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To the Reader

A Clarification About Dates
and Data in This Book

The events in this book take place for the most part between
1988 and 1990, although a few events somewhat precede this
period. Most events, however, are narrated in the present
tense. This is important to keep in mind because statistics,
such as money spent in a particular school district, or a de-
scription of the staff or student body in a given school, apply
to the year of which I'm speaking, which is indicated in the
text or notes, and not necessarily to 1991.

The names of students in this book have sometimes been
disguised at their request or that of school officials. The
names of all adults are real, although in a few cases adults
are not named at all at their request. Documentation for
statistics and matters of record in this book is provided in the
notes beginning on page 238.
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Looking Backward:
1964—1991

pubiic schools.

I had begun to teach in 1964 in Boston in a
segregated school so crowded and so poor that it could not
provide my fourth grade children with a classroom. We
shared an auditorium with another fourth grade and the
choir and a group that was rehearsing, starting in October,
for a Christmas play that, somehow, never was produced.
In the spring I was shifted to another fourth grade that
had had a string of substitutes all year. The 35 children
in the class hadn’t had a permanent teacher since they
entered kindergarten. That year, I was their thirteenth
teacher.

The results were seen in the first tests I gave. In April,
most were reading at the second grade level. Their math
ability was at the first grade level.

In an effort to resuscitate their interest, I began to read
them poetry I liked. They were drawn especially to poems of
Robert Frost and Langston Hughes. One of the most embit-

I t was a long time since I'd been with children in the
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SAVAGE INEQUALITIES

tered children in the class began to cry when she first heard
the words of Langston Hughes.

What happens to a dream deferred?
Does it dry up
like a raisin in the sun?

She went home and memorized the lines.

The next day, I was fired. There was, it turned out, a
list of “fourth grade poems” that teachers were obliged to
follow but which, like most first-year teachers, I had never
seen. According to school officials, Robert Frost and Lang-
ston Hughes were “too advanced” for children of this age.
Hughes, moreover, was regarded as “inflammatory.”

I was soon recruited to teach in a suburban system west
of Boston. The shock of going from one of the poorest
schools to one of the wealthiest cannot be overstated. I now
had 21 children in a cheerful building with a principal who
welcomed innovation.

After teaching for several years, I became involved with
other interests—the health and education of farmworkers in
New Mexico and Arizona, the problems of adult illiterates in
several states, the lives of homeless families in New York. It
wasn’t until 1988, when I returned to Massachusetts after a
long stay in New York City, that I realized how far I'd been
drawn away from my original concerns. I found that I
missed being with schoolchildren, and I felt a longing to
spend time in public schools again. So, in the fall of 1988, I
set off on another journey.

During the next two years I visited schools and spoke
with children in approximately 30 neighborhoods from Illi-
nois to Washington, D.C., and from New York to San Anto-
nio. Wherever possible, I also met with children in their
homes. There was no special logic in the choice of cities that
I visited. I went where I was welcomed or knew teachers or
school principals or ministers of churches.

What startled me most—although it puzzles me that I
was not prepared for this—was the remarkable degree of
racial segregation that persisted almost everywhere. Like
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LOOKING BACKWARD

most Americans, I knew that segregation was still common
in the public schools, but I did not know how much it had
intensified. The Supreme Court decision in Brown v. Board of
Education 37 years ago, in which the court had found that
segregated education was unconstitutional because it was “in-
herently unequal,” did not seem to have changed very much
for children in the schools I saw, not, at least, outside of the
Deep South. Most of the urban schools I visited were 95 to
99 percent nonwhite. In no school that I saw anywhere in
the United States were nonwhite children in large numbers
truly intermingled with white children.

Moreover, in most cities, influential people that I met
showed little inclination to address this matter and were
sometimes even puzzled when I brought it up. Many people
seemed to view the segregation issue as “a past injustice” that
had been sufficiently addressed. Others took it as an unre-
solved injustice that no longer held sufficient national atten-
tion to be worth contesting. In all cases, I was given the
distinct impression that my inquiries about this matter were
not welcome.

