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[image: image]spent nearly every summer of my youth working in the maze fields and fruit orchards surrounding the large, powder-blue- colored home that, for as long as I could remember, stood as

a beacon of privilege in my hometown. Of all the years I worked for the homeowners, never once did I get closer than one hundred yards to its proximity. The one steadfast rule instilled in field hands upon hire was never to approach the main house for any reason whatsoever. And as an unspoken rule, long-tenured hands were expected to stress the importance of adhering to that policy to any new hires the foreman may have inadvertently forgotten to inform.

That house, its color the same vivid blue as the evening sky on a hazy Texas day, would—though I didn’t know it at the time— become an integral beacon of perseverance in the life of this son of a poor, uneducated farmhand.

My grandfather worked the land surrounding that house for his entire life. Initially, he worked for the father of the man who owned the property, and after the father’s death, he worked for the son. By the time my father was ten years old, he was working alongside Granddad in the same fields, and thirty years later, he was still at it. At present, my brothers and I seemed destined to spend our lives committed to the same toil. Both my brothers quit school at the unwise urging of our father, just to earn the twelve dollars a day the field hands were paid.
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As for me, I had much greater aspirations than that of the people I loved. I didn’t want to be just another good hand for the rich man and his family who lived in the powder-blue palace on the hill. I wanted the keys to the palace. My dreams were of having a beautiful wife and children, along with wealth.

For me, the jumping-off point to making my dreams a reality started in the classroom of the small, three-room segregated school where my education began. With the unwavering support of my loving mother, I resisted my father’s efforts to have all his sons sweating away in the hot Texas sun by his side. He and his siblings had done the same at their own father’s side until the day Grandpa crumpled to the ground, a victim of a massive stroke in these very fields. I loved my grandpa and, like everyone else in our household, did my part to make his last days as comfortable as possible.

It was as though Grandpa could read my thoughts. After I finished feeding him his meals some evenings, we would sit and talk about life. Though he could no longer speak in the deep baritone voice I had grown up loving when he sang in church, if the house was quiet, I could hear and understand every wise word he softly shared with me.

Grandpa was the first person to tell me, “To hell with spending a lifetime slaving away in the fields for some rich man who couldn’t care less if you lived or died.” The landowner he had worked for—and that his son and grandsons still worked for—never once inquired about how Grandpa was doing after the stroke had taken away his ability to work the fields. All the man did was instruct my father to find someone else to fill Grandpa’s spot.

“Pay no mind to what your daddy wants, son. Stay on those books and do all you can so you don’t end up like me. I’ve already told him that spending a life working the field isn’t for every man. Your destiny is elsewhere, Avery Jones, not here in Dobbin.”

I took Grandpa’s words to heart, and they were the driving force in my life, right up until the day I returned to Dobbin many years later, after purchasing the powder-blue palace on the hill.
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[image: image]addy and I didn’t make peace for a long time over my choosing education instead of a lifetime spent bent over in the fields, picking crops to make another

man wealthy. I blazed through the two years of higher learning offered to Black people of Montgomery County at the tiny Conroe College, twenty miles east of Dobbin. Luckily for me, the professors teaching at Conroe College were all highly educated at prestigious Negro institutions like Tuskegee University in Alabama and the famed Howard University in the nation’s capital.

Teaching at Negro colleges in the deep South was a labor of love for these professors. They were fully committed to the betterment of their people. They quickly saw the promise and drive in me, recognizing the same hunger that my grandfather had. I wanted to be something far removed from the dismal life that awaited most men of color in our county.



********************
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Mister B. J. Robbins, owner of the powder-blue palace, took every precaution to prevent any personal interaction between his family and the Black field hands. The closest any of the workers had been to the Robbins family since I had worked there was being near the fence line when they drove down the dirt road, leaving the property.
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Robbins spared no soil—every piece of his land was used for growing crops except for the parcel where the barn stood and the one where his home was built. The picturesque view of the Robbins home from the main road resembled a Norman Rockwell painting, a symbol of the grandeur of a successful American farmer.

Tall corn stalks swayed in the field east of the house, golden maze waved like an ocean to the west, and towering apple trees loomed near the barn. These served as the magnificent backdrop for the powder-blue palace, fronted by the most beautiful strawberry field God could bless a farmer with.

