History's leglected Children

igh School football during the first half of the ceatury
certainly grabbed its share of headlinet in the local
newipapers. The stories of young men playing the
rugged game and the thousands of fans, boosters and
school-mates who supported them were well chroai-
cled
But there were many athlewss whose achlevéments
remained cmaccounted for by e mainstream press.
Although they plaved 1o capacity crowds at small stadiums,
the bandful of African-American high school tams
remained anonymous to the general public. Yet, many from
their ranks went on to become outstanding college and pro-
fessional players. It was unfortanase for them, and for wue
football fans, that their achicvernents went annoticed 10 ¢iti-
2ens who did mot subscribe 1o The Lowisiana Weekly, a
newspaper that has beea African-American ¢wned since it
begpan in 1925.
But football in the black sectors of New Orleans began
¢ven before The Lowisiana Weekly printed its first edition.
There was a vast imterest in neighborhood teams, an adult

Southsiders, Hawks and Elks. And they were highly organ-
ized having formed a New Orleans Independent Athletic
Association.

These players had to be taught the game from some
mlmfﬂmmldmﬂn{hmmwm
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whan # colisge reloccied to Baton Rouge.

mination 10 establish and maineain white supremacy at all
costs.

The small sumber of local black leaders continually lob-
bied the school bodrd and city leaders to improve black edu-
cation. They had few avences through which 10 negotiste
and no political teeth with which 1o bite. The siate constita-
tion of 1898 had taken the vote awey from the majority of
Loulsiana’s black citizens.

The city schools operated under 2 segregated dual system.
Surplus funds within the school board’s ing budget
were used 1o build or upgrade white education. Meanwhile,
in the black community. leaders worked with smaller civie,
religious and neighborhood ocganizations 1o addredi the
growing needs of a particular school. Money was scarce, but
their voices were loud. Their small fund-raising efforts did
vield a modicum of success.

According 1o the book by Devore and Logsdon. “In addi-
tion 10 raising private funds, the organizations also continu-
ally attempted to get the school board to allocate to black
schools a larger share of public funds. Their strategy con-
undﬂh:iqq:muduhmmmmh
deficiencics that existed in Back schools.”

The leaders most instrumental in this movement, which

Turesnd, Doctors Joseph Hardin ﬂm&uﬁn
Henderson Duna, O. C. W. Tavlor and Daniel Byrd. They
were joined by the New
Orleans chapter of the
NAACP and the Colored
Educational Alliasce.

Among the main 5502
in 1910 was the disparity
in the namber of schools.
The city had juse 16 black
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berween the factions established.

Substandard sccommodations and overcrowding aside.
there was a far move fundamental problem — the abseace of
secopdary education for Africans Americans — that needed
0 be addressad. Devore and Logsdon wrote. “The school
board s dechion 1o hmit black poblic whooling o the first
five grades did more than eliminme the thiree bridge prades
(sixth, seventh and eighth) berween elementary and high
school. The absence of those grades meant rwo things: fird.
black public school students could not get the nevessary

jon %o emter the high school division of Southem
Universiry. then located fn New Ovleans. And. sacond, it
meant that before the New Ordeans black leadership could
begin 1o press the board 10 beild a black kigh school they
had 1o press For vestoration of the lost bridge grades, Henee.
the leaders concentrased their effors betwaen 1900-
1912 on gerting the sixth, seventh and sighth grades
restored.”

Southern University. today located in Baton
Rouwpe. sat ot 5116 Magazine Srreet, the present site
of Xavier Prep Catholic School for girls. Ts closing
and subséquent move o 4 former plantation sie in
Seotlandville in 1913 was spearheaded by (s new
president, Joseph 5, Clark. Bom in Spara.
Lowisiana. in 1871. and educated in public and pri-
vie schools in Bienville Parish, Clark received four
degrees from three universitles. including
Doctorates in Philosophy from Leland College and
Arkansas Swte. He aleo did post-graduate work at
Chicago and Harvard Universities.

