,  1967), p . 382.

^ ^ o ls o n . The Black Oklahoman, p . 171.
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83p o s itio n s . He was even tually  inpeacbed fo r inconpetency.

By 1929, sev era l sep a ra te  Black h i^ i  schools had received accred i

ta t io n  by th e  s t a t e .  There were s ix teen  schools w ith  f i f te e n  o r  more 

u n i ts ;  f iv e  w ith  seven to  te n  u n i ts  and none w ith le s s  than s ix  u n i ts .

A c le a r ly  defined system  o f s e g r ^ a t io n  kept Blades and V/hites 

d is t in c t ly  se p a ra te . As noted e a r l i e r .  Blacks su ffe red  because o f  th ese  

laws, e sp e c ia lly  in  the  a reas  o f  education, housing, enployment, and p u b lic  

accomnodations. In s p i te  o f  th e  tu rb u len t tim es, lim ited  f in a n c ia l 

resources and r a c ia l  d isc rim in a tio n , Black lead ers  (includ ing  educators) 

fought to  abate  these  cc ed itions. Their major e f f o r t s  focused on th e  

c o u rts . Since t e r r i t o r i a l  tim es. Black in d iv id u a ls  and o rgan izations pro

te s te d  in e q u a lity  and in ju s t ic e  th ro u ^ i co u rts  o f  law. In  a d d itio n , Black 

newspapers published  a r t i c le s  decrying ra c ia l  in ju s t ic e  and in eq u a lity . 

Even th o u ^  most Black le ad e rs  te tip o ra rily  accepted th e  p ra c tic e  o f  r a c ia l  

seg regation , th ey  never accepted th e  p r in c ip le s  o f  seg regation . This 

a t t i tu d e  o f tm p o ra ry  acceptance enabled Black teach e rs  to  teach  in  segre

gated  schools, ^^hile a t  th e  same time seeking to p  q u a li ty  education fo r 

th e i r  s tu d en ts .

Problons o f Black Wcmen

Black women th ro u ^ o u t th e  Southwest were experiencing ad d itio n a l

hardsh ips. One Black wanan s ta te d ;

Only co lored  women o f th e  South know th e  ex trane  in  
su ffe r in g  and h u m ilia tio n . We. know how many in s u l ts  we 
have borne s i l e n t ly ,  fo r  we have hidden many o f  them frcxn 
our men because we d id  not want th an  to  d ie  need lessly  in

^^Harlow, Oklahoma: I t s  O rigins and Development, pp. 361-364.

QA
S ix teen th  B iennial Report o f the  Superintendent o f Public  

In s tru c tio n , S ta te  Department o f Education of Oklahoma, Ju ly  1, 1934.
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our d e fe n se ..

Another d e sc rip tio n  o f th e  dilemma o f Black women i s  described

by Lindsey; '"Ihe Black woman has been s e t  a p a rt co n s is ten tly  frcxn

h er White co u n te rp a rts , in  such a  way th a t  Black wanen were con-

s id e red  a subgroup w ith in  th e  Black community." “ She continues by

describ ing  White women as being th e  token h i ^  achievers among

women in  American so c ie ty ; p rim arily  because they  had t i t l e s ,  but
87not th e  power, v h ile  Black women had n e ith e r .

During th e  e a r ly  1900's  Black women in  Oklahoma were sub jec t to

em otional abuse and physica l v io len ce . In  1911 Laura Nelson, a  Black

Gcsnah wicmn, was a r re s te d  and accused o f m irdering a  White s h e r i f f .  She

was accused o f  h id in g  s to le n  goods in  h e r home. Mrs. Nelson and her son

were taken from th e  j a i l ,  dragged s ix  m iles to  th e  Canadian R iver, and

banged fra n  a  b rid g e . Before th e  hanging, she was raped by members o f th e  
88mob. Three years l a t e r ,  another in c id en t occurred in  Wagner County. The 

b ro th e r o f a  seventeen year o ld  Black teenager k i l l e d  one o f th e  two men 

who had a ssau lted  h is  s i s t e r ,  Marie S c o tt. A mob fo rc ib ly  en tered  th e  

S co tt heme, found Marie alone and began to  a ssa u lt h e r . Her screams fo r  

help  a t t r a c te d  h er b ro th e r 's  a t te n tio n  and he came to  h e r rescue . While 

s tru g g lin g  to  p ro te c t h is  s i s t e r ,  th e  youth was k i l l e d  by one o f the  White 

HBn. The next day a  mob came to  search  fo r  th e  o th e r b ro th e r who had

^ "A  Wcxnan's View o f th e  1919 R i o t s T he C r is i s , Vol. 19, 
November, 1919.

®®Kay Lindsey, "The Black Woman as a  Woman," ih  T he Black Woman: 
An Anthology, Toni Cade, e d .,  (New Je rsey : The New American L ibrary , 
In c .) ,  1970, p . 86.

®'^Ibid., p . 88.

^% ie  C r is is ,  Ju ly , 1911.
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89escaped. Not to  be outdone, th e  mob lynched Marie in s tead .

Because o f d ire  economic cond itions, Black women were conpelled to

work on menial jobs to  supplement th e  fam ily income. Helen Brown described

th e  enployment conditions in  th e  1920‘s .

Black women have always had to  work hard. For a  long tim e 
th e  only work we could ge t was in  the  White woman's 
k itch en . Some o f th an  tre a te d  you n ic e , s p e c i a l l y  when 
you were alone w ith  them. Whenever th e re  were guests , 
they l e t  you and th e  guests  know you were th e  servan t, do 
your job  and not ge t f r ien d ly  w ith th e  g u ests .

B lack women in  Oklahoma in  the  work fo rce  were daneaned by th e i r  White 

enployers — male and fem ale. For exanple, when a  Wliite woman drove to  the  

Black community to  p ick  up h er maid, th e  maid was in s tru c te d  to  s i t  in  th e  

back sea t o f th e  c a r . She was fu r th e r  in s tru c te d  to  only en te r th e  back 

door o f th e  h o u s e . S i t u a t i o n s  such as th ese  p laced  ad d itio n a l burdens 

on Black wonen. One w r ite r  sa id ; "Black women have h is to r ic a l ly  c a rr ie d  

th e  burden of Jim Crow and Jane Crow . . ,  th ese  have o ften  c a rried  d isp ro 

p o rtio n a te  burdens in  th e  Black fam ily as they s tro v e  to  keep i t s  in te g r i ty  

in ta c t  again st th e  constant o n s la u ^ t  o f in d ig n it ie s .  Not only have they

stood shoulder to  shoulder w ith  Negro men in  every phase o f the  b a t t l e ,  but
92they  have a lso  continued to  s tand  wiien th e i r  men were destroyed by i t . "  

N evertheless, Black women in  c i ty  a reas continued working fo r f i f t y  cen ts  a 

day to  supplement th e  fam ily income. A few Black women worked fo r  th e  more

1980.

^^The C r i s i s , June, 1914,

90Interview  w ith Helen Brown, Oklahcxna C ity , Oklahona, January 27, 

®^Ibid.

^ > a u l i  Murray, "Jim Crow and Jane Crow," in  Black Women in  White 
America: A DocuAcntary H is to ry , Gerda Lem a, e d . , (New York: Vintage
Books, 1972, pp. 592-593.
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wealthy VMte fam ilie s  and earned as much as $5.00 per week. Other Black

women who liv e d  in  th e  r u r a l  a reas  e i th e r  worked in  th e  f ie ld s  w ith th e i r

husbands o r tended th e  fam ily  garden in  o rder to  r a is e  vegetables fo r  sub

s is te n c e . Black wives a s  a  group had a  long h is to ry  o f working because 

few Black husbands were ab le  to  acquire jo b s  paying e n o u ^  sa la ry  to  

support th e i r  f a m i l i e s .^

While Black women were working in  White homes and in  th e  f ie ld s  

w ith  th e i r  husbands, many o f th an  were d is s a t is f ie d .  P ara lee  P leasant 

lamented;

We were not happy working fo r  sm all s a la r ie s  and being 
hum ilia ted  a t  th e  same tim e. I  was determined to  get an 
education o r  some kind o f tra in in g  th a t  would prepare me 
to  do another type o f work. Sometimes I wonder how we 
made i t .  I  do know th a t  fam ilies  d id  s t ic k  to g e th e r.
Our daddy d ied  r ig h t  a f te r  we came to  Oklahoma. This
l e f t  my mother w ith  e ig h t ch ild ren  to  re a r  alone. My
mother worked fo r  a  White family in  another town th i r t y -  
two m iles from hcxne. My o ld er s i s t e r s  and b ro th e rs  were 
in s tru c te d  by my mother to  take care  o f th e  fam ily, send 
th e  young ones to  school and take care  o f crops. I  w/as 
one o f th e  younger ones who went to  school. But I  had 
c e r ta in  th in g s  to  do a lso , l ik e  tak e  care o f  my nephews 
and n ieces so th a t  my s i s t e r s  could work and help  th e i r  
fa m ilie s . Ifost Black fam ilie s  worked to g e th e r ju s t  l ik e  
we d id .

By 1930 Black mothers were concerned th a t  th e i r  ch ild re n  could not go very

fa r  in  school. In  most in s tan ces , few Black ch ild ren  a ttended school

beyond th e  f i f t h  grade. Ten years l a t e r  Black fa m ilie s  were coupleting an
95average o f 6 .1  years o f  school.

cn
In terv iew  w ith  Helen Brown, January 27, 1980.

®^Interview w ith  P ara lee  P leasan t, Atoka, Oklahoma, Decaiiber 8 ,
1980.

\a P ra n c e s  Rodgers-Rose, "The Black Woman: A H is to r ic a l Overview," 
in  The Black Vfonan, LaPrances Rodgers-Rose, e d . , (Beverly H ills :  Sage 
P u b lica tio n s , In c .,  1980), p . 23-32.



—25-

In  s p i te  o f  th e  ga ins in  y ears  o f schooling, th e  bulk o f Black

wcraen remained employed a s  a g r ic u l tu ra l  workers, se rv an ts , and launderers
96u su a lly  in  th e i r  own homes. During th i s  same period  in  Oklahoma a  few

B lack women were h ire d  as  maids in  h o ^ i t a l s ,  h o te ls  and o th e r in d u s tr ia l

estab lishm en ts. A former h o s p ita l  maid sa id : "The work was extremely hard .

Some days we cleaned twenty to  t h i r t y  rooms. A ll rooms had to  be inspected

and approved by th e  White head housekeeper before you could leave fo r th e
97day. We c o u ld n 't t a lk  to  any o f th e  p a t ie n ts ,  ju s t  do our jo b s . "

Black women were acu te ly  aware o f th e  in ju s t ic e s  lev ied  upon th an  

and th e i r  fa m ilie s . Manj o f  t h e i r  wonen made appeals fo r  improved condi

t io n s  fo r  a l l  B lacks not ju s t  them selves. One Black woman a t tr ib u te d  th e  

lo s s  o f her unborn c h ild  to  poor economic cond itions. In  a  l e t t e r  to  

P resid en t F rank lin  Delano Roosevelt she sa id :

We a re  c i t iz e n s  j u s t  as  much o r  more than th e  m a jo rity  o f 
t h i s  country . . .  We a re  j u s t  a s  in te l l ig e n t  as  they . This 
i s  supposed to  be a  f r e e  country  r ^ a r d l e s s  o f c o lo r, 
creed o r race  but s t i l l  we a re  s lav e s . Won't you help  us?

Hty husband i s  young, in te l l ig e n t  and very depressed .
. . .  We want to  l iv e ,  no t m erely e x is t  from day to  day, but 
to  l iv e  as  you o r any human being d e s ire s  to  do so . We 
want our unborn c h ild ren  to  have an equal chance as th e  
Vftiites. We d o n 't want them to  su f fe r  as we a re  doing now 
because o f  race  p re ju d ic e s  . . .  We want to  own j u s t  a  com
fo r ta b le  home by th e  tim e he reaches h is  e a r ly  t h i r t i e s .
I s  th a t  asking too  much? But how can we do th a t  when th e  
$26 he makes every two weeks d o n 't  hard ly  l a s t  th e  two 
weeks i t  should? . . .  We d o n 't  have th e  s u f f ic ie n t  amount 
o f food o r  c lo th e s  to  keep us warm.^^

In  1943 a Black Oklahoma teach e r questioned  th e  d iffe ren c es  in  s a la r ie s

aa
^ I b i d . ,  p . 23.

97In terv iew  w ith P a ra lee  P le a sa n t, December 8 , 1980.

^ % rs . Henry Widdington, "We Want To Live, Not Merely E x is t,"  
B lack Women in  Wliite America, pp. 300-301.

in
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99between lïh ite  and Black te ac h e rs . Through th e  a ss is tan c e  o f th e  NAACP,

Einna Lee Freeman f i l e d  l ^ a l  proceedings in  th e  United S ta te s  Court o f  th e

Western D is t r ic t  o f Oklahcxna ag a in s t th e  Oklahoma C ity  Board o f Education.

Freeman, a  c e r t i f ie d  te a c h e r, sought equal pay fo r  doing th e  same job  ccxn-
100p a rab le  to  White te a c h e rs .

By 1950, m u ltip le  ch ap ters  o f  th e  Oklahcxna Federation  o f

Colored Wcxnsn's Clubs were ac tiv e  in  th e  s t a t e .  These c lubs were

concerned w ith improving th e  o v e ra ll  cxinditions o f  B lacks. Hie

v ario u s  c lubs sought e q u a lity  in  women su ffrag e  education, occupations,

c h ild  w elfare , and r u r a l  l i f e  c o n d i t i o n s . E i g h t y - o n e  clubs w ith  a
102membership o f 1,159 vhere fu n c tio n a l in  Oklahcxna. During t h i s  

same p erio d , more Black women than  Black men were going to  c o lleg e . 

Even so . Black women s t i l l  did  not do as  w e ll as th e i r  White 

female co u n terp art. Dorothy H eight, P res id en t o f  th e  Council o f  Negro 

Women, concluded: "Sex and race  combined to  discourage Black women

^^The Black D ispatch , March 13, 1943.

^ ° ° Ib id ., A pril 19, 1947.

101|»The Beginnings o f  the  N ational Club Movement," address by 
Josephine S t. P ie re  R uffin  to  the  f i r s t  N ational Conference o f  Colored 
Women, 1895.

102Strong, "The O rig in  Developnent and C urrent S ta tu s  o f  th e  Okla
hcxna Federation  o f  Colored Women's C lu b s ,"p . 62. Mrs. Josephine S t. P ie re  
R uffin  i s  c re d ited  w ith th e  founding o f the  club movement among Black women. 
Through th e  support o f  th e  Woman's Era Club, R uffin  c a lle d  th e  f i r s t  
n a tio n a l conference o f Black Women in  1895. The conference re su lte d  in  th e  
b i r th  o f th e  N ational F ederation  o f  Afro-American Women w ith  Mrs. Booker T. 
Washington as f i r s t  p re s id e n t. In 1896, th e  Colored Women's League and the  
F ederation  o f Afro-American Women merged to  form The N ational A ssociation  of 
Colored Women. According to  S trong, women lead e rs  o f th e  club  movanent were 
women w ith  ou tstand ing  lead ersh ip  a b i l i ty ,  su p erio r education, personal 
in te g r i ty  and an iro n  c lad  w il l  to  succeed. I b id . , pp. 40-60.
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103from pursuing h igher d eg rees ."  In ad d itio n ,

There i s  a  lack  o f opportunity  fo r  Negro Women a t  th e  
economic bottom and a t  th e  to p . Too few N ^ ro  wcxnen push 
ahead o f  th e  B.A. degree and d iv e rs ify  t h e i r  academic 
tra in in g  beyond teach ing . Among those who do, too  few are  
in  tO£^|olicymaldJig p o s itio n s  in  any phase o f American

By th e  m id -s ix tie s . Black women were beginning to  e n te r  le s s

t r a d i t io n a l  occupations such a s  law, p o l i t i c s  and m edicine. Entrance in to

th e se  f ie ld s  c rea ted  another dilenma fo r Black women, p lacing  them in  c lo se r

c o o p e titio n  w ith  Black men desirous o f such occupations. In  th e  meantime.

B lack men were a ^ r e s s iv e ly  and subconsciously a c tin g  out some o f th e

a t t i tu d e s  and b e l ie f s  about wonen held  by White men. For exanple, men were

supposed to  be agg ressive , women passive ; woman's p lace  i s  in  the

hcxne. LaFrances Rodgers-Rose tcxek issu e  w ith  one myth about Black

women inposed on th an  by White Society: "Black women must s tan d

behind Black men. Black women must s tep  back and l e t  th e  Black
105man lead  —  Black women have always led  t h e i r  men." To fu rth e r 

ccfflpound th e  problem. Black men and Black women in te rn a liz e d  and 

ac ted  out o th e r f a ls e  d e f in it io n s  o f them selves. For exanple,

"Black women are  too  independent. Black women a re  e v i l .  Black 

women argue too  much. Black men are  too po ssess iv e , Blacik men's 

fe e lin g s  a re  tcx) e a s i ly  h u r t .  Black men are  weak and Black women d o n 't

^^^Dorothy I .  H e i^ t ,  "Speech d e liv e red  a t  th e  N ational Council o f 
N ^ ro  Wcxnen," November, 1963.

104Jeanne L. Noble, The Negro Wcxnan's C ollege Education, (New York: 
Bureau o f P u b lica tio n s , Teachers College, Colunbia U niversity , 1956), p . 18.

^^^LaFrances Rodgers-Rose, "D ia lec tic s  o f  Black M ale-Fanale R elation
s h ip s ,"  in  The Black Wcroan, La Frances Rodgers-Rose, e d . , (Beverly H il ls :  
Sage P u b lica tio n s , 1980), p . 252.
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d o n 't  apprecia te  good t r e a t m e n t . T h i s  phenomenon crea ted  a  n ^ a t iv e

in te r-p la y  between Blade men and Black wonen, viiich u ltim a te ly  caused a

b r ie f  re ta rd a tio n  in  seeking eq u a lity  fo r  B lacks. R ecently, th e  Black

woman has taken b o ld  and d ec is iv e  s tep s  to  fu r th e r  th e  cause o f  r a c ia l

J u s tic e  and e q u a lity  in  Oklahoma. T\vo o f them a re , C lara  M. L içe r, vho led

th e  s i t - i n  dem onstrations in  Oklahona C ity ; Hannah Diggs A tkins, th e  f i r s t
107Black woman to  e n te r  th e  S ta te  L eg is la tiv e  arena and many o th e rs .

In  1929 W illa  A. Strong began her ten u re  as a  Black female educator 

in  th e  S ta te  o f Oklahona. She began h er c a ree r under s ^ re g a te d  educational 

laws and she worked in  unequal f a c i l i t i e s  and challenged precon

ceived  no tions re la t io n g  to  wcxnen, e sp e c ia lly  Black women vAio chose non- 

t r a d i t io n a l  c a ree rs .

Statement Of The Problem 

The problon fo r  t h i s  study i s :  .What d id  W illa A. Strong con tribu te  

to  th e  q u a lity  o f B lack education fo r  ju n io r and sen io r high school studen ts 

in  McAlester, Oklahoma, from 1929-1968? S p e c if ic a l ly , t h i s  study  explores 

th e  following q u estio n : What educational philosophy d id  W illa A. Strong 

implement to  produce q u a li ty  education fo r  Black studen ts?  A secondary 

question  i s :  What were th e  problans o f Black women en te rin g  n o n -trad itio n a l

careers?

106Ib id . ,  p . 253. In  recen t y ears , some Black so c ia l s c ie n t i s t s  
have questioned re sea rch  and s tu d ie s  on Blacks conducted by White so c ia l 
s c ie n t i s t s .  Black re sea rch e rs  have ca tegorized  th e  research  a s  being 
b iased  and m isperceived. See The Black Woman, La Frances Rodgers-Rose, e d . , 
(Beverly H il ls :  Sage P u b lica tio n s , 1980).

107See Gene A ldrich , Black H eritage o f Oklahoma, (Edmond, Oklahoma: 
Thonpson Book and Supply, 1973): Kaye T e a ll, Black H isto ry  in  Oklahoma: A 
Resource Book (Oklahoma C ity : Oklahoma C ity  P ublic  Schools, 1971) and 
Jimmie Lewis F ran k lin , The Blacks in  Oklahoma, (Norman: U n iversity  of 
Oklahana P ress , 1980).
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Methodology

The h is to r ic a l  method i s  enployed in  o rder to  g a th er th e  inform ation 

e s s e n t ia l  to  an o b je c tiv e  a n a ly s is . P ersona l papers o f  W illa  A. S trong have 

been reviewed in  depth , a s  w e ll as o th e r  o f f i c i a l  docunents. Furthermore, 

fam ily  m arkers, c lo se  a sso c ia te s , former s tu d en ts , s t a f f  markers working 

under h e r leadersh ip  and community lead e rs  have been in terv iew ed.

L im ita tion  Of The Study

As sep ara te  schools were e ra d ica te d , va luab le  re fe ren ce  m a te r ia ls , 

p ro je c ted  p lan s , and reco rd s  were lo s t .  Thus, t h i s  study  does not have as 

back-TÇ) m a te ria ls  sane o f  th e  documents re le v an t to  W illa  Strong. A lso, a  

form al h is to ry  o f  McAlester was not a v a ila b le  fo r  study and many c i ty  and 

county records were destroyed  by f i r e s  in  th e  e a r ly  1900's .

I t  i s  im portant to  no te  here th a t  th e  w r i t e r 's  in te r e s t  in  t h i s  sub

j e c t  i s  an outgrowth o f  p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  sep a ra te  school sy stan s  from p re

school th r o u ^  h e r undergraduate co lleg e  education. Thus, one lim ita tio n  o f 

t h i s  study — as w ith  most h is to r ic a l  s tu d ie s  — i s  th e  b ia s  o f the  re 

sea rch er. However, a l l  e f f o r t s  have been made to  minimize th e  s u b je c tiv ity  

th a t  tends to  creep in to  value laden s tu d ie s  o f t h i s  k ind .

Sources Of Data

The m ajo rity  o f  d a ta  used in  t h i s  study can be categorized  as 

prim ary. Such sources inc lude  personal papers, published  a r t i c le s ,  speeches, 

l e t t e r s ,  school programs, year books, news a r t i c l e s  and in terv iew s w ith  

r e la t iv e s  and c lo se  a s s o c ia te s . Books and unpublished m asters and d o c to ra l 

works a re  used as  secondary sources.



CHAPTER II

THE BLACK OOmiUNITY OF McALESTER, OKLAHOMA 

E arly  A rrivals

The now paved s t r e e t  form erly known a s  E leventh S tre e t ,  th a t  runs

north  and south  and in te r s e c ts  w ith  C arl A lbert Parkway, was renamed Strong

Boulevard, on August 12, 1975.^ On a  h i l l  th re e  blocks south and fou r blocks

e a s t ,  i s  the  former Tousi,iant L 'O uverture High School, viiere W illa A. Strong
2

served a s  p r in c ip a l fo r tw enty-nine years. Two blocks south o f  L 'O uverture 

School i s  th e  house where W illa  l iv e d , worked a f t e r  hours on m a tte rs  per

ta in in g  to  L 'O uverture, and prepared m a te ria ls  fo r  her various community 

p ro je c ts .

Developed from a  p ioneering  s p i r i t  w ith  a  tra d in g  post as i t s  f i r s t

major in d u stry , McAlester was used as hunting giounds by Osage Ind ians and

la t e r  a llo te d  fo r  the  movement o f  th e  Choctaw Ind ian  T ribe from M ississip p i 
3to  Olclahoraa. James Jackson ( J . J .  ) McAlester i s  acknowledged as having

4
founded th e  town around 1866. McAlester cane to  th e  s i t e  in  search  o f coal. 

He had been g iven a pocket book co ip iled  by g e o lo g is t Captain O liver Weldon,

^H esolution No. 75-15, McAlester C ity  C ouncil, McAlester, Oklahcxna, 
Ju ly  18, 1975.

P e rs o n n e l Records, S ta te  Department o f Education, Oklahoma C ity , 
Oklahoma.

g
McAlester Ccxiprehensive P lan , Oklahoma P ro je c t No, P-63, (T ulsa; 

Planning A sso c ia tes , In c .,  March 1967), p . 4.

^ 'T h is  I s  Oklahoma," The Sunday Oklahcxnan, October 20, 1963.
-30-
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vM ch l i s te d  co a l d ep o sits  a t  an u n id e n tif ie d  crossroads. McAlester
5

pursued th e  lead s  in  th e  Indian T e rr i to ry . Around th i s  same tim e, Blacks

were re lo c a tin g  in  Oklahoma and Ind ian  T e r r i to r ie s .  As e a r ly  a s  1844,

Blacks were i n f i l t r a t i n g  th e  t e r r i t o r i e s  based on th e  follow ing ra tio n a le :

There was never a  more favorab le  tim e than now fo r  you to  
secure good homes in  a  land vhere you w il l  be fre e  and 
your r ig h ts  respected . Oklahoma i s  now open fo r  se ttlem en t.
The s o i l  i s  r ic h , th e  c lim ate  favo rab le , w ater abundant 
and th e re  i s  plency o f tim ber. Make a  new s t a r t .  Give 
yourselves and ch ild ren  new chances in  a  new land , where 
you w il l  be able to  th ink  and vo te  as you p lease . By 
s e t t l in g  th e re  you w ill  he lp  open up new avenues o f indus
t r y ,  your boys and g i r l s  w i l l  le a rn  tra d e s  and th u s , be 
ab le  to  do business as o th e r  peop le. Five hundred o f the  
b e s t co lored  c i t iz e n s  o f Topeka have gone th e re  w ith in  th e  
l a s t  month.®

O ther re p o rts  a lso  l i s te d  Oklahoma a s  an id e a l p lace  fo r  Blacks to  re lo c a te .

The S t. Louis Globe Democrat wrote:

One hundred and f i f t y  Negroes who had been canping a t  th e  
Wharf here  fo r  a week p ast have a t  l a s t  succeeded in  
ra is in g  th e  necessary funds to  c h a r te r  two ca rs  to  th e  
Iron  Mountain T ra il  fo r  L i t t l e  Rock, fo r  which p lace  they  
l e f t  t h i s  afternoon . They w i l l  s tay  th e re  u n t i l  they 
accumulate enough' money to  gp to  Oklahoma. ‘

The Norman (O kla .) T ranscrip t w rote:

Colonies o f  colored people fro n  Topeka, Kansas and a lso  
from p o in ts  in  th e  S ta te  o f Georgia, a re  s e t t l in g  in  th e  
v ic in i ty  o f  K ingfisher, Oklahona, a t  a  rap id  r a te  and

^ a u l  N e sb itt , " J .J .  M cA lester," C hronicles o f Oklahona, June 11, 
1933, p . 759.

®"The Em igration Scheme o f a  Kansas Colored P o l i t ic ia n ,"  Washington 
Bee, Ju ly  1889. The Fred S. Barde C o llec tio n , Oklahoma H is to r ic a l Society , 
Oklahoma C ity , Oklahona. W.L. Eagleson, a  Black p o l i t ic ia n  o f Topeka, 
Kansas, o rgan izer o f an emigrant conpany, c irc u la te d  infoim ation about re lo 
c a tin g  in  Oklahoma to  Blacks in  th e  South. L a te r, S.H. S c o tt, an a tto rn ey  
led  a  p a rty  o f  B lacks to  G uthrie, Oklahoma a rea . See A rthur L. Toison,
The Black Oklahomans.

7
S t. Louis Globe Democrat, March 11, 1980.
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judging fro n  present in d ic a tio n s  th e  colored b ro th e r i s  
destin ed  to  p lay  an im portant ro le  in  th e  fu tu re  o f Okla
homa. The exodus Negroes from Topeka, Kansas a re  b u ild in g  
them selves iq) a  town near K ingfisher, Oklahana, I .T . and 
c a l l in g  i t  L incoln. The le ad e rs  a re  th e  same th a t  le d  th e  
exodus to  Kansas w ithin th e  memory o f man.®

The S tro n g 's  A rrival

Before th e  Strongs a rriv ed , se v e ra l Black fam ilie s  had re lo c a te d  in

McAlester. P e a rl vVhittaker Wickham, and h er p a ren ts , S co tt and E llen

W hittaker, were among th e  Black fa m ilie s  to  a r r iv e  befo re  th e  Strongs.

Wickham's fam ily came in  a n tic ip a tio n  o f  b e t te r  o p p o rtu n itie s . P earl

re c a lle d : "A f r ie n d  o f ray fa th e r  had re lo c a te d  in  Oklahoma befo re  we came,"

p rim arily  because o f  th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  le s s  r a c ia l  d iscrim in a tio n  and sen t
g

word fo r  h is  fr ie n d s  to  jo in  him.