In a way, I admired Robbins. He loved and cared for his family, using his wealth to elevate his social status above all others in our tiny community. He was a brusque, hard man with flaming red hair, a muscular build, and an air that demanded respect. He was a leader on the Montgomery town council, and most in the community sought his opinion on important civic matters.

His overprotectiveness, I was certain, stemmed from an incident in our town not long ago, when the sheriff’s wife ran off with the Negro blacksmith. The scandal shook the white community, and the men responded by fiercely protecting the “jewels” of their manhood—the white women.
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[image: image]helped Grandpa into his wheelchair and rolled him out to the back porch where he enjoyed just sitting and watching the world go by. Our little farm had a watermelon patch and

a huge plum orchard out back that yielded a fine harvest for us every year. Before his stroke, tending them was Grandpa’s personal project, at the present I’d taken it upon myself to devote a couple of hours a day after my classes to attend to them for him.

He was so proud of the two small plots he himself had cultivated over the years. Grandpa’s greatest joy these days came from sitting out at the roadside in the evening and selling melons and baskets of plums to passersby.

Out on the back porch is where he and I had some of our most heartfelt talks about life. Today I specifically wanted to discuss the tremendous proposal offered to me the day before by Mister Roger Mills. Once I laid it all out to him, he crossed his hands on his lap and went into deep thought for a few long seconds before responding. After a while of meditating on what I’d told him he let out a deep sigh and began to speak.

“Avery, you know there ain’t nobody in this family prouder of you than me, and the last thing I’d want to see is harm come to you. This Mister Mills and his family done more for this town over the years than could ever be paid back to them. Every decision they done made concerning Dobbin’s well-being been beneficial to us all. Even the few white folks what live out here been blessed
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by them. You’re bout` the smartest young person in Dobbin right now, that’s why they choose you to take on this great task. If it wasn’t important to every Colored person in this state, I don’t think he be bothered to even ask you to do this thing.”

“I was thinking the same thing myself Grandpa, it’s just that Mama is so dead set against it, is why I hesitate to go along with Mister Mills plan.”

“That fella is a smart man son, that’s why him and his family come to own most of the property in this part of the county. If he weren’t aimed to protect you well as he could, it be foolish of him to ask for your help. I say you take the offer and if things look to be too tough to take on, you can always walk away. His people are putting up the money from they own pocket.”

Grandpa in a roundabout way gave me his blessing to launch myself personally into the civil rights movement, of which even in our small town was on the lips of everyone. The white people in the neighboring town of Montgomery were terrified of the possibility of their children having to attend school next to children of color. For years, the pot of integration had been brewing all over the country. A few of the school systems in the Northern part of America were already conforming to the new education laws. The deep south on the other hand was a horse of a completely different color, resistance thus far had been confrontational and at times brutal.

I went to my parents’ bedroom that night to notify them of my decision to go to the front of the line in the civil rights fight. And also, to assure them that I’d be doing so with my eyes wide open and like Grandpa said, if things looked to be too dangerous, I could always walk away.

The next morning before I left the house for my drive down to Conroe College, I called Mister Roger Mills to let him know my decision. I wanted to tell him before informing my professors who’d been so encouraging and supportive of me the past couple of years. My respect for them was immeasurable, they could have




all gone on to bigger and more prestigious schools to spend their careers as educators. Yet they chose to return to the area they’d grown up in to do their part to better the race of their people. These men and women had chosen the good of the many over the individual advantages higher education allowed them. In my heart I felt obligated to contribute to our race in the same way these people I so highly respected had.

We all knew of past atrocities committed against people of color in our state and of the small community of which we lived by our own white neighbors. It was also clear to the people of Dobbin that not all white people were evil.

The man my family worked for B.J. Robbins was a hard man, but I’d never witnessed any outward cruelty from him towards people of color. There were many other white family’s livings in Dobbin and had been my whole life, coexisting harmoniously with their Negro neighbors.

The Whites over in Montgomery often made snide remarks publicly about them, but most like the Andrews, owners of Dobbins only general store cared less about what the bigots thought of them.

Robbins considered himself above those people of color he lived among only because of more affordable land in the area in and around Dobbin.

