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PRINCE EDWARD — The
crowd had gone by 9:45 p.m.
and the cleanup crews had dili-
gently removed hundreds of
white folding chairs from the
closed-off Main Street.

The much-anticipated cere-
mony was over and soon the
traffic would start to flow once
again.

But all is not as it was. If a
dawn can come at such an un-
usual hour, then one may have
just come with the turning of a
switch and a soft, yellow glow
beaming from the top of Prince
Edward County’s courthouse.

It is to be a perpetual light of
reconciliation.

Prince Edward has never
been the same since 1959 when,
mired in the throws of the
state’s track of massive resis-
tance to integration, the County
walked a now-acknowledged
harmful road, choosing to close
public schools.

Trapping souls in the pages
of history somewhere between
what is and what might have
been.

But Monday’s dusk ceremony
— while acknowledging what
has happened — was not so
much about the past, but about
the future.

About reconciling.

Building bridges.

Uniting a community.

On April 23, 1951, at a time
when racially separate schools
were the accepted norm across
America, 16-year-old Barbara
Johns and a group of Moton
High School students marched
from their school at the inter-
section of Griffin Boulevard and
Main Streets to the superinten-
dent’s office in the courthouse—
the same courthouse where the
evening’s program was being
held—to protest separate but
unequal schools.

That protest of facilities even-
tually found its way to the
courts where the local case was
wrapped into one of five that
would become Brown v. Board of
Education decision in 1954 end-
ing segregation in public educa-
tion.

Virginia’s Constitution was
amended to authorize the Gen-
eral Assembly and local govern-
ing bodies to appropriate funds
to assist students to go to public
or nonsectarian private schools.

Rather than integrate, Prince
Edward—as did some other lo-
calities—closed public schools.

County supervisors approved
a resolution earlier this month
that recounts historical events
and shines a light to the past
and the future.

It reads, in part:
“..We...believe that the closing
of public schools in our county
from 1959 to 1964 was wrong;
and we grieve for the way lives
were forever changed, for the
pain that was caused, and for
how those locked doors shut-
tered opportunities and barri-
caded the dreams our children
had for their own lifetimes; and
for all wounds known and un-
known; we regret those past ac-
tions....”

Each of the board members
present took turns reading the
resolution, with Chairman Wil-
liam “Buckie” Fore culminating
that the purpose of the light of
reconciliation in the bell tower is
“in honor of Barbara Rose
Johns and the students of Ro-
bert Russa Moton High School
and all the children of our coun-
ty, for their historic role in end-
ing public school segregation in
the United States, with sorrow
for closing schools; hoping that
when we raise our eyes to see
this light, may we also incline
our hearts and minds to shine
our own light of reconciliation
toward all people.”

“Prince Edward County can-
not deny its past,” Fore reflect-
ed. “We cannot. We should not
try. I think we must embrace it
and I think we must learn from
it. Without that knowledge, we
as a community risk repeating
what earlier generations have
paid so dearly to learn.”

Fore also drawing from Abra-
ham Lincoln, noted that a house
divided against itself cannot
stand.

“Each day, each of us must
find the courage to challenge
those who carry divisiveness
and prejudice,” he said. “Collec-
tively, it will take courage from
each of us to pass to the next
generation a better community,
a better school system, a better
Prince Edward County and a
better world, better than ones
that we inherited.”

What Does It Mean?

Though the schools closed 40
years ago, the ripple effect has
reached beyond the local pond.

The evening’s event was im-
portant enough for 84-year-old
former Hampden-Sydney Presi-
dent and retired General Sa-
muel V. Wilson to sit with coat
and tie through the sweltering
heat.

“With this, maybe we’ll close
the sad...chapter...,” said Wil-
son.

And start a new one July 21,
2008. It is a chapter he wanted
to see opened.

What happened here, Wilson
highlights, didn’t take place in a
vacuum. As he served armed
services around the world he
was asked to explain.

“It’s hard to have good an-
swers to a bad situation,” he
concedes.

It was important enough for
Martha Bailey Brown, in the
seventh grade when schools
closed, to drive down from
Maryland with her son and vid-
eo tape the events.



And important enough for
Maurice and Beatrice Finney to
come at 7 p.m., an hour before
the scheduled start of the pro-
gram, to secure front-row seats.

“It is great,” Mrs. Finney
says, when asked what the cer-
emony means to her. “Overdue.
Real happy that we have come
together as one.”

One of many who was also
impacted with the closing of the
schools, she sees it as a new
beginning and closure.

Why Now?

It has been a full day for
many of those attending the
event. Some had earlier traveled
to Richmond to witness the de-
dication of the Virginia Civil
Rights Memorial. Forty-nine
years have passed since the
schools were closed.

Prince Edward, however,
wanted to do something on its
own. Fore explained that the
board thought it fitting that on
the day the state dedicated the
memorial on the grounds of the
state capital, to “extend its aura
and bring it home here to Prince
Edward County.”

He also credited Herald Edi-
tor Ken Woodley as one of the
sparks that ignited the flame.

Speaker after speaker reflect-
ed on what the light of reconcili-
ation means to them.