There was a  general u n rest in  th e  W hittaker's  former home o f 

C a lv e rt, Texas, according to  a  t e r r i t o r i a l  newspaper account o f a lynching: 

"Motive no t known; no a r re s t  made."^^ T his and o th e r in c id en ts  caused th e  

W hittakers to  load th e i r  c a t t le  in  a  ren ted  f re ig h t c a r , p lace  th e  ch ild ren  

in  a  passenger c a r  and head fo r M cAlester. The fam ily s e t t le d  in  th e  a rea  

now re fe r re d  to  as  Third Ward, viiere th ey  met o th e r fr ien d s  o f  th e  B ap tis t 

f a i th .  T his same a rea  was a lso  re fe r re d  to  as B ap tis t Hollow as  p r in te d  in  

a  newspaper: "Dr. W illiams o f B a p tis t Hollow i s  s ic k  w ith  a  fe v e r.

Borman T ra n sc rip t, Novaiiber 9 , 1889.

^In terv iew  w ith . P earl W hittaker Wickham, McAlester, Oklahoma, 
December 19, 1977. See a lso , Arthur L. Toison, The Black O klahoians; 
Jimmie Lewis F ran k lin , The Blacks in  Oklahoma.

1977.

1A ............
The D aily  C ap ito l, South McAlester Indian T e rr ito ry , A p ril 9,

^^Ibid.
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o th e r  fam ilies  a lso  m igrated to  M cAlester, among them were th e

Henry Boxley fam ily . Helen Boxley, h is  daughter, gave th i s  account o f  th e

fam ily a r r iv a l ;  "My fa th e r  came frcxn Texas to  McAlester w ith  h is  fam ily

in  a  wagon p u lle d  by a  donkey named Rock. My m other's fam ily had a lready

m igrated to  McAlester frcxn Alderson, Oklahoma. By the  time ray f a th e r 's
12fam ily a rr iv e d , the  Black ccxnnunity was growing." A lth o u ^  B lacks were 

m igrating  to  Oklahcxna in  seemingly la rg e  numbers, these  moves were n o t w ith

ou t in c id e n t. Blacks were being warned to  leave town, and r i o t s  spread 

acro ss  th e  t e r r i t o r i e s .  The Cherokee Messenger w rote; "One Negro and one

Y/hite man wounded in  an e f f o r t  o f  a  number o f  ^Vhites to  run Negroes ou t of
13Claremore. The White man was f a ta l ly  wounded."

In th e  midst o f th i s  so c ia l environment, William S trong, h is  w ife

Ruby, and t h e i r  th ree -y ear-o ld  son, Rcxnaner Jack , moved from Waco, Texas,
14to  Oklahoma in  1903. Strong was pranted to  move from Wacx) by th e  

re p o r ts  o f b i ^ e r  and b e t te r  o p p o rtu n itie s  in  Oklahoma, good farm lands and 

h is  c u ro s ity  about th e  f r e ig h t  t r a in s  la b e lle d  "GOAL IROM McALESTER," he 

had seen pass through Waco. Although curious about JfcAlester, Strong f i r s t  

considered s e t t l in g  in  Muskogee. Somehow th e  so c ia l  atmosphere in  Muskogee

12In terv iew  w ith Helen J .  Boxley, Oklahoma C ity , Oklahcxna, January
2 , 1977.

13A rthur L. Toison, The Black Oklahomans, pp. 65-66. In  th e  1800's 
Edwin P. IfcCabe had th e  idea to  make Oklahoma a  Black s ta t e .  He was 
e le c te d  S ta te  A uditor in  Kansas; l a t e r  moving to  G uthrie, Oklahoma and 
e s ta b lish e d  th e  town o f Langston, Oklahoma. Through h is  newspaper, th e  
Langston H erald , McCabe promoted h is  town and dispatched h is  paper through 
ag en ts , to  lu re  Black s e t t l e r s .  Jimnie Lewis F rank lin , The Blacks in  
Oklahoma, p . 6 . See A lso, Kaye M. T e a ll, Black H istory  in  Oklahoma; A 
Resource Book, (Oklalioma C ity , Oklahoma C ity  P u b lic  Schools, 1972), p . 19.

14In terv iew  w ith Ruth J .  S trong, Oklahoma C ity , Oklahcxna, October
14, 1977.
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d ld  not appeal to  him and Strong tra v e led  65 m iles south and s e t t l e d  in  

M cAlester. Even though th e  town was not f re e  o f r a c ia l  d isc rim in a tio n , he 

thought McAlester to  be a  b e t te r  p lace  fo r  h is  fam ily .

By t h i s  tim e sev era l l ^ a l  proceedings had a lready  taken p lace  

viiich l^ im a t iz e d  separatism  fo r  th e  Blacks in  Oklahoma and Indian T e rr i

to r i e s .  The P lessy  vs. Fergurson case  (1896) made i t  c le a r  th a t  sep a ra te  

b u t equal p u b lic  f a c i l i t i e s  was th e  ru le  ra th e r  than  th e  exception . The 

Oklahoma Session Laws o f 1897 and 1901 c le a r ly  defined  sep ara te  schools 

fo r  th e  r a c e s .F u r t h e r m o r e ,  B lacks in  th e  T e rr i to ry  were faced w ith  th e

growing White support fo i Jim Crow Laws. Several such b i l l s  were p resen ted
17during  th e  1901 le g is la t iv e  se s s io n , but were not passed . A sep a ra te

Coach B i l l  was introduced in  th e  T e r r i to r ia l  House in  1903, which imposed
18a  heavy p en a lty  fo r  i t s  v io la t io n . The b i l l  requested  Oklahoma ra ilro a d s  

to  house V/liites and Negroes in  sep a ra te  coaches and a sse ss  heavy f in e s  

($500 to  $1000 fo r  each o ffense) fo r  ra ilro a d  companies and th e i r  conductors 

($25 to  $100) vtoo ignored th e  law.^® Even though th e  b i l l  was not adopted, 

a  Black new ^aper reported :

A Negro vho p e rs is te d  in  occvpying a sea t w ith  a  ^ïhite man

^^Ibid.

^®See Oklahoma Session Laws, 1897 and 1901. See a lso  B aly ea t, 
"Segregation in  th e  Public  Schools o f Oklahoma T e rr ito ry "  and H atcher, 
'The Development o f  Legal C ontro ls in  R acial Segregation in  th e  P ub lic  
Schools o f  Oklahoma."

17A rthur L. Toison, The Black Oklahomans, p . 182.

-IQ
, p . 128.

^®Ibid.
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On a  c o a c h  on th e  n o r th  bound K aty  t r a i n  y e s t e r 
d a y , g o t  sm ashed  i n  t h e  m outh by th e  W h ite  man 
i s  m in u s a  few  t e e t h  an d  some h id e .  O f f i c e r  J o e  
Depew, who w as p r e s e n t ,  made a  q u ic k  a s s e s s m e n t  
o f  $ 1 0 .0 0  e a c h  f o r  t h e  e s p i s o d e  and t h e  p a r t i e s  
c o n t in u e d  on t h e i r  jo u r n e y ,  b u t  n o t i n  t h e  same 
s e a t

On Ju n e  3 0 , 1 9 0 6 , t h r e e  d a y s  a f t e r  W il la * s  b i r t h  G o v e rn o r

F ra n k  F r a n t z  r e a f f i r m e d  t h e  law  p e r t a i n i n g  t o  s e p a r a t e  s c h o o ls :

In  a l l  c o u n t i e s  s e p a r a t e  s c h o o ls  f o r  W h ite  and 
c o lo r e d  c h i l d r e n  a r e  h e re b y  e s t a b l i s h e d  and  su ch  
s c h o o ls  s h a l l  b e  p e rm a n e n tly  m a in ta in e d ,  and  th e  
b o a rd  o f  c o u n ty  c o m m is s io n e rs  s h a l l  a n n u a l ly  le v y  
a  t a x  on  a l l  t a x a b l e  p r o p e r t y  in  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  
c o u n t i e s  t o  m a in ta in  s a i d  s e p a r a t e  s c h o o l s .

A lth o u g h  t h e  s c h o o ls  w e re  s e g r e g a te d  t h e  S tro n g s*

e n c o u ra g e d  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  t o  p u r s u e  an  e d u c a t io n .  A c c o rd in g  t o

R u th :

My m o th e r  s t r e s s e d  e d u c a t io n  and  r e l i g i o u s  
t r a i n i n g .  F o r  b o th  sh e  and  my dad  h ad  t o  f o r 
f e i t  much o f  t h e i r  e d u c a t io n  t o  h e lp  s u p p o r t  
t h e i r  f a m i l i e s .  My m o th e r w as a  woman o f  g r e a t  
a m b i t io n ,  h ig h  i d e a l s  and  f a i t h .  She t a u g h t  u s  
t h i s  w ay. She t a u g h t  u s  to  b e l i e v e  i n  o u r 
s e l v e s .

By t h i s  t im e ,  t h e  S t r o n g  f a m ily  in c lu d e d  f o u r  c h i l d r e n :  Romaner

J a c k ,  M i l to n ,  E d d ie  and  W i l l a .  S t r o n g  c o n t in u e d  t o  w ork on

common l a b o r  j o b s  t o  s u p p o r t  h i s  f a m ily  and  m a in t a in  th e  home
23h e  b o u g h t a t  901 E a s t  C h e ro k e e .

A num ber o f  B la c k s  in  M c A le s te r  b e lo n g e d  t o  t h e  same

20M uskogee C e m ite r , Ju n e  2 , 1 9 0 4 .

21O klahom a S e s s io n  Laws o f  1 9 0 1 .

22 I n t e r v ie w  w ith  R u th  J .  S t r o n g ,  O c to b e r  7 ,  1 9 7 8 . 

^ ^ I b i d .
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24church as  the  S trongs, th e  A fric ian  M ethodist Episcopal (A.M.E.) Church.

Some o f th ese  fa m ilie s  came from Tennessee, Alabama, Kentucky, and North

C arolina. Many o f  them were coal m iners who had been dismissed from work

because o f  th e  u n io n iza tio n  o f the  mine workers in  th e i r  a reas. Black mine

workers in  th e  South were denied meniaership in  th e  union, and a  miner could

not work th e re  u n less  he was a  union maiiber. A lth o u ^  th e  idea o f unions
25had been introduced in  th e  McAlester a rea  e a r l i e r ,  the  Black m iners were

ab le  to  f in d  enployment w ithout union menbership and earn  a  b e t te r  sa la ry
26than most o f  th e  o th e r  men. Thelma South Shaw described the enployment 

conditions: "Most Black men worked as cooks, ja n i to r s ,  d itch -d ig g e rs  and

24In terv iew  w ith  P ea rl Wickham, M cAlester, Oklahoma, December 18, 
1977. As mentioned e a r l i e r  th e  Black church played a s ig n if ic a n t ro le  in  
th e  Black conmunity. This v iab le  so c io -re lig io u s  in s t i tu t io n  f e l t  an 
o b lig a tio n  to  care  fo r  th e  needy, a s s i s t  newcomers to  th e  s ta te ,  f ig h t 
so c ia l in ju s t ic e s ,  develop endurance and to le ran ce  and in sp ira tio n  among 
i t s  people, and hope fo r  a b r ig h te r  fu tu re . See F rank lin , The Blacks in  
Oklahoma, and Geneva anitheim an. Talk in  and T e s tify in : The Language of 
Black America, (Boston: Houghton M ifflin  Company, 1977).

^^Two coal m iners fron  I l l in o i s  appeared in  McAlester, in  1882 
and they formed a lo c a l Assembly o f th e  Knights o f Labor a t  Midway. The 
membership was formed among men working in  th e  nearby p i t s  in  th e  Krebs 
f ie ld .  These o rg an izers  whose names were D il l  C arro ll and Frank Murphy, 
found th a t th e i r  work moved slowly a t  f i r s t  ag ain st opposition  and mis
t r u s t .  See Gaston L i t t l e ,  H istory o f Oklahcxna a t  Golden Anniversary of 
S tatehood, Vol. I I ,  (New York: Lewis H is to r ic a l  Publish ing  Co., 1957), 
pp. 92-93.

26In terv iew  w ith  P e a rl ^Vhittaker Wickham, December 18, 1977. The 
e a r ly  coal miners who s e t t le d  in  th e  a rea  were iirraigrants from England, 
Wales and Ire lan d . There were sane Negroes in  th e  Oklahoma coal f ie ld s .  
Many were descendants o f th e  former s lav es  o f  Choctaw and Chickasaw 
fam ilies . Denied p o l i t i c a l  and c iv i l  r ig h ts  in  the  Indian N ations, these  
people liv e d  in  poverty  fo r  many years. Many o f  these  Negroes were 
employed in  the  mines a t  th e  time o f th e  g re a t s t r ik e  between 1898 and 
1902, when about f iv e  hundred Negroes were brought fro n  Alabama to  th e  
mines in  Oklahoma to  a c t as s t r ik e  b reakers. Gaston L i t t l e ,  H isto ry  of 
Oklahoma a t  the  Golden Anniversary of S tatehood, Vol. I I ,  (New York:
Lewis H is to r ic a l P ub lish ing  C o., 1957), pp. 164-165.
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some picked c o tto n . The women vho worked were maids and sane even liv e d

in  servan t q u a rte rs . Somehow Black fam ilies  managed on those meager

s a la r ie s .  The co a l miners and th e i r  fam ilies  liv e d  a  l i t t l e  b e t te r  than
27most because th e  miners earned b e t te r  s a la r ie s .

As th e  id ea  o f statehood and a  s ta t e  c o n s ti tu tio n  continued to  gain

s i^ p o r t Blacks continued th e i r  f ig h t against r a c ia l  d iscrim ina tion . The

Black le ad e rs  in s is te d  th a t  th e  new s ta te  c o n s ti tu tio n  contain no p rov isions
28th a t  would le g a liz e  r a c ia l  d iscrim ina tion . The d islilce  o f Blacks towards 

racism  was made known through formal o rg an iza tio n s, such as th e  In te r -
29T e r r i to r ia l  Negro P ro tec tiv e  League wbich was organized in  August, 1905.

The League adopted a  re so lu tio n  in  response to  th e  proposed Enabling Act,
30which i f  adopted would have an inpact on th e  l iv e s  o f  Blacks:

Resolved, th a t  we pledge ourselves to  th e  support of every 
delegate  o r  rep re sen ta tiv e  upon a p la tfo rm  m aintaining and 
enforcing  a  c o n s ti tu tio n  anbodying a l l  those p rin c ip le s  
%hich s tan d  fo r every man of the  r ig h t  to  vo te  on account 
o f  h is  ra c e , co lor o r  previous condition  o f se rv itude , and 
we oppose any property  o r education t e s t  fo r  voting , and 
we favor p rov isions vhich w il l  secure to  every man equal 
c iv i l  and p o l i t i c a l  r ig h ts  w ith in  th e  s p i r i t  and meaning of 
th e  C o n stitu tio n  o f th e  United S ta te s .

Resolved, th a t  th e  name o f th i s  o rg an iza tio n  sh a ll  be th e  
Negro P ro tec tiv e  League of th e  S ta te  o f  Oklahoma, and th a t

1977.
27Interv iew  w ith Thelma South Shaw, M cAlester, Oklahana, October 7 ,

28Arthur L. Toison, The Black Oklahomans, p . 135.

29^ ^ Ib id ., pp. 131-135.

30Ib id . B lacks wanted to  a s s is t  in  e le c t in g  candidates vho would 
support th e i r  s tru g g le  ag ain st segregation  and d iscrim ina tion  in  th e  new 
s t a t e .  P o l i t ic a l ly  most o f them turned to  Republicans. The Democratic 
P a rty  became c lo se ly  id e n tif ie d  w ith the e f fo r t  to  segregate . To avoid Negro 
dom ination, ignites showed support fo r  the  Democratic P a rty . The ^ p e a l  was 
c le a r ly  r a c i s t .  Jimmie Lewis Franlclin, The Blacks in  Oklahoma, p . 15.
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th e  o b je c t o f th e  o rgan iza tion  s h a l l  be th e  promotion o f 
th e  in te l l e c tu a l ,  f in a n c ia l and p o l i t i c a l  in te re s t  o f th e  
N ^ ro e s  o f  th e  S ta te  o f  Oklahoma.

F u rth er d isco n ten t w ith  th e  p ro p o sitio n  occurred a t  a  Republican

Convention he ld  a t  Atoka, Oklahoma, vAiere 160 Blacks walked ou t a f te r  the

adoption o f th e  sep a ra te  school and coach re so lu tio n s . Even fu r th e r ,  W.C.

M cA stiller o f  South McAlester, Chairman o f th e  Afro-American S u ffe r age

League o f Indian  T e rr ito ry , issued  a  c a l l  to  tone  ip  th e  f ig h t fo r  h is

people ag a in s t d iscrim in a tio n  in  th e  m atte r o f sep a ra te  c a rs  and schools fo r 
32Blacks. The convention was to  meet in  Carbon, w ith  sp ec ia l sess io n s  a t

33Krebs, Duck, A lderson, Dun, W ilburton, and fou r wards o f McAlester.

Several years  had passed s ince  Strong and h is  fam ily s e t t le d  in  

IfcA lester. The o th e r Strong ch ild ren  welcomed an ad d ition  to  th e  fam ily, 

th e i r  youngest s i s t e r  Ruth, and th e  r a c ia l ly  te n se  atm o^here d id  not d is 

courage th e  fam ily . Ruth sa id ; "my mother o fte n  to ld  us th a t th e re  was a 

lo t  o f  d isc rim in a tio n  ag ain st Negroes when they  f i r s t  came to  McAlester, but 

my dad wanted to  s ta y  re g a rd le ss . We j u s t  kept praying th a t  God would make 

th in g s  b e t te r .

Many changes took p lace  in  th e  tw in t e r r i t o r i e s  before W illa  began 

her formal education  in  1912. As noted e a r l i e r ,  th e  Oklahcxna and Indian 

T e r r i to r ie s  merged to  become th e  fo r ty -s ix th  s t a t e  o f th e  union and Charles 

N. H askell was sworn in  as  Governor o f  th e  new s ta t e .  R eactions to  s ta te -  

hcxxi were mixed. Many Indian t r ib e s  f e l t  "sadness and th e  people o f the

31Mui^ogee Cem iter, September 13, 1906.

^ ^ o ls o n . The Black Oklahomans, p . 136.

33Ib id . These towns were w ith in  a  seven m ile rad iu s  o f McAlester.

34In terv iew  w ith  Ruth J .  S trong, January 11, 1977.
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F iv e  C i v i l i z e d  T r ib e s  w ere  s o r r o w f u l  o v e r  t h e  f i n a l  b re a k u p s
35o f  t h e i r  t r i b a l  g o v e rn m e n t."  B la c k s  a l s o  w ere  d i s t u r b e d  and 

t h e  r a c i a l  c l im a te  w as s t i l l  t e n s e .  Two m onths a f t e r  s t a t e 

h o o d , G o v e rn o r H a s k e l l  s e n t  t h e  S t a t e  M i l i t i a  t o  q u e l l  a  r a c e

r i o t  i n  O km ulgee. I n  1901 r a c i a l  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  w as p r o t e s t e d
36b y  b la c k s  i n  B a r t l e s v i l l e .

The E arly  Education o f  W illa  A. Strong

In 1912, vAen W illa en tered  th e  f i r s t  grade, sep ara te  schools were

a v a ilab le  th ro u ^ o u t P it tsb u rg  County fo r  th e  5,183 White males, 5,233 White
37f an a le s , 482 Black males, and 483 Black f an a les . The churches and Curry

38H all were used as schools fo r  Black c h ild re n . In th e  second grade, she

moved to  th e  Second Ward Colored school, a four roan  b ric k  s tru c tu re  located
39a t  14th and Chickasaw S tre e ts . W alter Seward described  o th e r Black 

sd io o ls ; "At th e  tim e, a Black studen t who liv e d  west o f Main S tre e t  went 

t o  th e  Third Ward Colored School, i f  you liv ed  in  North McAlester, you went 

t o  th e  Fourth Ward Colored School, i f  you liv e d  in  o ld  town o r  North 

McAlester, you went to  th e  Fourth Ward Colored School, i f  you l iv e d  e a s t o f

35See Gaston L i t t l e ,  A H isto ry  o f  Oklahoma, Vol. I ,  Angie Debo, 
Oklahana, Edward E v ere tt Dale and Aforris L. W ardell, H istory  o f  Oklahoma, 
and Jimnie Lewis F rank lin , Blacks in  Oklahoma.

^^Tolson, The Black Oklahomans, p . 163.

37Annual Report o f  th e  Superintendent o f  P ublic  In s tru c t io n s , 
S ta te  Department o f  Education o f Oklahoma, 1912. McAlester i s  th e  county 
s e a t o f  P it tsb u rg , County.

^^Ihe Eagle Yearbook, (McAlester: L 'Ouverture High School, 1952),
p . 1.

39In te i’view w ith  Thelma Lawson Anderson, McAlester, Oklahoma, 
February 10, 1977.
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40South main, you went to  th e  Second Ward Colored School." At th e  same

tim e, D ru sc illa  Dunjee Houston opera ted  a  tu i t io n  supported seminary fo r
41g i r l s  in  Curry H a ll. P ea rl W hittaker Wickham, a  former s tuden t remarbers

th e  soninary; "We were t a u ^ t  th e  b a s ic  su b jec ts , read ing , w ritin g , mathe-
42m atics. We were a lso  t a u ^ t  sewing, music and domestic a r t s . "  P e a rl

a lso  ranenJaers th a t  "most o f  th e  s tu d en ts  th a t  a ttended  th e  soninary  liv ed

in  the  McAlester a rea  b u t th e re  were s tu d en ts  from a s  f a r  away as Atoka.

Hiese s tu d en ts  (Atoka) a ttended school in  McAlester because th e re  was not
44a Black h i ^  school in  Atoka due to  th e  sparse Black population .

During t h i s  same period , th e  McAlester Board o f Education 

appointed a  sp e c ia l conm ittee o f  a l l  Black members to  work ou t a  p lan  fo r

Interview  w ith  W alter E. Seward, J r . , Oklahoma C ity , Qslahoma, 
October 18, 1977. The presen t C ity  o f  McAlester was p rev iously  div ided  
in to  two d i s t in c t ly  d if fe re n t towns. North McAlester "Old Town" and South 
McAlester "New Town". Although J . J .  McAlester i s  c re d ite d  w ith  founding 
th e  c i ty  o f  M cAlester, h is  coal d iscovery  occurred near what was known as 
North M cAlester. Edwin Chaddick i s  c re d ited  w ith founding what was known 
as South McAlester. Chaddwick's d iscovery  was a lso  a sso c ia ted  w ith th e  
d iscovery o f  co a l. North and South McAlester ranained  ap art w ith  separa te  
governments u n t i l  Congress granted perm ission fo r  th e  two t e r r i t o r i a l  towns 
to  merge in  1906. According to  o ra l  h is to ry . Blacks were no t welcomed in  
North McAlester a rea . Consequently, th e  m ajority  o f  e a r ly  Black m igrants 
s e t t le d  in  th e  South McAlester a re a  which includes F i r s t , Second and Third 
Wards. See Paul N e sb itt , " J .J .  M cA lester," C hronicles o f  Oklahoma, June 
11, 1933, p . 759; "This i s  Oklahoma," The Sunday Oklahoman, October 20,
1963 and J .F .  Holden, "The B. I .T . , " Chronicles o f  Oklahana, March 11,
1933, p . 638.

Ouverture Alumni Second Reunion Handbook, (McAlester: 
L 'O uverture Alumni A ssociation, 1978), p . 6.

4,0 '
In terv iew  w ith  P ea rl ^Vhittaker Wickham, M cAlester, Oklahoma, 

September 9 , 1977.

^ I b i d .

^^See F.D. Moon, "O rganization and A dm inistration o f  A ccredited 
Secondary Schools fo r  Negroes in  Oklahoma," (M asters T hesis, U niversity  
o f  Chicago, 1938), p . 13.
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a  new school b u i l d i n g .M a n b e r s  o f  th e  ca im ittee  were: Reverend J .F .
46M orris, Mr. Edwurd McDaniel and Reverend William LeGrone. The com nittee

had a  ^ e c i a l  in te r e s t  in  improving th e  cond itions o f education

fo r  Blacks in  MzAlester, e sp e c ia lly  in  term s o f f a c i l i t i e s .  One o f th e

coom ittee members. Reverend LeGrone, owned th e  land a t  14th and Chickasaw

S tre e ts ,  and so ld  i t  to  th e  Board o f  Education. A one-sto ry  b ric k  b u ild in g
47was e rec ted  on t h i s  p roperty  in  1908. By th e  time W illa  conpleted grade

school, th e  school had been o f f i c i a l ly  renamed Toussiant L 'O uverture High
48School by one o f th e  te ac h e rs , Sadie L. Davis. This was done to  honor

49T oussian t L 'O uverture, a Black H a itian  General. She a lso  chose th e

F ly ing  Eagle as th e  sc h o o l's  emblan.^^

W illa  was one o f a  c la s s  o f  twelve s tuden ts: f iv e  boys and

seven g i r l s .  C lasses were sm all b u t th e  studen ts were taugh t th e  b asic  

su b jec ts  o f read in g , a rith m e tic , grammar, penmanship, h is to ry , and a r t .

^ h e  L 'O uverture H eritage: 1907-1968, (McAlester: L 'O uverture
H i ^  School, 1968), p. 1. In terv iew  w ith  Thelma Lawson Anderson,
McAlester, Oklahoma, February 10, 1977.

^ I b i d .

47The Eagle Yearbook, (McAlester: L 'O uverture High School, 1966), 
p . 1 . Also, in te rv iew  w ith Thelma Lawson Anderson, March 14, 1978.

48L 'O uverture Alumni Second Reunion Handbook, (McAlester;
L 'O uverture Alumni A ssocia tion , 1978), p . 2.

^ ^ o u s s ia n t  L 'Ouverture a t  one tim e ru led  th e  Is lan d  o f H a it i  and 
fo ile d  th e  p lan  o f  Napoleon to  gain  foo tho ld  and land th e  foundation fo r  
i t s  independence. In te rn a tio n a l L ib rary  o f Negro L ife  and H is to ry :
Negro Americans in  th e  C iv il War from Slavery to  C itiz en sh ip , New York: 
Charter G. Woodson, Negro Makers o f  H is to ry , (Washington, D .C., The A ssociated 
P u b lish e rs , 1928), pp. 83-86.

50L 'O uverture Alumni Second Reunion Handbook, (McAlester:
L 'O uverture Aluiiini A ssociation , 1978), p . 5.
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Ruth sa id : "Sane c la s s e s  had th re e  to  f iv e  members and th e re  were a  lo t

o f  combined c la sse s  and s tudy , fo r  in s ta n ce , th i r d  and fo u rth  grade 

a rith m etic .

W illa was w e ll l ik e d  by her c lassm ates. A c lo se  fr ie n d  and c la s s 

mate had th is  to  say ahout her: "Everybody lik e d  h e r, she was a  q u ie t type 

o f  person but she was f r ie n d ly . She never gave the  teach ers  a  p roblan  and

she was a gpod s tu d en t. I remember vtien we graduated from elem entary school
52we conapared grades and both o f  us had eigh teen  A 's ."  I t  i s

debatab le  vhether th e  grades received  by B lacks were co iparab le  to  those

received  by W hites. Thit. condition  was based on th e  fa c t  th a t  "the s ta t e

devised a p lan which produced fewer d o l la r s  fo r  Black schools than fo r

White ones. There was a  n o ticeab le  d iffe ren c e  in  th e  o u tlay  o f funds fo r

Black schools which re s u lte d  in  poor f a c i l i t i e s  hard ly  adequate fo r p ro -
53ducing w ell q u a lif ie d  s tu d en ts . For example, the  B uilding and Grounds

Ccranittee o f th e  NfcAlester Board o f Education decided "not to  p lace  w ater,

l ig h ts  and gas in  th e  co lored  schools where th e re  was none u n t i l  a l a t e r  
54d a te ."  One o f  th e  te ach e rs  a t  th e  Third  Ward Colored School sa id :

No desks were provided, th e  c h ild re n  k n e lt on th e i r  knees 
and wrote in  th e  s e a ts  o f  c h a irs . We f in a l ly  received  
desks from th e  C iv ilia n  Conservation Core (C.C.C.) and a 
stove was donated. We could then  cook meals fo r  th e  
ch ild ren . S ev era l p a ren ts  helped to  cook th e  food and 
the  ch ild rn  used a  one pound co ffee  can and a  spoon to  
ea t th e i r  food. White and Indian ch ild ren  c o u ld n 't go 
to  school w ith  Blacks because o f  th e  law bu t they o f te n

51Interview  w ith  Ruth J .  S trong, February 2 , 1978.