The only thing separating Robbins from the people he lived and thrived financially amongst was his beautiful powder blue colored home and his daughters of which he drove over to the white school in Montgomery. The majority of the other whites living in Dobbin allowed their children to attend the same school as the other kids in the community. In essence I’d been attending an integrated school my whole life without any societal uproar, attempting to enter the historically white university as a student was however on another level.



***************
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Roger Mills was elated over the decision I’d made to step up and be the first Negro to present his transcript to the governing board of the University of Houston and insist on its doors being open to the Negro as well as the whites and Latinos. Oddly, the Latino people were not excluded from the registration process. Grandpa always said white men were more excepting of the Mexicans because they couldn’t resist the beauty of Mexican women. I didn’t know factually of that to be so, but I can say many of the white men in our county had Mexican wives.

The entire Mills family sat in the audience on the day I received my associate degree from the Conroe College for Negroes. I was the class valedictorian and was assured by all the professors that my grades were as good or better than any white student in line to be granted entry into the University of Houston. Their mission statement was to stringently prepare the students they taught for moving on to four-year universities.

On the way home that evening I glanced over at the powder blue palace as we drove past, and it seemed there was some celebration going on there. My father who’d chosen not to attend my graduation ceremony was sitting out on the front porch when Mister Mills Cadillac pulled into the drive. The Mills family had put on a post graduate celebration for me at his families’ tavern and restaurant that sat at the main crossroad of our little town. The place was called the Sugar Shack and for as long as I can remember had been the main gathering place outside of the church house for all Dobbin social events.

Mister Mills, as full of pride for me as if I were his own son volunteered to chauffer me and Mama around all day.

I knew Daddy was proud of me too, he was just too stubborn to admit it. I was his child; how could he not be as happy as Mama and me and honored that Mister Mills and his family were committing the time and resources to give his son a better life than that of his own.




I stepped up on the porch and set my diploma on his lap, “I did its Daddy, your son is a college graduate,” I proudly stated.

He picked up the rolled-up scroll, unwound it and gave it a quick look over and afterwards to the shock of me and Mama with tears in his eyes put his arms around me and said “congratulations Avery, you deserve this. Your brothers and me, we were meant to be farmers but your special son, the Lord made you smart for a reason, and it weren’t to be bent over in no field your whole life. This man here done offered you an opportunity I could never have been able to afford and in spite of my bull-headed attitude I appreciate all he’s done for you.”

Daddy turned to face Mister Mills as he said the words to extend a hand of gratitude.

“I know you and yours ain’t had nothing but the best of intention for my boy Sir, and in all seriousness, I say thank you.” “You’re more than welcome Sir, replied Mister Mills, Avery has

a lot more to offer this world and the only way to get him there is by seeing to it he gets the best education possible. The key to our children having a better life than us is them being educated on the same level as the children of the Whites.”

After Mister Mills left Daddy went inside to get a jug of the whiskey, he made himself in a rusty old still in the woods out back of our house. He gathered me and my brothers around him and announced a toast in honor of his youngest boy.

“What’s going on up at the Robbins place Daddy, look like they celebrating something special too?

“Mister Robbins oldest girl graduate from the white high school over in Montgomery this evening, he gives us the day off so him and his friends can celebrate. He tells me that girl of his be going to that same school Mister Mills trying to get you into. I ain’t have the heart to tell him you be going to the same college his girl going to. If this thing y’all got planned work out Avery, don’t you say nothing to that white girl if you were to see her at that school.”
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“You ain’t got to worry bout` that happening Daddy, I ain’t never been near enough to her to know what she looks like up close no how. Besides that, my major going to be architecture, she doesn’t figure to be the kind to choose a life building things,” I said disregarding how fickle life can sometimes be.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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[image: image]n Fall registration day Roger Mills, his mother Miss Celita Mills, and me perched between them sat in the registrar’s office. The matriarch of the Mills family sat

proudly, check book in hand prepared to take on any obstacle presented by officials to not allow me entry into the college.

The Mills family was the only rich colored folks I ever knew of and on top of that their generosity was endless when it came to the citizens of Dobbin.

The strife of racial inequality permeated the soul of America, and the Mills family were mainstays on the frontline in the battle to level the playing field. Civil unrest ran rampant through the streets of major cities in the east and on the west coast. The Mills family chose to wage war against the white establishment from the standpoint of offering the same quality of education to all children, no matter what race they be.

