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By Roosevelt Fitzgerald 
When Paul Anka was 

singing “Put Your Head 
on My Shoulder” in 
1959, he had no idea as 
to how close to home 
he was hitting. I know 
they say that grown 
men are not supposed 
to cry but, then, grown 
men are not supposed 
to beat up on little child- 
ren or women or the eld- 
erly. In 1959,1 often felt 
like putting my head on 
someone’s shoulder 
and crying like a baby. 

My feeling that way 
was not due to any phy- 
sical pains but to pains 
of the spirit. I had been 
a pretty good student 
and it was already an 

acknowledged fact that 
I would be valedictorian 
of my class. It did not 
matter much, however, 
because I did not quite 
meet the criteria neces- 

sary to go into any one 
of a number of post 
secondary occupations 
or careers. I was sad 
because I had no pro- 
spects and there was no 
reason for me to believe 
that those* circum- 
stances would change. I 
was happy because I 
was finishing school 
not because I saw it as 
an end but because, 
even though it was not a 

beginning, it was a kind 
of testimonial to my 
hard work, good luck 
and caring parents. 

I felt about it that way 
because where I lived 
Black youngsters were 
not really supposed to 
accomplish anything. 
That’s what I had heard 
anyway. I am not all that 

certain that that was in- 
deed the case. Every- 
body I knew went to 
school and most were 
indeed graduating. 
Additionally, a large 
percentage were going 
on to college and upon 
graduation they were 

securing positions 
throughout the state of 
Mississippi teaching 
school. You see, teach- 
ing school was just 
about the only thing 
waiting at the end of the 
tunnel for Black Missis- 
sippians who com- 

pleted college. 
There was some good 

and some bad in this 
circumstance. The hori- 
zons of Black youth 
were limited. We could 
not aspire to such occu- 

pations as doctors, law- 
yers, architects, engi- 
neers or business man- 

agers. Only teaching. 
We could have an op- 
portunity at the latter 
because, in spite of the 
ruling handed down 
with the Brown vs. 
Board of Education Su- 
preme Court decision of 
1954, there were yet 
places In the United 
States where people 
could break the law with 
impunity and nobody 
would do anything 
about it. 

I do not know what I 
wanted to become or 
even if I wanted to be- 
come anything. Per- 
haps, the only thing that 
I could realistically as- 

pire to was to simply be- 
come eighteen years 
old. Now that I think 
about it, there was no 
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either. Mississippi, after 
ail, was a dry state 
which sold liquor ille- 
gally and, on top of that, 
did not care about black 
children. I purchased 
my first half-pint when I 
was only eleven years 
old. I worked until the 
wee hours of the morn- 

ing at the movie theater 
where I was a janitor so 
I was out “all hours of 
night.” I had a morning 
job at one point which 
required my getting up 
at two in the morning in 
order to be at work at 
three. I had no need to 
become eighteen years 
old. The only thing I 
hadn’t done before I 
turned eighteen was to 
register for the draft. 
They sent me out a re- 
minder for that just a 
few weeks before that 
birthday. Three years 
later I would’ve died of 
sufocation had I waited 
for a similar reminder to 
be certain to go down 
and register and vote. 
Cannon fodder. 

The one significant 
lesson which I learned 
as a youngster is the 
harder one works the 
less money one is paid. 
I had done a little pulp 
wooding, worked in the 
cotton fields of Robin- 
son’s Bottom, house 
painter, custodian, 
sugarcane worker, pea 
picker, citrus harvester, 
longshored, and 
dozens of other tempor- 
ary jobs. They all only 
paid pocket change. 
The real money was be- 
ing made by those guys 
who sat behind the 
desks. Everybody i 
knew wanted to get a 
“desk job” and so did i. 
There was only one 

problem — they were 
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jobs. The closest we 
could expect to get to a 
desk job would have 
been with a rag in one 
hand and a can of 
Pledge in the other. 

What to do. As the 
school year drew to a 

close, there were rumb- 
lings on the horizon. It 
seemed that a few 
schools in my neck of 
the woods would be re- 

quired to integrate the 
following fall. It would 
be just a matter of time 
before Natchez would 
be required to follow 
suit but it would be ano- 
ther ten years before 

tenaea macK neighbor- 
hood schools within 
that community. Upon 
their matriculation into 
the secondary schools 
they attended schools 
in the white commun- 
ities. Las Vegas, you 
see, had half a school 
district which was 

segregated and the 
other half was inte- 
grated. Las Vegas has 
always prided itself in 
being different. 

