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Time hasn’t changed a thing

by Roosevelt Fitzgerald |

Even though it has been 22 classes that day gone to the library
years, it seems like only yesterday. and retumned to O’Shaunnesy Hall
I was in the first of what would be for my third class of the day. As
three years of graduated study at usual and as I've done most of my
Notre Dame University. life, T walked alone.

There were only a handful of Also, as I walked, | was quite
black students there at the time and aware of what transpired within my
only a few in the graduaie college. line of vision. There was some-
It was at a time when we, as a na- thing odd about the behavior of
tion, was still involved in our psy- other swdents as I approached by I
chological calisthenics in an attempt couldn’t put my finger on it. From
to determine whether we would a distance I could see them in quiet

actually become as democratic as
we had believed we were for years
or remain a figment of our collec-
Eight months carlier I amived
in Indiana from Mississippi and
experienced two phenomena com-
pletely alien to me: Snow and inte-
gration. | had gotten used (o the
first and the second was coming
along. The latier was slower in de-
veloping partially because 1 had
little time for socializing.

1 carried twelve graduate hours
each semester and worked a full
time job. There were moments in-
between classes ot on the way 10
the library for limited conversations
with a few of my classmates, all of
whom were white, but not really
the kind of time one need for dis-
covery. So, while we knew each
others' name, we didn’t know each
other,

That was the reality I found
myself in on that fateful day of April

animated conversation but, as I drew
near, they grew silent.

My reaction to what [ ob-
served was not at all unusual; |

concluded that I was the topic of veyed

conversation.

I wondered why would they be
talking about me. They didn’t know
me. We didn't associate with each
other. I hadn't done anything to
them and, up to that point, they
hadn't done anything 0 me.

Tension began to tighten in
me—a tension which was always
there but uncoiled—and 1 began 0
think they were going to jump me.
All of these things ran through my
mind as | climbed the stairways and
walked the hallways. By the time I
reached the third floor I was men-
tally and physically prepared for
war, | was prepared for the worst.

When 1 entered the classroom
there were several pockets of stu-
dents all engaged in conversation
and, upon my entering, the room

4,22 years ago, | had attended two was hushed. I went 1o my seat and

put my books down and just stood

One of the fellows began o
approach me and, close on his hecls
came others. | made my plan; | wold
crack his skull, cave in the second’s
chest, break the third’s neck, drive
the fourth’s nosebone into his brain,
and bash three or four with a wall
map, throw one or (wo out of the
window and then, if more came, |
would really get serious.

“I'm somry,” the first guy said.
“I'm sorry they killed him." 1 didn’t
know what he was talking about
and I'm sure my expression con-
that.

“Haven’t you heard? Martin
Luther King was murdered in
Memphis today." [ couldn't be-
lieve my ears. 1 stood there frozen.
Only my eyes moved and as they
did so, going from face to face, they
saw confirmation. | wanied (o cry

down his throat. My mind wanted
1o un away. | head never fell so
low and alone. There had been
times [ hadn't felt particularly good
about my country but that day, 22
years ago, | came about as close ©
hating it as one might without actu-
ally doing so.l needed air. Out the
door, down the corridor and 0 an
open window.

I looked up and there was the
“Gold Dome.” In its reflection I

saw friendly forests, with friendly wgged at his hand and said: “Say it

paths and fricmdly forest creatures
and a house with a red chimney and
a plume of friendly smoke. [ re-
membered the tail-end of a story
out of Chicago which had 1o do
with a baseball player who was
charged with rigging the ouicome
of a game.

Joe Jackson was the
protagonist’s name. He was a base-
ball player—a hero—and the alle-
gations against he and his tcam
mates had a fare reaching effect on
baschall. Morc than that, they had
an effect on one of Jackson's loyal
fans—a kid named David.

David had followed Jackson's
carcer for all his shont life. He had
baseball cars and other memorabilia
and frequently, he would play hooky
from school 0 go waich the team
and his hero play. When he heard
what had happened and about the

. ensuing trail, he went daily 1o the

courthouse 10 caich a glimpse of
his hero 1o possibly get a chance 1
approach him and find out the real
skinny on what had happened.
Finally, one cloudy aftemoon,
sitting there on the step of the court-
house he saw Jackson walking alone
down the steps, and he ran over 0
him and took his hand. Jackson
paused, looked down at the boy who
also had tears in his eyes, and asked
if he wanted an autograph. The kid
shook his head negatively. Jackson
started 1o walk way by the kid

ain't so Joe. Say it ain't s0.”

I saw Dr. King's face in the

gold dome and I remembered the
few times I had scen him and heard
him speak. I remembered life be-
fore he came along and how people
like me were not worth a plug nickle
and didn’t even know it.

I thought about how he had
brought a recognizing o who we
really were, who we could never be
again and who we were. Many
times and for many years people
asked, on the birth of a black child,
“Is you the one?”

He was the one. We all knew it.
He had done so much in just thir-
teen years since the Montgomery
bus boycott of 1955. He preached
love and not hate. He said “the best
thing you can do with your enemy
is 10 make him your friend.” 1
hadn’t been raised that way. | was
raised 1o forgive no one, to get even,
an eye for an eye. He had started
me on the way toward a change and
now | was told that he had been
murdered.

1 said a prayer in my mind ask-
ing that what I had been told not be
true. “Say it ain’t so, God. Say it
ain't so.” But, like Joe Jackson,
God did not.

April 4 had been my birthday;
it has not been since that day.

Fitzgerald is a professor of
anthropology at the wniversiy.