52Interview  w ith  Thelma Lawson Anderson, A pril 9 , 1977.

53Jim nie Lewis F ran k lin , The Blacks In Oklahoma, p . 17.

^^Proceedings o f  the  August 4 th  Monthly Meeting, McAlester Board 
o f  Education, (M cAlester, Oklahoma, n. p . 1924).
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came t o  e a t  and p la y  w i th  t h e  c h i l d r e n .

T h e se  c o n d i t i o n s  d id  n o t  seem  t o  s to p  W il la  and  o th e r  

B la c k s  from  p u r s u in g  an  e d u c a t i o n .  In  f a c t ,  P r i n c i p a l  J . F .  

P e t t u s  i n i t i a t e d  h ig h  s t a n d a r d s  o f  s c h o l a r s h i p ,  c i t i z e n s h i p  

and  c h a r a c t e r , t h e  same s t a n d a r d s  e m p h a s iz e d  by p a r e n t s .

In  R u th ’ s  w o rd s : "O ur p a r e n t s  c o n s t a n t l y  t a l k e d  t o  u s  a b o u t

t h e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  e d u c a t io n  and  g o in g  t o  s c h o o l .  We h ad  no 

c h o ic e ,  we h ad  t o  go t o  s c h o o l ,  t o  c h u rc h  an d  l i v e  r e s p e c t f u l  

l i v e s .  My p a r e n t s  a l s o  s t r e s s e d  r e l i g i o n .  E v e ry  Sunday you 

w ou ld  s e e  u s  on  o u r  way t o  W ards C h ap e l Â .M .E. C h u rc h . T h e re  

was j u s t  no q u e s t i o n  a b o u t i t .  When o u r  p a r e n t s  s p o k e , we 

o b e y e d .

In  1 9 1 0 , L 'O u v e r tu r e  f i r s t  graduation c la s s  co n sis ted  o f th ree  

w o m e n L u c y  A. Hainner, Hazel McDaniel and P aro lee Thotipson.^^ The c la s s

^ ^ n t e r v i e w  w ith  P e a r l  W h it ta k e r  W ickham, D ecem ber 1 8 ,
1 9 7 7 .

The L 'O u v e r tu r e  H e r i t a g e : 1 9 0 7 -1 9 6 8 , p .  1 .

57 I n t e r v i e w  w ith  R u th  J .  S t r o n g ,  J a n u a ry  9 ,  1 9 7 7 . 
W ards C h ap e l A f r ic a n  M e th o d is t  E p is c o p a l  C hurch  was th e n  
lo c a t e d  a t  625  E a s t  C h ero k ee  S t r e e t .  T h e re  w ere  a l s o  o t h e r  
c h u rc h e s  in  t h e  B la c k  com m unity : E a s t  S t a r  B a p t i s t  C h u rc h ,
920 E a s t  G rand  B o u le v a rd ;  M ount T rium ph  B a p t i s t  C h u rc h , 410 
E a s t  W y o n d o tte  S t r e e t  and t h e  C o lo re d  M e th o d is t  E p is c o p a l  
C hurch  ( C . M. E . )  1300 E a s t  C h e ro k ee  S t r e e t .  See M c A le s te r  C i ty  
D i r e c t o r y . V o l. I I ,  ( S t .  P a u l :  R .L . P o lk  an d  C o .,  1 9 1 4 -1 9 1 5 ) ,
p . 1 6 .

^ ^ L 'O u v e r tu r e  A lum ni Second  R eu n io n  H andbook , 
(M c A le s te r :  L ’O u v e r tu re  A lum ni A s s o c i a t i o n ,  1 9 7 8 ) , p .  7 .

S^Ibid.
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and economic cond itions fo r  Blacks in  Oklahoma had undergone l i t t l e  

improvonent. For exanple, sep ara te  schools and separa te  pub lic  accommoda

t io n s  fo r  Blacks and Whites were s t i l l  mandated by law. As Black organiza

t io n s  were a c tiv e ly  seeking improved cond itions fo r  th e i r  people, W illa 

and o th e r B lacks continued to  a tte n d  sep a ra te  schools. A re p o rt o f th e  

S ta te  Superintendent o f  Public In s tru c tio n  noted th e  d iffe ren ce  in  sepa

r a te  schools: " I  b e liev e  th a t  th e  le g is la tu re  has e a rn es tly  endeavored to

meet t h i s  s i tu a t io n ;  bu t i t  remains a  solemn fa c t  th a t  schools fo r  Negroes 

a re  not as good in  many d i s t r i c t s  as  they  a re  fo r  Whites.

Several p h ilan th ro p ic  o rg an iza tio n s  noted th e  d is p a r ity  between 

Black and White schools in  the  South. The J u liu s  Rosenv/ald and Anna T. 

Jeanes funds were foremost among the  p h ilan th ro p ic  o rgan izations in  making 

co n trib u tio n s  fo r  th e  improvonent o f education fo r southern B lacks. In a 

1920 rep o rt th e  S ta te  Superintendent o f Public  In s tru c tio n  po in ted  out the  

reason  Black schools received  l i t t l e  superv ision  fra n  h is  o f f ic e ;

The superv ision  o f th e  sep a ra te  schools i s  e n tire ly  
inadequate. In coun ties  having both races  th e  schools 
fo r  ^Vhites a re  so numerous th a t  th e  county superin ten
dent cannot give them a  c lo se  siperv ision .® ^

But t h i s  was no t a  problem unique to  Oklahoma, The "Cooperative Education

A ssociation o f V irg in ia  had become keenly in te re s te d  in  the  improvement o f
62education among Blacks in  th e  South. Hampton I n s t i tu te  used th e  exten

s io n  method o f school improvement. Black teach e rs  went out frcxn Hampton

^^ ig h th  B iennial Report o f th e  Superintendent o f P u b lic  In s tru c 
t i o n , S ta te  Department o f Education of Oklahoma, 1920.

®^Ibid.

^^Lance G.E. Jones, The Jeanes Teachers in  th e  United S ta te s  
1908-1933, (Chapel H il l :  The U niversity  o f North C arolina P re s s , 1937),
pp. 12-18.
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to  help sm all r u r a l  scoools. The work was supported by monies from Anna 

T. Jeanes, a  Quaker. The id ea  soon spread to  o th e rs"  inc lud ing  Oklahomans 

who received  a ss is tan ce .

Subjects taught a t L 'O uverture included h is to ry , general mathe

m atics, E nglish , music, geometry, a lgebra, l a t in ,  psychology and hcxne 
64economics. At th e  same tim e, th e  program a t L 'O uverture was expanded

to  include a th le t ic s ,  mainly fo o tb a ll  and b a sk e tb a ll. O.D. Odon was th e
65f i r s t  fo o tb a ll coach and M atilda Lawson and Sadie L. Davis coached 

66g i r l s '  b a sk e tb a ll. Both teams played games on outdoor f a c i l i t i e s .  A

former p lay er sa id :

The fo o tb a ll  team played in  whatever they  could find ; 
te n n is  shoes, o ld  pan ts  and o ld  s h i r t s .  The g i r l s  brought 
our own uniform s. We wore black  below th e  knee bloomers 
made out o f  s a t in  what co st about 25 cen ts a  yard. YJhat- 
ever we go t, we had to  buy i t  ourselves and whenever we 
tra v e led , we had to  pay our own way.^^

Lewis Braxton, S r . , was th e  cap ta in  o f  the  f i r s t  fo o tb a ll  team. Bie was

instrum ental in  i n i t i a t in g  a  t r i p  to  th e  Cotton Bowl in  D a llas , Texas fo r 
68th e  team. Braxton and o th e rs  ra is e d  the  money to  finance th e  t r i p  to  

D allas . The same was tru e  in  term s o f o ther equipment needed a t  th e  

school. Thelma Lawson Anderson helped to  ra is e  money to  buy a  sewing

See B iennial Reports o f  th e  S ta te  Superintendent o f  P ub lic  
In s tru c tio n .

^ In te rv ie w  w ith Ruth J .  S trong, Rovoriber 11, 1977.

65L'Ouverture Alumni Second Reunion Handbook, p . 6.

66Interview  w ith Thelma Lawson Anderson, March 14, 1978. 

^ I b i d .

Ouverture H eritage, 1907-1968, (McAlester: L 'Ouverture
Alumni A ssoc ia tion ), p. 8.
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machine fo r  th e  hcxtianaklng c la ss : "We so ld  food and whatever we could get

our hands on to  make money. I o ften  cooked p ie s  myself during  my hcxne-

make period  to  s e l l  during  lunch." Thelma continued: "\'fe d id  th i s

because we knew th e  Board would not g ive us th e  money and our p a ren ts

d id n 't  have i t  to  give to  u s . I t  was a  jo b  fo r  our p a ren ts  to  keep us

c lo thed  and fed ."^^  W illa was among t h i s  group o f  s tu d en ts  and supported

th e i r  e f f o r t s .  However, Thelma was more outspoken than W illa , who was le s s

in c lin e d  to  speak ou t again st in ju s t ic e s .  Although Thelma was c r i t ic iz e d

fo r  speaking out and W illa  was no t, t h i s  d id  not a l t e r  t h e i r  frien d sh ip .

There were few Black businesses in  McAlester: two ca fes , a  h o te l

and two barber shops. The so c ia l estab lishm ents were fo r  a d u lts  on ly .

Because o f  th ese  l im ita tio n s , Black youths held  p a r t ie s  in  th e i r  hcxnes,

and attended shows performed by tra v e lin g  m in is tre ls . These m in is tre ls

were held a t the  Busby Theatre o r a t th e  Convention H all in  downtown

McAlester. When th e re  were events a t  th e  Busby T heatre , B lacks were

adm itted through th e  north  door only. Likewise, Blacks were perm itted  to
70use only th e  upper f lo o r  o f  th e  Convention K ail.

These cond itions did  not discourage Blacks who m aintained th e  

b e l ie f  th a t  th e re  would be b e tte r  o p p o rtu n itie s  in  th e  fu tu re . B lack 

p a ren ts  w ith  th i s  o r ie n ta tio n  in s is te d  th a t  th e i r  ch ild ren  go to  school. 

B essie M itchell rem inisced: " I liv ed  w ith  my s i s t e r  in  McAlester so  I

could go to  high school. In  the  evenings, I  worked fo r White fam ilie s  to  

he lp  pay fo r  my school expenses. My mother l e t  me do t h i s  so 

th a t  I  could get an education. I  worked so th a t  I  would not

^'^Interview w ith  Thelma Lawson Anderson, September 15, 1979. 

^ °Ib id .
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have to  ask my mother fo r  money. She had ray s i s t e r s  and b ro th e rs  to  tak e  
71care  o f .

At th e  age o f  fou rteen , W illa  saw th e  need fo r  some type o f 

re c re a tio n  o r p h y sica l f i tn e s s  a c t i v i t i e s  fo r  th e  comnunity. There was a  

vacant lo t  th a t  was not being used acro ss  th e  s t r e e t  frcsn her home a t  1501 

East V/yandotte. The lo t  was f u l l  o f weeds and o th e r d e b ris . A fte r W illa 

ta lk e d  to  h e r fr ie n d s  and got th e i r  support, th e  group o f them reroved th e  

weeds and d eb ris  so  th a t  i t  could be used. W illa  a lso  organized th e  

P hysica l C ulture Club vhich n e t on th e  lo t  on weekends and d a ily  duidng 

th e  sunner. The c lub  would hike th re e  m iles e a s t  o f W illa*s home to
72Kerbs, Oklahoma and one and one-half m iles south to  Nutonia H eights.

W illa p a r tic ip a te d  re g u la rly  in  th e  c lu b 's  a c t i v i t i e s  and spent n e s t o f

h er o th e r  tim e read ing  books. Her s i s t e r  Ruth s a id :  "She always had her
73head in  a  book, she loved to  read ."

P r io r  to  th e  tim e W illa graduated f ra n  high school, her fa th e r  had

becons a  mechanic a t  M cA lester's Garage and her mother had begun working 
74as a  maid. The increase  in  income made co n d itio n s  b e t te r  fo r  th e  fam ily 

and W illa  d id  not have to  work. The same was not tru e  fo r  h e r f r ie n d .

71 In terv iew  w ith B essie M itch e ll, Oklahoma C ity , Oklahoma, May
12, 1978.

79 In terv iew  ivith Ruth J .  . S trong, March 10, 1978. Nutonia Heights 
l a t e r  became M cA lester's exclusive a l l  White neighborhood re fe r re d  to  as 
Country Club. The a rea  i s  approxim ately s ix  b locks south o f L 'O uverture 
School. Many Black p aren ts  were employed as  domestic ivorkers in  th e  
homes o f  M cA lester's c i ty  fa th e rs . For example, F.G. P a u te rb a u ^  and 
o th e rs .

^^Ib id .

'̂ ‘̂ Ib id .
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Itielma, vJho worked as a  cook to  earn  money to  buy books and o th e r school

n • 75su p p lie s .

MeanvAiile, L 'O uverture had undergone sev e ra l changes in  adminis

t r a t io n .  P e ttu s  resigned  in  th e  sp ring  o f 1913 to  teach in  an i n s t i tu t e  

a t  Langston U n iversity . J.H . Roberts was h ire d  as p r in c ip a l, and he 

ranained  th e re  u n t i l  he received  a  job in  S t .  Louis, liis so u r i. Thelma 

described  Roberts as  an ad m in is tra to r: "He was a  l i t t l e  an tique  in  h is

th in k in g , he was not innovative  and he d id  not seek inprovements fo r
76L 'O uverture, he ju s t  provided maintenance c a re ."

Black lead ers  in  th e  McAlester caiw unity were not o b liv io u s  to

th e  env iron iæ ntal and economic conditions a ffe c tin g  education. Reverend

M.M. W illiam s, P as to r o f East S ta r  B ap tis t Church; M.D. Lawson and

Reverend J .  T aylor, P a s to r o f Mount Triumph B ap tis t Church, made sev e ra l

unsuccessfu l a t t a ip t s  to  get th e  roads lead ing  to  L'Ouverture School 
77rep a ire d . Under th e  leadersh ip  o f E ff ie  C hilton , Mary S. Smith, Ruby

Strong, E l la  P o r te r  and o th e rs , th e  L 'O uverture u n it o f the  Negro P aren t
78Teacher A ssociation  ra is e d  funds to  help  th e  school. The A ssociation

bought chalk , m a te ria ls  fo r  homemake c la s s ,  books fo r  ch ild ren  wiien

fam ilie s  could not a ffo rd  than , provided funds to  support th e  a th le t i c  
79program.

75In terv iew  w ith  Thelma La\vson Anderson, Septorber 14, 1979. 

"^^Ibid.

^ ^ Ib id ., September 19, 1979.

Ouverture Second Reunion Handbook, p . 6.

79Interview with Tlielma Lawson Anderson, Septerber 19, 1979.
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The econcmLc p ic tu re  fo r  Blacks in  McAlester a t  th i s  tim e was 

b leak . Most o f the  a d u lts  were s t i l l  working on manual lab o r jo b s  w ith  

very l i t t l e  pay. The id ea  th a t  education was a  way out o f th e  k itchen  and 

away from th a t  t j ’pe o f m enial, u n sk illed  work was in  th e  minds o f many 

Blaclîs in  McAlester. Education was th e  foremost to p ic  in  W illa*s conversa

t io n s .  Thelma Anderson re c a lle d : "The two o f  us s e t  our goal to  go to
80co llege  and f in is h  before we graduated from high  schoo l."  There were a

few Black p ro fessio n a l ro le  models vdio had e s ta b lish e d  themselves in

McAlester: Dr. Gray, a d ru g g is t, operated a' d ru g sto re , which was more o f

a  s o c ia l  cen te r than a  business; D r. E.W. South, a  graduate o f Meharry

College who had a p riv a te  p ra c tic e ; and Dr. L it t le jo h n  p rac ticed  
81d e n tis try .

W illa , Thelma, John Batson, Ena Busby, Raymond C arte r, Marie 

Jaclcson, Jimmie Jones, A rsie  Lenora, Arthur to t l e y ,  S a ll ie  Robinson, 

Freddie R oyster, and C ecil Smith graduated from L'Ouverture in  1924.

During th e  graduation ex erc ise  which included a  B accalaureate sermon and 

Commencement ex erc ise , th e  graduates were challenged by Reverend Frank 

Motley, who encouraged them to  g e t a  higher education and to  do something 

o th e r than  manual labor. He concluded h is  p re sen ta tio n  w ith th e  p red ic 

tio n ; " th e re  would be a  b e t te r  day fo r th e  person th a t  was prepared fo r 
82th e  b e t te r  day." W illa was th e  c la s s  v a le d ic to r ia n  and her f r ie n d  

Thelma was sa lu to r ia n . The PTA held  a  recep tio n  fo r  graduating sen io rs

^°Ib id .

® ^Ibid., October 10, 1979. 

®^Ibid.
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83to  demonstrate connunity p rid e  in  th e i r  acconplishments.

Although most Black p a ren ts  were not f in a n c ia lly  able to  send

th e i r  children to  co lleg e , W illa 's  paren ts  were. Blacks d e s ir in g  a higher

education in  Oklahoma were ctxnpelled by law to  a tten d  Langston IM iversity ,

vAiich "offered normal courses to  prepare teach ers  fo r  the  schools

attended by Black ch ild ren  and provide t r a in in g  in  a g r ic u ltu ra l ,  nechanic
84and in d u s tr ia l a r t s ."  However, W illa  made the  decision  not to  a tten d

Langston U niversity . In s tead , she decided to  e n ro ll  in  the  U n iv ers ity  o f

Kansas, which was le s s  a ffe c te d  by the s t r i c t  co lo r ban th a t  confined

Blacks to  a ll-B lack  c o l i e g e s . B l a c k s  could a tten d  c lasses  a t  the

IM iversity  o f Kansas but th ey  were p ro h ib ited  from liv in g  in  campus 
86dorm itories. W illa ren ted  rooms from Black fam ilies  in  Lawrence and

walked to  th e  campus fo r c la s s e s .

By 1924 Willa* s  younger s i s t e r  Ruth was a  high school studen t a t

L 'Ouverture. She sa id : "Teachers were s t i l l  encouraging us to  prepare

ourselves fo r th e  fu tu re  by g e ttin g  a  high school education and going to  
87co lleg e ."  W illa '8 mother had become a c tiv e  in  th e  PTA. She 

saw th e  need fo r a  telephone a t th e  school and she le d  the

®^Ibid.

^^Edward E vere tt Dale and Ifo rris  L. W ardell, H istory o f  Oklahoma 
(New York: P ren tice -H a ll, In c . ,  1948), p . 484.

Alan P if e r ,  The Higher Education o f Blacks in  th e  United S ta te s ; 
R eprint of th e  A lfred and W inefied Hoernie Manorial Lecture fo r  1973,
(New York: Carnegie C orporation, 1973), p . 20.

Interview with Ruth J . Strong, April 14, 1977.

^^Ibid .
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d riv e  to  ra is e  funds fo r  a  telephone viiich was in s ta l le d  in  1925. At

th e  same tim e, Black community lead ers  once again t r i e d  to  iuprove road

co n d itio n s  around th e  Black schoo l.

While W illa  was a t  th e  U n iversity  o f  Kansas, E.E . Weaver became
89L 'O uverture 's  fo u rth  p r in c ip a l .  Weaver, former p re s id en t o f  a  voca

t io n a l  co llege  in  Kansas, expanded th e  e x tra  c u r r ic u la r  a c t i v i t i e s  and 

g e n e ra lly  modernized th e  f a c i l i t i e s .  His experiences as  a  co lleg e  p re s i

d en t, helped him to  know th e  k ind  o f acadanic p rep a ra tio n  a high school

graduate should have. Furtherm ore, he enforced s t r i c t  d is c ip lin e  and
90in s is te d  on h i^ i  academic achievenent. Weaver was described  as a  man of

courage vbo was no t a f ra id  to  ask fo r  what he wanted nor to  implement new

educa tiona l ideas and changes. The idea o f each c la s s  p resen tin g  a  play

was in i t i a t e d  during h is  le ad e rsh ip . He th o u ^ t  t h i s  k ind  o f a c t iv i ty

would g ive th e  s tu d en ts  an opportun ity  to  get t r a in in g  in  drama and a t  the

same tim e ra is e  money fo r  th e  school.

By the  sp rin g  o f 1929, L 'Ouverture had graduated one hundred
92twenty seven stu d en ts  in  s ix te e n  c la s se s . The T h irteen th  B ienn ial 

Report o f  th e  Superintendent o f  P ub lic  In s tru c tio n  l i s t e d  53, 155 Negro 

s t u d e n t s  e n r o l l e d  i n  s e p a r a t e  s c h o o ls  w i th  450 s t u d e n t s

1 9 7 8 .

G G lb id .,  M arch 8 ,  1 9 7 8 .

89 L 'O u v e r tu r e  A lum ni Second  R eu n io n  H andbook , p .  5 .

90 I n te r v ie w  w i th  T helm a Lawson A n d e rso n , Ju n e  2 0 ,

G^ibid.

92 L 'O u v e r tu r e  A lum ni Second  R eu n io n  H andbook , p . 4 3 .
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go

en ro lled  in  th e  tw e lf th  grade in  1928-1929. L 'O uverture 's  graduates

were p a r t  o f th e se  s t a t i s t i c s .  As noted e a r l i e r ,  only  a  very  s n a il  nun±>er

o f Black graduates were ab le  to  a tte n d  c o lleg e . Most o f those  who d id
94not a tte n d  co lleg e  worked a t  meager jo b s .

W illa  graduated from th e  IM iversity  o f  Kansas in  1929 w ith a 

Bachelor o f  A rts degree in  H isto ry  and S ocia l S t u d i e s . I h e  irony o f her 

s i tu a t io n  i s  seen when she boarded a  t r a in ,  s a t  in  a  r a c ia l l y  segregated 

coach and rode home to  M cAlester. By th i s  tim e W illa had made th e  deci

sion  to  apply fo r  a  teach in g  job  a t  L 'O uverture. In  r e a l i t y ,  she had few 

choices fo r  according to  s t a t e  law she was requ ired  to  teach  in  a  sep a ra te  

school: "Teaching in  an in s t i tu t io n  th a t  received  s tu d en ts  o f  both ra c e s ,

sub jec ted  one to  a  f in e  o f  $10.00 to  $50.00 a  d a y .^

qq
T h irteen th  B ien n ia l Report o f th e  Superintendent o f Public  

In s tru c tio n , 1929-1930, pp. 76-77.

94In terv iew  w ith  Thelma Lawson Anderson, M cAlester, Oklahoma, 
September 19, 1979.

1978.

95In terv iew  w ith  Ruth J .  S trong, Oklahoma C ity , Oklahoma, June 6 ,

96Œlahoma Session  Laws o f 1908.



CHAPTER III

\7ILLA A. STRONG: EDUCATOR ADMINISIRATOR

AND OMJUNITy LEADER

Let me see  in  each uninformed youth our human hope 
o f good and t ru th  and l e t  me make him want to  be 
th e  p e rfe c t person th a t  I  s e e . l

E arly  Career

W illa  made a p p li ia tio n  to  teach  a t L 'Ouverture in  th e  summer o f
2

1929. At th a t  tim e, teach ing  was one o f th e  few p ro fess io n a l jo b s  a v a il-  
3ab le  to  Blacks. P r in c ip a l E.E. Weaver, fo r  reasons unknown to  my respon

d en ts , p re fe rred  not to  h ire  McAlester n a tiv es  to  teach  in  h is  scliool.

"When he could, he avoided h ir in g  them."^ Weaver's p reference d id  not seem 

to  apply to  W illa , whom he h ired  as  a  s ix th  grade teach er fo r  th e  1929-30
5

school year. The o th e r teach ers  were na tiv es  o f  o th e r  Oklahoma tov/ns and 

from out o f th e  s t a t e .  The new fa c u lty  included Kentuckians W illiam and 

Marie E l l i o t t ,  vho p rev iously  taught in  Muskogee; M illie  T. Moore from

^ f i l l a  A. S trong, "Current Challenges in  Child Development," 
speech d e liv e red  to  Parent Teacher A ssociation , in  th e  personal f i l e s  o f 
Ruth J ,  S trong, Oklahoma C ity , Oklahoma.

^In terv iew  w ith  Ruth J .  S trong, Oklahoma C ity , Oklahoma,
Septm ber 20, 1978. See a lso . Personnel F ile s ,  Oklahoma S ta te  Department 
o f  Education, Oklahoma C ity , Oklahoma.

3
In terv iew  w ith  Thelma Lawson Anderson, Septonber 19, 1978.

4
In terv iew  w ith  Ruth J .  S trong, Septoiiber 12, 1978.

5
Interview with Thelma Lawson Anderson, April 14, 1977.
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V irg in ia ; T.H. Moore, whose w ife B ird ie  was a  Muskogee n a tiv e ; and Thelma 

Lawson Anderson, a  McAlester n a tiv e .^

A gymnasium was constructed  a t  L 'O uverture with th e  a ss is tan ce  o f 

th e  Works P ro jec t A dm inistration (# A ), which "had b u i l t  a t  le a s t  tw enty- 

th re e  new Negro school b u ild in g s , repaired  seventy-two and constructed
7

ad d itio n s  to  ten  o th e rs  between 1935-1940. This f a c i l i ty  added a  new

dimension to  th e  s c h o o l 's  a th le t ic  program: indoor sp o rts  cotipleraented 

outdoor a c t i v i t i e s .  In  o rder to  broaden school a c t iv i t i e s .  Weaver made 

frequen t requests  to  th e  McAlester Board o f  Education fo r tra v e l funds.

On one occasion, he askea th e  "Board fo r  money fo r  the  L 'Ouverture Choir 

to  tr a v e l  to  Muskogee to  make an appearance a t  th e  S ta te  Teachers (OANI) 

Meeting. The request was approved and th e  Board a l lo t te d  twenty ($20.00)
O

d o lla r s  fo r  ex^Denses."

Because jobs were sca rce , separa te  schools had l i t t l e  d i f f ic u l ty  

h ir in g  Black teachers  who were requ ired  by law to  teach  in  Black schools. 

Segregation laws p ro h ib ite d  Blacks from a tten d in g  schools w ith Whites.

In a d d itio n , teach ing  across co lo r l in e s  was p ro h ib ited  by law.^ These 

laws fo rced  many Black Oklahoma teachers  to  seek employment in  o th e r towns 

and s ta t e s .  Thelma Anderson sa id : " I t  was very common fo r  teachers to

®Ibid.

7
E ighteenth B ienn ia l Report o f th e  S ta te  Superintendent o f P ub lic  

In s tru c tio n , F if te e n th  B iennial Report o f th e  S ta te  Board o f Education, 
S ta te  Department o f  Education, 1940.

M in u tes  o f  th e  Meeting o f the  McAlester Board o f Education, 
M cAlester, Oklahoma, February 7, 1938.

^Frank A. B alyea t, "Segregation in  th e  P ublic  Schools o f Oklahoma 
T e r r i to ry ,"  C hronicles o f  Oklahoma, Spring, 1961, pp. 186-187.
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teach  a t  a  school in  one town and l iv e  in  another. I  d id n 't  g e t h ired  a t  

L 'Ouverture when I  f i r s t  ^ p l i e d  but I  was ab le  to  get a  job  teach in g  in  

K a n s a s . I t  i s  in te re s t in g  to  note th a t  W illa and o th e r Black teach e rs  

who graduated from o u t-o f -s ta te  co lleges q u a lif ie d  to  teach  in  Oklahoma. 

Teachers who had done work in  o th e r  s ta te s  and met th e  Oklahoma req u ire 

ments were issu ed  a one year teach in g  c e r t i f i c a t e . ^  Renewal o f  th e  c e r t i 

f ic a t io n  included a  re s id en t requirem ent which was waived i f  th e  teach er 

graduated f ra n  an acc red ited  co lleg e .

W illa  was p leased  about g e ttin g  a  job  a t  L 'O uverture. She saw i t  

as an opportun ity  to  imp'ove h er own economic cond ition  and in fluence  th e  

l iv e s  o f  Black youth as w ell as  to  allow h er to  provide f in a n c ia l

a ss is tan c e  to  h e r s i s t e r  Ruth, then  a s tu d en t a t  th e  a l l  Black Wiley
12College in  M arshall, Texas.

A dm inistrative Career

During th e  sp rin g  o f 1939, Weaver resigned  as p r in c ip a l a t

L 'O uverture and reccmnended to  th e  Board o f  Education th a t  W illa  rep lace

him. Ruth t e l l s  th e  s to ry :

My s i s t e r  had worked c lo se  w ith  Mr. Weaver on sev era l 
th in g s . He observed her and no ticed  her a b i l i ty  to  
o rganize and get a job done. Because o f th ese  th in g s , 
he to ld  h e r th a t  he would reconraend her to  th e  Board 
to  be th e  next p r in c ip a l o f  L 'O uverture.^^

W eaver's reconnendation was approved by th e  Board and S\ç)erintendent

^^Interview  w ith  Thelma Lawson Anderson, September 19, 1978.