Standing behind us in the registrar’s office were a team of the Mills family attorney’s, some Negro and some White. There was no prearranged announcement of our intention, mainly to avoid any overblown media presence. The law had been passed to eliminate segregation in all publicly funded schools, so the only intent was to have me registered as a student and begin the fall classes.

The administrator quietly leafed through my transcript as the entirety of his staff stood frozen in place around the room as if
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anticipating some sudden uproar. My professors at Conroe College were all highly accredited experts in their fields of education, so preparation for this moment was on point.

The man closed the folder containing my transcript, turned to a woman flanking him and said to her, “call the president, please Janie.”

I nearly passed out thinking this guy is calling the president of the United States because some Colored kid from Dobbin, Texas is wanting to enroll at the University of Houston. It wasn’t until one of the lawyers asked, “do you call your boss every time a student walks through these doors to register for school?” That was when I realized he meant the schools president.

“No sir, the fact is we’ve never had a colored student enroll at the university and I’m not sure how to proceed from this point,” replied the nervous looking man.

“How you proceed is to do your job as the law requires,” said the attorney in response.

The wait went on for twenty minutes before a well-dressed man with silver hair entered the room walking at a brisk authoritative pace. Seeing Negro people seated in the room the first thing out of his mouth was, “what seems to be the problem here Bud, will we need the authorities?”

“Why would you need the law for this fine young man to register for fall classes sir?” announced the lead attorney Michael Bonneau.

The face of the school’s president went crimson as he locked eyes with the attorney, “and who might you be Sir?” he questioned in a stern tone.

“My name is Michael Bonneau and my associates, and I represent this young man’s benefactors who only care for the fair treatment of him as a U.S. citizen.”

“Having this young man as a student here during these trying times in our country would be highly irregular sir and the blowback from alumnus, who are still incredibly supportive could




be catastrophic for the university. If you catch the gist of what I mean Mister Bonneau.”

“Sir, those would be issues you’d have to take up with your board of regents, our concerns here center around this young man receiving fair treatment under the eyes of the law,” replied Lawyer Bonneau.

“What could be catastrophic is the lawsuit our firm will bring against this school for refusing to obey a federally mandated law desegregating all publicly funded institutes of higher education,” added one of the Negro attorneys.

“Now, now let’s not be too hasty here gentleman, does this student even have the grades required to be accepted into our fine institution, before you start threatening us with lawsuits?”

“Why don’t we let your man Bud here answer that one Mister, oh! we didn’t get your name, we’ll need it for the lawsuit seeing as you seem to be the person in charge here?” stated Bonneau.

The man who’d examined the transcript stepped forward to say to his superior, “the young man’s grades are exemplary Sir, as a matter of fact his test scores have been off the chart in comparison.”

Now disarmed of one weapon of denial the school president switched his tactic.

“There is also the matter of monetary compensation to be educated here at the University of Houston, our tuitions are much greater than those of some small community college,” the silver haired man declared. His intention the lawyers were certain of was to mock the Conroe College for Negro Students.

In response, Miss Celita Mills pulled a check book from her handbag, placed it on the desk in front of her and in a masterfully strengthened voice demanded, “how much.”

“How much what?” responded the president.

“How much for the full four years it should take for this young man to walk out of this school with a college degree? I’ll write you a check for the full amount right now, and if it takes longer,
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you can contact my son here in Houston to pay any amount what’s owed. His name is James Mills, he runs an import, export company out near the Houston ship channel.”

Michael Bonneau stepped forward, “now sir, is there anything else you want to say that could prevent young Avery here from registering for the upcoming semester?”

Without any unwanted fanfare or media hoopla Avery Allen Jones was registered as the first Negro student to attend the University of Houston.

Miss Celita’s elder son James whom they referred to as `Little Jimmy` had us and the lawyers join him and his daughters at a very nice restaurant located downtown among the city’s many skyscrapers. I hadn’t been into the city many times in my life, and I don’t think I’d ever been in one of the downtown buildings. The experience was physically and emotionally exhilarating.

This was a celebratory dinner to regal another defeat of an unjust social system and I was the guest of honor. I’d only met Miss Celita Mills on this very day and the lady treated me as if I were her own, insisting I take the seat next to her at the dining table. The intent she said was for us to become more acquainted with one another. On my other side were her granddaughters Essie Faye, and Denise who I thought were the most beautiful women I’d ever laid eyes on.