Berween 1901 and 1912 Joseph Clark was presi-
dent of Baton Rouge College. When he ook over
Southern University, Clark made the decision to

Gowdes Eisropal Scheal's 1950 squod poses i fiond of the wooden siruciure
near Chaf Marssur Fwy

= SO LBEMN O A ME

move the university. He based his judgment on
the premise thar its locwtion in an orban aea
prevented the university from “fulfilling i<
mission of providing vocwrional and agricul-
turgd craining for black students throughour the
stmte.” wrode Devore and

It seemed a sound decision by De Clark,
There were two other black eaiversities in the
Crescent City — Sirnight College ar 2420
Canal Streer. and New Odeans Univensity
uptown. But both ware private schools with
limited high school curricula to offer.

The Siters of the Blessed Socrament. Jed
by Mother Katherine Drexel opened Xavier in
1915, wilizing e boildings Soasthem
University had occupled. The cocducational
Catholic school incledd both college and sec-
ondary school sudies, The university moved
W its presemt site in Mid-City fromiing
Washingron Avenee in 1926, and Xavier Prep
remained a high school cosducational school
ungil 1970 when it became swictly & private
wehiool for girls.

The mone by Southern. which deprivad -
dentz wha had attended thar college an ahsrmative secondary
school. prompesd a coalition of black ciipens w petition the
school board for a tue high school.

The board &id linde und) 1917, At tha time, according 10
Devore and Logsdon®s book, “The ¢ity™s white [eaders real-
ized chat if they wene going to maintain 3 fully segregated
society, the separase block community needed its cwm physi-
clons. veachers, lawvers and clepgymen: and o frain such
professionals. a back high school woould be necemay.”

[t was ngreed 10 open such o school in the fall of 1917, The
school boand prefermed st wo appropriate fondd 10 enect 2
new school for “colored ™ pupils. Instead. it wiilized an eXist-
ing school for whire students. McDonogh 13. locaied at 635
South Rampart Street (comer of Julia Stwreet). The boand
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moved the white children o
other schools in the ares and
re-designated the “new™
school McDonogh 35.

It rermained the only fous-
year public high school for
black smadents until Booker
T. Washington opened in
1936.

Times were tough for the
impoverished children, but
miny rose from the financisl
doldroms through necessity
gnd pure will. Any smdent
going 1o McDonogh 35 had
1> maintain high grades.
Many failed and dropped
out, but most made i through
with lictle or no frllss just
hard wori.

“Most of the bove who
went o high school with me
were like me — very poor”
said former Okleans Parsh
Schools Athletic Dinsctor
and one of the city's coach-
ing legends. Felix James,
who anrended "33 in the mid-
19305, <50 we saned band-
ing together because we did-
n't have the money for niee
clothes ar to do the things
most of the kids in New
Oreans were gble to do.
There were four of us and who pooled our resources.

“We could go 1o the Pelican and get a plate of beans and
rice, some ¢om bread and a glass of water for a nickel. If vou
paid = dime, you'd get a desserc” James recalled. ~We'd
pool cur money, and if we wanted 10 ge1 a soft drink (there
was & big drink called 2 “Jumbe’) we called the Jambo, We'd
take & regular Coke bottle, wash it out and pour in the Jambo
and we could all have a drink for a nickel.”

Those friends included Peter Thomton. who emenged from
8 family of five living in & one-room house 1 bacome a
Professor Emeritus ar Texas Southern University: and Walier
Collins, a former immigration officer for the U.S. Coast
Guard whose duty was to cenify every ship thar entéred the
mouth of the Mississippi. They were also athletes.

More African-American schools began 10 open a5 the
population growth of the inner city increased. Seven years
after Martin Behrman openéd in Algiers, Lord Beaconsfield
Landry {1938) was built 10 accommeodate black high school
aged stodents in that west bank communiry. In 1947, Joseph
S, Clark opened to serve the students of color along the
Esplanade corridor. That was followed by Walter L. Cohen
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in 1949, It would be another
nine years before George
Washingion Carver (1958)
wis construstsd 1 provide a
secondary school for Afri-
can-American youngsters of

All would field football
l&ams,

The origins of the high
school game, played by pre-
dominantly African-Amer-
ican schools, are sketchy.
However, it is known that
McDonogh 35 and Xavier
Prép were the earliest avals,
with games dating back to
thie 1920s,

McDonogh 35 became
known as the Panthers, then.
in the mid 1930s, changed it
nickname to Ironmen. Xavier
Prep chose the moniker it
maintains today, Yellow
Jackes, moe 1o Dis black and
villow colors.

