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Uphill Battle by the Little Rock Nine

Harada Jun

Introduction

It was a cozy late afternoon when I arrived in Little Rock, Arkansas, just one of the stops on
my two-month journey across the US. Although it was my first visit, driving through the town was
not difficult, with quiet streets geometrically aligned on the flat land. Around the corner appeared
the historic building of Little Rock Central High School. As I got out of the car, I felt my heart beat
faster facing the very same building I had seen in black and white pictures in a history book, now
looming high in color. The August sun was about to set on the Great Plains, and the extreme heat
of the South was finally easing off. It was so quiet that it took me a little courage to break the
silence when I asked someone passing by to take a picture of me standing in front of the building.
It was hard to imagine that there was a historic turmoil stemming from school integration at this
very spot just half a century before.

This was where dozens of soldiers had lined up amid media coverage as nine black students
struggled to break through the racial barrier. Studying about these nine students called the Little
Rock Nine, I came to know that what Charles River Editors (2020) says is no exaggeration:

While many teenagers’ main concern is finding a date for prom, theirs was surviving
until lunch, and when some students were worrying about making the volleyball
team, they were worried about making it home alive each day" (p. 4).

This paper reviews the historical turning point that this peaceful town witnessed in the mid-
20th century, a dark part of history we must not forget. It is about the nine black students who
first enrolled in an all-white school in Little Rock, who bravely fought an uphill battle to break
through the racial barrier. It is my hope that reviewing what the Little Rock Nine went through
will make us realize how fragile justice is and how much sacrifice is required once it is destroyed.

The main information source is a book by Melba Beals (2010) who was one of the nine
students and later became a journalist. The information in this paper comes from this source
unless otherwise indicated. Another student, Carlotta Walls, coauthored a book together
with Lissa Page (2009), offering another firsthand account of what happened in Little Rock.
Furthermore, the memoirs of the Little Rock Nine’s mentor—Daisy Bates (1986), the leader of
the National Association of Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) branch in Arkansas, detail
the political developments related to the crisis in Central High School. Their firsthand accounts
are indispensable in my study as the information they provide goes beyond the scope of regular
history books. After all, history should be stories experienced by real people. However, there are
some people, including former Central High students, who think the Nine's accounts include

exaggerations (Walls & Page, 2009). To secure objectivity, I supplement the information with
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research by third party historians like Charles River Editors (2020), Joy Hakim (2012), and
Perritano (2018).

Background

In 1954, the US Supreme Court issued a historic ruling which stated that racial segregation
at public schools was unconstitutional and ordered that desegregation proceed with "all deliberate
speed," The school district in Little Rock, led by Superintendent Virgil Blossom, was one of the
first to discuss the way to implement school integration. The chosen test case was Central High
School, considered the pride of Arkansas. It was the most expensive school building in the country
when it was founded in 1927, costing an extraordinary amount back in the days of the post-World
War I recovery. Despite its richness in resources and facilities, it also represented the significant
racial gap in the South. The Little Rock School District spent $102 on one white student in
contrast to a mere $67 on a black counterpart as of in 1957 (Charles River Editors, 2020).

Despite these color lines, the state of Arkansas was considered to be relatively progressive
in the Jim Crow South. Some residential areas were well integrated and there were not as many
racial conflicts as in certain cities in the Deep South (for a horrendous case, see Anderson (2017)).
Public libraries were integrated in 1951 without much trouble. So, it was not surprising that the
Little Rock school board was one of the first to respond to the court order with two board members
being elected in support of school integration in 1957. It seemed that the integration process
would go smoothly. In fact, one of the nine students, Jeff Thomas, later said in an interview that
he could not foresee any trouble in school integration in the peaceful city where he had grown
up (Bates 1986; Charles River Editors, 2020). The brutal murder of Emmett Till in Mississippi
in 1955 (for more details of this incident, see Harada (2023)) shocked the entire community, but
many local people thought it had happened in a totally different world, one with extreme racism.
Most black teens felt well protected in Little Rock as long as they stayed in their place (Walls &
Page, 2009).