^^T h irte en th  B iennial Report o f th e  Superintendent o f  P u b lic  
In s tru c t io n , Ju ly , 1928.

12Interview with Ruth J. Strong, December 3 , 1978.

^^Ib id .
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K irkland, who was described  as "an open-minded man not a f ra id  to  a sso c ia te  

w ith  B lacks. Ee a ttended  school a c t i v i t i e s ,  such as proms and annual 

p i c n i c s . I n  th e  f a l l  o f  1939, W illa began her tenu re  as p r in c ip a l o f 

L’O uverture.

W illa was a  p ioneer among her p e e rs . She was one o f  th e  few

f anale  high school p r in c ip a ls  in  th e  Southwest. Her appointment was

e sp e c ia lly  unique in  Black schools where Ambrose C a lliv e r  observed:

The p r in c ip a l o f  th e  Negro high school i s  charged w ith an 
unusual t r u s t .  In  many p laces  th e  need and problons o f 
th e  White school consume th e  m ajor p o rtio n  o f  th e  superin
te n d e n t 's  tim e: Consequently, he r e l i e s  la rg e ly  on th e  
recomnendat ions r nd opinions o f  th e  Negro p r in c ip a l in  
m atte rs  a f fe c t in g  th e  Negro sch o o ls , sometimes w ithout 
su b jec tin g  those  reconmendations and opinions to  c r i t i c a l  
and personal inqu iry . A ll th ese  cond itions tend to  
surround th e  Negro p r in c ip a l w ith  considerab le  power and 
a u th o rity  and p lace  upon him a heavy re sp o n s ib il ity .^ ^

As p r i n c i p a l ,  W il la  f a c e d  t h r e e  c h a l l e n g e s :  1) l e a r n i n g

th e  r o l e  o f  p r i n c i p a l  o f  a  B la c k  s e p a r a t e  s c h o o l ,  2 )  o v e rc o m in g  

t h e  se x ism  o f  B la c k  m a le  e d u c a t o r s ,  and  3 ) b e in g  an e f f e c t i v e  

t e a c h in g  p r i n c i p a l .  M ost B la c k  p r i n c i p a l s  d o u b le d  a s  c l a s s 

room  t e a c h e r s .  C a l l i v e r  s t a t e d  t h a t  th e  t y p i c a l  p r i n c i p a l  o f

^^Ib id .

15Anibrose C a lliv e r , Secondary Education fo r  N egroes, United S ta te s  
Bureau o f  Education, B u lle tin  No. 17, 1932 in  F.D. Moon, 'O rgan ization  and 
A dm inistration o f A ccredited Secondary Schools fo r  Negroes in  Oklahoma," 
p. 31.

Ambrose C a l l iv e r ,  a  Black served as th e  p r in c ip a l Negro o f f ic e r  in  
the  o f f ic e  o f  Education fo r  more than th i r t y  years. He served as Senior 
S p e c ia l is t  in  Education fo r  Blacks from 1930-1946; S p e c ia l is t  fo r  Higher 
Education from 1946-1950; A ss is tan t to  th e  Conmissioner from 1950-1962 and 
Chief o f  th e  Adult Education Section in  th e  Bureau o f A dult, V ocational and 
L ibrary  Program from 1955-1962. See P relim inary  Inventory o f  th e  Records 
o f th e  O ffice  o f Education, (Wasliington, D.C. : N ational Archives and
Records Serv ices, General Serv ices A dm in istra tion ), p. 13.
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a  Black high school served as  a  teaching  p r in c ip a l ra th e r  than a  super

v iso ry  and ad m in is tra tiv e  o ffice r.^®  One of W illa 's  s tuden ts  described

h er teaching s ty le :  "Miss Strong was s t r i c t ,  you had to  earn  your grades
17and you had to  be prepared fo r  c la s se s . This meant you had to  s tu d y ."

W illa admired the  co n trib u tio n s  o f  e a rly  Black women p ioneers such

as  H arrie t Tubman, underground ra i lro a d  worker and se c re t se rv ice  agent

during the  C iv il  War; Sojourner T ru th , an a b o l i t io n is t  and renown o ra to r;
18and Frances E llen  Watkins H arper, le c tu re r  and po e tess . Mary McLeod 

Bethune was h e r fa v o r ite  ro le  model, p rim arily  because o f her in te r e s t  in  

making educational conditions b e t te r  fo r  Black p e o p l e . I t  i s  not incon

seq u en tia l th a t  W illa had Black female ro le  models. Dumas w rote: "From

th e  time they s e t  foo t in  th e  new world. Black females have s trugg led

courageously to  co n trib u te  toward a b e t te r  q u a lity  o f l i f e  in  Black
20com nittees and in  so c ie ty  a t  la rg e ."  She sad ily  concluded th a t 'to n y  

B la c k  women w i th  o u t s t a n d i n g  l e a d e r s h i p  a b i l i t i e s  h e ld  t h e i r  

s k i l l s  in  a b e y a n c e  l e s t  th e y  m ig h t u n d e rm in e  t h e  s e c u r i t y  and

^ ^ F .D . Moon, " O r g a n iz a t io n  and A d m in is t r a t io n  o f  
A c c r e d i te d  S e c o n d a ry  S c h o o ls  f o r  N e g ro es  i n  O k lah o m a,"  p .  3 1 .

17 I n t e r v ie w  w i th  J u l i a  Sew ard A n d e rso n , O klahom a C i t y ,  
O klahom a, M arch 7 , 1977 .

18 S a d ie  l o l a  D a n ie l ,  Women B u i l d e r s , (W a sh in g to n : The
A s s o c ia te d  P u b l i s h e r s ,  I n c . , 1 9 3 1 , p .  1 4 .

19 I n t e r v i e w  w ith  R u th  J .  S t r o n g ,  S ep tem b er 1 7 , 1 977 .

20R e ta u g h  G ra v es  Dum as, "D ilem m as o f  B la c k  F e m a le s  In  
L e a d e r s h ip ,"  in  L a F ra n c e s  R o d g e rs -R o s e , e d . , The B la c k  Woman, 
(B e v e r ly  H i l l s :  S age P u b l i c a t i o n s ,  1 9 8 0 ) , p .  203 .
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21th rea ten  th e  m ascu lin ity  o f the  Black man." This was no t th e  case w ith  

V ; 11a, she e lec te d  not to  hide her ta le n ts .

A lth o u ^ , e f f o r t s  were being made a t  the  n a tio n a l le v e l  to  improve 

education fo r  B lacks, th e  educational p ic tu re  in  Oklahoma was b leak . For 

example, th e  number o f  Blacks in  th e  United S ta te s  rece iv in g  an education 

in  1940 was very low. In  Oklahoma le s s  than tw enty-five  p e rcen t o f th e  

ad u lt Blacks had completed the  e igh th  grade; le s s  than  f i f te e n  percen t had 

conpleted th e  e leven th  grade, and only fiv e  percen t had ccrapleted th e
2 2  0 9tw e lfth  grade. There were f iv e  hundred schools m aintained fo r  B lacks.

Of these  schoo ls , f i f ty - th r e e  were con tro lled  by Black school d i s t r i c t

o f f ic e r s  and 448 sep a ra te  schools were con tro lled  by ^Vhite county o f f i c i a l s

viaere Blacks were in  a  m inority . L ’Ouverture was one o f th e  Black

schools acc red ited  by th e  S ta te  o f  Oklahoma. There were Black schools in
25th i r ty - th re e  c o u n tie s . ' The o v e ra ll  conditions o f th ese  schools remained

sep ara te  and unequal. C a lliv e r  described the  d i ^ a r i t y :

The d iffe re n c e  in  secondary school f a c i l i t i e s  between th e  
White and co lo red  races  a re  in  most fa c to rs  n o tic e ab le  and 
in  p a r t i c i a l ly  every in stance  o f  major importance in  favor 
o f th e  W hites. This i s  tru e  whether the  co lored  schools 
o f th e  Southern S ta te s  a re  compared w ith th e  White schools

^^Ib id .

22Summary and General Reconmendations to  th e  "In terim " and Educa
tio n  Committee o f th e  L e g is la tiv e  Council, S ta te  Department o f  Education, 
Oklahoma C ity , Oklahoma, November 17, 1948.

^^Ib id . '

^^ ig h te e n th  B ienn ial Report o f the  S ta te  Superintendent o f Public  
In s tru c tio n , (Oklahana C ity : S ta te  Department o f Education, p . 79.

25 .....................................
Rosemvald School Day Program, Manorial E d itio n , prepared by E.A. 

Duke, S ta te  Agent fo r  Negro Schools, S ta te  Department o f P u b lic  In s tru c tio n , 
Oklahoma C ity , Oklahoma, March 4 , 1932, p . 23.
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26of th e  same s ta te s  o r  w ith th e  White schools a t  la rg e .

By sp rin g  o f 1940, th re e  hundred s ix teen  s tu d en ts  had graduated from 
27L'O uverture. Two o f  th ese  c la sse s  graduated under W illa 's  lead ersh ip .

One alumni described  W illa 's  adm in istra tive  s ty le :  "She was firm  hu t

doTocratic and she to ld  us about working hard to  ge t an education. She

respected  the s tu d en ts  and we r e j e c t e d  h e r. When she spoke everybody 
28stra ig h ten ed  up ."  In  1942 W illa  w rote about L 'O uverture 's  acconplish-

ments:

Through the  cooperative planning o f  th e  ad m in is tra tio n , 
facu lty  and studen t body, an expanded a c t iv i ty  program both 
c u rr ic u la r  and e; t r a - c u r r ic u la r ,  w ith  d e f in i te  educational 
value has been achieved.

The stu d en t council has been a  d e f in i te  fo rce  in  
in i t i a t in g  b e t te r  s tu d en t-facu lty  r e la t io n s  and more student 
p a r tic ip a tio n  in  school a c t i v i t i e s .  The m otivation of 
student p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  th e  purchase o f defense stamps, 
v ic to ry  book d riv e , in fa n t i le  p a ra ly s is  funds, and o ther 
c iv ic  movements has been la rg e ly  th e  work of th e  student 
council. Student c lu b s, both general and departm ental, have 
made dynamic co n trib u tio n s  to  the  school program. The 
School Annual s t a f f  has d ire c ted  numerous a c t iv i t i e s  w ith 
d e f in i te  educational value among s tu d en ts . The A C apella 
Choir and choral groups have made sp lend id  co n trib u tio n s  to  
the comnunity through the  a e s th e tic  va lue  o f i t s  pub lic  
program under school and community ausp ices. These choral 
grovps have promoted b e t te r  race  re la t io n s  in  th e  community 
and made f r ie n d ly  con tac ts  w ith neighboring schools.

The s c h o o l 's  educational lead ersh ip  in  the  comnunity 
has been v i ta l iz e d  through i t s  ex tensive  sponsorship of 
adu lt educational programs. The Defense T rain ing  c la sses  
in  Auto-mec±ianics, Welding, E le c t r ic i ty ,  and Carpentry;

26Airbrose C a lliv e r , "S tatus o f Negro E ducation ," in  The Black 
American and E ducation , p . 166.

27L'O uverture Second Reunion Handbook, (McAlester: L 'O uverture 
Alumni A ssociation , 1978), pp. 43-44.

28Interviev/ with Larcell Fowler, Lehigh, Oklahoma, November 25,
1978.
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c la sses  in  Heme Nursing, F i r s t  A id, N u tritio n  and the  
sch o o l's  ou tstand ing  co n trib u tio n s  to  a l l  conraunity move
ments toward c iv ic  iraprovanent have u n ified  educational 
agencies in  th e  community and th e  development o f community 
app recia tion  o f th e  sch o o l's  o b je c tiv e .

The f i r s t  yearbook was published  a t  L 'Ouverture in  1943. Thelma 

Lawson Anderson, vho had worked on th e  new ^aper and yearbook s t a f f  w hile 

a  s tu d en t a t  Lincoln U niversity  in  M issouri, coordinated th e  yearbook. She 

v iv id ly  remembered th e  we had on hand and

ra is e d  money to  pay ^bo o k  to

s tu d e n ts  but

d id  g ive the  

Durj 

and bugle 

s tu d en t a t 

le a rn ed  th 

to  organiz 

t r a in in g  wo 

approved Shaw’ 

th e  funds, 

r a i s e  th e  necessarj 

t h i s  same period .

ja t  the

provide 

Vachers to  

ized  during 

members, sa id ;

Several o f us f e l t  t h a t J J ^ I ^ B H ^ ^ S o u ld  have a  band.

"A c tiv itie s  o f  The Schools," The Journal o f th e  Oklahoma 
A ssocia tion  o f Negro Teachers. May 1942, p . 5.

36

37
1979.

Interview  w ith  Thelma Lawson Anderson, A pril 15, 1977. 

In terview  w ith  Thelma South Shaw, McAlester, Oklahcxna, May 12,

38Ib id .
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c la s se s  in  Home Nursing, F i r s t  Aid, N u tritio n  and the  
s c h o o l 's  ou tstanding  co n trib u tio n s  to  a l l  conraunity move
ments toward c iv ic  iraprovanent have u n ified  educational 
agencies in  the  conraunity and th e  development o f conraunity 
ap p rec ia tio n  o f the  sch o o l's  o b jec tiv e .^ ^

The f i r s t  yearbook was published a t  L 'O uverture in  1943. Thelma

Lawson Anderson, who had worked on th e  new sp^er and yearbook s t a f f  w hile

a  s tuden t a t  L incoln U niversity  in  M issouri, coordinated th e  yearbook. She

v iv id ly  remembered th e  p ro je c t:  "We used the  m a te ria ls  we had on hand and

ra ise d  money to  pay fo r o ther m a te r ia ls . Then v/e so ld  th e  book to

s tu d en ts  and th e  conraunity. The book was not very  p ro fess io n a l bu t i t
36d id  g ive th e  s tu d en ts  a sense o f  p r id e  in  th e i r  schoo l."

During th i s  same tim e, Thelma South Shaw organized th e  f i r s t  drum

and bugle corps. She had becfxne in te re s te d  in  marching u n i ts  w iiile a

studen t a t  Langston U niversity . As a physica l education m ajor, she

learned  th e  d is c ip l in e  and tra in in g  involved in  marching u n i ts  and wanted

to  organize one. Looking back on th e  experience she s a id , "I knew th a t  the
37tra in in g  would improve th e  so c ia l graces fo r  g i r l s . "  When W illa

approved Shaw's re q u e s t, she knew th a t  th e  school budget could not provide

th e  funds. However, W illa allowed h er w ith  th e  help  o f o th e r teach e rs  to
38ra is e  th e  necessary  funds. The L 'O uverture Band was organized during 

th i s  same p e rio d . Kermit T ilfo rd , one o f the  f i r s t  band members, sa id : 

Several o f  us f e l t  th a t  L 'O uverture should have a  band.

" A c tiv itie s  o f The Schools," The Journal o f th e  Oklahoma 
A ssociation o f  Negro Teachers, May 1942, p . 5.

36In terv iew  w ith  Thelma Lawson Anderson, A pril 15, 1977.

37Interview with Tlielma South Shaw, McAlester, Oklahcxna, May 12,
1979.

^ ib ic i .
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\Ve v/ere excited  about th e  id ea  and we ta lk ed  to  Miss 
Strong about i t .  I th in k  we were m otivated o r a t le a s t  I 
was, by one o f  our teach e rs  Kermit Anderson. He would 
p lay  h is  trumpet and we wou].d l i s te n  w ith  awe. I suppose 
I  heard him play  a l i t t l e  more than th e  o th e rs  because I 
was th e  team mascot.

Because a  fu ll- tim e  music teach er was not provided fo r  in  th e  school bud

g e t, W illa appealed to  th e  PTA fo r a ss is tan c e . Funds were ra is e d  to  buy a

few instrum ents and to  h i r e  M. (King) Edwards o f  Tulsa as th e  f i r s t  band 
40d ire c to r .  For two y ears , Edwards, a  fo rræ r m ili ta ry  bandanan, drove to

McAlester and worked w ith th e  band. He d id  not receive  a s a la ry  fo r  h is
41se rv ices  bu t th e  PTA helped w ith  h is  expenses. Members of th e  band

included D ella  W illiams, Roy Boxley, Wendell Ward, Barbara S n ith , Fred
42W illiams, and Eugene W illiam s.

L'Ouverture was not unique. Black sep a ra te  schools were con-

tin io u s ly  s tru g g lin g  fo r su rv iv a l. In  a  1946-47 sampling of seven Oklahoma

co u n ties, more than 15 p e rcen t of the  Black schools operated le s s  than  160

calendar days per year, w hile  only f iv e  percen t o f th e  White schools f e l l

w ith in  t h i s  category. B lack schools in  o th e r s ta t e s  were experiencing

s im il ia r  problons. A re p o rt s ta te d :

Schools fo r  co lored  ch ild ren  a re  in f e r io r  to  those fo r  
W hites. Most o f them were b u i l t  befo re  th e  f i r s t  World 
War. Negro schools a re  too few in  number and are sh o rt

39Interview  w ith  Kermit T ilfo rd , Sapulpa, Oklahoma, May 9 , 1978. 

^ °Ib id .

^ I b i d .

^^ 'O uvertiu -e  F i r s t  Reunion Handbook, (McAlester: L 'O uverture 
Alumni A ssociation , 1975), p . 6.

^^Sumnary and General Reconmendations to  the  Interium  and Educa
tio n  C m inittee o f the lé g is la t iv e  Council, November, 1948.
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o f te ac h e rs . The teaching  ].oad i s  12 to  13 percent 
h ig h e r  and supposed to  be equal.

In  1948, Governor Roy J .  Turner reaffirm ed the  segregated  schools

law a t  a  February le g is la t iv e  n eeting :

RESOLVED th a t  we recomiiend to  th e  Board o f Regents th a t  
we favor th e  maintenance o f our separa te  school laws in  
both our conmon schools and our in s t i tu t io n s  o f h igher 
lea i’ning and reconmend to  sa id  Board th a t  they tak e  such 
s tep s  as necessary  to  i n s t i tu te  and m aintain sep ara te  
schools o f  higlier learn ing  fo r  Negroes and functions and 
f a c i l i t i e s ^  s u b s ta n tia lly  equal to  those afforded Y/hite 
students."^^

Also in  1948, Blacks in  Oklahana were applying fo r admission to  Yfhite

u n iv e r s i t ie s .  T his s i tu r t io n  pranpied th e  formation o f a  sp e c ia l com nittee

o f deans f ra n  th e  Oklahana A g ricu ltu ra l and Mechanical C ollege and th e

IM iversity  o f Oklahoma, which recommended th a t q u a lif ie d  Black ap p lican ts

be adm itted to  OMahona A rg icu ltm 'al and Mechanical College and to  th e

U n iversity  o f Oklahoma to  pursue graduate work."^^ George W. McLaurin, a

Black man, app lied  fo r  admission to  th e  U niversity  o f Oklalioma in  June,
471948. He was adm itted w ith the  s t ip u la t io n  " th a t he s i t  a t  a designated

desk in  an ante-room ad jo in ing  the  classroom, apart from o th e r s tu d en ts , a t

another designated desk in  the  l ib r a ry ,  and th a t he e a t in  th e  school
48c a f e te r ia  a t  a  s p e c ia l  tim e ."  L a te r, Ada Lois S ipuel F ish e r was adm itted

44Kenesaw Landis, Segregation in  Washington: A Report o f  the  
N a tio n 's  C ap ito l, (Chicago: 1948), p . 75-76.

^^Ihe D aily  Oklahoman, February 6, 1948.

^^A ldrich, Black H eritage o f Oklahoma, p . 40.

^^Ib id .

48McLaurin v . Oklahoma S ta te  Regents o f Higher Education, 339 U. 
S. 637 (1950) in  Toison, Tlie Blade Oklahomans, p . 174.
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49to  the  U niversity  o f Olîlahonia Law School. These cases were in i t ia te d  and

supported by lo c a l and s t a t e  c h ^ t e r s  o f th e  N ational A ssociation fo r the

Advancement o f  Colored People (NAACP), "who sponsored th e  l i t ig a t io n ,

hoping thereby to  undermine r a c ia l  d iscrim in a tio n  in  Oklahoma as  w ell as

throughout th e  United S ta te s ."

By 1950 W illa  had served as L 'O uverture 's  p r in c ip a l fo r  more than

te n  years. "She loved L'Ouvertui’e and wanted to  make i t  a h igh ly  
51recognized schoo l."  Furtherm ore, Ruth S trong s ta te d  th a t  W illa  had the

support o f  th e  superin tendent and th e  comnunity. Of course everybody did

not lik e  her fo r  one reason  o r  another, bu t she d id n 't  l e t  th a t  stop  her.

She kept working fo r  L 'O uverture. My mother would worry about her h ea lth
52because she woiked so hard. She prayed a  lo t  to o ."  During th i s  period , 

W illa  made ap p lica tio n  fo r  th e  sch o o l's  membership in  th e  North C entral 

A ssociation o f Secondary Schools and C olleges. Membership was granted in  

1950.^^

Between 1951 and 1953 W illa  had become ac tiv e  in  sev e ra l re l ig io u s , 

c iv ic  and community o rg an iza tio n s , inc lud ing  th e  Oklahana Federation of 

Colored Wonen's Clubs. Influenced by her mother, a c h a r te r  member o f the  

Madama D ePriest Club, W illa  became a  member o f the  l a t t e r  o rgan iza tion . 

Federated clubs were n a tio n a lly  known fo r  t h e i r  enphasis in  f iv e  areas:

p. 1.

A ldrich , Black H eritage o f  Oklahoma, p . 47.

50Toison, The Black Oklahcmans, p . 174.

^^Interview  w ith  Ruth J .  Strong, November 11, 1977.

^^Ib id .

CO

The Engle Yearbook (McAlester: L'Ouverture High School, 1966),
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(1) c iv i l  r ig h ts , (2) carmunity development, (3) prevention o f ju v en ile

delinquency, (4) youth education , and (5) a d u lt education. A ff i l ia t io n  w ith

these  c lubs provided W illa  w ith  an opportun ity  to  seek community support

fo r  L 'Ouverture s tu d en ts . But her m otives were more than economic. For

example, she encouraged h e r female s tu d en ts  to  become manbers o f the

Jun io r Federated Clubs, where they got a  chance to  develop th e i r  organiza- 
54tio n  s k i l l s .

L'Ouverture ju n io r  high and high school g i r l s  a lso  jo ined  the

ju n io r  u n i ts  o f the F riend ly  Friends Club, th e  Ada Lois Sipuel F isher
55Club, and th e  Madama D eP riest Club. In keeping w ith i t s  m otto, s in p l i -

c i ty ,  s in c e r i ty  and s e rv ic e , the  Madama D ePriest Club "purchased shrubs

fo r  th e  L'Ouverture campus, gave a Christmas shower to  a  deserving sen io r,

and gave $100.00 to  the  s a lu ta to r ia n  of the  c la s s  of 1053 and $10.00 to
56th e  high school sch o la rsh ip  fund." L 'O uverture 's  g i r l s  were winners in

various s ta te  club co n p e titio n s ; "C h ris tin e  Coleman won f i r s t  p lace  in  

i n s t r u m e n ta l  m u s ic  c o m p e t i t io n .  B a r b a r a  s t i g a l l  won f i r s t

54See W illa A. S trong, 'The O rigin  and Development and Current 
S ta tu s  o f  the  Oklalioma F edera tion  of Colored Women's C lubs."

55Journal o f  th e  Southern Region of th e  Oklahoma Federation of 
Colored Wanen's C lubs, pp. 7-9.

^ I b i d . , p . 9.

As a reg ional p ro je c t  each region provided a id  to  an outstanding  
g i r l  graduate o f high schools w ith in  th e  reg io n . The Southern region gave 
a  co llege  chest to  th e  ou tstand ing  g i r l  o f each high school where fede
ra te d  c lubs functioned. S trong, 'The O rig in , Development and Current 
S ta tu s  o f the  Ok].ahorca Federation  o f Colored Women's C lubs," pp. 12, 13, 
and 157. L'Ouverture w inners were: Ruby Seward and A lthea Boxley, 1950;
LaRonnia Dodson :u)d Barbara T ilfo rd , 1951; and Ardella. Williams and Myra 
Boxley, 1952, p . 12.
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57p lace  ill o ra to ry  and received th e  Southern Region College Chest Award."

These a c t i v i t i e s  were congruent w ith V i l la 's  goal to  develop student

l e a d e r s . F e m a l e  leaders  were provided scho larsh ip  loans in  an e f f o r t  to
59inprove Black womanhood.

Because o f separa te  school systems, Black and Vfliite p ro fess io n a ls  

m aintained sep a ra te  p ro fess io n a l o rgan izations.^^  By 1951 V illa  had become 

an a c tiv e  member o f the  Oklahoma A ssociation of Negro Teachers. Both V illa  

and her s t a f f  a ttended GANT county and d i s t r i c t  workshops and they sub

scrib ed  to  the  p ro fessio n a l jo u rn a l published by th e  OANT.^  ̂ A ll o f th e  

respondents noted th a t  th e  GANT enriched the  educational l iv e s  o f Black 

s tu d en ts  through th e  development o f sta te-w ide  in te rs c h o la s tic  a c t iv i t i e s .

These a c t i v i t i e s  were held  annually and Black s tu d en ts  tra v e lle d  to  a
62c e n tra l s i t e  fo r  s ta t e  and reg ional meetings. V illa  served as a  v ic e -  

p re s id en t o f GANT. In a 1951 message, she challenged th e  membership;

. . .J e s u s  th e  master teach er of a l l  tim es, coming in to  an 
age reeking  w ith the  e v i ls  o f so c ia l and economic ju s t ic e ,  
dared to  lay  the  foundations o f a  new so c ia l order -  a 
world o f brotherhood. Every generation o f h is  follow ers 
have th e  undeniable re s p o n s ib il i ty  o f continuing th i s

5?lbid.

^^Strong, "The O rig in , Development and C urrent S ta tu s  of the  Okla
homa F ederation  o f Colored Vomen's Club," p. 143.

^ ^ Ib id ., p . 149.

®*̂ See E\'elyn Richardson Strong, "The H isto ry  o f th e  Oklahcxna 
A ssociation  o f Negro Teachers.

^ ^ Ib id ., p. t .

G Îbid.
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s t ru c tu re  w ith every to o l a t  th e i r  conmand. Teachers can
not escape th e i r  re s p o n s ib il i ty . Teachers a re  guardians 
o f  th e  na tions tre a su ry . They hold the keys to  th e  King
dom o f a  b e t te r  w orld, th e  w o rld 's  youth. Dare we ^ e n d  
our days and our years w ith  youth and not awaken the  
dreams, d ire c t  th e  v is io n s , s t i r  th e  id e a ls , in c rease  the  
courage, and speed th e  development of a new lead ersh ip  
wiiich can and w il l  b u ild  th e  new so c ia l o rder C h ris t, 
deemed and fo r  which th e  g re a t sou ls  o f every age have 
l iv e d  and died.®^

W illa  gave sp ec ia l a tte n tio n  to  th e  physica l environment o f her 

s tu d e n ts . The tw o-story  b rick  s tru c tu re  o f L 'O uverture housed grades 1-12 

and had become overcrowded fo r  th e  s t a f f  o f 15 te ach e rs  and 375 s tu d en ts .

W illa  convinced Superintendent S. Arch Thonpson and th e  Board of Education

to  support a  bond is su e  fo r  th e  co n stru c tio n  of a  new L 'O uverture b u ild in g

w ith  16 c lassro o iis , a  la rg e  auditorium  and lunchroom and a u x ilia ry
65f a c i l i t i e s  fo r  grtides 1-12. The issu e  passed and th e  ceremonies fo r  th e

new b u ild in g  were held Sunday, A pril 27, 1952. C lasses began in  th e  new

s tru c tu re  in  May, 1952. The c la s s  o f 1952 "had th e  honor o f being the

f i r s t  g raduating  c la s s  in  the  new L'O uverture School B uilding and chose as
66

i t s  m otto: "Not a t  The Top But C lim bing."

Between 1952-54 W illa apprised  Superintendent Thonpson of th e  need 

to  expand L 'O uverture 's  curriculum  to  include e le c tiv e  courses in  typing 

and shorthand . Lloyd P o r te r , In d u s tr ia l  A rts teach er a lso  requested  a new 

th ru s t  in  v o cational education. Thompson took th e  req u est to  th e  Board.