Crapdet  School  (pro-
pounced god-det), adminis-
tered by the Episcopal
Church in the Diocess of
Lowisisna and the Amencan
Church Institute for Negroes,
was opened in 1901 by it
founder, Mrs. Frances Joseph
Gauder. Mrs. Gaudet ran the boanding school for homeless
bovs. Jocatad on the east side of the Industirial Canal on
Gentilly Road. until 1921, when her advanced age made it
difficult to maintain & rigorous schedule to keep the wchool
prospering. She then memed it over to the Episcopal Church.
It became & coed school untll it eloced in 1951 Iz athletic
teams were known as the Bloe Streaks,

The third oldest Afrcan-Ameriean privite school in New
Orleans was Gilbert Academy. located on St Charles
Aserue, bounded by Becdesguie. Valmont &nd Lowdine
Gireets, the present gi1e of De La Salle High School.

Gilbert actually began in 1865, shordy after the end of the
Civil War, when the Logtsisns Conference of Biethodist
Episcopal Churth was established. The Board of Chnstian
Education of the Methodist Episcopal Church had & mandate
to provide educational opportunities for the large number of
illiterate former slaves in Louisiana. There were also many
Negro children who were orphaned when their fathers were
killed while fighting with the Unlon Army. and others whose
parents were separated from them during the comfusion
caused by the retreat of the Confederate armies and the hasty
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remiovel of slaves o Texas or elsewhere as the armies of
freedom arrived.

According 0 & summarized history of the school adaptcd
from Jey 5. Stowell's book Methodisr Adventunes (n Negro
Educarion, (Mew York: 1922), orphans wers temporarily
quanered in the Soule’ Mansion, o confiscated Confederate
residence ar Esplanade and Rochablave Streets. A subse-
quént court order retarned the mansion and all confiscated
holdings io their rightfal owners, theéreby evicting the chil-
dren, The children were relocated to a plantation purchased
by Rev. John P. Newmsan and a wealthy Frenchman on
Bayou Teche in 5t Mary Parish. The home also became LA
Teche Seminary. It underwent many changes, including
political conditions of the state, natural disasters and a
depression.

To get the school back on firm financial footing, a wealthy
Connecticur philanthropist, W, L. Gilbert, used large sums of
money. The school’s headmaster renamed the school Gilber
Academy.

In 1§74, Dr. Joseph C. Hartzell, who would later become
an Episcopal bishop, bought a parcel of land on 5t Charles
Avenpe, which became Mew Orleans University. In 1919
Gilbert Academy moved from its location 100 miles west of
New Orleans 10 merge with New Orleans University. The
university enlarped its secondary education program under
the shonened name of Gilbert Acaderny and discontinued
most of the rade and vocational operations of the school.

Although overshadowed by the umiversity, Gilber
Academy maintained its own separale administration amd
faculty, When Dr. 0. E. Kriege became president of New
Orleans University, he reorganized the system towand a four-
year curriculum resulting in a bachelor of ars degree in adu-
cation. This resulted in Gilbert Academy's collegpe prepars-
tory curricolom becoming carefully structured with degreed
teachers being hired,

With the Methodist Board of Education funding
and forus directed toward higher edocation for
black sudents, the merged schools thrived. Then,
in 1928 a study by the board resulted in the recom-
mendation that funds for Negro colleges be con-
centrated in several key vrban locations in the
south, and thet smaller collages in thess cities be
strongly encouraged to consolidate thelr resources
and facilites.

Wew Orleans University and Stwaight College of
the Congregational Church were rivals on and off
the athletic ficlds, but both were experiencing
finanelal diffisulties, The circumstances brought
the boards of both schools together 1o seriously
negotiate a merger that founded Dillard University
oa Jone &, 10300

According o Gilbert Acodemy High School
Builerin, (September - June, 193940, by Meerll 1.