Behind these optimistic views, anger among segregationists was brewing. Not only were they
alarmed by the Supreme Court ruling, but also by what happened in Montgomery, Alabama in
1955-56, where black civil rights activists had united and won racial integration of the city buses
(Parks 1997, Hakim, 2010; Vaderman, 2017). Politicians were quick to sense these sentiments.
All Arkansan congressmen signed what was called the Southern Manifesto denouncing the court
ruling. Then came the decision by the local school board to integrate Central High School. This
exasperated the segregationists among the students and parents. In fact, a survey conducted
at that time revealed that there were over 200 students at Central High School who identified
themselves as segregationists. Many of them were aggressive types and they started expressing
anger over having the school’s integrity ruined by colored students. Some parents expressed fear
of their children dating black kids (Charles River Editors, 2020). It was probably rooted in the

false science that prevailed at that time claiming that whites were biologically more intelligent
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with their bigger brains than those of Africans (Gould, 1996). This led some parents to believe
that racial purity must be kept intact. They formed the Central High Mothers’ League led by
Margaret Jackson. Together with the interstate segregationist organization, the Capital Citizens’
Council, they held rallies insisting it was premature to integrate Central High against all
Southern tradition and heritage. (Bates, 1986; Charles River Editors, 2020).

Arkansas Governor Orval Faubus was among the most adamant in defying school integration.
He was initially considered to be rather progressive. In fact, he attended a school rumored to
be associated with the American Communist Party when he was young. Yet, when he ran for a
governor, he decided it was wise to ride the conservative tide in the South. Since the Civil War,
many southern voters had liked to make a big deal out of protecting southern sovereignty against
federal intervention (Bates, 1986). So Faubus turned conservative for the sake of the election and
pledged to continue segregation, or at least he put on the fagade of a tough guy protecting the
Southern Manifesto. His sudden conversion bolstered the segregationist resistance.

The NAACP, led by Daisy Bates, encouraged the black community to break the racial barrier
and send students to Central High School. However, faced with harsh resistance and anger among
white segregationists, many black students became less excited about integration, feeling scared
of stepping out of their racial boundaries. Initially, there were 17 black students interested in
attending Central High, but as racial tensions intensified, some backed off, leaving nine students
later known as the Little Rock Nine: Melba Pattillo Beals, Minnijean Brown, Elizabeth Eckford,
Ernest Green, Gloria Ray Karlmark, Carlotta Walls LaNier, Thelma Mothershed, Terrence
Roberts, and Jefferson Thomas.

Fully aware of the volatile situation surrounding Central High School, Superintendent
Blossom had to impose many restrictions on the black students. They were stopped from
participating in any extracurricular activities, including sports and music, and were denied from
any social scenes. The boys were instructed never to date a white girl or even look her in the
eye. This was a significant blow to the new students, many of whom had been active athletes or
artists and very gregarious in nature. In particular, Minijean Brown found this condition hard to
swallow because she was proud of her musical talent and believed singing was the only way she
could shine. They also had to accept a crucial order: never to retaliate or fight back against any
harassment, provocation, or offense from white students (Beals, 2010; Walls & Page, 2009).

The debate between segregationists and integrationists heated up in early 1957 and turned
into a legal battle. Governor Faubus and his supporters filed petitions to stop the integration
process, claiming the state was not ready for such a quick transition. Although their argument
was initially accepted by the state court, the NAACP appealed to the federal court. When the
nine students attended the court hearing, they found themselves surrounded by a group of
hateful segregationists in the audience seats. They were cursed at in the presence of judges and
reporters in the courtroom. Finally, on September 2, two days before the school year started, the
court, presided over by Judge Ronald Davies, ordered that Central High School admit those nine

students.