None of the national reports I saw made even passing
references to inequality or segregation. Low reading scores,
high dropout rates, poor motivation—symptomatic matters
—seemed to dominate discussion. In three cities—Balti-
more, Milwaukee and Detroit—separate schools or separate
classes for black males had been proposed. Other cities—
Washington, D.C., New York and Philadelphia among them
—were considering the same approach. Black parents or
black school officials sometimes seemed to favor this idea.
Booker T. Washington was cited with increasing frequency,
Du Bois never, and Martin Luther King only with cautious
selectivity. He was treated as an icon, but his vision of a
nation in which black and white kids went to school together
seemed to be effaced almost entirely. Dutiful references to
“The Dream” were often seen in school brochures and on
wall posters during February, when “Black History” was cel-
ebrated in the public schools, but the content of the dream
was treated as a closed box that could not be opened without
ruining the celebration.

For anyone who came of age during the years from 1954
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SAVAGE INEQUALITIES

to 1968, these revelations could not fail to be disheartening.
What seems unmistakable, but, oddly enough, is rarely said
in public settings nowadays, is that the nation, for all practice
and intent, has turned its back upon the moral implications,
if not yet the legal ramifications, of the Brown decision. The
struggle being waged today, where there is any struggle
being waged at all, is closer to the one that was addressed in
1896 in Plessy v. Ferguson, in which the court accepted segre-
gated institutions for black people, stipulating only that they
must be equal to those open to white people. The dual soci-
ety, at least in public education, seems in general to be un-
questioned.

To the extent that school reforms such as “restructur-
ing” are advocated for the inner cities, few of these reforms
have reached the schools that I have seen. In each of the
larger cities there is usually one school or one subdistrict
which is highly publicized as an example of “restructured”
education; but the changes rarely reach beyond this one ex-
ample. Even in those schools where some “restructuring” has
taken place, the fact of racial segregation has been, and con-
tinues to be, largely uncontested. In many cities, what is
termed “restructuring” struck me as very little more than
moving around the same old furniture within the house of
poverty. The perceived objective was a more “efficient”
ghetto school or one with greater “input” from the ghetto
parents or more “choices” for the ghetto children. The fact
of ghetto education as a permanent American reality ap-
peared to be accepted.

Liberal critics of the Reagan era sometimes note that
social policy in the United States, to the extent that it con-
cerns black children and poor children, has been turned
back several decades. But this assertion, which is accurate as
a description of some setbacks in the areas of housing, health
and welfare, is not adequate to speak about the present-day
reality in public education. In public schooling, social policy
has been turned back almost one hundred years.

These, then, are a few of the impressions that remained
with me after revisiting the public schools from which I had
been absent for a quarter-century. My deepest impression,
however, was less theoretical and more immediate. It was

4



LOOKING BACKWARD

simply the impression that these urban schools were, by and
large, extraordinarily unhappy places. With few exceptions,
they reminded me of “garrisons” or “outposts” in a foreign
nation. Housing projects, bleak and tall, surrounded by pe-
rimeter walls lined with barbed wire, often stood adjacent to
the schools 1 visited. The schools were surrounded fre-
quently by signs that indicated bRUG-FREE ZONE. Their doors
were guarded. Police sometimes patrolled the halls. The win-
dows of the schools were often covered with steel grates.
Taxi drivers flatly refused to take me to some of these
schools and would deposit me a dozen blocks away, in border
areas beyond which they refused to go. I'd walk the last half-
mile on my own. Once, in the Bronx, a woman stopped her
car, told me I should not be walking there, insisted I get in,
and drove me to the school. I was dismayed to walk or ride
for blocks and blocks through neighborhoods where every
face was black, where there were simply no white people any-
where.

