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ELIZABETH ECKFORD GOES TO SCHOOL (1957)

by Daisy Bates

A dramatic moment in Little Rock is recounted by its main director:

Dr. Benjamin Fine was then education editor of The New York Times. He
had years before won for his newspaper a Pulitzer prize. He was among
the first reporters on the scene to cover the Little Rock story.

A few days after the National Guard blocked the Negro children’s
entrance to the school, Ben showed up at my house. He paced the [loor
nervously, rubbing his hands together as he talked.

“Daisy, they spat in my face. They called me a “dirty Jew." I've been a
marked man ever since the day Elizabeth tried to enter Central. | never
told you what happened that day. [ tried not to think about it. Maybe [ was
ashamed to admit to you or to myself that white men and women could be
so beastly cruel.

“| was standing in front of the school that day. Suddenly there was a
shout—*They're here! The niggers are coming!"” I saw a sweet little girl
who looked about fifteen, walking alone. She tried several times to pass
through the guards. The last time she tried, they put their bayonets in frlc-nt
of her. When they did this, she became panicky. For a moment she just
stood there trembling. Then she seemed to calm down and started
walking toward the bus stop with the mob baying at her heels like a pack
of hounds. The women were shouting, ‘Get her! Lynch her!” The men
were yelling, ‘Go home, you bastard of a black bitch!” She finally made it
to the bus stop and sat down on the bench. I sat down beside her and said,
‘I'm a reporter from The New York Times, may | have your name?” She
just sat there, her head down. Tears were streaming down her cheeks from
under her sun glasses. Daisy, I don't know what made me put my arm
around her, lifting her chin, saying, ‘Don’t let them see you ery.’ Maybe
she reminded me of my fifteen-year-old daughter, Jill.

“There must have been five hundred around us by this time. | vaguely
remember someone hollering, *Get a rope and drag her over 1o this tree.’
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Suddenly | saw a white-haired, kind-faced woman fighting her way
through the mob. She looked at Elizabeth, and then screamed at the mob,
*Leave this child alone! Why are you tormenting her? Six months from
now, you will hang your heads in shame." The mob shouted, *Another
nigger-lover. Get out of here!" The woman, who 1 found out later was Mrs,
Grace Lorch, the wife of Dr. Lee Lorch, professor at Philander Smith
College, turned to me and said, *We have to do something. Let’s try to get
a cab,’

“We took Elizabeth across the street to the drugstore. I remained on
the sidewalk with Elizabeth while Mrs. Lorch tried to enter the drugstore
to call a cab. But the hoodlums slammed the door in her face and wouldn’t
let her in. She pleaded with them 10 call a cab for the child. They closed in
on her saying, "Get out of here, you bitch!® Just then the city bus came.
Mrs. Lorch and Elizabeth got on. Elizabeth must have been in a state of
shock. She mever uttered a word. When the bhus pulled away, the mob
closed in around me. ‘We saw you put your arm around that little biwch.
Now it's your turn." A drab, middle-aged woman said viciously, "Grab
him and kick him in the balls!* A girl 1 had seen hustling in one of the
local bars screamed, *A dirty New York Jew! Get him!" A man asked me,
‘Are you a Jew?' | said, “Yes." He then said to the mob, “Let him be! We'll
take care of him later.”

“The irony of it all, Daisy, is that during all this time the national
guardsmen made no effort to protect Elizabeth or 10 help me. Instead,
they threatened to have me arrested—for inciting to riot.”

Elizabeth, whose dignity and control in the face of jeering mobsters
had been filmed by television cameras and recorded in pictures flashed to
newspapers over the world, had overnight become a national heroine.
During the next few days newspaper reporters besieged her home, wanting
to talk to her. The first day that her parents agreed she might come out of
seclusion, she came to my house where the reporters awaited her.
Elizabeth was very quiet, speaking only when spoken to. I ook her o my
bedroom to talk before 1 let the reporters see her. I asked how she felt now.
Suddenly all her pent-up emotion flared.

“Why am I here?" she said, turning blazing eyes on me. “Why are you
s0 interested in my welfare now? You didn’t care enough to notify me of
the change of plans—"'

| walked over and reached out 1o her. Before she turned her back on me,
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I saw tears gathering in her eyes. My heart was breaking for this young
girl who stood there trying to stifle her sobs. How could 1 explain that
frantic early morning when at three o’clock my mind had gone on strike?

In the ensuing weeks Elizabeth took part in all the activities of the
time—press conferences, attendance at court, studying with professors a
nearby Philander Smith College. She was present, that is, bul never really
a part of things. The hurt had been too decp.

On the two nights she stayed at my home | was awakened by the
screams in her sleep, as she relived in her dreams the temrifying mob
scenes at Central. The only times Elizabeth showed real excitement were
when Thurgood Marshall met the children and explained the meaning of
what had happened in court. As he talked, she would listen raptly, a faint
smile on her face. It was obvious he was her hero.