Resistance and Anger

Faubus begrudgingly agreed to enroll the new students, but he was less than cooperative.
He famously said, “Blood will run in the streets if negro pupils should attempt to enter Central
High School.” He even announced that sales of knives had increased among the black community
and deployed 270 Arkansas National Guardsmen around the school site, claiming it was a
precautionary measure to ensure Little Rock's safety.

The tension reached its peak the night before the first day of school. Alarmed, Blossom and
Bates agreed to send the Nine to school in a group. Bates arranged some white ministers to escort
them to the school site. This decision was made past midnight, and Bates had to make last-
minute calls one by one. It was a difficult mission as most of the nine families would not answer
the phone past midnight, fearing threatening calls (Bates, 1986).

On the morning of September 4, when school started, thousands of angry whites gathered
around the school, waving Confederate flags, protesting against integration, and ready to block
the entry of the nine black students. As the group of black students, led by the white ministers,
pushed their way through the mob to the school gate, the National Guard blocked their entry,
claiming it was an order from Governor Faubus. The group had no choice but to return to Bates’s
house. Melba Pattillo could not even make it to the meeting spot with the other black students. As
she and her mother were heading there in their car, they could hear their angry voices of the mob
from blocks away. Melba recounts that the clamor of the mob was as loud as that of a fully packed
football stadium. When they pulled over and got out of the car, the mob spotted them. Melba and
her mother were chased by angry protesters who were ready to assault them. Her mother had
her arm grabbed by a white man before narrowly making it back to her car, barely escaping from
getting hurt.

Another student, Elizabeth Eckford, had it even worse. She strayed alone into the middle of
the angry mob who were cursing at her and threatening to lynch her. She did not know when and
where to meet her black peers, as her home did not have a phone. The National Guard hardly did
anything to protect the poor little girl but just watched her intimidated by the enraged mob ready
to assault her. The guardsmen still blocked Elizabeth as she tried to make her way into the school
site. With a bundle of new books to her chest, she moved back and forth whilst being cursed at
from left and right, until a white woman, Grace Lorch, took pity on her and escorted her through
the hostile mob to a bus stop nearby. While being called ‘nigger lover’, Lorch shielded Elizabeth
from the mob’s wrath while waiting for the bus. The trauma Elizabeth experienced kept haunting
her for years to come, even into her adulthood. Due to the psychological blow that she endured
during her years at Central High, she attempted suicide twice in her twenties (Charles River
Editors, 2020).

After barely escaping from getting hurt, Melba’s family had to endure the phone constantly
ringing. They were cursed at on the phone throughout the day. In fact, Melba’s family even got
their house windows shot by a rifle. As was often the case with black people in the South at that
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time, they could not rely on the police to protect them. They had no choice but to stay alert all
night, sometimes firing back.

As the mob kept blocking, the Nine could not attend school for the next few weeks. In fear of
getting assaulted by the mob, they had to shut themselves up at home. In the meantime, the Nine
united as a team. Letters of encouragement came flooding in from everywhere in the country and
the world. They also were tutored by volunteers at a local community college. As the attention
went nationwide, the Nine were often interviewed by reporters. Melba recounts the moment when
she faced reporters at a press conference. She says she felt thrilled when she was called ‘Miss
Pattillo’ by a white journalist.

Despite the worldwide attention and support, these pioneers learned they were not fully
supported by neighbors of the same race, as the whole neighborhood was put in danger. In
fact, some local blacks were threatened that they could lose their jobs if they supported school
integration. They begged the Nine and their families to give up their attempt to integrate into the
school, saying that the whole neighborhood was at risk. Amid criticism from both sides, the Nine
could not help feeling isolated (Charles River Editors, 2020).