Holmes, the merger of the two local colleges did  This mag

not make provisions for either the sécomdary

niticant rad brick bullding tar heused Giber! Azodeery wos farn dewn
in 1948 o build De La Salle.
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echool affiliate of Straight College or New Orleans
University’s Gilber Academy. The high school classes at
Straight were closed, but members of the black Methodist
churches fought vigorously o have the donmitories al New
Orleans University continue 1o educate students, The board
agreed with the ¢opdition that the school procesd with its
edusation program until the property could be sold and legal
matters conceming the Gilbert endowment fund be worked
out.

Hired as principal to keep Gilbent moving forward in this
timé of turmoil was & young, enérgetic woman. Margaret
Davis Bowen. Her father-in-law, Rev. Wesley Bowen Sr
was the first person to graduate from New Orleans
Universaty with a B.A. degree. Mrs. Bowen retained the best
of the faculty. began a campaign of support for the school,
upgraded the curriculum to the highest academic standards
of the day and led the successful effort o make Cilbert
Academy the first sandard four-year high school for Negro
youth 1o be accredited by the Southern Association of
Colleges and Secondary Schools.

The school continved 1o prosper academically, and its
foothall teams were also successful a8 members of the MNew
Orleans Colored High School Athletie Association. The
Gilbert Tigers of 1945, coached by Jesse Blakely and
Leonidas Epps. unteated Xavier Prep a3 league champion.
They drew upwards of 3,000 fans at thelr games. Gllbert's
13-0 vigtory over Booker T. Washington that year was seen
by 5,000 spectators at Pelican Stadium.

Led by William “Bocty Boy™ Harris, the Tigers followed
the win over Washington with victories over McDosogh 35,
46, Landry, 19-0; Gaudet, 20-2; then won the city champi-
onship by defeating “Zack™ Priestley’s Xavier team. 19-6,
The Tigers exiended the season with & 26-13 victory over
Eureka High of Hartiesborg, Missiasippi, then took on. end
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defearsd, Alabama Negro champion Tuskegee, 18-12. on
Thanksgiving Day. Gilbermn théen won the Louisiana
Interscholastic Athletic and Literary Association (LIALA)
championship with a 407 win over McKinlev of Bawm
Rouge.

Three vears later in 1948, Mrs. Bowen's husband became
a Central Jurisdiction Bishop and she bad to resign her posi-
tion & Gilbert 1o move with him to Addsnes. Whan her Influ-
ence lefi, the Jocal Methodist authorites movd to sell the
site 1o the Archdiocese of New Orleans. Part of the funds
uhldhyﬂuhﬂhrmhﬂlﬂiﬂmtnmmdmsaﬂ‘
liom in 1948 went towird the purchase of the site for De La
Salle. The stasely Victorian four-story red brick buildings
and the mansion with its balcony over & columned entrance.
built in 1833, were razed to construct the single story
Catholic school.

Gilbert's stodents were transplanted. Those whose fami-
lies could afford & meager tuition matriculaned 10 nearby
Xavier Prep or Gaudet School. Ochers amended McDoaogh
15 or Booker T. Washingion.

The African-Amer-ican schools that enabled their smdents
the same privileges afforded all high school aged students
have their cwn storied past.
The schools provided
many outstanding athletes
to the colleges and the
MFL. Though they lacked
the resources of waining
facilities, the arhletes did

LIALA), Felix James, -t
Willie “Bullet” MecKes, . aa,
Warren Bradem, George s

] 1
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dormiory,” James said.
“We didn"t believe n coach like Bear Bryant would come

film to show them. College coaches had to ke oar word for
it that the kids were good athletes. Once they established a
rapport with us, they woold take our woed on anything.”
The LIALA was created a5 & state rally for African-
American high school stadents w compete in & variety of
activities in Bazon Rouge. Part of its name, “Literary” is sig-

mificant in that the association included English, chemisuy, =

math, woodworking and other academic comperition amomg
the Lewisiana's black high schools in the 1940s. The events

r

o 1 B =¥ .
Yavier Prap foctboll teom, photographed betwesn 1914 oad 1929,
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Kavier Ushvarsity Stedium wos usucly filled with sathusiosiic Baatball fans far high scheal ard colege gomas.

ook place on (he Souhern University campus. The winnérs
proudly retumed home with plagues proclaiming their aca-
demic achisvements.