Little by little Elizabeth came out of her shell. Up to now she had never
talked about what happened to her at Central. Once when we were alone
in the downstairs recreation room of my house, | asked her simply,
“Elizabeth, do you think you can talk about it now?"

She remained quiet for a long time. Then she began to speak.

“You remember the day we were to go in, we met Superintendent
Blossom at the school board office. He told us what the mob might say
and do but he never told us we wouldn't have any protection. He told our
parents not to come because he wouldn’t be able to protect the children if
they did.

“That night 1 was so excited I couldn’t sleep. The next morning | was
about the first one up. While | was pressing my black and white dress—I
had made it to wear on the first day of school—my little brother turned on
the TV set. They started telling about a large crowd gathered at the
school. The man on TV said he wondered if we were going to show up that
morning. Mother called from the kitchen, where she was fixing breakfast,
“Turn that TY off!" She was so upset and worried. [ wanted to comfort her,
s0 | said, “Mother, don't worry.”

“Dad was walking back and forth, from room to room, with a sad
expression. He was chewing on his pipe and he had a cigar in his hand,
but he didn’t light either one. It would have been funny, only he was so
NErvous.

*Before I left home Mother called us into the living-room. She said we
should have a word of prayer. Then I caught the bus and got off a block
from the school, I saw a large crowd of people standing across the street
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from the soldiers guarding Central. As | walked on, the crowd suddenly
got very quiet. Superintendent Blossom had told us to enter by the front
door. 1 looked at all the people and thought, ‘Maybe 1 will be safer if I
walk down the block to the front entrance behind the guards.'

“ At the corner | tried to pass through the long line of guards around the
school so as to enter the grounds behind them. One of the guards pointed
across the street. So I pointed in the same direction and asked whether he
meant for me to cross the street and walk down. He nodded ‘yes.” So, |
walked across the street conscious of the crowd that stood there, but they
moved away from me.

“For a moment all I could hear was the shuffling of their feet. Then
someone shouted, ‘Here she comes, get ready!" 1 moved away from the
crowd on the sidewalk and into the street. If the mob came at me 1 could
then cross back over so the guards could protect me.

“The crowd moved in closer and then began to follow me, calling me
names. | sull wasn't afraid. Just a little bit nervous, Then my knees
started to shake all of a sudden and [ wondered whether I could make it to
the center entrance a block away. It was the longest block 1 ever walked in
my whole life,

“Even so, | still wasn’t 100 scared because all the time T'kept thinking
that the guards would protect me.

“When 1 got right in front of the school, | went up to a guard again. But
this time he just looked straight ahead and didn’t move to let me pass him.
[ didn't know what to do. Then I looked and saw that the path leading to
the front entrance was a little further ahead. So I walked until T was right
in front of the path to the front door.

*] stood looking at the school—it looked so big! Just then the guards
let some white students go through.

*“The crowd was quiet. 1 guess they were waiting to see what was going
to happen. When 1 was able to steady my knees, | walked up 1o the guard
who had let the white students in. He 100 didn't move. When 1 tried w
squesze past him, he raised his bayonet and then the other guards closed
in and they raised their bayonets.

“They glared at me with a mean look and 1 was very frightened and
didn’t know what to do. | turned around and the crowd came toward me.

“They moved closer and closer. Somebody started yelling, *Lynch her!
Lynch her!”

“I tried 1o see a friendly face somewhere in the mob—someone who
maybe would help. [ looked into the face of an old woman and it seemed a
kind face, but when I looked at her again, she spat on me.
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“They came closer, shouting, ‘No nigger bilch is going to get in our
school. Get out of here!’

“] turned back to the guards but their faces told me I wouldn’t get help
from them. Then I looked down the block and saw a bench at the bus stop.
| thought, *If I can only get there | will be safe.” I don't know why the
bench seemed a safe place to me, but | started walking toward it. | tried o
close my mind to what they were shouting, and kept saying to myself, *1f |
can only make it to the bench 1 will be safe.’

“When I finally got there, I don’t think I could have gone another step.
I sat down and the mob crowded up and began shouting all over again.
Someone hollered, *Drag her over to this tree! Let’s take care of the
nigger." Just then a white man sat down beside me, put his arm around me
and patted my shoulder. He raised my chin and said, ‘Don’t let them see
you cry.”

“Then, a white lady—she was very nice—she came over to me on the
bench. She spoke to me but [ don’t remember now what she said. She put
me on the bus and sat next to me. She asked me my name and tried to talk
to me but I don’t think 1 answered. 1 can’t remember much about the bus
ride, but the next thing I remember I was standing in front of the School
for the Blind, where Mother works.

“1 thought, *Maybe she isn't here. But she has to be here!” S0 | ran
upstairs, and I think some teachers tried to talk to me, but | kept running
until I reached Mother’s classroom.

“Mother was standing at the window with her head bowed, but she
must have sensed | was there because she turned around. She looked as if
she had been crying, and | wanted to tell her I was all right. But I couldn’t
speak. She put her arms around me and I cried.™