Then, Judge Davies ordered the National Guard be removed from the school site. The police
force replaced the National Guard. Faubus had no choice but to follow the court order. The
nine pioneers were finally allowed to go back to school. On the early morning of September 23,
there was already a segregationist mob gathered around the main entrance waiting for the new
students’ arrival while chanting “Two, four, six, eight, we’re not gonna integrate!” The Nine were
led by school authorities to sneak through the back entrance into the school building for the first
time. As they proceeded to the principal’s office, some white students inside the building cursed
at them or tried to agitate other segregationists, saying “niggers in here!” The nine students
were led into separate classrooms where they were intimidated by their classmates from every
direction, but the teachers pretended not to hear anything. In recess when the Nine moved from
one classroom to another, they were overtly cursed at, heel-walked, and even spat on.

The mob outside the school building went berserk, and they vented their anger on black
journalists reporting the news outside the school. They robbed a photographer of his camera and
smashed it on the ground. Most journalists sensed the danger and ran away, but Alex Wilson, who
had been through such scenes while covering civil rights movements in the South, stayed put,
facing the frenzied white protesters. In his mind was an image of Elizabeth Eckford walking alone
with dignity through the threats and hatred three weeks before. Wilson stood tall amid the violent
mob until he was knocked down by a rough man who hit his head hard with something like a
brick. The moment Wilson fell like a tall tree was broadcast on TV. Three years later, he died of
Parkinson’s disease that he had developed after this incident (Walls & Page, 2009).

The mob grew further outraged and the situation got out of control. They even broke through
the police barricade. There was a rumor some officers were bribed to let the protestors go through.
Alarmed, the school officials and the police decided to send the nine pupils home in a police car

from the basement garage. As the car came out into the angry mob, it was kicked and stoned. The
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driver kept his foot on the accelerator through the horror. The horrendous events of the day were

reported by the media and drew attention worldwide (Bates, 1986; Walls & Page, 2009).

Federal Intervention

Following this despicable scene, there was public outery for federal intervention. Woodrow
Mann, Little Rock’s Mayor, even telegrammed President Eisenhower for help to restore order
in town. Finally, Eisenhower decided to step in. He was aware that national anger over his
inaction could risk not only his career but also American justice. He mobilized the 101st Airborne
Division of the United States Army, also known as the Screaming Eagles, into Little Rock. He
also federalized the National Gourd to take them out of Faubus’s control and put them under the
President’s command.

More than one thousand soldiers of the 101st division, heroes of the Korean War, arrived in
Little Rock in a caravan of army trucks on the evening of September 24. Many people in the black
community who had locked themselves inside out of fear finally had a breath of fresh air outside
for the first time in twenty days. On the morning of 25, the Screaming Eagles surrounded the
school and dispersed the mob in an instant. The nine students had a ride in army station wagons.
When they stepped out, they were greeted by lines of young soldiers in well-tailored uniforms
armed with rifles and bayonets. With the angry mob of segregationists chanting in the distance,
the Nine walked up the steps into the majestic building under the guard of soldiers lined up on
both sides. The Nine had mixed feelings. They were happy to know they had backing from the US
President, but shocked to see what it took merely to attend school (Bates, 1986; Walls & Page,
2009; Perritano, 2018).

This is often considered the end of the story, with the nine students breaking through the
racial barrier with the support of the US president. However, in fact, this was just the beginning

of the Nine’s real ordeal.

Inside the School

Even with soldiers around, unruly students were constantly seeking a chance to torment the
minorities. The soldiers were ordered to protect the Nine from any physical assaults, but they
could not do anything about name-calling. The persecuted students were constantly bombarded
with racial slurs in the classrooms and hallways. Some racists even provoked soldiers by saying,
“Are you happy protecting niggers?” Sometimes they even dared to break through the soldiers’
shields and physically hurt the poor students. They kicked their shins and tripped them over.
They pelted them with hard objects or sprayed them with ink or chemicals, sending them to the
verge of losing their eyesight. Even when the victims reported such horrendous incidents to school
staff, they did not get much help. They were just told that they needed an adult witness, but that

the soldiers standing in the hallway did not count as a valid witness. So, most harassers could get
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away unpunished (Bates, 1986; Walls & Page, 2009).