“Avery, we know all that’s happened these past few hours must be quite overwhelming,” said Essie Faye, “but Mama has a big heart for the people of Dobbin, especially the young people. The teachers at the colored school told her about you years ago and she’s had my brother Roger keep up with your progress in the classroom.”

“I like Mister Roger; he’s been very kind to me and my folks since the first day he come by our house to talk with me.”

“Your teachers at the Conroe College have also kept Baby Roger informed of your remarkable achievements as a scholar. That’s why you’ve been chosen to be our representative in this




particularly challenging fight for our race Avery. Please don’t get the impression that you’re being used, it’s just that you’ve come along at the perfect time in this country’s history. My sister and I both graduated from Texas Southern. TSU was established to prevent Negro students attempting to get into U of H. Back when we were in college it would have been a joke to even consider attending U of H. The country is a much different world now and we as a people must band together in the effort to create a new world where everyone receives equal treatment.”

Essie Faye Mills was eloquent and wise beyond her years, I’d come to acknowledge James Mills oldest child as the reincarnation of her grandmother.

“I’m honored to have your family choose me to help in a worthy cause ma’am and you folks can count on me to do all I can so as not to let y’all down.”

“Excuse me sweetheart but I need to have a few words with young Avery here before dinner arrives, there’s still a lot we need to cover now that we got him registered to start classes in the fall,” Jimmy Mills graciously interrupted his daughter.

“First off Avery, what took place today was the first step in what is going to be a tough fight.

The lawyers chose to have you register in a clandestine manner to avoid any sensationalism. You just need to start attending your classes the same as any other student. We’re certain there will be some snide looks and hurtful remarks made at and about you. It’s imperative you not respond in a manner that could escalate any such instance, the law is on your side son.”

“I promise to be on my best behavior sir, I fully understand the importance of what we’re doing.”

“At some point the reporters are going to show up, I and the attorneys suggest you keep any comments brief and focused on your being here for the education. Don’t let them bait you into saying something that turns this into a fight between Colored
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and White. You know U of H has one of the best architectural programs in the country and that’s why you chose to come here. Next on the agenda is where you’ll live while attending the university. Having to sit next to you in a classroom is a fact the white students will gradually learn to accept. Like I said the law is on your side. For you to room in the dormitory with the white kids right away could possibly place you in a dangerous predicament,

so that’s out.

My wonderful mother here has already made up a room for you at her house over near the Houston ship channel.”

“You make yourself to home while you there Avery,” chimed in Miss Celita, “you’ll have plenty peace while you studying, all my grandchildren are grown and gone, ain’t nobody in the house but me.

Be a great comfort to me to have somebody to cook for than myself and tell your folks they free to visit any time they want to come see you.”

“I don’t know what to say to thank you Miss Celita,” I said as the tears started to well up in my eyes. “Y’all treating me like family and you folks don’t hardly know me and mine.”

“We know who you are Avery, said Roger Mills, as I told you before Mama don’t live in Dobbin anymore but it’s her hometown and she loves and cares about everyone living there. She’s been waiting for a smart fella` like you ever since this civil rights movement kicked into high gear and started to get some backing from the federal government.”

Miss Celita interrupted her son, “you see Avery many years back some young students from Texas Southern University come to Dobbin to help with the voter registration. Those boys were just doing same as you, what they could to help their people find their place in a crazy world.

They left Dobbin one night after a town meeting and them white devils killed them out on one-o-five. They were never able to find the body of one of them poor children, my heart still aches




for that young man’s family. I been waiting since the night them young men was murdered to do something to show them evil men in Montgomery County that we haven’t given up the fight.”

That dinner was the first of many I would share with members of the Mills family, like waving a magic wand my life was transformed. From that of a poor kid out of small-town Texas to living in a home far exceeding the opulence of the powder blue palace I’d admired for my whole life.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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[image: image]here were many people of color visible on campus the day I arrived for my first day of classes. They were either janitors, groundskeepers, or food service workers, so there


was no immediate shock of my presence until I took a seat in my first classroom.

The professors had previously been notified of my impending arrival and as such informed my fellow students. I was assigned the desk at the farthest rear of the classroom, the silence when I entered the room that first day was eerie. Other than that, to my utter shock a few people actually greeted me, the gestures thankfully relieving some of the intense stress I felt.

