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A Class of Their Own, by Adam Fairclough, is a muscular testament to the grit, guts and resilience of African American teachers following the Civil War. Many of us who are descendents of these teachers have never thought of them in the ways that Fairclough describes them. They were bold, audacious and fearless. We have never been brought face to face with the personal dangers that they faced, from harassment to murder, all because they wished to teach to their own.

According to Fairclough, they were a professional and persistent brigade of educational warriors.  This brigade included many white Northerners who took up the cause and suffered many of the same abuses as Southern African American teachers. Until now, the stories of these Northerners were better 

documented than those of the Southern African American teachers, thanks to histories of the American church and the abolitionist movement.  But all of these great American heroes are faithfully and painstakingly recounted in this massive account. These individuals were our first civil rights heroes, politicians and race leaders. 

I hope the following excerpts will cause you to avail yourself of A Class of Their Own, if you have not already. To read it is to be made aware of a glorious history of pioneering men and women. Men and women, who fought many of their battles alone against a mean and demented foe. They had no protection, neither an NAACP nor a government entity that they could rely on to protect them, just their faith and their belief in the next generation.  A CLASS OF THEIR OWN:  Black Teachers in the Segregated South. 

Excerpts:
   An air of futility often surrounded the best efforts of black teachers.

Despite islands of excellence and much-touted evidence of progress,

the condition of most rural schools was about the same in 1940 as it

had been in 1870. Black teachers campaigned, lobbied, argued, and

pleaded for better buildings, more training, higher salaries, and an equitable

share of public funds. No matter how valiantly they struggled,

however, the gap between black and white schools persisted. Only in

the 1940s, when whites faced the imminent threat of federally enforced

integration, did the gap start to narrow. The history of black education

"seems not so much an evolving linear narrative as a sociology

of oppression in which debates over means recur within a common

context of victimization." 23 (Woodson, Mis-Education of the Negro, 13; Robert G. Newby and David B. Tyack, “Victims without ‘Crimes’:  Some Historical Perspectives on Black Education,”  JNE, 40 (Summer 1971): 193.)   (page 23)
   Inflated estimates of what education could achieve for blacks, on

top of rank discrimination, imposed a double cruelty upon black

teachers. The northern philanthropic foundations, for example, piled

expectation upon expectation onto the shoulders of black teachers:

fundraising, school beautification, public health, agricultural extension

work, parent-teacher associations, interracial committees, and

summer schools to improve their own education. In fact, the foundations

treated teachers as if they were the primary agents of community

improvement. Many teachers responded heroically to these exhortations,

which tapped into the missionary fervor that blacks had always

brought to teaching. The reports of Jeanes teachers like Lillian Rogers

provide moving insights into the Herculean efforts of black teachers.

However, teachers could not possibly fulfill the demands of the foundations

and the expectations of parents. Underneath the mask of optimism

that black teachers habitually donned, lurked resignation and
despair. 24 (Michael Fultz, “African American Teachers in the South, 1890-1940:  Powerlessness and the Ironies of Expectations and Protest,” HEQ 35 (Winter 1995), 406-413.)
   Failure and even betrayal can be found in this history, but they are

not its dominant notes. For all the ambiguities and limitations of their

work, black teachers played a crucial part in building black communities

after the Civil War. During the most oppressive years of Jim

Crow, teachers skillfully cultivated white support for black schools

and adroitly minimized opposition to them. They displayed integrity

and commitment; their tactics were subtle and tenacious.
   To what extent did black teachers help topple white supremacy?

Some argue that the civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s was

the progressive fulfillment of education's promise. Others contend

that black teachers were too limited by institutional constraints, and

too wedded to their privileged status, to challenge segregation. Certainly,

the well-known tension between black teachers and the civil

rights movement makes it hard to establish a direct link between education

and black insurgency. Yet the dismissive view of black teachers

held by many civil rights activists, who often characterized black

teachers as conservative "Uncle Toms," was misguided. Despite their

compromises and evasions, black teachers kept the goal of equality in

sight. Although education was not inherently progressive or automatically liberating, teachers insisted that it was a necessary condition

for challenging and overturning white supremacy. Constantly battling

poverty and prejudice, walking a precarious line between two communities,

the wonder is that black teachers achieved so much. In

the 1950s and 1960s, boycotts and demonstrations achieved dramatic

breakthroughs; the heroes and martyrs of those struggles became

household names. Compared to the headline battles of the civil rights

movement, the struggles of black teachers are not well known. But

they were, in their own way, just as dramatic and equally important.

(pages 23-24)

Black teachers, like all freedmen's teachers, faced a battery of obstacles.  The first challenge was to find a building that could serve as a schoolhouse.  Churches provided a common location, but the freedmen

were still in the process of erecting or acquiring church buildings,

and this entailed a struggle of its own. Whites often voluntarily

relinquished control of churches that blacks had customarily used under

slavery, and in many instances helped blacks build new churches.