There were some places that were off-limits to the soldiers. They were not allowed into the
classrooms. They had to stand outside, watching through a small slit in the door. As each of the
Nine had to go into separate classrooms, they were totally alone in the middle of hatred. Each
isolated student tried to take a seat where they were visible through the slit, but those who
wanted to do something evil would often occupy these seats, forcing their prey to sit at a blind
corner in the classroom, where he or she could be hit in the back or even threatened with a knife.
The black girls felt even more defenseless in the girls’ bathrooms or locker rooms. When they
stepped into the girls’ room, they were met with the hostile eyes of white students saying “Hey
there is no colored sign at the door.” When they washed their hands and looked up in the mirror,
there was a message written in lipstick that read ‘Nigger Go Home.” Melba was once trapped
inside the cubicle and pelted with flaming wads of paper and got her blouse burned until she
threw her books at the hooligans above, forced the door open and ran away.

Even worse, the number of soldiers was cut down the next month to appease segregationists,
the Mothers’ League in particular, who insisted the presence of soldiers at school would distract
the students’ concentration on studies. First, it was agreed that the soldiers be removed for a
few days as an experiment. This turned out to be a disaster. The moment the Nine arrived at
the school, they were greeted with heckling and taunting. Then they were pushed, heel-walked,
tripped, punched, kicked, or pierced with pencils, and sprayed with ink.

Governor Faubus brought some soldiers back to school. It was not, however, the mighty 101st
airborne but the Arkansas National Guard, who idly stood at the main entrance and giggled
while the Nine were assaulted. They were even burned with scalding water in the gym shower.
Despite their predicament, the oppressed students were forced to spend the rest of the school
year defenselessly. There were external threats as well. The school occasionally received bomb
threats. Each instance necessitated a swift evacuation, with students remaining outside until
law enforcement completed their inspection of the premises (Walls & Page, 2009, Charles River
Editors, 2020).

What was even more traumatic was the feeling of being isolated from their own people. When
Melba turned 16, her family organized a big birthday party and invited friends from her old high
school. Her mother and grandmother put in a lot of work preparing special dishes for the guests.
However, those invited did not show up. It turned out that they were scared of being together
with integrationists as they could be targeted in attacks from racists. With the fancy dishes on the
table, Melba was totally alone in a lonely celebration (Beals, 2010).

According to Carlotta Walls (Walls & Page 2009), there were four types of students. The
first category was overt racists who constantly tormented the Nine. The second type was those
who chose to be bystanders and made up the majority of the school population, including many
of the teachers and school staff members. Even when lots of evil acts were going on at school,
they pretended not to see. Walls states that they were equally guilty of making their school lives

miserable. The third type was those who showed sympathy toward the tormented and gave
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them encouragement. Vice Principal Elizabeth Huckaby was one such teacher the Nine could
turn to when they were in trouble. She listened to what they had to report. She went as far as
investigating the offenders and punishing them if necessary. There were some such students, too.
They said hello with a smile and invited the isolated students into their teams in gym class. Such
students were small in number, and they were becoming more invisible day by day as they fell
victim to bullying by racists. As time went by even Huckaby grew weary. Melba suspected that
she was under a lot of pressure dealing with school politics. In fact, Huckaby was on the list of
candidates for dismissal the next year, accused of discriminating against white students (Bates,
1986; Charles River Editors, 2020; Beals, 2010).

The last type was those who were nice at heart but afraid to show their goodwill for fear
of becoming social outcasts. They secretly supported the nine pioneers and sent them a note of
encouragement. The most notable in this group was a boy named Link (Beals, 2010). He was in a
tight spot in Little Rock. His father owned a local company and had to belong to a segregationist
group for the sake of his business. Following his father, Link himself attended segregationist
meetings and hung out with racist friends. Yet as he saw Melba being chased by his berserk
friends on the road, he decided to help her out. When Melba came desperately running away from
the group of boys who were ready to assault her, Link cursed at her ‘nigger’ yet secretly offered
her a car key to get away with. While puzzled by his weird action, Melba had no other choice with
the hooligans coming close from behind. She grabbed the key, got in the car, and drove away just
before the predators got her.

