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ELIZABETH ECKFORD
walking to Central High
School on Sept. 4, 1957,
as Hazel Bryan Massery
yells at her from behind

Flfty years t was “the most severe test of the Constitution since

i l the Civil War,” according to historian Taylor Branch.
ago t,hls fa [' Fifty years ago, in September 1957, nine black stu-
P resi d ent dents tried to enter all-white Little Rock Central High School

Eisen hower in Little Rock, Arkansas, after a federal court ordered the
school district to integrate. Governor Orval E. Faubus, who
sent federa[ accused Washington of “cramming integration down our

troo p S | nto throats,” ordered the National Guard to surround the school
and block the students from going inside.

Arka nsas The Little Rock crisis, one of the key events of the civil

to enfo rce rights era, lasted three weeks, ending only after President

t h o d eseq- Dwight D. Eisenhower sent in federal troops to ensure that
g the black students made it to school.
re ga ti on of Seeds of the showdown had been sown three years eatlier,
tht[e ROCI’('S in 1954, when the U.S. Supreme Court handed down its
decision in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka. In this
C entra [ landmark case, the Justices unanimously ruled that segrega-
: tion in public schools was unconstitutional under the 14th
H lg h SC h OO[ Amendment, which guarantees Americans equal protection
under the law (see timeline, next page). The Brown ruling
overturned the “separate but equal” principle established in
By Sam Roberts 5o by the Coutt in Plessy v. Ferguson.
Most Southern statcs resisted the Brown ruliug outright or
II'_"IE':”LE took only token steps to comply. In Little Rock, the school
ROCK NINE” board adopted a timetable for gradual desegregation, begin
Lenz‘;? UL 5  ning ih the fall of 1957 at Central High, and extending to the
82‘:;‘;2‘;"1"457. 2 lower grades during the next six years.
In Washington, Southern members of Congress dug in their
heels against integration. In March 1956, 18 Senators and 81
Congressmen signed the Southern Manifesto denouncing
Brown and urging Southern states to continue to fight it.

‘ARE YOU SCARED?’

With the fall of 1957 approaching, segregationists in
Little Rock predicted that violence would erupt if integra-

tion took place. But a federal court ordered
| the school district to proceed. On September
_ | 4, nine black students selected by the school
— o~ | board from a pool of more than 100 candi-
*‘"PiéﬁbCK | dates tried to go to class at Central High

ASSES’ ' for the first time. They were confronted by
R NORS | a,mob of white hecklers and turned away
"-,mm“m \.I by some of the hundreds of Arkansas

\,\m;_;;“‘},gef.:'- |\ National Guard troops sent there by

o L i
| Meawer | Governor Faubus.
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PAGE gNEfqlw Sam Roberts is urban affuirs correspondent
Sept. 26, 19 for The New York Tomes
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! LITTLE ROCK CENTRAL HIGH

“Are you scared?” one of the nine students, 15-year-old
Terence Roberts, was asked by a reporter that day.

“Yes, I am,” he replied. “I think the students would like me
OK once I got in and they got to know me.”

That morning, they didn’t get the chance.

But on September 20, a federal judge ordered Faubus
to remove the National Guard troops. He complied, and
three days later, Little Rock police
escorted the nine students inside the
school through a side door. Rioting
broke out among the thousand-
plus white protesters in front of the
school and police removed the black
students after only a few hours, fear-
ing for their safety.

On September 25, in a dramatic
climax to the crisis, President
Eisenhower sent a thousand troops
from the Army’s 101st Airborne
Division to Little Rock and placed all
10,000 Arkansas National Guardsmen
under federal control. For the first time since Reconstruction, a
President had ordered armed federal troops to the South to
ensure that the civil rights of blacks were protected.