63 'The Program," Forty-Third  Annual Session o f th e  Oklahoma 
A ssociation  o f Negro Teachers, 1951.

^^ h e  Eagle Yearbook, 1953.

65A Look a t  Your Schools, (McAlester: McAlester P ub lic  Schools, 
1958, p . 28.

^ ^ h e  Eagle, 1953, pp. 1-3 .
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In  1954 th e  Board passed a reconrrjendation to  send P o r te r  to  school a t

S t i l lw a te r ,  even to  th e  ex ten t o f  paying p a rt o f  h is  expenses i f  neces- 
67sa ry . W illa  fought hard to  ge t th e  typ ing  program because sev e ra l o f  th e  

g i r l s  a sp ired  to  beconve s e c re ta r ie s .  By th i s  tim e th e  curriculum  included 

ty p in g , gecxrietry, a lgebra , sc ien ce , ch an is try , homemaking, music, voca

t io n a l  a g r ic u ltu re , and d r iv e rs  education .

E x tra  cu iT icu lar a c t i v i t i e s  included chorus, s tuden t cou n cils , 

Y-Teen, Hi-Y, speech club . Ju n io r P a tro l ,  b icy c le  c lub , c r a f t  c lub , 

read ing  c lu b , operations club (au d io -v isu a l) band, dnam and bugle co rps, 

m ajo re tte s  and a th le t ic s .  The various ccxnpetitive co n tes ts  included Band 

Queen, Ifcxneconing Queen, and î l is s  L 'O uverture. There a lso  were a c tiv e  

u n its  o f  th e  N ational and S ta te  Honor S o c ie tie s . The in c lu sio n  o f th ese  

a c t i v i t i e s  was intended to  provide fo r both in d iv id u a l and group growth o f 

L 'O uverture s tu d en ts. One g ra te fu l  student s a id ; "We did  a lo t  o f  th in g s  

and had a  lo t  o f experiences to  be a sm all h i^ i  schoo l. Most o f  th e  th in g s

we d id  were done a t  the  la rg e r  higli schools such as Douglass in  Oklahoma
69C ity  and Booker T. Washington J.n T u lsa ."  During t h i s  same p erio d , W illa

expressed her values fo r L 'O uverture studen ts:

We lik e  to  th in k  th a t  L 'O uverture guides her s tu d en ts  in to  
th e se  values: Love o f  God, Love o f humanity, lo y a lty  to  th e
democratic idea]., personal in te g r i ty , eagerness fo r know
ledge, the w i l l  to  work, th e  ambition to  succeed and the  
goal o f se rv i ce. 70

67Minutes o f the  meeting o f th e  McAlester Board o f Education, 
M cAlester, OkLahoma, May 10, 1954.

^^ h e  Eagle Yearbook, 1953, pp. 11-13.

^^Interview  w ith  Jcraldean  Hayes R ichardson, Oklalioma C ity , Okla
homa, Februfiry 10, 1978.

70Ti:e Eagle Yca.'.'hook, 1953, p. 3.
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One student r e c a l l s ,  "Miss Strong in sp ired  us to  achieve. At any assembly
71she would say young people -  be sonebody, s e t  your goals h ig h ."  Further

more, a t  the  beginning o f  each assembly th e  s tu d en ts  and s t a f f  would sing  

"L if t Every Voice and S ing," have an opening p rayer, and r e c i te  the  

L 'Ouverture Creed:

We, th e  s tu d en ts  o f th e  L'Ouverture H i^i School b e liev e  in  
th e  p r in c ip le s  o f American Democracy which tra n s la te d  in  
terms o f  our l iv e s  inc lude , th e  r i ^ t  o f  every c h ild  to  
have th e  re sp ec t o f fellow  studen ts  and teachers; to  f u l l  
opportunity  fo r  in te l le c tu a l ,  p h y s ica l, s p i r i tu a l ,  and 
so c ia l development; and the  re s p o n s ib il i ty  to  make a worth
while co n trib u tio n  to  th e  school.

To re a l iz e  th e se  goa ls, we pledge ou rse lves to  b u ild  such a 
tr a d i t io n  o f ch arac te r and achievement as  w ill  transm it th is  
school to  follow ing generations g re a te r , b e t te r ,  and more 
b e a u tifu l than i t  was tran sm itted  to  us.^^

J u l ia  Seward Anderson expressed the  reac tio n  o f  studen ts who t r i e d  to  liv e

up to  th e  standards o f th e  creed; "L 'Ouverture studen ts be lieved  they

could be anything they  wanted to  be because o f  th e  encouragement given us

a t  scliool and a t  hcxne. We were always reminded to  study hard and prepare

ourselves to  l iv e  in  a  d if f e re n t  world w ith  many more o p p o rtu n itie s . The

creed was a  ran inder to  us and i t  was posted th ro u ^ o u t th e  school.

71Interview  w ith  J u l ia  Seward Anderson, May 11, 1978.

L if t  Every Voice and Sing i s  acknowledged as th e  Negro N ational 
Anthan. The music and ly r ic s  were conposed by two b ro th e rs : James Weldon 
and J .  Eosmund Johnson. Regardless o f the  s iz e ,  the  m ajo rity  o f  Black 
schools e i th e r  opened o r  closed school and comiunity a c t iv i t i e s  w ith  the 
Anthem. Black s tu d en ts  were taught to  acknowledge the  Anthan as  a symbol 
o r race  p rid e , and a  reminder o f the  s tru g g le s  o f  fo re fa th e rs . The same 
recogn ition  was given to  the  Negro N ational Anthem as was given to  th e  
Star-Spangled Banner.

^^Ihe Eagle Yearbook, 1953, p. 5.

73Interview with Ju lia  Seward Anderson, March 11, 1978.
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By 1953-54 W illa ’s  e f fo r t s  were c lea i'ly  recognized with th e  Black

caim unity. She had a c tiv e  memberships in  ed u ca tio n a l, re lig io n  and c iv ic

o rg an iza tio n s. One alumni sa id : "Miss Strong was one o f  the  main le ad e rs

in  th e  conmunity, a  good church worker, a  woman o f high moral ch arac te r.

Everybody looked up to  h e r. " Consequently, The L i t t l e  D ixie V is i to r ,

owned, operated and published weekly by a Black fam ily , included a

L'O uverture news column. The e d i to r ,  W alter E. "Major Seward, S r . ,  made

mention o f W illa: "W illa A. Strong i s  a t her b e s t as overseer a t
74L 'O uverture." Seward continued: " I t  i s  im possible to  convince W illa  A.

75Strong th a t  American H isto ry  i s  not e s s e n tia l to  American education ."

She never sought s e lf -g lo ry  b u t f re e ly  gave honor and t r ib u te  to  
76o th e rs . During th e  fourteen  years W illa had served as p r in c ip a l, she 

challenged her s tu d en ts  academ ically, m orally and so c ia lly . On one occa

s io n  she sa id : "Every youth should aim to  be th e  b e s t o f whatever he i s ,

whether you a re  th e  p ine  a t  th e  top o f the h i l l ,  th e  l i t t l e  shrub in  the
77v a lle y , th e  cap ta in  o r th e  crew, be th e  h est o f  whatever you a re . Aspire!

74Interv iew  w ith  W alter E. Seward, J r . ,  Oklahoma C ity, Oklahoma, 
A p ril 15, 1977.

^^"L 'Ouverture News," The L i t t l e  D ixie V is i to r , McAlester, Oklahoma, 
May 7, 1953, p . 3. I t  i s  in te re s t in g  to  note th a t  W alter E. "Major"
Seward, S r . , saw th e  need fo r  a  weekly newspaper in  McAlester. Although 
th e  Black Dispatch was c irc u la te d  in  McAlester, Seward f e l t  th a t  a  more 
inform ative and cu rren t newspaper fo r  McAlester could h e s t be developed 
by a  McAlester re s id e n t. Through th e  p r in tin g  p re s s  he had acquired,
Seward and h is  fam ily produced The L i t t l e  D ixie V is i to r . Furthermore, 
th e  opportunity  fo r  s tu d en ts  to  s e l l  the  newspaper provided seme income fo r 
s tu d en ts  in  a  segregated so c ie ty .

76Interview  w ith Ruth J .  Strong, November 19, 1977.

77"Mementos o f W illa A. S trong, in  th e  personal f i l e s  o f Ruth J .  
S trong, Oklahoma C ity , Oklahoma.
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W i].la 's lead e rsh ip  was noted by I r a  D. H a ll, s ta t e  agent fo r

Negro schools during th e  f i f t i e s .  I t  was H a l l 's  re s p o n s ib il i ty  to  " v i s i t

th e  sep a ra te  schools once each year u n le ss  th e re  was a  problem, and re p o rt
78h is  fin d in g  to  th e  S ta te  Department o f  E ducation ." He described W illa 

th u s ly ;

Miss Strong was one in d iv idua l who took a l o t  o f her time 
■to help  her ra c e . She a lso  had scmething th a t  most o f her 
peers  d id n 't  have. She was determined about her educa
t io n a l  g oa ls. She d id  not change o r a l t e r  h e r goals nor 
her basic  philosophy because o f p re ssu re . She fought 
reg a rd le ss  o f  th e  consequences. People r e j e c t e d  and 
honored h e r .79

Repeatedly, W illa raninded L 'O uverture s tu den ts  to  "prepare yourselves

academ ically and s o c ia l ly ,  fo r  in  o rder to  ge t a  decent job  you must be
80b e t te r  and f a r  g re a te r  than your White c c n p e ti to r s ."  To fu r th e r encour

age Black s tu d en ts  to  a sp ire  and achieve, various awards were p resen ted

annually . For in s ta n ce , by popular vo te  o f  the  s tu d en t body, th e  Good
81C itizen sh ip  and Ideal G ir l R ec ip ien ts  were se le c te d . W illa  and her 

fam ily p resen ted  th e  M.L. Strong Memorial Award to  th e  graduating boy
p n

showing ou tstand ing  a b i l i ty  in  mechanics. The Bobby Jo  Jones Memorial 

School S p ir i t  Club was p resen ted  annually  to  th e  c la s s  showing th e  most

78Interview  w ith  I r a  D. H a ll, Oklahoma C ity , Oklahcxna, October
10, 1980.

"^^Ibid.

80Interview  w ith  Jessee  B. Thcxipson, Oklahoma C ity , OldLahoma, 
March 22, 1978.

^^ h e  Eag le , 1953, p . 33

^^Ibid., p . 30.
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83s p i r i t  and p a r tic ip a tio n  in  school cotnnunity a c t i v i t i e s .  In a d d itio n ,

the  s t a f f  p resen ted  a war bond to  th e  v a led ic to r ian  o f each graduating 
84c la s s . These awards were valued by the  studen t body and served as  a  

stim ulus fo r  c re a tin g  and m aintain ing th e  type o f leai’ning stnosphere and 

achieving th e  lea rn in g  expecta tions s e t  by W illa , th e  s t a f f ,  and s tu d en ts . 

F austina  C h ild ress  Jones described th e  educational atmosphere and expecta

tio n s  during  t h i s  tim e period:

There never was a  choice between le a rn in g , and not learn in g .
To f a i l  to  lea i’n what was being taugh t in  school was 
unacceptable to  te ach e rs , fam ily , peers and th e  ccxununity.
The choice was how much one would le a rn , and what su b jec ts  
would be masterec.. Learning and achieving were expected 
from s tu d en ts , w hile a c tiv e , involved teaching  was 
expected fro n  th e  f a c u lity . Thus, th e  school c lh n a te  was 
p o s it iv e  and supportive o f acadanie achievement. R einforce- 
læ nt came from the  fr ien d ly  com petition o f p e e rs , a  s i tu a 
tio n  which s e t  a f a s te r  pace fo r learn ing  and stim ula ted  
s tu d en ts  to  learn  from and w ith  each o th e r, and to  keep up 
w ith  o r out d is tan ce  one another.

Gwendolyn Fleming M ille r , an alumni, expressed th e  general a t t i tu d e  o f th e

stu d en ts : "We were cautioned by Miss S trong, our teac lie rs  and p a re n ts , not

to  f e e l  je a lo u s  about anyone g e ttin g  an honor. We were encouraged to

support them. Being normal k id s , th e re  was a  fe e lin g  o f  r iv a lry  among
86c la s se s . Everybody thought th e i r  c la s s  was the  b e s t ."

W illa  was known as  an ind iv id u a l who fo s te red  innovative ideas.

She was a  h igh ly  respected  educator and one who freq u en tly  spoke of the

G^lbid.

G ^lb id ., p . 33.

85Jo n es , A T rad itio n a l Model o f Educational E xcellence, pp. 2-3.

86In terv iew  w ith Gwendoljm Fleming M ille r , San Jo se , C a lifo rn ia , 
Ju ly  8 , 1978.
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87need fo r  b e tte r  educational o p p o rtu n itie s  fo r  Blacks. W illa  and o th er

Black educators re a liz e d  th a t  Blacks in  th e  United S ta te s  used education

as  th e  ch ie f means to  seek equal opportun ity , and th a t schooling v/as

perceived  as an im portant and necessary  p reparation  fo r  equal access to  
88enployment. To fu r th e r  i l l u s t r a t e  th e  inportance o f educational pre

p a ra tio n , W illa frequen tly  in v ite d  L 'O uverture alumni wtio had achieved 

occupational success to  serve as coranencement, baccalaureate and asse itily  

speakers. In s h o r t ,  she exposed her s tu d en ts  to  Black ro le  models. For 

exanple, in  1939 Rev. Wesley V. Maxie (c la ss  o f 1936) was th e  f i r s t  

L 'O uverture graduate to  d e liv e r a  bacca lau rea te  sermon, and he was the  

f i r s t  L 'Ouverture graduate to  d e liv e r  a  commencement address. W illiam H.

H ale, P residen t o f  Langston U n iversity , de liv e red  the  cormencement
89address to  the  c la s s  o f  1952.

The determ ination and w il l  to  achieve which ch arac te rized  L 'Ouver

tu re  graduates i s  apparent in  c la s s  h is to r ie s  o f the  1953 yearbook: "We

have e s tab lish ed  th e  foundation th a t  w il l  prepare us fo r  our l i f e ' s  work.

We fe e l  th a t  we a re  ready to  nee t th e  standards th a t make fo r  a r ic h  and

f u l l  l i f e .  We p o in t to  L 'Ouverture w ith  p rid e  and pledge to  h e r our r e s -
90p e c t, our lo y a lty  and our undying lo v e ."  The 1953 freshman c la s s  w rote: 

"Many in  the  c la s s  have taken advantage o f th e  o p p o rtu n ities  o ffe re d . V/ilma 

Jones, P res id en t, was honored when th e  song she wrote was adopted as th e

87Interview  w ith Rubye H ib ler H a ll, Oklahana C ity , Oklahoma,
O ctober, 2, 1980.

QQ
Jones, A T rad itio n a l Model o f Educational Excellence, p. 1. 

^^ h e  Eagle Yearbook, 1953, pp. 6-8 .

"Senior C lass H is to iy ,"  The Eagle Yearbook, p . 14.
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91school hymn."

The Student Council was another v ia b le  o rgan ization  a t  L 'O uverture.

As in  p a s t years, W illa continued to  u t i l i z e  the  council, composed o f
92e le c te d  rep re sen ta tiv e s  from each grade, to  meet and plan  w ith  th e  

93fa c u lty . Jo e l P o r te r  Wrenn, former council member, sa id : "The studen t

Council had a lo t  o f power. The p r in c ip a l and teach ers  l is te n e d  to  u s .
94.

We w eren 't ju s t  th e re  we were invo lved ."  " This was i l lu s t r a te d  in  th e

follow ing in c id en t. Joan Burch, a  council member, believed  th a t  a co lo r

o th e r than b lack  should be used to  denote dem erits given to  s tu d en ts  fo r

misbehaving. She f e l t  th a t  th e  co lo r b lack  had been over used to  denote

wrong behavior o r punishment. She suggested using  th e  co lo r green in s tead .
95The o th e r council members and th e  fa c u lty  agreed.

In 1954 W illa earned a m asters degree fron  the  U niversity  o f 
96Chicago. Because Langston U niversity  d id  not o f f e r  graduate degrees

and Blacks could not a tten d  White c o lle g e s , she had to  a tten d  an o u t-o f 
97s t a t e  u n iv e rs ity . Oklahoma s e t  a side  funds " fo r the  purpose o f paying

® ^Ibid., "Freshman C lass H is to ry ,"  p . 22.

92Interview  w ith  Jo e l P o rte r  Wrenn, Kansas C ity , M issouri, Ju ly
10, 1978.

93Journal o f th e  Southern Region, p . 13.

94Interview  w ith  Jo e l P o rte r  Wrenn, Ju ly  10, 1978.

G^ibid.

^^The Eagle Yearbook, 1953, p . 2.

97Interview  w ith  Ruth J .  S trong, August 14, 1978. See a lso , 
Oklahoma Session Laws, 1901-1954.
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th e  tu i t io n  and mileage to  c e r ta in  Negro studen ts  a tten d in g  in s t i tu t io n s
98o f h igher learn ing  o u ts id e  th e  s t a t e ."  W illa a ttended c la s se s  during 

99th e  sunmer months. To do t h i s ,  she had to  s a c r i f ic e  "being away from 

her fam ily , budget money fo r  a p lace  to  l iv e ,  but somehow she managed.

W illa in s is te d  th a t  L 'O uverture s tuden ts be " t a u ^ t  th e i r  h e rita g e  

so th a t  they would loiow who they were, and would app rec ia te  th e  con tribu

tio n  o f  people l ik e  them selves to  t h i s  n a tio n  and to  the  world.

Jeraldean  Hayes Richardson re c a lle d  th a t  each year " th e re  was a long

observance during n a tio n a l Negro H istory  Week, the  second week in  February
102and th e  school presented  a  rad io  b ro ad cast."  W illa  was given f i f te e n

m inutes rad io  time by iZNED fo r  a  l iv e  b roadcast. The purposes o f  th e

broadcast were: 'To expose th e  McAlester conmunity to  th e  achievements o f

B lacks, and provide L 'O uverture s tu d en ts  the  experience o f a  l iv e  rad io  
103b ro ad cas t."  One s c r ip t  read:

We t e l l  a  h e rita g e  o f  a  g rea t people, a  h e rita g e  which 
enriches American and world cultiure. The Negro H eritage 
speaks: P ain t me b lue fo r  to  America I have been lo y a l
and tru e . The Negro H eritage says p a in t me red  fo r 
America my blood has been shed. The Negro H eritage says 
p a in t me white fo r  my love has transform ed th e  n ig h t of 
oppression in to  l ig h t .  The Negro H eritage i s  a  ta p es try

^^ig fateen th  B ienn ia l Report o f th e  Superintendent o f  Public 
In s tru c tio n , 1940, p. 129.

^^Interview  w ith  Ruth J .  Strong, August 14, 1978.

^°^Ib id .

^*^^Jones, A T ra d itio n a l Model o f  Educational E xcellence, p . 3.

102Interview w ith  Je ra ldean  Hayes Richardson, Ju ly  20, 1978.

^*^^‘/ i l l a  A. S trong, "Radio S c rip t o f Negro History’ Week B roadcast,"  
in  th e  personal f i l e s  o f  Ruth J .  Strong, Oklahoma C ity , Oklahoma.
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o f a l l  creeds and co lo rs . I t  i s  th e  brotherhood o f  man, 
th e  fatherhood o f God. The Negro H eritage seeks a  p lace  
in  th e  sun th a t  a l l  mankind may share i t s  co n trib u tio n .
The Negro H eritage speaks: Place me in  school books fo r  '
ch ild ren  to  read , d isp lay  me in  l ib r a r ie s  fo r  a d u lts  to  
view, fe a tu re  me in  con certs , dramas ^ d  news. America 
needs me and th e  world needs me too . 104

Gwendolyn Fleming M ille r , a p a r tic ip a n t sa id : "Miss Strong coached and

encouraged each speaker. She made sure th a t each word was enunciated

c le a r ly .  She req u ired  us to  do our own research  so  th a t  we could le a rn  th e

h is to ry . I  remamber speaking w ith  Dr. C harles Drew Who developed blood

plasm a. In a d d itio n , W illa encouraged th e  study o f  Black H isto ry  in

th e  c la s s e s  she tau g h t. According to  M iller: 'Two research  papers were

necessary  to  pass Miss S tro n g 's  c la sse s . One o f them had to  cover Black 
106H is to ry ."  These observances and study a c t iv i t i e s  were in  keeping with

th e  n a tio n a l trend  s e t  by th e  A ssociation fo r th e  Study o f Negro L ife  and

H isto ry , who in  1926 declared a  week long observance s tre s s in g  the  c o n tr i-
107b u tio n  o f B lacks. The study o f Black H istory  f i l l e d  a  void o ften  found

in  h is to ry  t e s t s  o f  th e  1950's .  One w rite r  explained:

Take h is to ry  as  i t  i s  corrmonly taught in  our schools.
I t  i s  taught from a textbook th a t com pletely ignores th e  
Negro o r  mentions him only in  condescending o r  derogatory
term s. That i s  a bad s o r t  o f h is to ry  to  teach  to  White
youth; \dien i t  i s  taught to  Negro youth i s  i s  abso lu te ly  
p e rn ic io u s. The fa c t  i s ,  th e re  i s  hard ly  an in p a rtan t 
page o f American H istory  th a t can be fu l ly  and t ru th fu l ly

lO ^ib id .

^^^Interview  w ith  Gwendolyn Fleming M ille r , August 12, 1978.

^°®Ibid.

107Moon, "Frederick Douglas Moon: A Study o f  Black Education in
Oklahoma," p. 138.
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w ritte n  vrf_thout re fe ren ce  to  th e  Negi'o as a  co n trib u tin g  
fa c to r .

During th e  47 years o f i t s  ex isten ce , L 'Ouverture had earned s ta t e 

wide recogn ition  as a v ia b le  in s t i tu t io n  among th e  97 Black High Schools. 

According to  I r a  D. H a ll, "Miss Strong was th e  'queen' among Black female 

p r in c ip a ls . I  th in k  she had th e  higliest le v e l  o f  in te r  and in t r a  resp ec t

o f  anybody I 'v e  ever known. She had a  high le v e l o f in te r e s t  in  both
110educational and s o c ia l  is su e s ."  Moreover, n a tio n a l pedagogical tren d s  

seemed to  permeate th e  atmosphere a t L 'O uverture in  terras o f  developmental 

goals fo r s tu d en ts . For in s tan ce , W illa  and h e r s t a f f  agreed th a t :

1. Purposefu l lea rn in g  follows a developmental sequence.

2. M otivation i s  e s s e n tia l  to  purposefu l learn ing .

3. D irec t experience i s  needed to  acqu ire  concepts.

4. P ra c tic e  i s  necessary in  acqu iring  s k i l l s .

5. Meaningful learn in g  i s  re ta in ed .

Furthermore, former teach e rs , s tu d en ts  and comiunity lead ers  

ch arac te rized  L 'O uverture as an in s t i tu t io n  o f excellence, t h i s  same groiç) 

agreed th a t  L 'O uverture ex en p lified  the  follow ing c h a ra c te r is t ic s  o f  an 

e ffe c t iv e  school:

1. Strong lead e rsh ip

108James W. Johnson, Negro Americans, VÆiat Now. (Nev/ York: AI.IS
P ress , 1971) pp. 44-45.

^Interview  w ith  I r a  D. H all, October 2, 1980.

llOlbid.

^^^ lerb ert J .  Klausraeir, Teaching In  The Secondary School (New 
York: Harper and B ro th ers , 1958), p. 66. A lso, In terv iew  w ith  former
teach e rs , Tiielma Lawson Andei’son and Thelma South Shaw.



-7 7 -

2. High te ac h e r expectations

3. Good atmosphere

4. Strong emphasis on reading
1125 . C areful ev alu a tio n  of p u p il p rog ress.

These p r in c ip le s  and a t t i tu d e s  were in  keeping w ith  the  OANT educational 

ra iso n  d 'e t r e .  The o rgan iza tion  had th re e  major o b jec tiv es:

1) More e f f e c t iv e  schools,

2) H igher-leve l c itiz e n sh ip  fo r  th e  Negro people,

and
1133) Deeper in te r e s t s  in  education throughout the  s ta t e .

In  f a c t ,  th e  OANT programs broadened the  educational base o f Black
114te ach e rs , ad m in is tra to rs  and s tu d en ts . For those  who p a r tic ip a te d ,

OANT represen ted  a  long-tim e investment o f  th e  p ro fess io n a l, human, and
115m a te ria l resources o f  Black educators in  Oklalioma.

The End o f Separate  Schools 

As Black educa to rs  continued to  seek improved cond itions fo r  

Blade s tu d en ts , th e  is su e  o f "separa te  bu t equal" education was receiv ing  

n a tio n a l focus. In  th e  Brown v. Boai'd o f  Education o f Topeka, Kansas case , 

th e  U.S. Suprone Court ru le d  th a t  sep ara te  b u t equal education i s

112George Weber, "Inner C ity  C hildren  Can Be Taught to  Read: Four 
Successful Schools, O ccasional Paper No. 18 (Washington, D.C. : Council fo r
B asic Education, 1971) in  Jones, A T ra d itio n a l Model o f Educational 
E xcellence, p. 3 . Also in terv iew  w ith Thelma Lawson Anderson, Ju ly , 1978.

113Strong, "H is to r ic a l Development o f the  Oklahoma A ssociation  of 
Black Teachers: A Study In Social Change," p . 4.

114.
^ ^ ^ Ib id ., p. 6.

' 115
■^‘̂ Ib id ., pp. 6 -7 .
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x inconstitu tional and in  the  f ie ld  o f  p u b lic  education, th e  d o c trin e  o f

"sep a ra te  bu t equal" has no p lace w ith in  th is  degree, sep a ra te  educational

f a c i l i t i e s  were lab e led  in h eren tly  unequal.

The re a c tio n s  to  th i s  decis ion  were mixed. "Some s ta t e  o f f ic ia l s

urged school boards to  ac t re sp o n sib ily , and adm itted openly th a t  Brown 
117was here to  s ta y ."  The Oklahoma L eg is la tu re  made an a tte n p t to  iiiprove

th e  sep a ra te  school s i tu a tio n  by ab o lish in g  the  sy sten  o f sep a ra te  le v ie s

fo r Black and White schools through th e  passage o f a c o n s ti tu tio n a l amend-
118ment, eoomonly c a lle d  the  B e tte r  Schools Amendment. However, th e

McAlester School Board responded th u s ly :

Dr. Thcxipson read  a l e t t e r  from Dr. O liver Hodge, S ta te  
Superintendent o f P ub lic  In s tru c tio n , suggesting th a t  a l l  
schools in  Oklahoma operate  in  1954-55 as in  the  p a s t ~ 
school year so fa r  as segregation  was concerned. The new 
Supreme Court ru lin g  on segregation  was d iscussed and i t  
was agreed th a t th e  suggestion made by Dr. Hodge was the 
b e s t proceduie to  follow  u n t i l  fu r th e r  ru lin g  by th e  U.S.
Supreme Court.

Black Ooinnunity lead ers  were "pleased about the  Suprone C o u rt's  decision

to  end sep ara te  bu t equal education bu t th e re  was concern about lo s in g  
120L 'O uverture." In  response to  th e  concern. Reverend J .L . Hawkins, Wade 

W atts, Reverend M.M. W illiam s, and M.D. Lawson held  a  s tra te g y  meeting w ith

^^%rown V .  The Board o f Education o f Topeka, Kansas, May 17,
1954. j;

117F rank lin , The Blacks in  Oklahcxna, p . 54.

^^^Ibkd.

^^^.linutes o f  th e  Meeting o f th e  Mc^Alester Board o f  Education, 
June 14',. 1954.

190Interview with Wade Watts, McAlester, Oklahoma, March 15, 1978.
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W illa . While W illa was in  favor o f equal education , she feared  th a t  th e  

end o f L 'O uverture might mean th e  end o f " so lid  education fo r  Black c h ild 

ren  in  McAlester. She was a f ra id  th a t  th e  White school (McAlester High
121School) might not have a  genuine in te r e s t  jji educating B lacks. Con

seq u en tly , the  group made a  decision  to  " try  and keep the  doors o f 

L 'O uverture open as long as  p o ss ib le  in  th e  in te r e s t  o f Black c h ild re n ."

Meanwhile, desegregation  opponents were p e a k in g  out in  favor of 

school segregation  throughout the  s ta te .  R ather than  argue ag a in s t th e

d e c is io n , Oklahoma o f f i c i a l s  requested  tim e to  work ou t th e  f in a n c ia l 
123d e ta i l s .  School d es% reg a tio n  opponents spoke negatively  ag a in st

Oklahcxna's B e tte r  School Amendment. For in s ta n ce . R epresentative Guy

Horton o f A ltus s tro n g ly  be lieved  th a t th e  e lim in a tio n  o f th e  sep ara te

school levy fo r  Negro schools would hasten desegregation . Horton fu r th e r

s ta te d  th a t  " th is  (replacem ent levy) w i l l  be th e  most c la s s ic  tragedy fo r

th e  Negro race . The Negro race  made i t s  p rog ress  because o f th e  in sp ired
124lead ersh ip  o f Negro te a c h e rs ."