Link kept secretly offering her help. He would call her at night to tell her what his peers were
masterminding to make her miserable. He instructed her on what to watch out for to avoid their
planned attacks. However, when his peers were around at school, he seemed to lead the group of
racists and enjoy name-calling. Melba could hardly shake her doubt off as to what his real motives
were. She even thought that there may have been an evil trap behind his kindness. She was
careful not to have full faith in this weird boy.

Then one night, Link called her, sounding very upset. He said he desperately wanted to meet
her because he needed her help. While remaining fully vigilant, she hesitantly agreed to join him
at a place where there was nobody around. They drove all the way to an indigent black community
outside the city of Little Rock, where she was ushered into a tiny rundown house. Lying alone
inside was an old frail woman, who Link introduced as his old nanny. He said she was sick but did
not get any support from his family, and she herself refused to go to the hospital. He asked Melba
to convince her to see the doctor. It was then that Melba saw Link’s true self and gained complete
faith in him (Beals, 2010).

Although there were some overt and secret supporters, the Nine’s lives were always made
miserable by the racists. Minijean Brown was the hardest hit as she stood out. She was eager
to take part in a school concert or join a glee club. As a good singer, she thought that showing
how well she could sing in front of the white students was the best way to get accepted in the

community. She pushed hard to get on the stage, but the school authorities kept denying her the
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opportunity for one reason or another. When segregationist students saw her desire, they seized
the opportunity to taunt her. They called her names and harassed her, saying “A nigger is not
wanted in our school event. Go back to where you belong.” The harassment escalated until one
day she was faced with a group of bullies at the cafeteria. On her way back to her table, she was
blocked and surrounded by these hecklers. With a tray of dishes in her hands, she struggled in
vain to push past the sneering offenders. To escape from this trap, Minijean poured chili sauce
onto the boys’ heads, which resulted in a rumble involving dozens of students nearby. For this
commotion, she got suspended from school. After she returned from the suspension, she was
even more abused. Now segregationists had learned that the best way to stop integration was to
provoke Minijean to cause trouble. They followed her in the hallway called her names, kicked her
heels, kept tripping her and spitting on her face wherever she went. Finally, she was involved
in another rumble and was expelled from school in February. Racists celebrated Minijean’s
expulsion. They put up signs reading “One done, eight more to go” everywhere at school. Their
harassment escalated. There was a rumor that whoever incited trouble could get a prize (Beals,
2010; Charles River Editors, 2020).

As the school year drew to an end, the segregationists intensified their campaign to get the
other black students out of school. They did not want any of them to complete the school year.
They made effigies of black figures and burned them at the school site. They even sprayed the
black students with urine. Adult racists, too, devised ways to get the remaining eight students
out of school. They even targeted the families of the integrating students. Elizabeth’s grandfather
got his grocery store stoned a few times. Gloria’s mother, Jeff’s father, and Carlotta’s father all
lost their jobs because they did not agree to withdraw their children from Central High. Melba’s
mother, Lois, who was a local school teacher, was also on the verge of losing her job. Her employer
informed her that they were not going to renew her contract unless she agreed to withdraw Melba
out of Central High. It was obvious Little Rock’s board of education was behind this. They said
she could either stop sending Melba to Central High or take a position out of the state. Knowing
how much ordeal Melba had gone through, Lois refused to give in. As she lost her income source
and her family was getting into a financial crisis, she decided to write a petition to a newspaper.
This tactic worked. Once an article of her predicament was in the paper, national anger was
incited. Her family started receiving a lot of encouragement across the nation, and the board of
education was flooded with angry phone calls. But this also created another reason to torment
Melba. Students who read the newspaper articles intensified their harassment toward her (Beals,
2010; Charles River Editors, 2020).