Eisenhower spoke to the nation on television and radio
from the White House that night, saying that he had reluc-
tantly intervened not to advance integration “by force of
arms,” but because he was obligated to carry out the deci-
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PRESIDENT EISENHOWER, with Martin Luther King
Jr. {left] and other civil rights leaders in 1958. “Mob
rule cannot be allowed to override the decisions of the
courts,” Eisenhower said of the Little Rock crisis.

l White students look on as some
of their new black classmates are
| escorted inside.

sions of the federal courts. “Unless the President did so,
anarchy would result,” Eisenhower said. “Mob rule cannot
be allowed to override the decisions of the courts.”

The next day, as a sullen crowd of 1,500 whites watched,
soldiers armed with M-1 rifles ringed Central High School.
Racial integration, at bayonet point, was achieved by the six
black girls and three black boys, now known as the “Little
Rock Nine,” at 9:25 a.m., 40 minutes
after the opening bell.

As Homer Bigart reported on the
front page of The New York Times:
“An impressive show of federal force
cowed racist agitators at Central
High School this morning, permit-
ting the integration of nine Negro
students without scrious disorder.”

The nine students said later that day
that they were not harassed by their
classmates. Sixteen-year-old Ernest
Green sounded hopeful. “Things
would be better if only the grown-ups
wouldn’t mix in,” he said. “The kids have nothing against us.
They hear bad things about us from their parents.”

Federal troops were gradually withdrawn, but the National
Guard troops remained for the rest of the school yeat, and the
black students continued to face threats and abuse. Gloria Ray,
15, reported that white students called her names, spat at her,
vandalized her locker, and pushed her down a flight of stairs.
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Minnijean Brown, 16, was expelled after dumping a bowl
of chili on a white boy’s head in response to taunts in the
school cafeteria. But the rest of the Little Rock Nine fin-
ished the school year, and in May 1958, Ernest Green would
become Central’s first black graduate.

In the fall of 1958, in a final act of defiance against integra-
tion, Governor Faubus closed all of Little Rock’s public high
schools—forcing students not able to go to private schools to
take courses by mail or enroll out-of-state. Some of the Little
Rock Nine moved away, while others took correspondence
courses. When the school closings were declared unconstitu-
tional by a federal court and Central reopened in 1959, only
two of the original black students returned.

‘MORE FREEDOM FOR ME, TOO’

Green, who later earned a master’s degree in sociology,
went on to become an Assistant Secretary of Housing and
Urban Affairs under President Jimmy Carter. He is now a
managing director at Lehman Brothers, the investment bank,
in Washington. Most of the other Little Rock Nine finished
high school, and many went on to college and graduate
school, becoming accountants, college professors, teachers,
lawyers, activists, and journalists.

Ten years ago, with Bill Clinton, an Arkansas native, in
the White House, Little Rock commemorated the 40th
anniversary of its integration battle. Speaking from the steps
of Central High, President Clinton said, “Like so many
Americans, I can never fully repay my debt to these nine
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use of race in school integration plans

people. For with their innocence, they purchased more free-
dom for me, too, and for all white people.”

Clinton noted that in a sense, one form of segregation
in America had been replaced by another, with most whites
and blacks continuing to lead largely separate lives at school,
at work, and in their neighborhoods. In Little Rock, the
district’s students are mostly black, with many white students
attending private school,

“Segregation is no longer the law, but too often separation
is still the rule,” Clinton said.

Elizabeth Eckford, the only former member of the Little
Rock Nine who still lives in Little Rock, was reunited at the
anniversary celebration with Hazel Bryan Massery, the white
girl who taunted her in a famous photograph from 1957 (see
page 24). Five years after the photo was taken, Massery called
Eckford to apologize.

“T'was an immature 15-year-old,” Massery recalled. “That’s the
way things were, I grew up in segregated society and I thought
that was the way it was and that’s the way it should be.”

Massery and Eckford have since become friends, and
they’ve occasionally appeared together to talk about the
Little Rock crisis.

At a forum at Indiana University a few years ago, Massery
said that she didn’t want to be known for that single moment
captured when she was 15, “I'll never get over that picture,”
she said, according to the Indianapolis Star Tribune.

Eckford had a slightly different reaction. “Sometimes I
can look at it,” she said, “and sometimes I just can’t.” @
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