In  1955 th e  U.S. Supreme Court issued  i t s  "with d e lib e ra te  ^ e e d "  

im ndate. McAlester schools responded in  t h i s  manner;

123Alan Saxe, "P ro te s t and Reform: The Desegregation o f Oklahoma
C ity"  (unpublished dcxitoral d is s e r ta t io n .  U n iv ers ity  o f Oklahcxna, 1969), p. 
127.

124Interview  w ith  R epresen tative Guy Horton, A ltus, Oklahcxna, 
Febittary 4 , 1963 and Southern School News, Vol. I ,  No. 7, March 3 , 1955, 
p . 16, in  Saxe, "Pi*otest and Refoim: The D esegregation of Oklahcxna C ity ,"  
p . 72.
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ïlie  question  o f desegregation in  McAlester Schools was 
s tu d ied  and d iscussed  a t  leng th . I t  was te n ta t iv e ly  
decided to  work out the  d e ta i ls  to  s t a r t  a  p lan o f 
c re a tin g  an e i ^ t h  ward in  th e  a re a  o f th e  LJO uverture 
School to  be served by th a t  school as th e  seven o th e r 
wards o f  th e  c i ty  which are served by th e  seven elemen- 
ta r j ' schools, and to  make i t  o p tio n a l fo r  Negro s tu d en ts  
l iv in g  in  th e  seven o th e r wards o f  th e  c i ty  to  a tte n d  th e
school o f  th e  ward in  which they  l iv e  o r to  re tu rn  to
L'O uverture School, and to  make i t  o p tio n a l fo r White
s tu d en ts  l iv in g  in  th e  newly c rea ted  L'Ouverture ward to  
go to  L 'O uverture School o r to  th e  school wliich they  had 
p rev iously  a tten d ed .

A lthou^i t h i s  inform ation v/as made a v a ilab le  to  th e  Black community, most 

p a ren ts  p re fe rre d  to  keep th e i r  ch ild ren  a t  L 'O uverture. Twenty-four 

s tu d en ts  graduated in  L 'O uverture's  C lass o f  1955. But n e ith e r  W illa nor 

th e  Black p a ren ts  could prevent the  in e v ita b le . The " sep a ra te  b u t equal" 

d o c trin e  had been e ra d ica te d  in  the  co u rts  o f  law. The ccmbining o f  two 

school systems requ ired  econcxnic, so c io lo g ica l and psycholog ical a d ju s t

ments m ainly by B lacks. During the  next fou r years (1956-1960), sev e ra l

school d i s t r i c t s  in  th e  s t a t e  were desegregated and th i s  re s u lte d  in  the
126lo ss  o f  jo b s  fo r  Black te ac h e rs . Black teach ers  a t  L 'O uverture were not

ira æ d ia te ly  faced w ith  th e  c r i s i s .  However, W illa 's  p e rcep tio n  led  her to  

d iscu ss  w ith  h er s t a f f  th e  need fo r a d d itio n a l educational p re p a ra tio n .

According to  Thelma; "Most o f us s ta r te d  working on our M asters Degi’ees.
127We t a u ^ t  a l l  day and a ttended  n igh t c la s s e s  a t  E ast C en tral in  Ada."

At the  same tim e, W illa  was en ro lled  in  th e  do c to ra l program a t  the

^ ^ i n u t e s  o f  th e  Meeting o f th e  McAlester Board o f Education, 
Ju ly  11, 1955.

19ASee fo r example, Strong, "H is to ric a l Development o f  th e  
Oklahoma A ssociation  o f Negro Teachers: A Study In S ocia l Change," Moon,
F rederick  Douglass Moon: A Study o f Black Education in  Oklahana and
Saxe, "P ro te s t and Reform; The D esegregation o f Oklahoma C ity ."

197Interview with Thelma Lfiwson Anderson, March 17, 1978.
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U niversity  o f Oklahona. She went to  c lasses  on Saturdays nost o f th e

tim e ."  Between her work a t  schoo l, her conmunity work and her c la sse s  a t

th e  U niversity  o f Oklahana, she stayed busy a l l  th e  tim e. My mother and I

w orried because she d id n 't  g e t any r e s t .  She was determined to  get as
128much education as she could, even i f  i t  meant a  l o t  o f s a c r i f ic e ."

By 1956 W illa  had become known and recognized throughout th e  s ta te

fo r  her leadersh ip  and o rg an iza tio n a l s k i l l s  wbich re su lte d  in  her e lec tio n
129to  th e  presidency o f the  OANT. This was a  c r i t i c a l  period  fo r  th e

OANT. The o rg a n iz a tio n 's  continued su rv ival was questioned because "127

Negro teach e rs , out o f  a t o t a l  o f  1,536 had lo s t  th e i r  jobs and only
130fiv e  Negro teach e rs  had been enployed in  in te g ra te d  schoo ls ."  W illa

spoke to  question o f the  CANT's continued ex isten ce :

As to  the  OANT, d o n 't  s e l l  i t  sho rt in  t h i s  c ru c ia l 
period . I t s  h is to ry  i s  a  glorious h e rita g e  worthy of 
p reserv a tio n  and acclaim . I t s  program o f ac tio n  i s  a 
ladder on whose rounds Negro teachers  have made trsn e n - 
dous s t r id e s .  I t  i s  now a firm foundation on which the  
Negro teacher may e re c t a  s tab le  s tru c tu re  o r  personal 
in te g ra tio n .

The individual, teach er i s  the  most s ig n if ic a n t fa c to r  in  
th e  quest fo r  p ro fess io n a l in te g ra tio n . What each 
teacher does in  h is  o r  her pecu liar s i tu a t io n  i s  impor
ta n t .  Democracy ch erish es  the  worth o f  every in d iv id u a l.
. .  The Negro teacher i s  not expendable in  Democracy's 
forward march . . .  The arms of democratic education w il l  
b e s t be served by th e  f u l l  u t i l iz a t io n  o f th e  n a tio n 's  
resources in  teach ing  p e r s o n n e l . ^^ l

^ ^ In te rv ie w  w ith  Ruth Strong, March 4, 1978.

129See Strong, " H is to r ic a l Development o f th e  A ssociation o f 
Negro Teachers."

^ ° I b i d . ,  p . 196.

121 Ib id ., pp. 196-197.
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W illa continued on to  p res id e  a t  the f in a l  general m eetings o f the  OANT in  

October 26-27, 1956. P r io r  to  the  f in a l  meeting, th e  OANT Executive 

Ccomittee voted to  r e ta in  th e  o rg an iza tio n , changing th e  name to  the  

Oklahoma A ssociation o f Teachers. As p re s id en t, W illa p resen ted  the  f in a l  

p rogress re p o rt and o u tlin ed  a p o ss ib le  merger w ith th e  Oklahoma Education 

A ssociation (OEA). Tlie re p o rt recoomended "a meeting w ith  th e  Oklahoma 

Education A ssociation fo r th e  purpose o f  o u tlin in g  o b je c tiv e s , program and 

h is to ry  o f  th e  OANT, w ith considera tion  given to  the  mergering o f th e  two 

o rg an iza tio n s , a  meeting w ith Govei'nor Gary and o th e r s t a t e  o f f ic ia l s  to  

c i t e  th e  problems o f Negro teach e rs , th e  p re sen ta tio n  o f  d a ta  on the  d is 

placement o f  Negro teach ers  and continued counsel w ith lawyers concerning
132disp laced  Negro te ac h e rs ."  R eflec tin g  on th is  s i tu a t io n ,  W illa wrote;

Great gains in  human r ig h ts  have always been long and hard 
f o u ^ t  b a t t le s .  Steps forward have been made and perhaps 
in  th e  most e f fe c t iv e  and enduring way: The le a s t  p u b li
c ized  v ic to r ie s  a re  o ften  the  most f r u i t f u l .  Teacher 
m orale has been strengthened. Enployraent o p p o rtu n itie s  
have been broadened both w ith in  and w ithout school systems.
Every teacher must bear in  mind, "The race  i s  not given to  
th e  s w if te s t ,  bu t to  those who endure to  th e  end. 133

This was a p e rio d  o f  u n certa in ty  fo r most Black educators. They were

fa m ilia r  w ith  seg regation , they could only specu la te  about desegregation.

Joe S. Johnson wrote:

Yes in teg reg a tio n  i s  upon us and w ith i t  comes a  challenge 
vb ich  w il l  e > ^ s e  us to  a  com petition we have never known .
. .  There w i l l  be no more top p o s itio n s  lab eled  'Negro. '
Our ch ild ren  w on't be on the  debating teams, in  th e  chorus, 
hold o f f ic e s ,  p lay  on th e  a th le t i c  teams, rep re sen t th e i r  
school ju s t  fo r  th e  asking. To be recognized, we must 
work . . .  a  l i t t l e  harder and a  l i t t l e  longer . . .  Let us 
p ray th a t  th i s  in e v ita b le  t r a n s i t io n  w il l  no t be so h e c tic

IS ^ ib id .,  p . 221. 

IS ^ lb id .,  p. 222.
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th a t  we f in d  ourselves confused and wondering aim lessly  in  
the  w ilderness o f hopelessness and f r u s t r a t io n .  Be v ig i
la n t th a t  we lo se  no t our id e n tity  as a  e n a b le  and 
ingenious race  nor lo se  a  s in g le  phase o f  our c u ltu ra l
h e r ita g e .134

Always a  r e a l i s t ,  W illa  prodded L’Ouverture s tu d en ts  to  prepare them selves

fo r  an in teg ra ted  so c ie ty . Ruth s a id : "&Iy s i s t e r  had a  deep in te r e s t  in

young people. She knew th a t  they would need to  know how to  speak, read ,

w r ite , and th in k  in te l l ig e n t ly .  She s t i l l  encouraged th an  to  go on to

co lleg e , and i f  they  could a ffo rd  i t ,  get a  m asters degree befo re  they 
135stopped." C harles C. Thomas, echoed th is  p e rcep tio n : "During assanb-

l i e s  and in  c la s s e s . Miss Strong would s t r e s s  being prepared fo r  th e  

fu tu re  in  te rn s  o f  education. She was one o f  th e  s tro n g e s t Black women 1 

knew, I th in k  she served  as a  model fo r  young Blacks and I thinlc she had 

v is io n s  of the  fu tu re  in  terms o f g e ttin g  a  jo b  and th e  need to  be  b e t te r  

educated than th e  Vdiites. This way no one could say you d id n 't  have the  

q u a lif ic a tio n s .

By 1957, f iv e  hundred fo r ty  Black s tu d en ts  in  43 c la sses  had
137graduated fron L 'O uverture. Many o f those  s tu d en ts  became co lleg e  

graduates. W illa was instrum ental in  g e ttin g  f in a n c ia l  a ss is ta n c e  fo r  

many o f them. Barbara L. S t ig a l l  w rote:

I am very happy to  w rite  o f  seme o f th e  many b e n e fits  o f

Joe S. Johnson, "The C hallenge," in  th e  Jo u rna l Organ o f  th e  
Oklahoma A ssociation o f Negro T eachers), Ju ly , 1955, p . 1, in  West, The 
Black American and American Education, p. 197.

^ In terv iew  w ith  Ruth J .  S trong, May 5 , 1978.

136Interv iew  w ith  C harles C. Thomas, New York, New York, Ju ly  20,
1978.

137L'Ouverture Second Reunion Handbook, pp. 42-46.
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the  Scholarship Loan Fund. Q uite  frank ly  I  d o n 't  see how 
I could have managed fin a n c ia lly  w ithout i t .

In my opinion th e re  i s  so much more rep resen ted  here 
ap art from th e  monetary va lues. I t  i s  a symbol o f  the  
f a i th  in  u s . And we in  tu rn  fe e l  th a t  not only naist we 
re tu rn  the  money bu t th a t  we must s t r iv e  to  achieve th a t 
kind o f  f in e r  womanhood fo r  which a l l  o f you stand .

I t  was my high school p r in c ip a l who in troduced me to  the  
Oklahoma F edera tion  o f Colored Women's Clubs. At th a t  
tim e, i t  seened im possible fo r  me to  a tte n d  an in s t i tu 
t io n  o f  h igher lea rn in g . But thanks to  your moral and 
f in a n c ia l sup p o rt, I p lan  to  graduate in  May and be o f 
se rv ice  to  God and my community. I hope th a t  o th e r young 
people w il l  t ^ e  advantage o f  th i s  opportun ity  which you 
afforded me.^^°

Desegregation d id  not occur in  a  tro u b le  f re e  environment. Okla- 

hcwia experienced r a c ia l  d istu rbances. A nti-desegregation  groups were
139

formed with th e  expressed purpose o f f ig h tin g  school desegregation. 

McAlester was id e n tif ie d  as one o f th e  f i r s t  p lace s  where such an o rgan i

z a tio n  was formed. According to  Wade Watts:

We (NAACP) had heard about such a  group and i t  d id n 't  
su rp rise  me. One o f  the  f i r s t  th in g s  I was to ld  about 
McAlester was th a t  i t  was p a r t  o f  " L i t t le  D ix ie ."  The 
Whites here were known fo r th e i r  p re ju d ices  and ideas about 
Black fo lk .140

^L ette r from Barbara L. S t ig a l l  to  W illa  A. Strong, McAlester, 
Oklahoma, March 4 , 1957 in  Strong, 'The O rig in  Development and Current 
S ta tu s  o f th e  Oklahoma F edera tion  o f Colored Wcxnen's C lubs," p. 150.

Amid busy schedule, W illa  completed th e  requirem ents fo r  a  
D octorate Degree in  Education a t  the U n iversity  o f  Oklalioma in  1957. This 
achievement eai-ned W illa th e  d is t in c t io n  o f being th e  only Black fan a le  
w ith  a  term inal degree re s id in g  in  McAlester. In l a t e r  years, many o f 
h er studen ts earned D octorate Degrees. For in s ta n ce , Clarence Allan 
P o r te r , Charles Columbus Thomas, Michael T ilfo rd , and o th e rs .

1 Southern School News, Vol. I I ,  No. 12, June, 1956, p . 12, in  
Saxe, "P ro tect and Reform: The Desegregation o f Oklahoma," p . 110.

“ “ib id .
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Furtherm ore, th e  superin tendent o f th e  Grant D is t r ic t  in  Choctaw County,

commented: 'Dur school borad w il l  not in te g ra te  u n t i l  forced to  do so .
141Lots o f  r a c ia l  p re ju d ice  h e re ."  Grant i s  a lso  a p a r t  o f  L i t t l e  D ix ie .

By Septahber 2, 1958, "seven thousand Negro ch ild ren  s ta r te d  to  school in

mixed c la s se s  . . .  a s  Oklahoma Public  Schools b ^ a n  th e i r  fourth  year under
142gradual in te g ra tio n ."  However, in  McAlester "and in  o ther p la ce s , even

th o u ^ i th e  schools had f u l l  desegregation  p o lic ie s , th e  Negro p u p ils  had

shown l i t t l e  d e s ire  to  leave th e i r  u n ira c ia l  schools to  a ttend  c la sse s
143w ith  th e  Ylhites . . . "  This was th e  s i tu a tio n  in  McAlester; Black

s tu d en ts  continued to  atuend L 'O uverture and White s tu d en ts  attended

c la s se s  a t  McAlester High School. According to  W atts:

The school board in  McAlester was not concerned about 
desegregating th e  schools. They were more concerned about 
keeping them sep a ra te . The clim ate  was ju s t  as s t i f f  and 
s ^ re g a te d  during  school desegregation as i t  was when I 
came to  McAlester in  th e  e a r ly  f i f t i e s .

Meanwhile, th e  OANT had a  g re a te r  concern about th e  d ism issa l o f 

B lack teach e rs  from various school d i s t r i c t s  in  th e  s t a t e .  The Executive 

S ecre tary  responded:

Oklahoma has succeeded q u ite  w ell in  piç»il in te g ra tio n .

141Interview  w ith  Wade W atts, March 15, 1978.

" L i t t le  D ixie" i s  th e  term used to  re fe r  to  counties in  th e  
extreme sou theastern  sec tio n  o f th e  s t a t e .  According to  Brian LeFlower, 
Oklahoma H is to r ic a l S ocie ty , th e  a reas  were occupied by southern Whites 
who b r o u ^ t  w ith them, southern  id o lo g ies  and treatm ent toward Negroes.

142,QfV icia i gurvey o f  S ta te  Board o f Education," 1955-56.

^^^The D aily Oklahoman, September 3 , 1958.

Daily Oklahoman, Novenber 19, 1961.
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The black  mark, so f a r  ag a in s t Oklahoma i s  what i t  has 
done to  i t s  q u a lif ie d  Negro teach ers . Approxiniately 350 
Negro te ach e rs  have been discharged the f i r s t  two years 
o f desegregation .

The p o licy  i s  developing in  Oklahoma th a t  Negro teachers  
are  used only in  cases where th e re  i s  an all-N egro fa c u lty .
I t  i s  somewhat hopeful to  know th a t  we now have ^ p r o x i -  
mately 20 Negro teach e rs  in  Oklahoma who a re  success
fu lly  se rv in g  in  in te g ra te d  f a c u lt ie s .  The score i s  
e n t i r e ly  too  low.^^^

The lo s s  o f jo b s  s t i l l  had not a ffe c ted  Black teach ers  in  McAlester. Nor

had th e  events changed W illa. She continued to  s t r e s s  her concerns about

th e  education o f  Black youth.

For a  nwiber o f yeai'S, W illa  had served as Sunday School Superin-
146tendant a t  Wards Chapel A.M.E. Church. Since some o f th e  L 'O uverture 

s tu d en ts  were manbers o f  the church, she was able to  enphasize h e r educa

t io n a l  id ea ls  and moral concerns to  both p a ren ts  and s tu d en ts . She had 

th e  support o f th e  Black c lergy . They respected her fo r  her i n t e l l e c t ,

high m orals. B ib lic a l knowledge, and leadersh ip  a b i l i ty .  They even con-
147su ite d  her on many caim unity m a tte rs . W illa exem plified h e r C h ris tian  

b e l ie f s  as slie w rote: 'The C h ris tia n  possesses the  power to  become the

answer to  th e  w o rld 's  prob lans. The power o f a God possessed so u l i s

145"Policy  and S ta tu s o f  Teacher In teg ra tio n  in  C erta in  Border 
S ta te s  and C i t i e s ,"  Booklet by F.D. Abon, in  Saxe, "P ro tes t and Reform: 
The Desegregation o f Oklahoma C ity , p . 109. See a lso  &bon, "F rederick  
Douglass Nfoon: A Study o f Black Education in  Oklahoma," and S trong, 'The
H is to r ic a l Development o f  th e  Oklahoma A ssociation o f  Negro Teachers: A 
Study in  Social Change." As s ta te d  e a r l i e r ,  Strong notes th a t th e  OANT 
voted to  merge w ith th e  Oklahana Education A ssociation in  1955. C erta in  
ca im ittees  were re ta in e d : The Executive Conmittee, th e  Committee on 
In te g ra tio n , th e  Cotimittee on th e  H istory  o f the  Association'^ and th e  
o f f ic e  o f Che Executive S ecre ta ry , p . 11.

146Interv iew  w ith  Je ssee  B. Thonpson, May 24, 1977.

^^^Interview with Kermit T ilford , September 9 , 1977.
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148g re a te r  than atomic energy and the  so le  so lu tio n  of our tim es."

Blending re lig io n  w ith  education, she fu r th e r  wrote:

The p e rfe c t p a t te rn  fo r  ch ild  development i s  e te rn a lly  
in scribed  in  Luke 2:52: And Jesus increased in  widsom 
and s ta tu te ,  and in  favor w ith God and Man. This c lim ate 
o f growth i s  found in  only an environment: A fam ily bound 
by t i e s  o f  lo v e , labo r and C h ris tian  id e a ls .

Accordingly, W illa began and ended her day w ith a  p rayer. I f  she had not

been a re lig io u s  person , she may not have been ab le  to  s tand  up under th e

p ressu re  o f  her jo b  and her community r e s p o n s ib il i t ie s .  Through r e l ig io n ,

she learned to  accept th e  hardsh ips. She always t r i e d  to  keep God f i r s t ,

j u s t  as she had been taugn t by her mother. Anytime ^ e  had a d ec is io n  to

make, she prayed about i t .  W illa 's  re l ig io u s  b e l ie f s  were fu r th e r  ev iden t

in  o ther w ritin g s.

Be not a f ra id  to  pray — to  pray i s  r ig h t .  Pray, i f  thou 
c an s t, w ith hope, bu t ever p ray , though hope be weak, o r  
s ick  w ith long delay; Pray in  darkness, i f  th e re  be no 
l ig h t ,  f a r  i s  the  tim e, remote from human s i ^ t ,  when war 
and d iscord  on e a r th  s h a ll  cease, a v a ils  the  b le ssed  tim e
to  ex p ed ite .150

W illa worked c lo se ly  w ith the lo c a l chapter o f th e  NAACP.

According to  Wade W atts, 'The chapter d id  not receive much p u b lic i ty  and 

app rec ia tio n  fo r  i t s  e f f o r t s .  The chap ter d id  t r y  to  s ta y  on top o f 

s i tu a tio n s  o f d iscrim in a tio n  and unequal treatm ent toward B lacks."  Watts 

continued: 'Dur ch ap te r p res id en t Reverend J .L . Havdcins was s t r a ig h t

forward and very se r io u s  about f ig h tin g  segregation . In  our d ea lin g s  w ith  

th e  I'Jhites, he advised us not to  sm ile very  much, o r they  (Whites) w il l

148
Speech by W illa Strong, in  th e  personal f i l e s  o f  Ruth J .  S trong, 

Oklahoma C ity , Oklahoma.

l^ ^ Ib id . "C h ris tian , K itten  o r  T iger" speech d e liv e red  a t  Wards 
Chapel A’Æ Church,

150Federated Women, Federated o f Colored Women's Clubs, 1953, p . 1 .
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1.51not take you se r io u s ly . I f  you keqo a s te rn  face , y o u 'l l  leave no doubt."

W illa  was involved in  th e  e f f o r t s  to  inprove th e  so c ia l  c lim ate  in  McAlester.

W atts continued: "Being an educato r, Miss Strong was not very o f te n  in  th e

fo re fro n t bu t she would work o u t th e  plan o f o rg an iza tio n  fo r  a ttack in g
152th e  problems. Everybody respec ted  her judgment."

The so c ia l  employment p a tte rn s  fo r Blacks d id  not change s ig n i f i 

can tly  between 1961-63. There was s t i l l  ranpant d iscrim ina tion  even though 

th e re  were iso la te d  cases o f  job  improvements. W atts described th e  s i tu a 

tio n :  'T here  was only one Black m ail c a r r ie r ,  a  handfu ll o f  Black

enployees a t  the  Naval Anmunition Depot, one o r tvo working fo r  th e  c i ty ,  

one a t  th e  P ub lic  Service (E le c tr ic )  Coipany, a  good number o f  coal m iners,

b u t none o f  th ese  agencies oiployed Blacks in  p roportion  to  the  Black popu- 
153la t io n ."  This was one o f  th e  conditions th e  NAACP wanted to  inprove.

In  ad d itio n , th e  d en ia l o f equal access to  p u b lic  f a c i l i t i e s  was a concern.

In fa c t .  W atts, Leo Tœpson, a Black businessman, Lloyd P o r te r  (a  L 'Ouver

tu re  te ac h e r) , W illa, and o th e r members o f th e  NAACP worked out a t e s t  p lan  

fo r  p u b lic  f a c i l i t i e s .  Thonpson donated the  finances and Watts se lec ted  

teenagers who would attem pt to  gain  en try  to  p u b lic  businesses. The teen

agers went in  p a ir s  to  th e  Oklahcsna Theatre, the  C h ie fta in  D riv e-In , the  

I s l e  o f C apri, and o th e r p laces  bu t they were denied admission. The

159
Interview  w ith Wade W atts, March 15, 1978.

^^^Ib id .

1 54Ib id . Since 1907, th e  m ajo rity  o f Blacks in  McAlester o th e r 
than  the p ro fess io n a ls  (te a ch e rs , physicians, businessm en), were enployed 
on u n sk illed  jobs. Thomas Boxley was th e  f i r s t  Black Mail C a rrie r; Elmer 
R. Flening, was th e  f i r s t  Black h ired  by the  P ub lic  Serv ice Company; Samuel 
Hayes, John Davis, C o ttre l l  Johnson, Layfayette T ilfo rd  and o th e rs  were 
enployed a t  th e  Naval Amnunition Depot.
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d en ia ls  prompted W atts to  ask fo r a  reason . The businessmen responds!:

" I f  we admit Blacks i t  w i l l  cause us to  lo se  business from th e  ^Yhites."^^^

W atts countered: 'We do not in tend to  h u rt your business bu t we a re  t i r e d

o f  being hum ilated by being served in  sep a ra te  f a c i l i t i e s  o r  a t  outdoor 
155windows." Aftei-wards, W illa and o th e rs  advised Watts to  request a

meeting w ith Mayor CXvens and C ity  Manager Fry. At th a t m eeting W illa

s ta te d  the  Black conm unity 's p o s itio n : 'There i s  no need to  prolong th is
156issu e  i t  needs to  be s t r a i^ t e n e d  ou t now." Owens and Fry agi’eed to  

work on improving co n d itio n s  fo r B lacks. However, cond itions d id  not 

change immediately.

In 1963 L 'O uverture s t i l l  ex is ted  as a  sep a ra te  educational in s t i 

tu t io n  in  th e  Black community. W illa was scmevdiat content w ith th is

arrangenent because "she f e l t  th a t  Black teach e rs  knew th e i r  own ch ild ren
157and would be more in te re s te d  in  th a n ."  She had observed th a t  separa te

schools were never eq u a l, and she d isagreed  w ith th e  Supreme Court th a t  the
158education provided fo r  Black ch ild ren  had been co n s is te n tly  in f e r io r .

B u t s h e  n o te d  t h a t  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t s  t h a t  c a r r i e d  o u t  th e  

f e d e r a l  d i r e c t i v e  t o  d e s e g r e g a t e  d id  so  by c l o s i n g  th e  B la c k  

s c h o o l s ,  l e a v i n g  many B la c k  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  w i th o u t  j o b s .  F u r t h e r 

m o re , m ost o f  t h e  s t a f f  in  W h ite  s c h o o ls  d id  n o t  w an t

IS ^ ib id .

ISSibid.

ISGfbid.
1 Interview with Ruth J . Strong, May 10, 1977.

ISSibid.
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d e s e g r e g a t io n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  in  M c A le s te r .^ ^ ^  On th e  o t h e r  h a n d ,

( a s  s c h o o l  d i s t r i c t s  in  s u r r o u n d in g  a r e a s  c a r r i e d  o u t  th e  c o u r t

o r d e r ) , W il la  c o u ld  s e n s e  th e  g r a d u a l  d e m ise  o f  t h e  a l l - B l a c k
. -, 160 s c h o o l .

U sin g  t h e  d e s e g r e g a t io n  d e la y  a s  an a d v a n ta g e  W il la  

sp o k e  to  B la c k  s t u d e n t s  a b o u t t h e i r  f u t u r e  i n  a c h a n g in g  

s o c i e t y . A s  t h e  k e y n o te  s p e a k e r  a t  S o u th e a s te r n  S t a t e  U n iv e r

s i t y ' s  1964 B la c k  H e r i t a g e  P ro g ram , s h e  t o l d  t h e  B la c k  s t u d e n t s :

The B la c k  H e r i t a g e  h o ld s  f o r  t h e  B la c k  man th e  
ro a d  t o  f u l f i l l m e n t ;  t o  th e  W h ite  man th e  d o o r  
to  free d o m  fro m  th e  b l i g h t  o f  r a c i s m ;  to  A m eri
can  D em o cracy , t h e  g o a l  o f  n a t i o n a l  u n i t y .

L e a d e rs  o f  tom orrow  i n  th e  w o r ld  o f  w ork  n eed
th e  f ra m e  o f  r e f e r e n c e  o f  t h e  N e g r o 's  r o l e  in  
h i s t o r y .  The N e g r o 's  ad v an cem en t h a s  been  
h in d e r e d  by s e g r e g a t i o n  and d i s c r i m i n a t i o n .