The last thing the segregationists wanted was to have any black graduate from Central High.
They were afraid that it would do great damage to Central High’s integrity. Now their main target
was Earnest Green, the only senior among the Nine. He kept receiving threats and provocation.
There was a rumor circulating the entire school that he had raped a white girl. Yet, he kept his
head high amid his hateful schoolmates and maintained his composure. The federal government

backed Earnest this time. They decided to send the 101st soldiers again to the graduation venue.
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The commencement proceeded under the tightest security guarded by hundreds of soldiers. The
seven other students along with black reporters were not allowed to attend the ceremony. With
the threats of violence mounting, the soldiers and the police did not want to have to protect
anyone other than Earnest. Melba recounts how she was at home listening to the radio broadcast
of the commencement. Every time each graduate’s name was called, she could hear a big applause
from the audience. Then when it was Earnest’s turn, the whole venue turned silent. While she felt
anger and hate in the silence, she felt proud about what one of her people had achieved (Beals,
2010). During this school year, four people got expelled for causing trouble and 153 students
withdrew from Central High, mostly because they hated to be around black students (Walls &
Page, 2009).

After One Year

During the summer vacation, the Nine, including Minijean, were invited on a tour through
Chicago and New York, where they were overwhelmed by the totally different reception. They
were considered heroes and treated with red carpets wherever they went. They rode in a
limousine, had dinner with famous politicians, and attended a big show. While they knew they
had to go back to the South in a few weeks, the knowledge that there were enthusiastic supporters
gave them a lot of moral support (Beals, 2010).

The legal battle continued even after the school year was over. The judge at the federal
court, who had replaced Davies, granted Faubus’s motion to postpone integration by three and a
half years. Then, the NAACP appealed to the Supreme Court and won an order to proceed with
further integration. Unable to resist the order, Faubus did something mind-boggling. He decided
to close all three high schools in Little Rock, depriving 3700 students of their right to education.
In a sense, Faubus succeeded in making some of the Nine give up attending Central High the
next school year. Melba and Terrence Roberts went to California to pursue further education, and
Gloria Ray went to Kansas to complete high school. Elizabeth and Thelma stayed in Little Rock
but had to rely on correspondence courses and night classes to finish high school. They received
their diplomas by mail.

Faubus’s outrageous decision cost the entire city a great deal. Many, both blacks and whites
alike, decided to move out of the city that did not provide education. In addition, the state had
to keep paying teachers who did not teach. Businesses also moved out and stopped making
investments in the city. It was a lost year for the city of Little Rock in terms of both education
and the economy. Faubus attempted to deflect the criticism towards Bates. He remarked "If
Daisy Bates would find an honest job and go to work, and if the US Supreme Court would keep
its cotton-picking hands off the Little Rock School Board's affairs, we could open the Little Rock
schools" (Walls & Page, 2009, p147).

In 1960, the Supreme Court ruled that the school shutdown was unconstitutional. Following

this order, Central High reopened its doors to students of all races. Walls and Thomas, who
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had been earning credits through correspondence courses, were back at school. Two more black
students joined the movement of school integration. Again, they faced angry mobs, but they were
smaller in number than before. Many in the white community were tired of seeing their economy
decline. A new police chief, Eugene Smith, did his best to bring order and did not tolerate unlawful
activities. The police even fire-hosed the mob to disperse them and arrested 24 people. Through
his tough action, Smith antagonized a lot of segregationists, who called him ‘a nigger lover.” (Bates,
1986).