Woodley, who thanked the
board for lighting the light and
placing the words as a perma-
nent marker and the adminis-
trative staff for embracing the
project, offered reflections in a
poem he had written, Walking in
the Footsteps of Light.

“We have touched each oth-
er,” Woodley read. “We have
touched ourselves. Skin to skin.
Life to life. Light to light.”

Leslie Francis “Skip” Griffin
Jr., eldest son of the late local
civil rights leader L. Francis
Griffin, was a sixth grade stu-
dent when the schools closed.

“...Why not now?” Griffin
asked. “Any moment in which
God’s children reach out to each
other to try to reconcile with one
another is...the right time. And I
think it’s incumbent upon all of
us to embrace that moment.
Reconciliation is never easy. It
requires everyone to look into
his or her heart and decide what
kind of world is it that I want to
live in, what kind of world is it
that I’'m willing to work for.”

It’s easy, Griffin also cited, to
point to people who have hurt
us, but he—drawing upon the
Lord’s Prayer—suggested those
present to look into their hearts
and think of a time when they
had hurt someone “and what
would it mean to you to have
that person to forgive you.”

All, he cited, were created in
God’s image. The image of God
is not a physical image, Griffin
explained, it is the ability to
love, to reach out and touch one
another and to connect with
that which is basically human
in all. It is about respect, he
said, recognition of common
humanity, ability to rise to hea-
vens, but sometimes to fall and
not be perfect and to ask for
forgiveness and to be granted it.

“It is about accepting that we
are all the result of God’s unli-
mited love and his amazing
grace. It is a process between
people—a process that will pro-
ceed much better if we talk to
one another as I and thou and
not I and it or I and another,”
Griffin said.

Each of the speakers, their
lives echoes of the past, offered
words for the future.

Marcie Wall, the granddaugh-
ter of the late J. Barrye Wall,
reflected on the changing times.

“What happened in 1959 split
apart a community, this one,”
she said.

She also added, “And, like
many families, this community
had disagreements and, some-
times, even arguments, but it
was a family. And it’s becoming
a family again.”

Ms. Wall said she was over-
filled with joy when she read of
the coming of the light.

“l was proud for people, of
the leaders in my hometown for
stepping up and acting on their
conviction,” she said. “After all,
in 1951, a group of black tee-
nagers acted upon their convic-
tions and changed the course of
our nation.”

Current school board chair-
man Russell Dove’s life is one
that rests on the dividing line in
Prince Edward’s history. Born in
1959, Dove didn’t miss any
school.

“To me, this light is a symbol
that the current board of super-
visors is officially recognizing
that their counterparts in 1959
made a devastating error in
judgment when they withheld
the operating funds and locked
the doors of the public schools,”
Dove assessed.

The light, Dove offered, will
generate opportunities for good
discussion for some, but for
others it will serve as a reminder
for a painful and shameful past.

He reflected on what the light
cannot provide—recovering the
years growing up in Rice with-
out his eldest brother, who was
forced to live with a cousin in
northern Virginia. The light will
not rewrite his elementary
school years, which was shared
with older classmates who lost
years of instruction.

And then there’s possibilities.

“Prince Edward has made
progress over the years, but
there is room for improvement
and endless possibilities,” he
said.



One possibility, he suggested,
would be to impact the future of
the families of the victims of the
school closing, which he sug-
gested can be accomplished by
addressing over representation
of minority students in special
education classes and in discip-
linary and alternative school
programs and under representa-
tion in the talented and gifted
classes.

“lI know, some will say, ‘Rus-
sell those issues are true in
many localities’ and I would
have to agree. However, I will
remind you that unlike most
localities, Prince Edward has
previously acted in a manner
that was indifferent,” Dove said.
“Prince  Edward claimed its
place in history when it left its
public schools closed for five
long years.”

He suggested that the County
could stake a new place in his-
tory to make a concerted effort
to find solution to issues they
still face.

“l foresee the possibility of
enhanced degree of collabora-
tion between the board of su-
pervisors, the Town Council,
school board, business commu-
nity, the institutions of higher
learning, the entire community,”
Dove said. “A level of collabora-
tion that will exceed past com-
mitments of those devoted to the
cause of massive resistance.”

Passing The Torch

As the day’s events wound
down, darkness soon engulfed
the sunshine and streetlights
began to come on.

Fore, on behalf of the board,
encouraged those present to
take the spirit and strength of
the light of reconciliation home
with them, to share it with fami-
lies, friends and neighbors.

“On behalf of my family, I
would like to thank Ken Wood-
ley for all he has done for racial
conciliation in this county and I
would like to thank the board of
supervisors,” Joan John Cobbs,
sister of the late Barbara Johns
added in a spontaneous addi-
tion to the program. “I feel like
this is a moment that I am ex-
periencing in my lifetime and it’s
hard to believe, but I'm very
grateful.”

“And I want to say,” Ms.
Cobbs went on to add, “Barbara,
this is for you.”

She and Fore would also em-
brace.

As morning comes and the
warm light of the sun, the
Prince Edward County court-
house bell tower will never be in
darkness, always lit with its
perpetual light.

And serve as a metaphor that
goes beyond a ceremony.

“Let us all shine our own
light of reconciliation for all
people and be a part of this
great opportunity for the future
of Prince Edward County,” Fore
encouraged.