Prior to 1930, the state foortball championships wers nog
associated with the organization. Then the LIALA was re-
simectured im 1950, It changed the last lemer 1o an © for
Organization.

The new LIALD, based at Southern University, developed
a foothall playoff system similar o that of its Cawcasian
counterpart, the LHSAA. Both athletic systems, owned by the
member schools, operated in a like manner, The main excep-
ton was thar the LHSAA had & strict age limit, while the
LIALO did oot. The inherent goals of all Afocan-American
schools were to edaciate their students, and, althoogh adulis
were nof allowed 10 compete against youngsiers, it wasot
always easy to obain binth records on all sidents,

When James coached ar Gaodet in the late 1940s, he
scheduled a game a1 Bogalusa Central High School, “Tn the
first half our team was leading, &0, James said. “Crown
Zellerbech had o paper plant in Bogalusa Well, at halfrime,
it was about 4 o°clock, and we heard a whistle blew. It was
qudrting time ar the plant. All the Bogalosa kids in the stends
started clapping their hands and yelling,

“I'm on the sidelines with my lude 16 bovs. I'm woades-
ing what the hell are they cheering abowt? We're shead of
them,” James contnued, “Weil, I want to tell youw, there were
guys running down over the hill behind the field toward us.

These were 200-pound men who looked to be 20 to 25-years
old. There was a little shed on the other side of the field.
They man in there and came out wearing the black and gold
jerseys of their schoal.”

Jame= quickly approached the Bogalusa Central coach. *1
asked him, “What the bell's going on here?” He said, “That's
our tearm,” 1 said w him, “These can’t be school kids." He
said. *Oh, yesh. They go to school. They go to technical
school.” Well, when we left Bogalusa, the score was about
60-6, and the six belonged w us. That was it, brother.”

Incidents similar to James® story were not remote, There
was (he story ar Second Ward in which players from an
opponent, loging at halftime, formed a circle in the end zone
to hide alummi, who quickly changed into uniforms o play
the second half.

“Things like that just didn’t happen in the city.” James
said. “Everyone knew each other, and Ernest 0. Becker, the
comumissioner of the Greassr Wew Orleans Colored High
School Athletic Association, would never hawe allowed it.

“When the LIALD was first started, there weéren't encugh
schools to form districts,” James said, “Districts began in
late 1948 where there was a spluge of mew schools w
eccommodate the post-war ‘baby boom.""”

By 1930, the LIALC and LHSAA began w0 have dialog
gbout comparative rules. LHSAA Commissioner “Muddy”
Waters was belpful to his counterpart Hamp Williams by
giving him devailed eligibilicy records in an effort to develop
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a sound sysiem of recording birth and academic records.

Stll the newspapers continued to ignore games that fea-
tured LIALO schools. In 1936 New Orieans ltem Sporms
Edior Hap Glandi broke the media taboo. ™1 eradit Hap for
being the first white reporier 1o write about black schools.
His newspaper was the first (daily) to publish pleneres of an
AR-LIALO team.” Jamés noted.

The New Orlzans Recreation depanment, created by whize
and black city lenders, had just a few playgrounds to accome
madate African-American children. In 15446, newly appoint-
ed head of NORD, Lester Lautenschisper. solicited the city
for funding 10 upgrade the playgrounds with up-to-date
equipment and responsible adult supervision. What was once
just empiy lore wers converted inte well-squipped play
areas, The youngsiers now had & venoe in whizh 10 leam the
game of football &t a younger age.

But black high schools were denied the use of City Park
Stadium. Although some of the big pames deew 3,000 o
5,000 spectavors. & flelds with limited seating capacity Hke
Xavier and Dillard stadiums, Shakespeare and Ponichariraln
Park, Ciry Park was off limits, The first game at the munici-
pﬂmﬁunﬁﬂuﬂukmmxrﬁuu{
Southern eniversities. It drew a crowd of 12,000 fans.

