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An unidentified African American woman in Topeka in the 1860s.
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Kansas writers have always had, and rightfully, an ambivalence about race. What else to expect in a place 
known as Free State Kansas and Bleeding Kansas, but where segregation—at school, work, facilities—was 
the norm by 1900? What else to expect in a place associated with fiery abolitionist John Brown, but also 
with rampant Ku Klux Klanism by the 1920s, a half century later? What else to expect in a state that was the 

chosen destination of the first African American migration from the South after Reconstruction failed—the Exoduster 
movement—but came to be known, among blacks at least, as a border, even a southern, state? What else to expect in a 
state that attracted educated blacks and early on elected African Americans to office, but also lynched at least nineteen 
blacks between 1880 and 1930? What else to expect in a state that gave more lives and suffered more wounds than 
any other (per capita) in the Union Army during the Civil War, that was decidedly Republican in part because it was 
so heavily settled by Union Army veterans, but ended up both the home of segregated Nicodemus, the first all-black 
settlement in the west, with its positive associations, and Tennessee Town and the Brown v. Board desegregation lawsuit 
in negatively segregated Topeka?1
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Historians have pointed out the ambiguities of 
our past: that many whites of Free State Kansas 
were against slavery because they wanted to 
keep blacks out of the state altogether; that 

the politics of that time were informed more by economic 
concerns than by moral or idealistic stances; that Kansas’s 
stubbornness in defying federal laws during the territorial 
period ironically aligned its citizens with states’ rights 
advocates.2 Perhaps Kansans simply lacked the courage, 
by the turn of the twentieth century, to go against national 
trends toward the separation of the races—our positive 
racial history be damned.

Because of this ambiguous history, sensitive Kansas 
writers, African American and Anglo alike, have often 
been compelled to try to understand their state’s 
ambivalence about race. John Brown, for one, strides 
through the literature of Kansas Territory, as main and 
minor character, as catalyst, as villain, as hero, and as 

myth. He is such an important American figure and the 
fight for Kansas as a free state has become so central to 
the state’s identity that they continue to be subjects for 
fiction by Kansans and by those attracted to that period 
in American history. 

Sons of Strength (1899), by W. R. Lighton, treats 
Lawrence, John Brown, and the Wakarusa War. Free Soil 
(1920), by Margaret Lynn, is set in Lawrence, where she 
was a professor of English at the University of Kansas. The 
epigraph of the novel is typical: “To the ever-loved mem-
ory of those men and women who ventured greatly and 
endured nobly that the new state they were establishing 
might also be a free state.”3 Leonard Nathan, who wrote 
A Wind Like a Bugle (1954) at the centennial of Kansas 
Territory and has more distance from Brown, questioning 
through his characters the methods and madness of the 
prophetic advocate of bloodshed in the fight against 
slavery. Pillar of Cloud (1957), by Jackson Burgess, is set in 

2. See, among others, James N. Leiker, “Imaging the Free State: A 
150-Year History of a Contested Image,” Kansas History: A Journal of the 
Central Plains 34 (Spring 2011): 40–49. 

A family outside their Kansas home sometime in the 1870s or 1880s.

3. Margaret Lynn, Free Soil (New York: Macmillan, 1920), v; and W. 
R. Lighton, Sons of Strength (New York: Doubleday and McClure, 1899). 
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the fictional town of Whitaker, Kansas Territory, in 1858. 
Historical novelist Marguerite Allis writes an account of 
settlement in which a southern belle learns to become a 
Kansas woman in Free Soil (1958), published the year she 
died. Kansas writer Janice Young Brooks adds to these 
territorial accounts the novel Seventrees (1981), set at 
Grinter’s Ferry, a crossing on the Kaw (Kansas) River, and 
at Chouteau’s Four Houses, a tiny trading settlement in 
Kansas City, Kansas.4 Contemporary American novelist 
Russell Banks tells the story of John Brown from the 
perspective of his son in Cloudsplitter (1998). And Jane 
Smiley became interested in political violence after the 
Oklahoma City bombing. When she called a historian 
friend to find out what period in American history saw 
that same intersection of politics and bloodshed, she was 
told, “Bleeding Kansas.” Her finely researched novel, set 
in Lawrence in 1856, is The All-True Travels and Adventures 
of Lidie Newton (1998).5