God h a s  endow ed w ith  a d i v e r s i t y  o f  t a l e n t s ,  
one o f  l i f e ' s  t a s k  i s  to  f in d  o n e  a p t i t u d e .
T h e re  a r e  t h r e e  A 's  a s s o c i a t e d  w ith  c h o o s in g  
a v o c a t i o n :  A p t i tu d e ,  A s p i r a t i o n  and  A w aren ess .
A s p i r a t i o n  and  A p t i tu d e  w i th o u t  th e  w i l l  t o  
a c h ie v e  re m a in s  d o rm an t . . .  A S P I R E ! 162

In t h e  f a l l  o f  1 9 6 5 , L 'O u v e r tu r e  o p en ed  i t s  d o o r s  f o r

a n o th e r  s c h o o l  te r ra .  B u t t h e  t i d e  w as t u r n i n g .  M rs. Edna R hone,

a  B la c k  woman e n r o l l e d  h e r  s o n s  in  t h e  p r e v io u s ly  a l l  W hite

^^^Interview  w ith  Wade W atts, March 15, 1978.

^®*̂ See Moon, "F rederick  Douglass &bon: A Study o f Black Education
in  Oklahoma," pp. 367-368. See a lso  T e a ll, Black His tory in  Oklahoma: A
Resource Book.

ifil In terv iew  w ith  Ruth J .  Strong, May 10, 1977.

^^^W illa S trong , "The Quest For S e lf ,"  speech delivered  a t  South
eas te rn  S ta te  C ollege, February, 1964, in  th e  personal f i l e s  o f  Ruth J .  
Strong, Oklahoma C ity , Oklahoma.
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163elem entary school in  th e  fo u rth  ward sec tio n  o f th e  c i ty .  Even so ,

W illa continued to  adm in istra te  M cA lester's a ll-B lack  h i ^  school.

S eiz ing  every av a ilab le  opportun ity , she spoke about th e  ideas and concepts

o f school desegregation. Trying to  impress upon Black p a ren ts  th e i r

re s p o n s ib il i ty , she challenged th e  PTA to  shape i t s  program to  meet th e

needs o f  youth in  a  changing so c ie ty . She continued:

The PTA i s  m orally o b lig a ted  to  jo in  the  f ig h t  fo r  f a i r  
employment, eq u a lity  o f  educational o pportun ity , open 
housing, th a t  a l l  people may have a firm  economic base 
fo r  g ran ting  a  ch ild  h is  in a lie n ab le  r ig h t  fo r  s e c u rity .
The PTA has an immediate and urgent ro le  to  ex e rt p res
sure  fo r  th e  p lac ing  o f Negro h is to ry  in  th e  curriculum  
o f th e  p ub lic  schools o f  every coninunity. Our ch ild ren  
may achieve desegregation bu t they w il l  never be in te 
g ra ted  in to  p ub lic  schools where textbooks omit th e i r  
r a c ia l  h e ritag e . The p ioneer Negro educational leaders  
and teach e rs  who founded th e  Negro Congress o f  Paren ts 
and Teachers made a con trib u tio n  to  Oklahoma which should 
be recorded and pu b lic ized . The s to ry  o f th e  Oklahoma 
PTA i s  inccm plete w ithout th e  s to ry  o f  Negro organiza
t io n . W ill fu tu re  generations o f Negro youth r i s e  up and 
c a l l  us b lessed  i f  we s e t  w ith  folded hands and perm it 
every Dunbar, A ttucks, Bimche, Woodson, Douglas and 
L 'O uverture school to  fade from th e  educational p ic tu re?
W ill th e  ta p e s try  o f the  educational scene in  a few years 
p ic tu re  only Bnersons, Eisenhowers, Horace Manns, W ill 
Rogers and Longfellows, as names o f p u b lic  schools?

In  th e  f a l l  o f 1966, L 'O uverture again opened i t s  doors fo r

another school year w ith a  s t a f f  o f  n ineteen te ach e rs , th re e  teach er a ides

and one s u b s t i tu te  t e a c h e r . T h e  curriculum  included sc ience , mathematics,

in d u s tr ia l  a r t s ,  English , homemaking, business education courses, s o c ia l

163Interview  w ith  Thelma Lawson Anderson, Septenber 25, 1979.

^ ^ ^ i l l a  Strong, 'The Challege o f  the PTA," speech d e liv e red  to  
L 'O uverture PTA, igust, 1965, in  th e  personal f i l e s  o f  Ruth J .  Strong, 
Oklahoma C ity , CklalKxna.

165
L'O uverture '66 Yearbook, (Kansas C ity: In te r-C o lle g ia te  P ress ,

1966), pp. 1-4.
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s tu d ie s , p h y sica l and educational and vocational a g ric u ltu re . There were

399 s tu d en ts  e n ro lle d  in  grades 1-12. In  her message to  s tu d en ts  and

fa c u lty  W illa  s a id :

I  b e liev e  in  c h ild  development as  th e  u ltim ate  goal o f  the  
edu ca tio n a l program. I b e liev e  th a t  continuous growth 
from th e  c ra d le  to  th e  grave i s  th e  American way o f  educa
t io n .

I  b e liev e  th a t  an adequate ed u ca tio n a l program involves 
growth in  mind, body, human r e la t io n s ,  and s p i r i t .

I b e liev e  th a t  th e  t o t a l  school program: S ta f f ,  p la n t,
curricu lum , and school ccranunity resou rces, should fo s te r  
th e  growth o f  each c h ild  toward h is  God-given p o te n tia l .

I  b e liev e  th a t  me. t iv a tio n , th e  key to  growth, i s  a 
r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  o f th e  school to  i t s  students...^® ®

L’Ouverture s tu d en ts  were s t i l l  achieveing s ta t e  and n a tio n a l honors. For

in s tan ce , C ecelia  Lee was se le c te d  and p a r tic ip a te d  in  G ir ls  S ta te ;

P h y llis  House attended  Cheerleader School a t  th e  U niversity  o f Oklahoma;

W alter Mosley won th e  O ptim ist Speech award, was a M erit Scholar f i n a l i s t ,

and was se le c te d  Mr. Teenager o f McAlester; and C ecil le e  a ttended a
167n a tio n a l cajip fo r  C h ris tia n  A th le tes  in  E stes  Park, Colorado.

Several s o c ia l  and economic changes had taken p lace  in  the

McAlester conm inity. For in s tan ce , W illa , J .K . Granger, R.W. Jackson, M.

V. Lawson, and P . Wickham were meirbers o f  th e  McAlester B i-R acial Comnittee,
168whose ta sk  was to  work toward improved community re la tio n sh ip s . Ruth 

Jones, L 'O uverture PTA p re s id en t, served as  a  member o f th e  McAlester PTA

IG ^ibid.

lG ?ib id .

IGSibid.
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Coiincil.^^® Kaye C. Jones was employed by th e  C ity  Water Department and

G loria  Townsend was enployed a t  the  S o c ia l S ecurity  O ffice . L 'O uverture

s tu d en ts  W alter Mosley and Donald Jesse  were enployed as c a r r ie r s  in  lo c a l 
170superm arkets.

171By 1967 approxim ately 800 s tu d en ts  had become L 'O uverture Alumni.

Many o f  them had achieved in  various f i e ld s .  Ib r  in s tan ce , Lewis Braxton,

J r . , Thomas P . B iddings, and Claude M. Thomas were serv ing  in  th e  Armed

Forces; Kermit T ilfo rd , LaRonnie Dodson Green, Gerald T i lfo rd , L o re tta

S co tt Reed, Maggie McCurdy, Ju a n ita  Brown Charles and L i l l ia n  Johnson

E l l i o t t  were te ach e rs ; Duisy Brown Sanford, Elmer C. Jackson and Edna
172Johnson P o r te r  were in  h e a lth  sciences f i e ld s .  I t  i s  apparent tha.t th e

phrase o ften  used by W illa — be somebody — had i n ^ i r e d  L'Ouverture

s tu d en ts  through th e  years. According to  Q^'endolyn Fleming M ille r: "I

went to  an in te g ra te d  ju n io r co llege and I  found th a t  I  was ahead o f  most

o f  my classm ates. This was e sp e c ia lly  t ru e  in  m athenatics and E nglish .

Mrs. E l l i o t t  had d r i l l e d  grammer ru le s  in  our heads and Mrs. Anderson
173in s is te d  th a t  you le a rn  math concepts. Kermit T ilfo rd  s ta te d : "Chemis

t r y  was easy fo r me in  co llege  because o f  th e  tra in in g  I  received  in  h i ^  

school. Our equipment was lim ited  but Mr. Anderson c a r r ie d  us over and 

above what we had in  our t e x t b o o k s .M o r e o v e r ,  W illa  was described  as

^'^°Ibid.

'Ouverture Alumni Second Reunion Handbook, pp. 42-28. 

l^ ^ ib id .

17*1Interview  w ith  G.vendolyn Fleming M ille r, June 16, 1978. 

^'^^Intei’view w ith Ifermit T ilfo rd , May 28, 1977.
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175"the b e st when i t  came to  teaching  and knowing Black H is to ry ."  But she

was more than th i s ,  W illa was "a s e n s i t iv e  and ccnpassionate person who

could r e la te  to  hard tim es. She was always w illin g  to  help  h e r s tuden ts
176and people in  th e  conmunity." On th e  o ther hand, a  teacher sa id : "She

was too  good. People ju s t  used h e r, she was very sym pathetic. She l e t

s tu d en ts  ea t hot lunches free  and borrow money from h e r. Her phone rang

a l l  hours o f the  n igh t and th e re  was u su a lly  a  person on the  o ther end

w ith  a  problem. I know o f tim es wiien she would g e t people out o f j a i l  and

she even paid  u t i l i t i e s  b i l l s  fo r younger teachers  who were having f in a n c ia l 
177d i f f i c u l t i e s . "  I f  these  were f a u l t s ,  th is  was W illa*s way o f serv ing  

humanity and she d id n 't  brag about what she d id , she j u s t  d id  i t .

The End o f L'Ouverture 

In 1967 the  Superintendent o f  School rep o rted  th a t  o f f ic ia l s  o f 

th e  U.S. O ffice  o f Education ordered th a t  L 'O uverture High School be 

c losed  by the  f a l l  o f 1968 and th a t  "zone lin e s  move in  c lo se r to  L 'Ouver

tu re  to  force more in te g ra tio n  o f s tu d en ts  out in  th e  o th er schools fo r  th e  
178next term ." Having knowledge o f th e  B oard 's in te n tio n  and th e  d ire c tiv e  

from th e  o f f ic e  o f C iv il R ights, W illa  contacted Wade W atts to  devise a  

s tra te g y  fo r  encouraging White s tu d en ts  to  a tten d  L 'O uverture. Watts 

explained: "The Board s e t  up a r e d is t r ic t in g  p lan  which would include

17'^Interview  w ith  W alter E. Seward, J r . ,  May 17, 1977.

176Interview  w ith  le s s e e  B. Thompson, May 24, 1977.

177Interview  w ith  Thelma Lawson Anderson, May 15, 1977.

178Minutes o f th e  Meeting o f  th e  McAlester Board o f Education,
June 12, 1967.
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lYhite s tuden ts  south  o f L 'O uverture. We knav th is  p lan  w ouldn 't re a lly
179work w ithout some encouragement." In  an e f fo r t  to  save L’Ouverture, 

W illa suggested th a t  W atts, Robert Jackson, Ruth Strong and o th e rs  go 

from door to  door asking White p a ren ts  to  send th e i r  ch ild ren  to  L'Ouver

tu re . I f  su ccessfu l, t h i s  e f f o r t  would allow L'Ouverture to  remain open. 

W illa fu r th e r  advised the  group to  po in t ou t th e  su p erio r academic pro

gram and o th e r achievements o f  L 'O uverture s tu d en ts . The p lan  had modest 

success.

On th e  f i r s t  day o f  school in  September 1967, seventeen White

s tuden ts  showed up fo r  school a t  L 'O uverture. However, th e  next day only

th re e  re tu rned . Meanwhile, i t  was rumored th a t  Superintendent Thompson

had contacted the  White p a ren ts  asking than not to  send th e i r  ch ild ren  to
180th e  "nigger" school and th e  p a ren ts  abided by h is  req u est. This d is 

turbed W illa. She believed th a t th e  White p a ren ts  d id  not recognize 

L'Ouverture as an educational in s t i tu t io n  o f worth. I t  seemed u n fa ir  and 

u n ju s t to  her th a t  th e  Black school always had to  be c losed  in  order to  

desegregate.

In  s p i te  o f  th e  mandate fran  th e  U.S. O ffice  fo r  C iv il R i ^ t s ,  a

group o f Black p a ren ts  appeared before  the  McAlester Board o f Education
181in  a  l a s t  e f fo r t  to  save L 'O uverture. I t  seaned ^ p a r e n t  th a t  the  high 

school would c lo se . Consequently, th e  p a ren ts  pleaded w ith  th e  Board to  

keep th e  e lanen tary  school p o rtio n  o f th e  school. In  response to  th e i r

179Interview  w ith Wade W atts, March 15, 1978. 

lS °Ib id .

181Minutes o f the  Meeting o f the  McAlester Board o f  Education,
Decanber 11, 1967.
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request th e  Board " s tre s se d  th e  g re a t need fo r  th e  school d i s t r i c t  to  use 

th e  school f a c i l i t i e s  a t  the  L 'O uverture s i t e  and th a t  they planned to  

m ain tain  an elem entary school th e re ."  On A pril 14, 1968, Superintendent 

Thcxipson discussed desegregation p lans w ith  th e  Board in  an executive 

sess io n . He s ta te d  th a t  th e  O ffice  o f  C iv il R ights d id  not approve o f  th e  

p resen t desegregation p lan  and req u ired  fu r th e r  desegregation o f th e  

McAlester P ublic  Schools by th e  f a l l  o f  1969. Three op tions were o ffe red ;

1 . Change th e  boundary l in e s  so th a t  L 'O uverture School 
would lo se  i t s  id e n t i ty  as  a  Negro school o r ,

2 . P a ir  L 'O uverture School grades 1-6 w ith  one o r two 
o th er elem entary schools o f  the  system o r ,

3 . Close th e  L 'Ouverture School and t r a n s fe r  th e  p u p ils  
and te ach e rs  to  o th e r schools fo r th e  system without 
regard  to  race.^®^

A fte r a  lengthy d iscu ssio n , th e  Board choose th e  th i r d  a l te rn a t iv e , which

closed  th e  L 'O uverture High School a t  th e  end o f th e  1967-68 school year.

The decis ion  did  not a f fe c t  s tu d en ts  below th e  h i ^  school le v e l .

The Black com iun ity 's  response to  the Board d ecis ion  was mixed.

The e ra  o f L 'Ouverture graduates ended. Most s tu d en ts  had asp ired  to

complete th e i r  high school education a t  L 'O uverture; and a l l  s tu d en ts  were

concerned about th e  trea tm en t they %-ould get a t  McAlester High School.

T heir concerns cen te red  on whether o r  not they could be accpeted by th e i r

V hite classm ates. Sane o f th e  sen io rs  were p leased  th a t  L 'Ouverture was
183not c losed  before th ey  graduated. P aren ts were concerned to o . According 

to  W atts: " I  was concerned th a t  ny ch ild ren  would get a  good education  and

th a t  they would have teach e rs  who were concerned about preparing  Black

^^^Minutes o f  th e  Meeting o f  th e  McAlester Board o f Education, 
A p ril 14, 1968.

•1 go
Intei'view Jessee B. I’horrroson, June 3 , 1979.
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ch ild re n  fo r th e  fu ture*  I w asn 't su re  they WDuld g e t th a t a t  McAlester 

Higji School.

D espite the  e f f o r t s  o f  V /illa, Watts and o th e r  alum ni, th e  high 

school closed in  1968. Although saddened by the  even t, W illa , her s t a f f  

and s tu d en ts  f e l t  th a t  th e  c lo sin g  w arranted a sp e c ia l reco g n itio n  fo r 

L'O uvertu re 's  c o n trib u tio n  to  education . The Senior C lass  o f 1968 hosted 

a  banquet in  honor o f  th e  L 'Ouverture h e rita g e  — coranemorating s ix  

decades o f  graduates (1907-1968).^^^ Graduates re s id in g  throughout th e  

U nited S ta te s  a ttended  th e  a f f a i r .  They pledged to  keep th e  memory o f
186L 'O uverture a liv e . T h is  was a f i t t i n g  t r ib u te  to  W illa  and her te ac h e rs .

Under her le ad e rsh ip , L 'O uverture had nurtured  and p la n te d  the  seeds o f

h i ^  educational g o a ls , inc lud ing  th e  ambition to  succeed in  l i f e  and th e

m aintenance o f p o s it iv e  se lf-w orth  as means to  becoming productive

c i t iz e n s .  In 60 years  L 'O uverture s tu d en ts  had succeeded in  s p i te  o f th e

lim ited  f a c i l i t i e s  and o p p o rtu n itie s  imposed by a  sep a ra te  school system.

Otha Brown w rote th i s  t r i b u te  to  W illa:

Ode! to  a sc h o la r , teacher and fr ien d
Whose whole l i f e  i s  dedicated  to  th a t end; o f  a id in g  her
people fo rever to  r i s e ,  as h i ^  g lo rious as th e  d is ta n t
sk ie s .

Her every p ray er su re ly  must be:
Dear God I p ray  to  thee; Give me courage to  f i ^ t  fo r  
what i s  r i ^ t ,
That I  might be o f  worth in  thy  divine s ig h t .

Oh le ad e r, in  every ta sk , may you succeed.
For your t ru e  counsel th e re  e x is ts  a g re a t need;

184Interview  w ith  Wade W atts, A pril 4, 1978.

186The L 'O uverture H eritage, p . 1.

186Interview with Dorothy Flaning, McAlester, Oklahoma,
September 30, 1978.
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Thou h a s t been a p ioneer throughout th e  years ,
To speak words o f  wisdcm fo r  keen, a l e r t  e a rs .

Thou h a s t b u i l t  a  b ridge  th a t  o th e rs  may c ro ss ,
Without having th e  fe a r  o f being lo s t .
Yes. A lead e r o f  h e r people in  the  time o f s t i f e ;
God must be p leased  w ith such a  g lo rious l i f e . 187

Refusing to  q u i t ,  W illa and o th er conmunity lead ers  continued

meeting in  hopes o f  fin d in g  a  way to  m aintain L'Ouverture as an elem entary/

ju n io r  high school. W illa  d ra fte d  a  plan to  con tac t as many alumni as

p o ss ib le  and ask them to  w rite  l e t t e r s  to  th e  Superintendent o f C ity

Schools as a  c a l l  to  se rv ic e  fo r  th e i r  alma m ater:

Friends- o f  L 'O uverture a re  ex ertin g  every e f fo r t  av a ilab le  
to  r e ta in  L 'O uverture Elementary School. As you know th e  
high school has been in teg ra ted  fo r th e  1968-69 school term 
w ith McAlester High School. Unless s tep s  are  taken imme
d ia te ly  w ith in  a  y ear, th e  elementary school w il l  follow . A 
u n ited  e f f o r t  can prevent th is .

P lease  w rite  a  l e t t e r  to  the  Superintendent iranediately.
Hie model below may be used w ith  any change you give to  
make a  v a r ie ty  o f  answers.

Did you rece iv e  one o f our souvenir programs? I f  you did 
not drop us a  card  and we w ill  mail you one. Do not f a i l  to  
w rite  th is  l e t t e r  very soon. This i s  your l a s t  chance to  
serve your school.

The follow ing sanç)le l e t t e r  was enclosed w ith W illa 's  p lea :

As a  graduate  (o r former studen t) o f L 'O uverture High 
School, I  am in te n se ly  in te re s te d  in  th e  continuance o f 
th e  L 'O uverture School. I t  has rendered m agnificent s e r 
v ic e  to  th e  youth o f  the  conmunity. I t s  superio r progam 
should be continued fo r generations o f  elementary ch ild ren  
in  th e  years to  come. There i s  a need fo r  th e  school.
I t s  t r a d i t io n s  a re  beloved by generations p a s t and i t s  
se rv ic e , I  hope w i l l  be valued by many ch ild ren  o f th e  
p re sen t.

187"A Leader o f  Her People," Otha Brown, L 'O uverture Alumni, 
Norfolk C onnecticut, L 'O uverture Alumni Second Reunion Handbook, p . 1.

^^^L etter from W illa  A. Strong to  L 'O uverture Alumni, June 25, 
1.968, in  th e  personal f i l e s  o f Ruth J .  Strong.
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P lease  ex ert the  f u l l  fo rce  o f  your educational 
lead ersh ip  to  keep th i s  school in  th e  McAlester School 
System. Your se rv ice  to  th i s  end i s  g re a tly  appreciated.^^®

During the  1968-69 school y ear, W illa continued as p r in c ip a l o f

th e  L 'O uverture Elem entary/Junior High school. By th i s  tim e, L 'O uverture

High school teach ers  were given new assignm ents. For example, James

Galloway was assigned to  teach  music a t  Pauterbaugh Middle School and

B etty  Gaffney was assigned to  teach homemaking a t  McAlester High School.

The o th e r teach ers  remained a t  L 'O uverture: Thelma Lawson Anderson,

Thelms South Shaw, K.M. Anderson, Garnie B. Jordan , Edna Madison, Reubelle

Jones and o th e rs .

By th e  sp ring  o f 1969 many graduates responded to  W illa 's

e a r l i e r  appeal and d ire c ted  l e t t e r s  to  Superintendent Thompson on b eh a lf of

L 'O uverture. The l e t t e r s ,  telephone c a l l s  and personal co n tac ts  could not

save th e  e x is t in g  L 'O uverture school. The Board o f  Education announced

a d d itio n a l desegregation p lans fo r McAlester C ity  Schools. The p lans

req u ired  tra n s fe r r in g  the  remaining L 'O iw erture s tu d en ts  to  form erly a l l -

White elem entary schools n eares t to  th e i r  hones. % )ec if ic a lly , f i f t y -

two Black s tu den ts  would tra n s fe r  to  W ill Rogers, 16 to  Washington, and 
19022 to  Bnerson. The p lan  fu r th e r s ta te d :

T his p lan  o f  complete in te g ra tio n  has been approved by 
th e  C iv il  R ights A u th o rities  as  being in  compliance w ith  
F ederal re g u la tio n s . The McAlester P ub lic  Schools have 
been in  th e  process o f  p rogessively  in te g ra tin g  i t s  
schools under th e  C iv il  R ights Act o f  1965. There have 
been approximately 325 Negro ch ild ren  in te g ra te d  and are

^‘'* \linu tes o f  th e  Meeting o f th e  McAlester Board o f Education, 
A pril 14, 1968.
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presen t ly  a tten d in g  Pauterbaugh Ju n io r High, Bnuerson Elemen
ta r y ,  Washington Elementary, W ill Rogers Elementary, and 
Edmond Doyle Elementary. Hie in te g ra tio n  o f these  l a s t  90 
elem entary ch ild ren  from th e  L 'O uverture School in to  Rnerson, 
Washington and W ill Rogers Elementary Schools co ip le te  th e  
in te g ra tio n  p lan  o f th e  McAlester P u b lic  Schools.

T ransporta tion  p lan s  were announced:

1. That tra n sp o rta tio n  w ill  be provided to  a lle v ia te  hard
sh ip  cases caused by th e  combining o f  these  studen t 
bodies. P resen t plans are  to  o p era te  a  school bus on 
East Cnicksaw S tre e t and E ast Y/yondotte S tree t to  go 
to  Dnerson School.

2. Hie north  wing (e lenen tary  sec tio n ) o f  the  L 'Ouverture 
School b u ild in g  w i l l  be used fo r  k indergarten  and 
sp ec ia l education  c la sses .

3. The h i^ i  school a rea  (west wing) o f  th e  L'Ouverture 
school b u ild in g  w i l l  be used under lease  -  option to  
th e  new V ocational-Technical School Board.

4. The teachers  who are  now teach ing  in  th e  L'Ouverture 
School w il l  be assigned to  comparable teaching posi
tio n s  in  o th e r McAlester Schools.

Menbers o f th e  Board approved the  p lan which c le a r ly  signaled  th e  end o f 

L 'O uverture 's  ex istence as  a  separa te  school.

The Board was challenged by mahbers o f  th e  Black conmunity. Two 

months l a t e r  a  group o f p a tro n s  appeared a t  a Board meeting in  an unsuccess

f u l  attem pt to  reverse  th e  d ecis ion . At th a t  p o in t. Watts asked Superin

tenden t Thorpson to  con tac t Congressman C arl A lbert and request an in te r 

view w ith  th e  O ffice o f C iv il  Rights in  o rd er to  keep L'Ouverture as a 

neighborhood school. Thompson delayed h is  response to  the  request long 

e n o u ^  to  dism antle L 'O uverture 's  fa c u lty . A fte r t h i s  was done, th e  

meeting w ith  the  O ffice fo r  C iv il R ights was no longer necessary . The 

c lo sin g  o f L'Ouverture was f a i t  acccnpli.

In  most in s tan ces , teach ers  were given a  choice between p rev iously  

White schools where th e re  were vacancies o r  where ad d itio n a l s t a f f  were
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needed. For in s ta n c e , Thelma Lawson Anderson chose to  teach  a t  P au te r- 

baugji Middle School because she p re fe rre d  to  continue teach ing  mathe

m atics. Edna Madison tra n s fe r re d  to  McAlester Ju n io r High Schools as  a 

member o f th e  L ib rary  s t a f f  and Thelma South Shaw tra n s fe rre d  to  W ill 

Rogers Elementary School. Kermit Anderson, who had served as L 'O uverture‘s  

head coach fo r  38 y e a rs , chose ro t i ra n e n t  ra th e r  than accept an a s s is ta n t  

coach p o s itio n .

According to  Thelma Anderson, th e  tra n s fe r  procedure 'hbs f a i r ly  

smooth. While Black teachers  were no t e n tire ly  p leased  about th e  c lo se  o f 

L 'O uverture nor th e  tra m  fe rs , most o f them received  accep tab le  assign

m ents. Many o f th e  teachers  were w ith in  a  few years o f  re tirem en t and 

were w illin g  to  to le r a te  the  s i tu a t io n  u n t i l  th a t  tim e. Furthermore,

most Black teach e rs  were welcomed in to  th e i r  new schools and they were 
192tre a te d  w ell.

W illa  accepted the  co -p rin c ip a lsh ip  a t  McAlester Jun io r High School. 

As co -p rin c ip a l, she was to  func tion  as an a s s is ta n t  p r in c ip a l. What she 

deplored in  o th e r  desegregated schools had happened to  h e r. In p ra c tic e , 

W illa  had l i t t l e  i f  any ad m in is tra tiv e  o r decision making au th o rity . In  

f a c t ,  "she was more o f a  token than  anything else."^® ^ N evertheless, she 

acted  as an in te rv e n e r and counselor fo r  Black s tu d en ts . By ju s t  being 

th e re , she gave Black studen ts  someone w ith whom they could r e la te  and who 

understood th e i r  problems. Many Black studen ts  re fu sed  to  ta lk  to  White 

a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  a b o u t  t h e i r  p ro b le m s ; i n s t e a d  th e y  w ould  req u est

191

192
Intei"view w ith  Thelma Lawson Anderson, October 24, 1979. 

Ib id .

193Ib id .
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194to  ta lk  to  W illa . Leaders in  th e  Black conminity f e l t  th a t  W illa 's

p o s itio n  as c o -p rin c ip a l amounted to  a  demotion. W atts s a id ; "There i s

no way a  woman w ith h e r q u a lif ic a t io n s , experience and education should

have been made c o -p rin c ip a l. I th in k  i t  was th e  B oard 's way o f punishing

her fo r being  outspoken and forward in  her th in k in g . She had a  b e t te r

education than a l l  o f  them. But th i s  i s  th e  th in g  th a t  happened to  Blacks

in  school in te g ra tio n . Our schools were e i th e r  taken o r  c losed  and our

educators were p laced in  lower p o s itio n s . Most o f  a l l  our ch ild ren  su ffe r

because nobody understands them."^®^

Thé process o f school desegregation had reached th e  McAlester

Public  Schools and c rea ted  many changes fo r  Blacks and W hites. One o f

W illa 's  goals during th i s  period  was to  a s s is t  in  making the  t r a n s i t io n

smooth fo r  Black s tu d en ts . She f e l t  th a t  Black teach e rs  could b e s t teach

and understand Black s tu d en ts , and she o ften  tu to red  and a s s is te d  Black
196studen ts  a f te r  working hours. O ther s tu d en ts  c a lled  on th e i r  former 

L 'Ouverture teach ers  fo r  a ss is tan ce  w ith  academic, s o c ia l  and em otional 

problems.

S hortly  a f t e r  th e  beginning o f  th e  second sem ester, W illa became 

i l l  and was unable to  conplete  th e  school term. This l e f t  a  g re a t void in  

th e  school l i f e  o f B lack s tu d en ts ; th ey  no longer had W illa  to  guide them. 