Architecture being my major meant courses relating to numbers and figures were relative requirements, I’d excelled in geometry in the classes taught at Conroe College. Hear at this major university, the situation was no different, my knowledge of numbers and angles far exceeded that of my peers.

In spite of the volatile racial environment permeating the cities under belly, the adjustment to having a student of color in the classroom was not as tough a battle as I’d anticipated. Mister James Mills remarked to me on many occasions that my superior intellect was the key determining factor in knocking down the doors of acceptance.

Still the approach to assimilate me into the school’s collective was one of caution, I stayed away from the dormitories and the




student dining hall. Public housing and restaurants were still very much segregated all over the city and our country, overcoming those barriers would be the next rung on the ladder.

Students at some of the larger Historically Black Colleges and Universities were staging sit-ins and picketing segregated restaurants and cafeterias around the south causing some very public upheavals. Law enforcement was exhibiting unnecessary brutality in its action to quell the student protest and the media put it all out there for the American public to see.

The kids four blocks away on the Texas Southern campus were taking note and most recent displays of civil unrest had taken place at the F.W. Woolworths store in downtown Houston.

I asked Jimmy Mills if it was time I joined the fight with the

T.S.U. students?

“You’re already in the fight Avery, dealing with the racist remarks from the white students who resent you being on the U. of

H. campus and refusing to be baited into a physical confrontation with the worst rednecks is action enough. The day you leave that school with your degree means we’ve won one very prestigious civil rights battle.”

I had no equal in the classroom and thankfully my fellow students and the professors freely acknowledged my accomplishments, a win for me was a win for the school. There was no unsteadying wrinkle in my daily routine until I noticed a girl in my drafting class oddly studying me from across the room. I did like Mama had always told me to do when in close proximity of white women, pretend not to see them and don’t dare make eye contact.

There were several male students who worked in study groups and classroom projects with me, so I was fitting in as far as being the regular hardworking college kid went. The general thinking with most on campus was to except the societal progression and move on peacefully with life. I could even risk to say the more liberal thinking students of whom I knew personally saw me as
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a friend. The civil rights movement had its effect on us all, we didn’t socialize off campus, but within the hallowed sanctum of the campus all the world was at peace.

Miss Celita cared for me the same as a loving mother would, preparing a good breakfast for me every morning and sending me off to classes with a box lunch far superior to food served in the student cafeteria.

Roger Mills loaded my stuff in his pick-up on the first day I went to live in his mother’s home so I wouldn’t have to leave Grandpa without his truck. He’d basically given it to me anyway because after the stroke he never drove it.

Still the Mills insisted I leave the old Chevy in Dobbin and drive the beautiful Plymouth owned by Miss Celita to my classes and to the part-time job I worked at the Mills export-import company.

“I don’t hardly drive no more these days Avery, so that automobile just stays parked in the garage,” Miss Celita told me when I insisted on bringing Grandpa’s truck to the city with me. “If I need to go someplace bad enough one of my grandchildren will come over to drive me or if it ain’t no trouble you can take me.” “Won’t be no trouble at all Ma’am, anything I can do at all

to help out, you just say so and I’ll take care of any chores around the house that need tending to.”

“Mostly Avery, Miss Celita said with a smile, is I want them rich white chillun` to see you driving up to that fancy college in a fine automobile same as they rich daddies got for them. You got to pardon me for sounding so cynical son,” she added with a laugh. The Mills family was I came to discover far wealthier than I’d imagined Colored folks could ever be. To go with that revelation was becoming aware of the fact they had White family members who carried the Mills surname as well. They all worked together running the same companies started by they daddy and his best

friend, a fellow named Jimmy Vaughn.




Miss Celita and I were out on the front porch one peaceful night, and she told me the history of how her family come to be connected to Dobbin.

She explained how her husband was the son of a rich white man from over in Ireland and how him and his best friend was murdered by some evil rednecks in Dobbin. There were other stories of her oldest son, a man named Lonnie Mills who exacted retribution against the men who’d murdered his father before he disappeared from Dobbin. I’d heard many telling’s of his exploits from my grandpa and some of the older folks around Dobbin while I was growing up. Undoubtedly the man was a legend in Montgomery County.