In Boston, the press referred to areas like these as
“death zones”—a specific reference to the rate of infant
death in ghetto neighborhoods—but the feeling of the
“death zone” often seemed to permeate the schools them-
selves. Looking around some of these inner-city schools,
where filth and disrepair were worse than anything I'd seen
in 1964, I often wondered why we would agree to let our
children go to school in places where no politician, school
board president, or business CEO would dream of working.
Children seemed to wrestle with these kinds of questions too.
Some of their observations were, indeed, so trenchant that a
teacher sometimes would step back and raise her eyebrows
and then nod to me across the children’s heads, as if to say,
“Well, there it is! They know what’s going on around them,
don’t they?”

It occurred to me that we had not been listening much
to children in these recent years of “summit conferences” on
education, of severe reports and ominous prescriptions. The
voices of children, frankly, had been missing from the whole
discussion.

This seems especially unfortunate because the children
often are more interesting and perceptive than the grown-
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ups are about the day-to-day realities of life in school. For
this reason, I decided, early in my journey, to attempt to
listen very carefully to children and, whenever possible, to
let their voices and their judgments and their longings find
a place within this book—and maybe, too, within the nation’s
dialogue about their destinies. I hope that, in this effort, I
have done them justice.



CHAPTEHR 1

Life on the Mississippi:
East St. Louis, lllinois

ast of anywhere,” writes a reporter for the St.

E Louis Post-Dispatch, “often evokes the other side

of the tracks. But, for a first-time visitor sud-

denly deposited on its eerily empty streets, East St. Louis

might suggest another world.” The city, which is 98 percent

black, has no obstetric services, no regular trash collection,

and few jobs. Nearly a third of its families live on less than

$7,500 a year; 75 percent of its population lives on welfare

of some form. The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban

Development describes it as “the most distressed small city in
America.”

Only three of the 13 buildings on Missouri Avenue, one
of the city’s major thoroughfares, are occupied. A 13-story
office building, tallest in the city, has been boarded up. Out-
side, on the sidewalk, a pile of garbage fills a ten-foot crater.

The city, which by night and day is clouded by the fumes
that pour from vents and smokestacks at the Pfizer and Mon-
santo chemical plants, has one of the highest rates of child
asthma in America.
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It is, according to a teacher at the University of Southern
Illinois, “a repository for a nonwhite population that is now
regarded as expendable.” The Post-Dispatch describes it as
“America’s Soweto.”

Fiscal shortages have forced the layoff of 1,170 of the
city’s 1,400 employees in the past 12 years. The city, which is
often unable to buy heating fuel or toilet paper for the city
hall, recently announced that it might have to cashier all but
10 percent of the remaining work force of 230. In 1989 the
mayor announced that he might need to sell the city hall and
all six fire stations to raise needed cash. Last year the plan
had to be scrapped after the city lost its city hall in a court
Jjudgment to a creditor. East St. Louis is mortgaged into the
next century but has the highest property-tax rate in the
state:

Since October 1987, when the city’s garbage pickups
ceased, the backyards of residents have been employed as
dump sites. In the spring of 1988 a policeman tells a visitor
that 40 plastic bags of trash are waiting for removal from the
backyard of his mother’s house. Public health officials are
concerned the garbage will attract a plague of flies and ro-
dents in the summer. The policeman speaks of “rats as big
as puppies” in his mother’s yard. They are known to the
residents, he says, as “bull rats.” Many people have no cars
or funds to cart the trash and simply burn it in their yards.
The odor of smoke from burning garbage, says the Post-
Dispatch, “has become one of the scents of spring” in East St.
Louis.

Railroad tracks still used to transport hazardous chemi-
cals run through the city. “Always present,” says the Post-
Dispatch, “is the threat of chemical spills. . . . The wail of si-
rens warning residents to evacuate after a spill is common.”
The most recent spill, the paper says, “was at the Monsanto
Company plant. ... Nearly 300 gallons of phosphorous
trichloride spilled when a railroad tank was overfilled. About
450 residents were taken to St. Mary’s Hospital. . . . The fre-
quency of the emergencies has caused Monsanto to have a
‘standing account’ at St. Mary’s.”