However, when blacks separated from white congregations, disputes

over church property frequently ensued. Moreover, even when whites

helped blacks acquire churches, they often opposed their use as

schools. Buildings of any kind were difficult to come by. A large number

of the South's structures had suffered war damage. Whites who

owned serviceable buildings often refused to rent rooms to freedmen's

teachers. A Freedman's Bureau official in Texas described the problem: “We do not possess in the entire State .a school-house with two rooms, or the facilities for grading pupils, while in many promising localities it is impossible to rent even a cabin.” 37 (Leon Litwack, Been in the Storm So Long:  The Aftermath of Slavery (New York:  Random House, 1979), 468; Peter R. Hines to G. L. Eberhart, 1865, reel 8, BRFAL (Ga.); Geo. F. Bowles to D. Burt, 22 Nov. 1866, reel 47, BRFAL (Tenn.); Exec. Doc. 6, Freedmen’s Affairs, 1866, 149; Exec. Doc. 70, Freedmen’s Bureau, 1865-66, 354-355.) (page 44)
…Kentucky teacher Elijah P. Marrs, a former slave and veteran of the Union army, felt like a marked man.  ''For three years,” he recalled, “I slept with a pistol under my head, an Enfield rifle at my side, and a corn-knife at

the door." Teachers who became Republican leaders had good reason

to fear that every day might be their last. In 1870 Richard Burke, a

teacher-preacher in Sumter County, Alabama, and a member of the

state legislature, was gunned down in his home. His former owner

described Burke as "a quiet man" who had "made himself obnoxious

to a certain class of young men by having been a leader in the

Loyal League and by having acquired a great influence over people of

his color." The Ku Klux Klan destroyed school buildings. "They were

school-houses in which colored pupils were taught by Republican

teachers," explained Dr. N. B. Cloud, Alabama's superintendent of education.

That freedmen often used schoolhouses as community halls made them doubly attractive as targets. 43 (Marrs, Life and History, 89-90; Erick Foner, Freedom’s Lawmakers:  A Dictionary of Black Officeholders during Reconstruction (Baton Rouge:  Louisiana State University Press, 1996), 26, 32; Kolchin, First Freedom, 121; 43rd Cong., 2d sess., House Report 262, Affairs in Alabama, 1875, 73, 292.) (page 47) 

   As bearers of literacy in a population that was 95 percent illiterate,

black teachers were a natural source of leadership. Lest they be criticized

for sullying education with politics, we must remember the

intensely partisan culture of the nineteenth century. The notion of

teachers as nonpolitical public employees was alien to that age. Teaching

was not, in any case, a clearly defined profession but rather an occasional

or part-time occupation. Teachers moved in and out of the

classroom; they were also lawyers, planters, farmers, sharecroppers,

newspaper editors, and ministers. In the broad process of community

formation, blacks did not regard education as a distinct category. As a

white Democrat from Louisiana noted, the freedmen "mix up in their

churches religion, school, and politics." 45 (Foner, Freedom’s Lawmakers, 20, 29-32, 185; Senate Report 693, Causes of the Removal of the Negroes, 2:37-38, 214; 44th Cong., 2d sess., House Misc. Doc. 34, Recent Election in Louisiana, 4:122.) (page 48)
   Perhaps the most accurate measure of white attitudes toward the

education of blacks was the failure of white southerners, when they

controlled state governments between 1865 and 1867, to make any

public provision for black schools. This neglect did not reflect opposition

to the principle of public education-several states had already

inaugurated public schools systems before the Civil War. But the state schools after the war because, explained Governor Jonathan Worth, it wished to "avoid this question of educating negroes." In Mississippi,

writes historian Vernon Lane Wharton, "from press and pulpit came

the call for action," but "the movement [to establish schools for blacks]

was almost completely without results."52 (Wharton, The Negro in Mississippi, 243-244; Alexander, “Hostility and Hope,” 122; Ward M. McAfee, Religion, Race, and Reconstruction:  The Public School in the Politics of the 1870s  (Albany:  State University of New York Press, 1998), 102-103.) (pages 49-50)
The White League also targeted teachers of black schools. The

Natchitoches Vindicator accused a white teacher from Vermont, a

"fiend in human shape," of inciting blacks to "murder and rapine."

In Bienville Parish a party of armed men beat one teacher and ordered

another, a former Confederate soldier, to leave. A band of White

Leaguers ordered a black teacher from Pennsylvania to quit the parish

within ten hours. He did so. 64 (44th Cong., 2d Sess., Exec. Doc. 30, Use of the Army in Certain of the Southern States (Washington:  GPO, 1877), 199; House Report 261, Condition of the South, 3:789, 927.)

   On August 30, 1874, the White League seized six white Republican

officials in the town of Coushatta. While the prisoners were being escorted

out of Red River Parish, a band of whites from De Soto Parish,

led by a man who styled himself "Captain Jack," murdered them. The

"Coushatta Massacre" sent tremors of fear through the Republican

Party of Natchitoches. Blunt hid in the woods, eventually emerging to

plead for his life. He told the White Leaguers that he would quit politics,

"promising to attend to my own business." 65 (Ted Tunnell, Edge of the Sword:  The Ordeal of Carpetbagger Marshall H. Twitchell in the Civil War and Reconstruction (Baton Rouge:  Louisiana State University Press, 201), 173-174.)  (page 54)
Charles Hunter combined teaching a four-month term in a Robeson County

school with teaching split terms—two months in the summer and two

in winter—in Wake County schools. 24 (Murray, Proud Shoes, 235-236; Hunter, Review of Negro Life, 30.) 

   Teachers commonly boarded with local families for the two, three, or four months they held school.  They were variously amazed and appalled

by the crudity of their rural dwelling places. "I would advise everyone

who comes into the country to teach to bring a few things

with them," wrote Ellen Garrison Jackson, "such as a Knife and fork,

spoon, cup and saucer etc. They will be needed." With all the members

of a family often occupying one room, few enjoyed much privacy.

Charles Chesnutt, who slept in a shed with the youngest of his landlord's six children, did relatively well. The family boarding James Weldon Johnson had created two rooms by employing a partition, but

the partition stopped several feet short of the principal room's ceiling.

Asked to share one side of the partition with a fourteen-year-old boy,

Johnson declined, determined to hang on to "the narrow margin of my
privacy." 25 (Brodhead, Journals of Charles W. Chesnutt, 61-62; James Weldon Johnson, Along This Way:  The Autobiography of James Weldon Johnson (1933; New York:  Penguin, 1990), 108-109.)   (pages 112-113)
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