
What Did It Mean? 

They Closed Their Schools: Prince 
Edward County, Virginia, 1951-
1964, by Boh Smith (University of 
North Carolina Press, 281 pp. S'5.95j, 
is an account of the events leadin<i up 
to and through the five years ichen 
the public schools of Prince Edward 
ICC re closed in order to avoid deseg
regation. The reviewer is a novelist 
and free-lance writer. 

B>- PAUL JOHNSON 

P RINCE EDWARD is a name to 
coiiiiiie with—and so many persons 
have clone pveciseh' that during 

the past decade and a hall that \vc might 
well have despaired of ever learning 
what actually transpired there. 

In 1959 Prince Edward Countv. \ix-
ginia, chose to close the puhlic schools 
rather than obe>' a federal court order 
to desegregate. Tlie schools remained 
closed for five \ears, daring four of 
whicli Negro students of t'le count\' re
ceived no schooling at all. Last Septem
ber the doors opened again—this time 
for desegregated classes. The ordeal was 
o\'er legalh . But what did it mean? 

Seeking the answers, l?ob Smith, edi
torial page editor of tlic Charlotte. North 
Carolina. N'CIL'.V, had to go back to April 
1951, when the count\- first received 
national publicit\' through a dramatic 
strike organized and executed by Negro 
students protesting the conditions in 
their high scliool. That publicity served 
only to widen the tremendous gulf be
tween the white and Negro populations, 
to harden alrcadv intr;msigent attitudes, 
and to accelerate an inexorable process 
that resulted in an experience unique 
not only in the annals of the civil rights 
mo\'ement but in all of American history 
—the onh' case on record where a com-
munit)- chose to terminate so basic a 
democratic institution as public educa
tion rath'-r than conform to the direc
tives of the highest court in the land. 

There are a great many other, less 
simple reasons why Prince Edward's 
stor\' is unique. While Mr. Smith would 
not pretend to have discovered them all, 
he has done a fuller, deeper, and wiser 
job than we had any reason to expect. 
Starting in 1959, when he was an associ
ate editor of the Norfolk, Virginia, Pilot, 
lie spent his free time and weekends 
immersed in the Prince Edward school 
situation, interviewing, reading, and re

reading pertinent newspaper stories, 
and personally obsei~v'ing the mifolding 
exents. His book is really, he asserts in 
his preface, "the outgrowth of a desire 
to produce a contemporary history of 
race relations in the South that would 
be so painfully specific in human detail 
that the reader would be hard pressed 
ever to hide again behind the comforting 
liulk of ideology." In this he falls short; 
this is a story of Prince Edward in par
ticular and not that of the South. Ikit 
then, too, this is one of those books 
whose faults are nearly always as in
structive as tl;e virtues. 

A refusal to deal in abstractions, e.s-
pecialh' when treating a subject such as 
this one, is certainly praiseworthy. To 
reach into a mess of tangled events and 
pluck out glowing messages is not neces
sarily to begin to understand it. But, on 
the other hand, a story can be as specific 
and unique and intensely complicated as 
\ou please, without becoming particu
larly meaningful. Such conundrums, as 
cr\'ptic as they might seem, are entirely 
pertinent here. Much of the meaning, 
for us, of Prince Edward must lie in the 
apparent lack of any clear one. And 
much of the strength of They Closed 
Their Schools will be found in the dra
matic weaknesses of the tale it tells. 

To begin with, there is no beginning— 
any more than there is an end in sight. 
Smith has striven nobh', but the farther 
down he dug, the more there was still 
to uncover. Finally he decided to start 
with one participant, Leslie Griffin, as 
he returns to Farmville, the county seat, 

in 1949, to help with the preaching at 
his father's church. This was not at all 
a bad choice. The younger Griffin is a 
looming figure, pivotal—if the story can 
be said to have any pivots. He has been 
at war, at college, living in the North. 
He has joined the NAACP. In short, he 
is not the same person who went away. 
But in Farmville, he sees immediately, 
"very little had changed." 

Griffin introduced, we wade into the 
murky subject of the local power struc
ture. Then comes the students' strike. 
The hopeful excitement is marvelous 
while it lasts, and Barbara Johns, the 
leader, would be a splendid heroine if 
this were only fiction. Ah, yes, if this 
were only fiction, there would have to 
be a cathartic outcome, defeat, or vic
tory. Certainly no novelist could ever get 
away with what we have here—fourteen 
years of anticlimax, with Barbara be
coming a housewife in the North while 
the fire she helped to ignite smolders on. 