This was not the end of the battle. In February 1960, Carlotta Walls’s house was bombed at
midnight. It was three months before her graduation. Following the bombing, the police detained
Carlotta's father for questioning, suspecting him of orchestrating the incident for insurance
money. When the police failed to force him to sign a false confession, they arrested two other
local black men, Herbert Monts (a childhood friend of Carlotta's) and Maceo Bins (a regular
customer at Carlotta's grandfather's shop). They claimed the two suspects had set the bomb to
draw sympathy from the North. After interrogations, both ended up signing confessions. While
the allegation against Maceo was overturned as it was revealed that he had been coerced into
confession, Herbert was found guilty and served 20 months in jail. The Walls believed it was a
false allegation as they knew Herbert well. Carlotta suspects there was an evil conspiracy behind
the scenes leading the investigation the wrong way (Walls & Page, 2009).

Amidst the ongoing investigation, another mystery unfolded. Eugene Smith, the police
chief who did his best to protect the integrationists from the segregationist mobs during the
school reopening, was discovered dead alongside his wife. The police, investigating their bloody
bodies lying on the floor, concluded that it was a case of family suicide. In fact, the Smith family
was under an extreme amount of threat after Eugene antagonized the large population of
segregationists in town. The pressure they were under pushed their son to delinquency. In fact,
he ended up committing a burglary. It was believed to be these family woes that drove Eugene
and his wife to death. Yet, Carlotta does not believe this story. She suspects that the Smiths were
murdered by a segregationist, who had a grudge against Eugene over his tough stance or by
somebody who wanted to interfere with the fair investigation of the bombing case. Bates (1986)
also calls Eugene Smith a white martyr of the school integration movement.

Carlotta, who was determined to continue to attend Central High, even went to school the
very next day of the bombing while her father was still detained. She believed it was the only way
she could fight back against injustice. Then, finally, on May 30, 1960, Walls and Thomas finally
received their diplomas, surviving their three years of life-threatening battles (Walls & Page,
2009).

Conclusion

The sacrifice made by the Little Rock Nine was enormous. They lost what were supposed to be

the prime days of their life, a time spent having fun at high school. They had to go through a lot
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of fear, pain, and humiliation. Nevertheless, their contribution was equally enormous. They paved
the way for the school integration that followed. Everywhere in the South, there were movements
to enroll black students in all-white schools. These black students faced more or less similar
experiences: anger and harassment by racists, sufficient and insufficient protection by the police,
and encouragement from those who believed in the cause(Coles, 1995; Hakim, 2010; Vaderman,
2017,). It is needless to say that those that followed in their footsteps were greatly encouraged by
those brave nine students.

Over the years, significant progress has been made in reconciling the relationship between
the Little Rock Nine and the state of Arkansas. There are now bronze statues of the nine students
standing right outside the state capital. In 1997, the Nine received medals from President Bill
Clinton, a former Arkansas Governor (Walls & Page, 2009).

The South is a lot more peaceful now. People of different racial backgrounds go to the same
schools, work at the same workplaces, and use the same bathrooms. Yet some diehard white
supremacists remain. The Ku Klux Klan has survived until today with its membership of a few
thousand. The seeds of Jim Crow are dormant just under the surface.

It should be noted that all this series of horrendous incidents happened in a place that was
considered relatively liberal and peaceful. Under the quiet surface of peace, there was a form of
racial prejudice ingrained in people’s minds. Once it was ignited by a spark, it spread among the
population like a bushfire. A handful of outraged people made others outraged while keeping the
conscientious silent. The story of Central High reminds us of how hate grows out of hate, bullying
out of bullying, no matter how decent a society may appear. Nobody can assume they are free
from such a vicious circle. We need to be aware of the danger we are in, no matter where we live
and what era we are in.

We also bear in mind that American schools are still far from complete in terms of racial
integration. While there is no school today that overtly denies the entry of certain racial groups,
there is still a racial divide. According to the New York Times (2019), more than half of schools in
the US have student bodies consisting of over 75% of the same ethnic background. The reason for
this is mostly America’s salad bowl style of community formation where the same ethnic groups
tend to live in the same area, making up school districts with heavy ethnic populations. This
results in a huge gap in financial support, as school finance largely relies on property taxes paid
by residents, which makes white-dominant schools far more affluent. America has come so far but

still has a long way to go.
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