In March of 1989, a task force appointed by Governor
James Thompson noted that the city was in debt by more
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LIFE ON THE MISSISSIPPI

than $40 million, and proposed emergency state loans to pay
for garbage collection and to keep police and fire depart-
ments in continued operation. The governor, however,
blamed the mayor and his administrators, almost all of whom
were black, and refused to grant the loans unless the mayor
resigned. Thompson’s response, said a Republican state leg-
islator, “made my heart feel good. . . . It's unfortunate, but
the essence of the problem in East St. Louis is the people”
who are running things.

Residents of Illinois do not need to breathe the garbage
smoke and chemicals of East St. Louis. With the interstate
highways, says a supervisor of the Illinois Power Company,
“you can ride around the place and just keep going. . ..”

East St. Louis lies in the heart of the American Bottoms
—the floodplain on the east side of the Mississippi River
opposite St. Louis. To the east of the city lie the Illinois
Bluffs, which surround the floodplain in a semicircle. Towns
on the Bluffs are predominantly white and do not welcome
visitors from East St. Louis.

“The two tiers—Bluffs and Bottoms—" writes James
Nowlan, a professor of public policy at Knox College, “have
long represented . . . different worlds.” Their physical sepa-
ration, he believes, “helps rationalize the psychological and
cultural distance that those on the Bluffs have clearly tried
to maintain.” People on the Bluffs, says Nowlan, “over-
whelmingly want this separation to continue.”

Towns on the Bluffs, according to Nowlan, do not pay
taxes to address flood problems in the Bottoms, “even
though these problems are generated in large part by the
water that drains from the Bluffs.” East St. Louis lacks the
funds to cope with flooding problems on its own, or to recon-
struct its sewer system, which, according to local experts, is
“irreparable.” The problem is all the worse because the
chemical plants in East St. Louis and adjacent towns have for
decades been releasing toxins into the sewer system.

The pattern of concentrating black communities in eas-
ily flooded lowland areas is not unusual in the United States.
Farther down the river, for example, in the Delta town of
Tunica, Mississippi, people in the black community of Sugar

”
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Ditch live in shacks by open sewers that are commonly be-
lieved to be responsible for the high incidence of liver tu-
mors and abscesses found in children there. Metaphors of
caste like these are everywhere in the United States. Sadly,
although dirt and water flow downhill, money and services
do not.

The dangers of exposure to raw sewage, which backs up
repeatedly into the homes of residents in East St. Louis, were
first noticed, in the spring of 1989, at a public housing proj-
ect, Villa Griffin. Raw sewage, says the Post-Dispatch, over-
flowed into a playground just behind the housing project,
which is home to 187 children, “forming an oozing lake of
... tainted water.” Two schoolgirls, we are told, “experi-
enced hair loss since raw sewage flowed into their homes.”

While local physicians are not certain whether loss of
hair is caused by the raw sewage, they have issued warnings
that exposure to raw sewage can provoke a cholera or hepa-
titis outbreak. A St. Louis health official voices her dismay
that children live with waste in their backyards. “The devel-
opment of working sewage systems made cities livable a
hundred years ago,” she notes. “Sewage systems separate us
from the Third World.”

“It's a terrible way to live,” says a mother at the Villa
Griffin homes, as she bails raw sewage from her sink. Health
officials warn again of cholera—and, this time, of typhoid
also.

The sewage, which is flowing from collapsed pipes and
dysfunctional pumping stations, has also flooded basements
all over the city. The city’s vacuum truck, which uses water
and suction to unclog the city’s sewers, cannot be used be-
cause it needs $5,000 in repairs. Even when it works, it some-
times can’t be used because there isn’t money to hire drivers.
A single engineer now does the work that 14 others did
before they were laid off. By April the pool of overflow be-
hind the Villa Griffin project has expanded into a lagoon of
sewage. Two million gallons of raw sewage lie outside the
children’s homes.