At the time when the 
greattest amount of 
good could have been 
achieved in terms of 
children learning to get 
along with children of 

8 

Professor 
Fitzgerald is 

director of ethnic 

studies at 

University of 
Nevada-Las 

Vegas 

such would occur in Las 
Vegas. Already we had 
discovered that “with 
all deliberate speed” 
could mean a whole life- 
time or just a matter of 
years. It might move 

swiftly or it might move 
at a snail’s pace. In the 
instance of the Su- 
preme Court ruling of 
1954 it would indeed be 
the latter. 

Las Vegas was differ- 
ent from Natchez, Mis* 
sislppi. The greater por- 
tion of Las Vegas’ black 
population resided on 
the “westside.” Black 
children, through the 
elementary grades, at- 
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other races, Las Vegas’ 
children were segre- 
gated. Suddenly, in jun- 
ior high school, the stu- 
dents were called upon 
to experience a kind of 
culture shock by attend- 
ing school with people 
who were not only 
strangers but who also 
looked differently and 
of whom they had heard 
all kinds of strange stor- 

i ies. It worked both 
ways. 

By the time integra- 
tion in the schools 
could be experienced, 
Las Vegas’ students 
were well into adoles- 
cence. Certain attitudes 
had already been formu- 
lated and different 
camps existed within 
the schools. 

Black children who 
had had positive per- 
sonal experiences in 
their elementary 
schools were now hav- 

ing “bridges made over 
their heads.” They had 
been class presidents, 
secretaries, treasurers, 
on the teams, cheer- 
leaders, in the choirs, 
and ail of the other ex- 
tra-curricular activites 
which are designed to 
give a child the oppor- 
tunity of becoming a 
well-rounded individual. 
Their concepts of them- 
selves were strong in 
spite of the fact that 
theirs were the very 
worse of buildings, 
materials and other 
creature comforts. The 
buildings were fine 
when they were erected 
but because dissimilar 

< amounts were spent in 
maintaining the schools 
on the westside, they 
soon found themselves 
in disrepair. Their condi- 
tion continued to deteri- 
orate until integration 
arrived and suddenly 

, white children would be 
| attending classes in 

those buildings. You re- 
member the first rate 

I job of refurbishing, 
| landscaping and other 
j improvements which 

the school district fin- 
ally found the funds for 
following Judge Thomp- 
son’s decision of 1969, 
don’t you? 

Black students of Las 
Vegas were not wel- 
comed to the secondary 
schools with open 
arms. Right off the bat 
they were relegated to a 
kind of second class 
status. There are no re- 
cords of black girls be- 
ing cheerleaders or par- 
ticipating in other activi- 
ties. The occasion of 
black boys doing differ- 
ently could be found al- 
most exclusively on the 
athletic teams. Even in 
those instances those 
black boys who did in- 
deed participate had to 
be at least twice as 

good as anyone else on 
the team in order to get 
an opportunity to per- 
form. 

Certainly, in Las 
Vegas, Black students 
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attended integrated se- 

condary schools but 
they were almost on the 
outside looking in as far 
as extra-curricular activ- 
ities were concerned. In 
Natchez, we were on 
the outside looking in 
all the way. By the time 
we graduated from high 
school, even though we 
had been shown in a 
million different ways 
that we were scum, we 
had a pretty good idea 
of what our true value 
was. 

According to reports, 
as far back as the early 
1940s, Black students 
of Las Vegas were be- 
ing directed away from 
the college preparatory 
courses. The question 
generally raised was 
“what would you do 
with a college degree 
anyway?” No hotels 
were hiring Black 
executives with ac- 

counting degrees, no 

stores were hiring Black 
managers with busi- 
ness degrees, no law 
firms were hiring Black 
attorneys, only on rare 
occasions were Blacks 
with degrees in educa- 
tion being hired outside 
of the westside and on 
the westside there were 

only so many positions 
for teachers, no news- 

papers were hiring 
Blacks with degrees in 
journalism and the ame 
could be said about all 
other areas. 

The University of Nev- 
ada Reno opened a 
southern branch in 
1957. it was initially call- 
ed Nevada Southern 
and it later became Uni- 
versity of Nevada Las 
Vegas. The first classes 
were conducted primar- 
ily at Las Vegas High 
School. The overall en- 
rollment was low and 
that was particularly 
true of minority stu- 

dents. It was not unu- 
sual. The campus at 
Reno, in its history, had 
served but a handful of 
minority students. To a 
certain extent, the 
cause of this had its ori- 
gins in the secondary 
schools throughout the 
state. 

Since Black children 
had not been encour- 

aged to take college 
preparatory courses, 
there were few who in- 
deed did qualify. Some 
of the teachers at the 
university extension 
here were also teachers 
in the public schools. 
There is no reason to 
believe that simply be- 
cause they were now 

teaching on a “college” 
campus that somehow 
they would miraculous- 
ly terminate whatever 
racist orientation they 
might have possessed. 
It was indeed a continu- 
ous cycle. 
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