The outcome prompied The Lowisiana Weekly Sports
Ediror, Jim Hall, to write an impassionsd plea o the City
Park Board in his December 9. 1950, column:

)
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“If the CPS Board members could have besn on hand,
perhaps they could see why the ‘Iron Rule’ policy which bars
Megroes from Chy Park Stadiem should be changed.
Frankly, not at any tme before, during or after the game, did
this writer 2¢ or hear of anyone trying to pall up the seats or
knock down the concrete structare which supports the stadi-
um. The estimated 12,000 Megro football fans present in the
Municipal Stadium were there primarily 10 enjoy the foorball
gume and not destroy the stadium.

“In New Orleans. we do believe that the Negro citizens
want to enjoy, not destroy City Park Stadium, just the same
s the white eitizens of the city, Other Louisiana cities such
as Shreveport, Ruston, along with Baton Rouge, municipal
stadiums are used by Negro kigh schools and anivertities,
while New Orleans, the “Cosmopolitan Ciry" of the south,
gtill refuses to allow Megroes to wse City Park Stadium.
Perhaps the intelligence of the board members of the above
mentioned cities is a linle higher than those of our city when
it concerns the use of these sites for Negroes.”

Whether Hall's words had any effect i§ conjectuze. The
ban on football games for competing African-American high
schools in City Park was Lifted foor years later.

As the Fifties and integration slowly progressad, the
LIALO"s years became numbered. The organization folded
in 1970 with the coasolidation of all Lowisiana schools with
the LH5AA

During those vears. St. Augustine joined in 1952, and
Jefferson opened two schools = Lincoln in Marrero, and
John Mastyn in Metsiric. In ity heyday, the LIALQ New
Orleans disericss had 10 high school football wams. Four of
them — Booker T. Washington (19500, Landry (1956, 1959).
St Aogustine (1963, 1965, 1966), and Lincoln (1967) —
won itae championships.

Affican-American high schools in New Orleans produced
many great players. One of the first was McDonogh 35 back
John Bissant. As a senior in 1933, he led the staie in scoring.
which included 30 poins in one geme. 8 §0-0 rout of Gaodet.
Warren Skinner starred on the 1946 Waghington squad as a
halfback. Quarterback “Tuttie” Pierre was the scourge of
Gilbert Academy’s 1946 championship team. Xavier Prep's
Tariton Connor led the 1934 squad 10 5-1 record.

One of the greatest men produced by the era was
MeDonogh 35 Warren “Jug™ Braden. His ackievements as
a player end coach carned him a spot in Uw Louisiana Sports
Hall of Fame. He was & two-time All-American quarterback,
who, in his foar years at Southern University, led the football
temm 10 4 combined 40-4-1 record. Braden was named the
Most Valoable Player in the firs: imtegrated bow] game (Frait
Bowl) in 1948 by leading the Jaguars 1o & 30-0 victory over
San Francisco State.

Another favorite scn of the LIALO was Clack’s brilliant
all-around star of the carly 19305, Roosevelt Taylor. “Rosey™
was so gifted a5 8 prep player and collegian at Grambling
State University, the Chicago Bears drafted him as  defen-
sive back and kick remmer. He played on the Bears NFL
champlonship team in 1963, Then after stints at San Diego
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and San Francicco. Taylor plaved in the 1973 Super Bowl
He was named to the NFL All-Pro team six times and elect-
ed 1o the Louisiana Sports Hall of Fame.

A third member of the state’s elite is Richard “Tombstone™
Jackson. a Landry product. who gaised All-Pro honors with
the Denver Broncos. Jackson was a big kid with a larger
heart, When 2 Landry sprinter beat Jackson in a 100-yard
dash, then chided him, =You're too big 1o beat me.” Jackson
spent the emire school year working on his speed. When

FOLDEN G AME

wack season came around. Jackson convinced the Landry
coach w mawch him against his best sprinter sgain. Jackson
out-raced him to the finish line and earned a spot on the
Buccaneers’ relay ream. His name is among other greats in
the Denver Broncos™ Ring of Honor.

any school of comparabie size in Louvisiana. No longer nele-
gated o the shadows of exclusion, all athletes now play
under the same sets of rules and before an objective media.
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