In May, another health emergency develops. Soil sam-
ples tested at residential sites in East St. Louis turn up dis-
turbing quantities of arsenic, mercury and lead—as well as
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steroids dumped in previous years by stockyards in the area.
Lead levels found in the soil around one family’s home, ac-
cording to lead-poison experts, measure “an astronomical
10,000 parts per million.” Five of the children in the building
have been poisoned. Although children rarely die of poison-
ing by lead, health experts note, its effects tend to be subtle
and insidious. By the time the poisoning becomes apparent
in a child’s sleep disorders, stomach pains and hyperactive
behavior, says a health official, “it is too late to undo the
permanent brain damage.” The poison, she says, “is chip-
ping away at the learning potential of kids whose potential
has already been chipped away by their environment.”

The budget of the city’s department of lead-poison con-
trol, however, has been slashed, and one person now does
the work once done by six.

Lead poisoning in most cities comes from lead-based
paint in housing, which has been illegal in most states for
decades but which poisons children still because most cities,
Boston and New York among them, rarely penalize offend-
ing landlords. In East St. Louis, however, there is a second
source of lead. Health inspectors think it is another residue
of manufacturing—including smelting—in the factories and
mills whose plants surround the city. “Some of the factories
are gone,” a parent organizer says, “but they have left their
poison in the soil where our children play.” In one apart-
ment complex where particularly high quantities of lead
have been detected in the soil, 32 children with high levels in
their blood have been identified.

“I anticipate finding the whole city contaminated,” says
a health examiner.

The Daughters of Charity, whose works of mercy are
well known in the Third World, operate a mission at the Villa
Griffin homes. On an afternoon in early spring of 1990,
Sister Julia Huiskamp meets me on King Boulevard and
drives me to the Griffin homes.

As we ride past blocks and blocks of skeletal structures,
some of which are still inhabited, she slows the car repeatedly
at railroad crossings. A seemingly endless railroad train rolls
past us to the right. On the left: a blackened lot where gar-
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bage has been burning. Next to the burning garbage is a row
of 12 white cabins, charred by fire. Next: a lot that holds a
heap of auto tires and a mountain of tin cans. More burnt
houses. More trash fires. The train moves almost impercep-
tibly across the flatness of the land.

Fifty years old, and wearing a blue suit, white blouse,
and blue head-cover, Sister Julia points to the nicest house
in sight. The sign on the front reads MOTEL. “It’'s a whore-
house,” Sister Julia says.

When she slows the car beside a group of teen-age boys,
one of them steps out toward the car, then backs away as she
is recognized.

The 99 units of the Villa Griffin homes—two-story
structures, brick on the first floor, yellow wood above—form
one border of a recessed park and playground that were
filled with fecal matter last year when the sewage mains ex-
ploded. The sewage is gone now and the grass is very green
and looks inviting. When nine-year-old Serena and her
seven-year-old brother take me for a walk, however, I dis-
cover that our shoes sink into what is still a sewage marsh.
An inch-deep residue of fouled water still remains.

Serena’s brother is a handsome, joyous little boy, but
troublingly thin. Three other children join us as we walk
along the marsh: Smokey, who is nine years old but cannot
yet tell time; Mickey, who is seven; and a tiny child with a
ponytail and big brown eyes who talks a constant stream of
words that I can’t always understand.

“Hush, Little Sister,” says Serena. I ask for her name,
but “Little Sister” is the only name the children seem to
know.

“There go my cousins,” Smokey says, pointing to two
teen-age girls above us on the hill.

The day is warm, although we’re only in the second
week of March; several dogs and cats are playing by the
edges of the marsh. “It’s a lot of squirrels here,” says Smokey.
“There go one!”

“This here squirrel is a friend of mine,” says Little Sister.

None of the children can tell me the approximate time
that school begins. One says five o'clock. One says six. An-
other says that school begins at noon.
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