Miss Celita looked to be in her sixties but in actuality she was in her mid-eighties and still she was the rock of the Mills family. Her children and grandchildren treated her like royalty and for the life of me I could never put my finger on the reason why she chose me to bring into her family.

They all treated me like I was one of them by blood and every second I spent with them was cemented in loving and caring kindness. The Lord had surely blessed me by uniting me with these wonderful people.



***************
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My first three semesters at U. of H. had their bumps but going into the second year I started to see other Colored students around campus. A clear indication that the civil rights movement was picking up momentum.

The University of Houston was smartly staying ahead of the curve, inadvertently avoiding any major societal distractions on campus concerning issues of race.

By my junior year, the country was in a full out transition race wise, pressure to compete athletically with previously integrated programs around the country meant accepting Negro players
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in track and field, football, and basketball. The University of Houston did not waver in its recruitment of local talent. That same year the big man on campus was this Colored kid with huge biceps and tree trunk thighs from Booker T. Washington, the Negro high school in Conroe.

Saul Gibson was built like a Greek god and was a human act of destruction on the gridiron, if there was a record to be broken in college football that season, he broke it. The entirety of the student body and faculty were so enamored by him alone the rest of us Negro students were a non-issue. We all ate in the dining hall sans the snide remarks and people openly refusing to sit near us.

Saul Gibson’s celebrity knocked down many of the doors previously closed to the Colored students. It amazed me that something tantamount to a children’s game would be the single most contributing factor in breaking down so many racial blockades.

The White girl that I every so often caught sneaking glances in my direction was a structural engineering major so she and I were in several classes together over time.

I had one course in the humanities I was taking at the suggestion of Mister James Mills. He’d said, “just in case you decide to get into politics sometime in the future.”

Which later in life did turn out to be good advice, the kicker though was the same white girl was in my humanities class as well. Further increasing the uneasiness, I felt from her sneaking glances in my direction. That Billie Holiday song Mama used to play all the time began to psychologically haunt me. Like Mama had told me years ago, I never allowed myself to make any direct eye contact with her.

Even though life in the deep south concerning race issues were going through gradual transformations civilly, there would still be the occasional abhorrent act of racial ambiguity.

The same small town that birthed Saul Gipson was the most recent venue of the most heinous act of violence against a person




of color. The towns promising basketball star was discovered to be in a not so secretive liaison with the White daughter of the towns police chief who in a fit of rage sent his uniformed henchman into the Black community to arrest the seventeen-year-old student.

The arrest more an abduction than arrest saw no day in court due to the murder of the young man by the police captain father of the White girl he’d been in the relationship with. It was later reported to others in the Negro community by prisoners in adjoining cells that the young man was murdered by a single gunshot to the head only minutes after his incarceration.

Later on, it was discovered the said police chief had been in an illicit sexual relationship with his own daughter since the girl was an adolescent and his true fear was having her reveal that secret to her Negro lover.

That ordeal sent a message through the Colored communities of the small towns that the unwritten law of staying away from the White women would be dealt with in a manner relative to the old Jim Crow period.

Callie Jones wasted no time in phoning her son to instill her reminder of the “Strange Fruit” song to her youngest son as she relayed the story of what fate was suffered by the young man from Conroe.
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The advanced students of the architectural program were separated into individual groups to work on projects that assimilated the actual structuring of buildings in real life. I’d basically worked with the same group of guys who’d shown to have no issues with race the entire time I’d been in the program. As a team we’d shown ourselves to be the best in the entire department, often receiving glowing commendations from the professors.

Nearing the end of the spring semester the students were assigned projects that would determine where each stood going
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into the third year of a four-year program. Success in this project was imperative in determining where you stood in the hierarchy of being an exceptional student or one of mediocrity.

To aid a student who had the chops for the profession but was often saddled with a group that was not so proficient in the field of engineering, the option was open to join one of the other teams. If the team felt the student worthy of inclusion, they were accepted to the team by virtue of a show of hands.

***************
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I drove home to Dobbin every other weekend, I was Callie Jones favorite baby boy, and she was my favorite girl. Not seeing each other every day was a strain on the heart strings of us both. On top of that I missed Daddy, Grandpa, and my knucklehead big brothers.