There are many other characters, 
black and white, who strut about this 
cramped stage for a while. We come 
to feel we've lived for years across the 
street from them—we know them that 
well, and that poorly. They are as indi
vidual, and as inscrutable, as neighbors. 
They make their speeches and gestures 
and then, when we begin to think there 
must be a showdown this time, they 
shuffle quickly away into the wings. 
Frustration follows fascination, becomes 
the only fascination, and avant-garde 
theater receives an ironic confirmation 
from this strangest of quarters. Prince 
Edward is waiting for Godot, and long 
before he finally arrives, in nine long 
black robes, we have sensed that this 
last can only be the bitterest joke of 
all. Despite the white leaders who en-
\'isioned a glorious rallying point for 
segregationists everywhere, and despite 
the NAACP strategists who counted 
upon winning a test case with far-
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reaching implications, there simply was 
"no large Constitutional question" to 
be settled. What's more, by the time 
the "long, deadening stalemate" pro
duced by "absolute reliance . . . on both 
sides" upon "judicial oligarchy" had 
l)een ended, the civil rights movement 
liad passed Prince Edward by. The real 
answers were no longer to be looked for 
in the courts, but rather in the streets, 
and the final results in Prince Edward 
were of barely more than local conse
quence. The footlights come up slowly 
on the faces of the fooled: "Prince Ed
ward ended finally as a special case." 

And what, if an>thing, has changed? 
The Negro children still go to segre
gated schools, after five years of no pub
lic schools at all. They go to the formerly 
white schools, it's true, and these are 
certainly better plants than their old 
"temporary" tarpaper shacks. But the 
white children, all but a handful, go to 
their private schools. On the strictly 
debit side, friendships and all other 
kinds of relations have been strained 
beyond all quick healing. (But "in the 
broad sense of the word," as Mr. Smith 
points out, "there have never been race 
relations in Prince Edward.") 

New Books 

WH rHILE abiding these ultimate ironies, 
however, the reader's main source of sat
isfaction is in the persistent destruction 
of all the chches. For one of the more 
obvious examples, there is the testimony 
of Helen Baker, a Friends field worker: 
"I came expecting all sorts of strife and 
tension and I have found instead a great 
restraint and unfailing courtesy. These 
people are not gun-toting bums, they 
are gentlemen." Virginia, of course, is 
not Mississippi or Alabama. But this does 
not mean that solutions here are any 
closer to hand. 

There is also, throughout, an instruc
tive (if seldom explicit) dialogue going 
on between two currently conflicting 
democratic ideals: local autonomy and 
public education. 

And then there are the victims, the 
children, whose loss can neither be 
assessed nor repaired. They were the 
battleground, and they remain the sole 
monument and meaning of it all. They 
were (we tend, unforgivably, to forget 
this) "the ultimate stakes." 

It should be reiterated that Mr. 
Smith's is not a brilliant book. Its quietly 
asserted conclusions are tentative, or 
conceivably controvertible, or do not 
reach very far. And there is not one real
ly stirring, quotable passage, aside from 
the actual words of some of the partici
pants. But we do not need brilliance. 
Not this time, at this point in the game. 
We need the facts of the matter, fairly 
and thoroughly investigated. For that, 
Mr. Smith deserves more gratitude than 
praise, possibly, but he ought to have 
quite a lot of both coming to him, 
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Schramm. Stanford Univer.sity Press and 
Unesco. 333 pp. $7.50. Sees in mass 
media vast possibilities for stimulating 
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forms part of the Unesco campaign to 
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ed by Maurie Hillson. Holt Rinehart and 
Winston. Paperback, $3.95. Selected 
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Summer Studies in Private Inde
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of Summer Study in American 
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and Lyon, Inc. (Wallingford, Conn.). 
243 pp. $6. A directory and guide for 

parents, teachers, and students, of sum
mer boarding schools, day schools, 
colleges and camps with academic op
portunities for boys and girls of ele-
mentar\' and high school age. 
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Sessions. 126 pp. $1.50. A collection of 
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Neighborhood," "The Student," and 
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III). 249 pp. $7.50. Lists more than 
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where they are, when to apply, the sti
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guage Learning. By Elton Hocking. 
National Education Assveiation (1201 
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