However, o th e r former L 'O uverture teach e rs  f i l l e d  th e  void .

W illa  and th e  L 'O uverture school legacy had ended. S tudents no 

longer wallced o r rode th e  bus to  th e  school a t  14th and Chickasaw S tr e e ts .

^^Ibid.

^^^Interview  w ith  Wade W atts, March 15, 1979.

Interview  with Ruth J . Strong, February 6 , 1979.
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Even so , th e  "model o f educational excellence" had a lready  been e stab lish ed  

and p rac ticed  a t  L’Ouverture by W illa and o th er Black te ac h e rs . This was 

h er legacy to  the  Black c i t iz e n s  o f  McAlester — and th e  S ta te  o f Oklahcxna.



CHAPTER V

OTHER BLACK TOŒN

T rad itio n a l C areers

During the tw 'enty-nine years of V /illa 's  tenu re  as a school

adm in is tra to r, 20,057 Blacks taught in  the  S ta te  of Oklahana.^ Fran

1929-1951 Black women conprised the  bulk o f  th e  teach ing  fo rce  and they
2

were confined to  teach ing  in  c lassroons. For exanple, men were assigned
3as p r in c ip a ls  in  n in e ty -fo u r o f th e  ninety-seven Black high schools. In 

fa c t ,  o p p o rtu n ities  fo r  leadersh ip  in  education among Black women were 

extremely lim ited . This lim ita tio n  also  was apparent in  th e  Black church, 

which h is to r ic a l ly  served as the  major s o c ia l  in s t i tu t io n  and tra in in g  

ground fo r Black male le ad e rs . Although women conrprised most o f  th e  member-
4

sh ip , men held  the  top  leadersh ip  posts and th e  inherent power. Active 

women who were e n a b le  o f  leadersh ip  in  th e  church and the  broader cotnai- 

n ity  were forced to  u t i l i z e  th e ir  ta le n ts  in  so c ia l prograns involving

P e rso n n e l F i le s ,  S ta te  Department o f  Education, Oklahoma C ity , 
Oklahoma. For purposes o f  th i s  study, teach ing  i s  defined  as a  t r a d i t io n a l  
c a ree r.

^ Ib id .

3
Interview  w ith I r a  Hall

4
PJietaugh Graves Dumas, "Dilenmas o f  Black Females in  Leader

sh ip ,"  in  The Black Woman, (Beverly H ills : Sage P u b lica tio n s , 1980),
pp. 203-204.
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women. The dominance of Blank males in  leadersh ip  ro le s  crea ted  another 

hardship  fo r  Black women beyond th e  issu e  o f s o c ia l  d isc rim in a tio n . Black 

women had to  s u f fe r  th e  f ru s tr a t io n s  and hardships posed by th e  lack  o f
5

o rg an iza tio n  ca ree r development support from Black men. Thus, conbined 

fo rces  o f th ese  so c io -ca ree r phenomena lim ited  Oklahoma Black women w ith 

lead ersh ip  p o te n tia l  to  th e  classroom  teaching  and se rv ic e  o rien ted  pro

grams, e .g . ,  d ire c to rs  o f th e  Young Women's C h ris tia n  A ssociation (YWCA), 

Oklahoma A ssociation  o f Colored Women's Clubs, and youth d ire c to rs  fo r  

churches. Even so . Black women received  s tro n g  in d o c trin a tio n  toward work 

p rim arily  out o f n e ce ss ity  and, on occasion, ou t o f  choice. Eleanor 

Engram described  t h i s  s i tu a t io n :

The s t ru c tu re  o f race  re la t io n s  in  America made th e  
s tru c tu re  o f  sex ro le s  ill-sh p a e d  to  f i t  th e  Black 
experience. The subord ination  o f Black males in  the  labor 
market made p a r tic ip a tio n  o f Blad< women in  th e  labor 
market e s s e n t ia l  fo r  economic su rv iv a l o f B lack fam ilie s .
Black women, being in  th e  category o f  women viio work out 
o f  n e c e ss ity , have long combined family and lab o r market 
ro le s .  Economic cond itions in  the  Blade community and 
th e  c o rre la te d  d e s ire s  fo r  b e t te r  l iv in g  standards have 
always c o n flic te d  w ith  th e  notions o f  women belonging in  
th e  home and being spared from productive labor.®

The n a tio n a l work o r ie n ta tio n  as w e ll as th e  n e c e ss ity  fo r  Black women to

work i s  s t a t i s t i c a l l y  supported. In  1930 38.9% o f  th e  Black wcmen were
7

Qiployed o u ts id e  th e  home. In  Oklahcxna, teach e rs  (m ostly female) and 

m in is te rs  (mostly male) accounted fo r  two th ird s  o f  a l l  Black p ro fe ss io n a ls . 8

^ Ib id . ,  p . 204

^Eleanor Engram, "Role T ran s itio n  in  E arly  Adulthood: O rien ta
t io n s  o f Young Black Women," in  The Black Wcxnan, p . 176.

^ Ib id . ,  p . 178.

O
Strong, "The O rig in , Development and C urrent S ta tu s  o f th e  O kla- 

hana Federation  o f Colored Women's C lubs," p . 34.
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o th er occupations o f Black women were liira.ted to  b e au tic ia n s , w a itresses 

(in  Black business o n ly ), and domestic workers. Furthermore, Blacks in  

general were under rep resen ted  in  th e  f ie ld s  o f d e n t is t ry ,  so c ia l  work,

nursing , eng ineering , and as l ib r a r ia n s ,  pharm acists, surgeons and 

v e te r in a r ia n s . ®

N on-T raditional C areers 

Few i f  any changes occurred in  th e  caree r o p tions o f Black pro

fe ss io n a ls  during th e  decade o f th e  1940's .  Most Black women were s t i l l  

re leg ated  as classroom  te ac h e rs . However, th e re  were many Black women who 

were unhappy w ith  th e  apparent ca ree r lim ita tio n s  o f teach in g . These were 

wcxnen had a d e s ire  to  teach  school. D ie te t ic s  was ny in te r e s t .  I knew 

th e re  were no o p p o rtu n itie s  fo r Black woræn to  become d ie te t ia n s  dut’ing my

tim e. So I ju s t  fo rgo t about it."^®  During th i s  same p eriod , a  few Black

women worked in  fa c to r ie s  because th e re  was a  despera te  need fo r  semi

s k il le d  lab o re rs . Even so , the  Black woman earned a  lower wage than the

Black man.^^ A sm all number of Black women were enployed as grocery s to re

c le rk s , p re sse rs  in  c lea n e rs , and drug s to re  c le rk s . However, th e  number 

o f th ese  jobs a v a ila b le  to  ru r a l  Oklahoma Black women were few. Such jobs 

were lim ited  to  th e  la rg e r  c i t i e s  and even then were r e s t r i c te d  to  th e  few 

Black businesses in  th e  Black conmunity. Furthermore, th e  wages were 

ex trenely  low; s in ce  Black businesses were supported by Black c l ie n te le

®Ibid.

^^Interview  vâth  Josephine Moore, Fronso, C a lifo rn ia , March 12,
1981.

■'■̂ b̂ni Cade, The Black Woman : An Anthology (New York: New
American L ib rary , 1970), p. 208.



-1 0 7 -

vliose wages viere lo w .^

%  1950 Black wcxnen s t i l l  dominated th e  teach ing  profession . 

However, many who began as teachers  had a sp ira tio n s  fo r  o th e r ca ree rs . 

B etty  G. Hopkins Mason had am bitions to  become a  jo u rn a l is t .  Her ambi

t io n  was encouraged by one o f her high school te ac h e rs . However, th e  

curriculum  a t  Bishop C ollege, an a l l  Black co lleg e  she a ttended, d id  not 

include journalism . In s tead , she majored in  business education and pre

pared to  teach . L a te r , she worked in  various p o s itio n s  in  a  bank and
13u ltim ate  ’ f re tu rned  to  th e  f ie ld  o f education.

Je n i Dennis Jackson was one o f  the  fou r Black wcxnen adm itted to

S t. Anthony H o sp ita l 's  School o f Nursing in  Oklahoma C ity  in  1957. She

s a id , " I  guess I never r e a l ly  wanted to  teach , I always had th e  d e s ire  to  
14become a  nu rse ."  At th e  same tim e. Black women were a sp ir in g  to  become

school ad m in is tra to rs . The m ajority  o f  th e  Black sep a ra te  schools were

managed by Black m ales. This was e sp e c ia lly  t ru e  in  th e  case o f Black
15sep ara te  high schools. This s i tu a t io n  d id  not seen  to  discourage Black

12Interview  w ith V/yolene Wilson Brown, Oklahoma C ity , Oklahoma, 
Septenber 20, 1981 and Laura Bowen Smiley, Noveiiber 1, 1981.

13Interview  w ith B etty  G. Hopkins Mason, Oklahoma C ity , Oklahoma, 
December 3 , 1981.

^^Interview  w ith J e n i Dennis Jackson, Oklahoma C ity , Oklahoma, 
February 21, 1981. Jackson was in sp ired  to  e n te r  nu rsing  a f te r  studying 
about Mary Mahoney, th e  f i r s t  Black female to  graduate from a  school o f  
nursing .

15Interview  w ith  I r a  H all, Oklahoma C ity , Oklahoma, tÆarch 15,
1980. As reported  e a r l i e r ,  n in e ty -fo u r o f th e  n inety-seven Black high 
schools were managed by Black males. H all rep o rted  Black female p rin 
c ip a ls  a t  H bldenville , McAlester and Chandler, Oklahcxna.
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fem ales from piu'suing c e r t i f ic a t io n s  fo r  elementary school management.

For example, Ruby C o llin s  Fleming was among th e  f i r s t  group o f Black wcnen 

in  Oklahoma C ity  to  serve  as a  teach ing  p r in c ip a l o f an elementary school. 

A fte r being d isp laced  in  1958, shfe was tem porarily  assigned as an admini

s t r a t iv e  a s s is ta n t  a t  Moon Ju n io r High School. When th e  Œlahoma C ity  

School Board decided to  open th e  C arte r G. Woodson E lanentary School in  

1959-60, she was given th e  re s p o n s ib il i ty  of managing th e  school, bu t not 

th e  t i t l e  o f  p r in c ip a l. In  th e  meantime, Mrs. Fleming approached the  

d ire c to r  o f  personnel about an appointment as p r in c ip a l o f  Moon Jun io r 

High School. He to ld  h er th a t  he d id  not want a  woman a t  hhon as p r in 

cipal.^®  L a te r, she accepted th e  p rin c ip a lsh ip  a t th e  C arter G. Woodson 

Elementary School.

Although ca ree r p a tte rn s  were slowly changing. Black women were 

given l i t t l e  recogn ition  fo r  t h e i r  accomplishments in  th e i r  respec tive  

com nunities and th e  s t a t e .  In  1950 th re e  wcxnen, N.B. B i l l io n , L.E. Gandy 

and R ita  Goodwin, were l i s t e d  among tw enty-nine ou tstand ing  Blacks in  

America. According to  th e  c r i e t r i a  fo r  se le c tio n  i f  i s  evident th a t  many 

Black wcxnen were overlooked. For exanple. Ruby C. F lan ing , was among th e  

f i r s t  group o f Black female school ad m in istra to rs  in  Oklahcxna C ity; W illa 

A. S trong, one o f th e  th re e  Black female p r in c ip a ls  o f  a  high school;

^®Interview w ith  Rubye C o llin s  Fleming, Oklahoma C ity , Oklahoma, 
February 22, 1982.

17G. Janes Fleming and C h ris tian  E. % rcke l e d s . , Who* s Who In 
Colored America (Yonkers N.Y.: C h ris tian  E. Burckel and A ssociation,
1950) p . 631. Hie follow ing i s  s ta te d  as a c r i t e r i a  fo r  se le c tio n : 1)
" those whose le v e l o f  p o s itio n  would au tom atically  include them, and 2) 
those whose personal achievement and learn ing , unique experience o r  asso
c ia t io n ,  p u b lic  fo llow ing a c t iv i ty  in  p ub lic  in te r e s t ,  o r  leadersh ip  
p o s itio n , make them th e  kind o f persons about whom o th e rs  may have in p o r t-  
ta n t  reason to  know more." p . iv . A review o f the  volume d id  not c la r i f y  
whether e n tr ie s  wore naninated by o th e rs  o r made ap p lica tio n s  p e rso n a lity . 
I f  th e  former i s  t r u e ,  hundreds o f Black females were overlooked.
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Johnson, executive d ire c to r  o f  th e  Urban League o f  Oklahoma C ity , and many
17o thers  were om itted .

The passage o f Brown v s . The Board o f Education o f Topeka, Kansas,

th e  1964 C iv il R ights A ct, and th e  equal opportunity  concept combined to

broaden ca ree r o p p o rtu n itie s  fo r  Black women. However, th e  s i tu a t io n  was

not e n t i r e ly  p leasan t. For example, hundreds o f Black teach e rs  lo s t  th e i r

jobs as a  r e s u l t  o f  school desegregation — th e  m ajo rity  o f vhon were 
18women. At th e  same tim e , Black female co llege  s tu d en ts  were se le c tin g

caree rs  o th e r  than  teach in g . For many o f then , th e  cho ice not to  teach  was

based on the  treatm ent gaven Black teach ers  during school desegregation.

Beverly P o r te r  Hale s ta te d :  "My fam ily wanted me to  teach  bu t I  had o ther

goals. I  had an am bition to  become a mathematician. When I went to  co llege

I  majored in  Speech Pathology: I  wanted to  work in  a  h ô p i t a l  o r c l in ic  as
19a  p a th o lo g is t . . .  I wanted to  do anything but te ac h ."  S t i l l  o thers  took

th e  "double p repara tion  approach," th a t  i s  being prepared in  more than one

f ie ld .  J u l ia  Seward Anderson s e t  a  goal to  own and o p e ra te  her own re a l

e s ta te  firm  w hile in  co lleg e . R ather than r i s k  her e n t i r e  fu tu re  on one
20a re a , she chose teach er p rep a ra tio n  as her type o f double p rep ara tio n .

18See Evelyn Richardson Strong, "H is to ric a l Development o f the  
Oklahcxna A ssociation o f Negro Teachers: A Study in  S o c ia l Change," Mary 
C. Moon, "Frederick  Douglas Moon: A Study o f Black Education in  Oklahoma," 
Gene A ldrich , Black H eritage o f Oklahoma, Jininie Lewis F ran k lin , The Blacks 
In  Oklahoma and Kaye M. T e a ll ,  Black H istory In  Oklahoma: A Resource Bœ k.

19Interview  w ith Beverly P o r te r  Hale, Oklahoma C ity , Oklahoma, 
January 10, 1982.

20Interview  w ith J u l ia  Seward Anderson, Oklahcxna C ity , Oklahoma, 
DecQiiber 21, 1981.

21
Interview  with LaRuth Maloy Cunningham, Oklahcxna C ity , Oklahcxna, 

Deceni^er 12, 1981.
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LaRuth Maloy Cimningham never had a  d e s ire  to  teach . As a co lleg e  business
21m ajor, she had th e  ambition to  vork in  p r iv a te  in d u stry . These and 

s i r a i l ia r  choices were made by Black females during th e  e a r ly  1960‘s .

During th e  la te  1960's and e a r ly  1970*s  Black fem ales were
2 2  1 involved in  numerous n o n -tra d it io n a l c a re e rs . T i t le  IX o f  th e  C iv il

R ights Act and th e  a ffirm a tiv e  ac tio n  concept mandated th e  in c lu sio n  and/

o r  h ir in g  o f females in  n o n -trad itio n a l jo b s , e sp e c ia lly  those having
23lead ersh ip  and superv iso ry  s k i l l s .  Many Black women were appointed to  

p o s itio n s  to  meet o rg an iza tio n a l quotas in  school systems and p r iv a te  

in d u stry . During t h i s  same period , Hannah Diggs Atkins became th e  f i r s t  

Black fenale  to  se rve  in  th e  Oklahoma House o f  R epresen ta tives. Freddie 

Williams became th e  f i r s t  Black female member o f th e  Oklahcma C ity  Board 

o f Education. These women had a s tro n g  conmitment to  expend th e i r  energ ies 

vhere po licy  and laws were made as a  means o f preventing fu r th e r  d isc rim i

na tion .

Since s tatehood  (1907) Oklahoma Black women had a  z e a l fo r a 

v a r ie ty  o f c a ree rs . O rganizations such as th e  Federation o f Colored 

Women's Clubs provided a  source o f s tim u la tio n  and encouraganent to  Black 

wcxnen a sp ir in g  fo r  c a ree rs . Women o f th e  various c lubs conbined to  improve

^^Tbcxnas Sowell, e d . , Essays and D ata On American E thn ic  Groups, 
(Washington, D .C.: The Urban I n s t i tu te ,  1981), pp. 281-282.

23See "Career P a tte rn s  o f Fenale and Male A dm inistra tors In 
Oklahoma Secondary P ub lic  Schools Includ ing  A dm inistrative A ss is ta n ts  To 
The Superintendent and A ssis tan t Superin tenden t,"  Mae Frances Nolan, 
unpublished d o c to ra l d is s e r ta t io n , U n iversity  o f Oklahoma, 1981.

24See S trong, "The Oi'igin Development and C urrent S ta tu s  o f  th e  
Oklahoma Federa-tion o f Colored Women's C lubs."
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th e  conditions fo r  Blacks by supporting  th e  f i r s t  Black conmunity l ib ra ry ,
24and a  s ta te  in s t i tu t io n  fo r Black orphans a t  T a ft, Oklahoma. These moves

d id  not occur w ithout problems nor in c id e n t. For exanple, some d isg run tled
25Black men p ro te s ted  th e  club movement.

In  l a t e r  y ea rs . Black women w ith  caree r a sp ira tio n s  o th e r than

teach ing  continued to  be met w ith  ad v ers ity . Those a sp ir in g  to  become

accountants, s o c ia l  workers, lawyers and so fo r th  had to  leave th e  s ta te

fo r  p rep ara tio n . Once they received  tra in in g , job a v a i la b i l i ty  was scarce,

vdiich forced many o f them to  t r a n s fe r  th e i r  residency to  o th e r s ta te s .

Some o f them were not even accepted in  o th e r s ta te s ;  th e i r  q u a lif ic a tio n s

were questioned, and in  most in s ta n ce s . Black wctnen had to  prove themselves

as capable to  V/hite and Black m ales. .For in s tan ce , Je n i Dennis Jackson

experienced an in ten se  screening  process in  o rder to  be accepted fo r 
26nursing  school. Frequently  i t  appeared th a t  Black men w ith  weak leader

sh ip  s k i l l s  were p laced in  adm in is tra tiv e  jo b s , w hile Black women w ith
27superio r s k i l l s  were overlooked.

F in a lly , a  sm all number o f Black women are  employed as  school 

ad m in is tra to rs , su p erv iso rs , co lleg e  in s tru c to rs  and, in  a  few iso la te d  

cases, as school superin tenden ts . Even so . Black women s t i l l  found 

co-workers and members o f  th e  conmunity questioning  th e i r  c r e d ib i l i ty  and 

in te g r i ty .  Some were given ta sk s  thought to  be im possible by th e i r  

su p erio rs . Once th e  ta sk  i s  acconplised , acceptance i s  grudgingly granted.

^^Ibid.

26Interv iew  w ith  Jen i Dennis Jackson, February 18, 1981.

97Intei"view v.dth Rubye C ollin s F laning, February 22, 1982.
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This was th e  s i tu a t io n s  o f  th e  Black woman in  Oklahoma, esiDecially those in  

n o n -trad itio n a l c a ree rs .

Conclusions

An o b je c tiv e  an a ly s is  o f  th e  d a ta  used in  t h i s  study shed much 

l ig h t  on th e  s ta te d  problem and questions.

As axi educa to r, W illa A. Strong employed e f f o r t s  which made a  

d e f in i te  in ta c t  on th e  education o f Black youth under a  system o f segre

ga tion . Such m atte rs  as inequ ity  in  financing  and f a c i l i t i e s  served as 

an inpetus r a th e r  than  an ob stac le  fo r  W illa . Adverse environmental and 

enployment conditons challenged her to  use ingenu ity  and c r e a t iv i ty  in  

o rder to  m otivate Black youth to  achieve and even exceed th e i r  academic 

p o te n tia l .

W illa 's  educational philosophy i s  summarized in  her freq u en tly  

used phrase; Be somebody. The statem ent conrnunicated to  youth th e  need 

to  s e t  r e a l i s t i c  educational goals in  p rep ara tion  fo r  th e i r  fu tu re  as pro

ductive c i t iz e n s .  She a lso  s e t  high le v e ls  o f  a sp ira tio n  fo r  her s tu d en ts , 

in s is t in g  on high acadonic achievanent, fr ie n d ly  co n p etitio n , so c ia l  in te r 

action  through e x tra  c u rr ic u la r  a c t i v i t i e s ,  accep tab le  behavior, and the  

developnent o f  a  p o s it iv e  self-im age. She and th e  studen t body shared a  

mutual re sp ec t %hich led  to  high morale ch a rac te rized  by e n th u s ia s tic  

school s p i r i t  and considerable school p rid e .

As an ad m in is tra to r, W illa sought to  b rin g  about s o l id a r i ty  and a 

high le v e l o f  p ro fessionalism . B elated ly , she encouraged c r e a t iv i ty  and 

innovation from th e  fa c u lty . She was concerned about th e  problems o f her 

teach ers  and she t r i e d  to  help them reso lve  problems th ro u ^ i th e  democratic 

process. Furtherm ore, as a teach ing  ad m in is tra to r she modeled good 

teach ing  by p reparing  course s y l l i b i  w ith e s ta b lish e d  goals and o b jec tiv es
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Vftiich allowed fo r  ind iv idual d iffe re n c e s . No s u b s t i tu te  fo r  excellence 

was accepted f ra n  g if te d  s tu d en ts  and those le ss  g if te d  a lso  were expected 

t o  achieve up to  th e i r  p o te n tia l .  N either econanic s ta tu s  nor hons environ

ment was perceived  by W illa as being an acceptable excuse fo r  not try in g  

to  achieve o n e 's  p o te n tia l . In  f a c t ,  e x tra  e f fo r t s  were made to  in su re  

th a t  these  s tu d en ts  acW/.ved in  s p i te  o f  th e i r  l im ita tio n s .

W illa  and her teachers  were a c tiv e  in  c iv ic  and cairam ity  a f f a i r s .  

The student body a lso  was encouraged to  becoræ ac tiv e  in  such a f f a i r s .

This type o f  in te ra c tio n  a llaved  th e  s tu d en ts  to  see th e i r  teach e rs  in  

ro le s  ou tside  th e  classroon. C oncurrently , th e  conntiunity respec ted  and 

supported th e  school, and the  school respected  and supported the conminity. 

W ithin th is  s tru c tu re , p a ren ts  supported th e  school and in s is te d  th a t  

s tuden ts  follow  the  academic and behav io ra l standards s e t  by the school. 

Therefore, th e  school, p a ren ts  and th e  conminity combined a s  p o s itiv e  

fo rces  in  th e  education o f Black c h ild ren .

As a  Black female ad m in is tra to r, W illa ranked high among h er male 

dominated p ee rs . She provided a d d itio n a l proof th a t ,  depending on the  

person, fem ales were capable and equally  q u a lif ie d  fo r lead ersh ip . This 

occurred th i r t y  years before th e  concept o f  e q u a lity  fo r  wanen became a  

n a tio n a l p r io r i ty .  Her p o s itio n  as p r in c ip a l conminicated to  Black males 

and fanales a lik e  th a t  leadersh ip  was not lim ited  to  o r confined to  gender. 

I t  was c le a r ly  evident th a t th e  fan a le  W illa was capable o f  managing the  

school in  a l l  a re a s . There were few d is c ip lin e  problems w ith  the  studen ts 

th a t  W illa d id  not reso lve  in  a  one-to-one counseling sess io n . F in an i- 

c a l ly ,  she managed her budget in  a  way th a t  provided a su p erio r educational 

program fo r th e  s tu d en ts . Furtherm ore, she was a g re s s iv e  and d id  not 

h e s i ta te  to  make requests  to  th e  s ip e rin ten d en t and Board o f  Education.
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The ro le  model and exajiples s e t  by W illa and o th ers  s tim ula ted  

Black fem ales to  pursue caree rs  o u tside  o f education. L eg is la tiv e  law s, 

th e  w i l l  to  achieve, and th e  courage to  pursue f ie ld s  o u ts id e  o f education 

le d  Black females to  pursue careei's in  government, medicine, so c ia l 

s e rv ic e , and p riv a te  in d u s try . Perhaps t h i s  kind o f  s tim u la tion  would not 

have been p o ssib le  w ithout th e  concrete evidence o f ro le  models.

Since 1975 L 'O uverture graduates have assembled every th ree  years 

fo r  a  n a tio n a l reunion a s  a  t r ib u te  to  th e i r  school. The gathering  i s  a  

symbol o f  g ra titu d e  and app recia tion  fo r  th e  p r in c ip a l, s t a f f  and th e  

school. H iese graduates a re  a l iv in g  legend o f th e  hum anitarian and 

educational values promoted through the  school. Among them a re  lawyers, 

chem ists, co lleg e  p ro fesso rs , managers, superivo rs , departm ental d ire c to rs ,  

a  nunÈer o f school personnel, and owner-operators o f businesses. L 'Ouver

tu re  alumni a re  p roductive  c i t iz e n s  who malce a  s ig n if ic a n t con trib u tio n  

to  so c ie ty  in  " sp ite  o f  th e  systan" th ro u ^ i vhich th e i r  education was 

a tta in e d .

F in a lly , th e  c a ree rs  and le v e ls  o f achievanent among L 'Ouverture 

graduates and graduates o f o th e r a l l  Black secondary in s t i tu t io n s  serve 

to  question  th e  b e l ie f  th a t  these  in s t i tu t io n s  were in f e r io r .  In  f a c t ,  th e  

opposite  may have been t ru e .  Rather than fe e l  in fe r io r  o r  defeated , th e  

"system" encouraged an a t t i tu d e  o f su p e r io r ity  and a  s tro n g er w il l  to  

achieve. While t h i s  double-standard  o f acceptance c rea ted  an ad d itio n a l 

burden fo r  seme. Black s tu d en ts , developed th e  q u a li t ie s  o f  high to le ra n ce , 

te n a c ity , reso u rce fu ln ess  aiid p o s itiv e  s e l f  image. The more determined 

stu d en ts  were w illin g  to  undertake almost any ta sk  and they  became l i f e  

tim e le a rn e rs  — ccmnunity lead ers  and productive employees.

P re se n tly , many Black educators, e sp e c ia lly  those from the
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sep a ra te  school e ra , are  concerned whether Black studen ts  in  th e  p resen t 

system  o f education are experiencing o r being t a u ^ t  th e  s k i l l s  to  surv ive 

th e  desegregated system. Many a re  concerned about th e  d iscrepanc ies  o f 

s tu d en ts  being  led  to  b e liev e  and to  buy in to  a  sy stan  of e q u a lity  viien 

th e re  i s  a  d is t in c t  d iffe ren ce  between dem ocratic p r in c ip le s  and community 

p ra c tic e .

Reconmendations

In a  p lu r a l i s t i c  school system, th e re  i s  a  need fo r teach e rs  to  

become awaie o f  t r a d i t io n a l  le a rn in g  c h a ra c te r is t ic s  o f  various e th n ic  

groups. The successfu l techniques used by Black teach ers  which enabled 

Black youngsters to  achieve success during segregated  schools should be 

s tu d ied  and incoiporated  in  th e  teach ing  p ro cess . Elements such as h ig h - 

expectancy le v e ls ,  g roup-learn ing , in te ra c t iv e  and cexnrainication processes 

a s s is t  in  learn in g . Equally iinportant i s  s e l f  and caim unity id e n ti ty .

There i s  an urgent need fo r  ad d itio n a l research  which c le a r ly  dem onstrates 

and su b s ta n tia te s  the  p o s itiv e  fa c to rs  used in  a ll-B lack  schoo ls. I f  

educators a re  concerned and conm itted to  equal educationa.1 opportun ity , 

t h i s  need should be f u l f i l l e d  immediately.

A dditional research  and documentation o f th e  s ig n if ic a n t  c o n tr i

b u tions o f Black women i s  im perative. Although few o p p o rtu n itie s  to  

observe Black female ro le  models a re  a v a ilab le  in  in te g ra te d  school 

system s, th ese  o p p o rtu n itie s  should not be lo s t .  There i s  an immediacy fo r 

re sea rch ers  to  d ig  deeper in to  th e  "Black experience" wiiich d id  not end 

w ith  th e  Emancipation Proclam ation,
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