The road to where we lived went right past the Robbins place. I embraced the opportunity to look at the powder blue palace I’d loved my whole life. Not with envy but as continued motivation and inspiration to keep my eyes on the prize.

When Mama knew I was coming home, supper was always my favorites and nobody cooked smothered pork chops as well as Mama and I loved her delicious cornbread. After supper, the family was always anxious to hear about life in the big city and how it was living among the Mills family. Of course, we all prayed together because my family knew how blessed we were to have these great opportunities laid at our feet. I was the first in my family to graduate from high school and now having the blessing extend to me garnering a college degree was enormous to the Jones family. I had dreams of Mama someday preparing the same meal as these evenings in a house just as grand as the powder blue palace.

My long-term plan consisted of me eventually becoming wealthy enough to purchase farmland that my family could reap




the benefits of its yield for themselves. I didn’t want Daddy and my brothers to end up like Grandpa. Slaving their lives away to maintain the wealth of some other man’s family. In my prayers every night I petitioned God to grant my family for that blessing to be so.

After supper Daddy would take me and my brothers down to the crossroads for a few beers and shots of moonshine at the Sugar Shack. The only times I drank at all was with my father and brothers, I was so rock solid focused on my studies there was no place in my life for getting drunk.

The sound of pride in Daddy and my brothers’ voices when they bragged to all how well I was doing at the white college in the city was well worth the hangover I had the next morning. I was conscience of the fact I represented the whole Negro community of Dobbin. There had been many others who’d gone away to college at historically black institutions and graduated with honors, but to these people I’d crossed the color line. Having the Mills family as benefactors meant my success belonged to the community. These were my people, and I was more than honored to represent them in the world outside our small community.

Miss Celita had given Mama her phone number and extended an open invite to the family anytime they felt like driving into the city for a visit. Getting them out of the piney woods of Dobbin was like pulling teeth, my folks just did not care for the city, especially Mama. More the reason for me to never miss making the trips home.
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CHAPTER SIX
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[image: image]rofessor Howard Beeth dean of the architectural program approached us at our conference table accompanied by the White girl who’d at times instilled the fear of God in me


over the past couple of school years.

“Excuse me gentleman, announced the professor, you all know Rebecca Robbins, I’m sure. She’s a second-year student in the engineering program as you all are. I have a minor request seeing as you all are in the same relative field.”

We all nodded our heads in the girl’s direction in recognition, me a bit skeptically.

“Yes, Professor Beeth,” replied Brian Blaha, “how can we help you Sir?”

“The grade for our current group project is of substantial importance in grade point averages going into your final year of this program.”

“We’re all fully aware of that Professor, I’ve been losing sleep over this project, “chimed in my best pal in our group Mark Lipke. “So has Miss Robbins gentlemen, that’s the reason why I’m addressing you men as a group. Rebecca’s team has been at the bottom tier of every project assigned this year and quite frankly the students on her team are lacking the enthusiasm and drive to deliver on this project as well. It just doesn’t seem fair for a good student to be shackled to a group of slow achievers who are only



holding her back. Therefore, on my recommendation I implore of you gentlemen, allow Miss Robbins to join your team?”

The professors request left us all in a dumbfounded silence, no one answered immediately. Mark and Alan knew that the other White girl’s pretty much avoided dialogue with our group because of my inclusion. What the Prof. suggested was unprecedented in light of societies current environment. Professor Beeth obviously grew weary of our hesitance to respond.

“I leave it to you men to consider my request and to please give me your decision by classes end, time is of the essence gentlemen.” Professor Beeth and Rebecca Robbins turned and walked away from our table and by the time the class was over we’d all voted to allow Rebecca to join our project team. I pretty much went along with the majority; Rebecca Robbins was a beautiful girl and I’m certain my nerd team members voted more with their

beating hearts than any scholarly reasoning.

The decision to allow her to join our team, despite my own personal inner trepidations weren’t all unfounded. Rebecca Robbins was a smart, competent, and highly intelligent young woman, on par intellectually with even I myself.

Over time I’d grow to respect Rebecca as a student and a decent human being, even though it still bothered me that I’d caught her gawking at me in the past.

I found conversation with her enlightening and stimulating to the point of like mindedness. Her aspirations were to someday design and construct beautiful aesthetically appealing multi-story skyscrapers.

Of which mine were to
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