Lawrence is the center of much of this literature, settled 
as it was by the New England Emigrant Aid Company 
of Massachusetts, whose secretary and primary financial 
backer was Amos Lawrence. The roots that ran between 
the Kansas town and its Massachusetts immigrants led 
to Lawrence’s main street being named for the New 
England commonwealth. And who is Lawrence’s villain? 
William C. Quantrill, the Confederate guerilla who raided 
the town on August 21, 1863, has spawned such novels 
as The Dark Command: A Kansas Iliad (1938), by William R. 
Burnett, and Woe to Live On (1987), also published as Ride 
with the Devil (1987), by Daniel Woodrell.6

The territorial literature regarding race, slavery, 
and abolition sets the stage for Kansas attitudes 
in works set in later periods. Langston Hughes 
(1902–1967), born at Joplin, Missouri, grew up 

in both Topeka and Lawrence. Early on, he became very 
aware of segregation. Sandy Rodgers, the main character 
of his novel Not Without Laughter, set between 1914 and 
1918 in Stanton, Kansas, a stand-in for Lawrence, asks his 

grandmother, “I guess Kansas is getting like the South, 
isn’t it, ma? . . . They don’t like us here either, do they?”7 
Sandy has just experienced an incident in which the black 
children of the community are not allowed to participate 
in a community-wide Children’s Day sponsored by the 
town newspaper. Much later, Hughes wrote a poem that 
speaks to the on-again, off-again racial climate of Kansas, 
which often left people of color wondering where they 
stood (or sat).  In “Merry-Go-Round” a “colored child” 
cannot find the “Jim Crow section” on the carnival ride. 
He knows that if he were in the South, where white and 
colored were segregated, there would be a Jim Crow 
car on the train, a back of the bus. But, since there is no 
back to a merry-go-round, he can only ask, “Where’s the 
horse / For a kid that’s black?”8 In his own life, Langston 
Hughes fought against segregation in his school as early 
as 1914, when a seventh grade teacher at Central School 
in Lawrence instituted a policy that forced her black 
students to move to a separate row. Hughes printed 
cards that said “Jim Crow Row” and placed them on the 
designated desks. He was expelled for the gesture, but 
then reinstated after a delegation of parents intervened.9

Frank Marshall Davis (1905–1987), also grew up in the 
segregated world of early nineteenth-century Kansas. His 
Livin’ the Blues (1992) chronicles, among other moments of 
his life, his early years in Arkansas City. The memoir has 
seen a renaissance thanks to John Edgar Tidwell, whose 
ongoing work on Davis can be seen in this issue. On the 
faculty of the University of Kansas and a native of the 
state, Tidwell is also the editor of Davis’s Black Moods: 
Collected Poems (2002).10

Gordon Parks (1912–2006) chronicles similar 
experiences with Kansas segregation in his novel The 
Learning Tree, set between 1920 and 1924. Parks, who was 
born and raised in Fort Scott, describes the ambiguities of 
that place with an interesting metaphor. Jack Winger, the 
father of Parks’s main character, Newt, is fixing a church 
steeple damaged by a tornado. From high up he views his 
segregated Kansas town:

4. Leonard Nathan, Wind like a Bugle (New York: Macmillan, 1954); 
Jackson Burgess, Pillar of Cloud (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1957); 
Marguerite Allis, Free Soil (New York: Putnam, 1958); and Janice Young 
Brooks, Seventrees (New York: New American Library, 1981).

5. Russell Banks, Cloudsplitter: A Novel (New York: HarperCollins, 
1998); and Jane Smiley, The All-True Travels and Adventures of Lidie 
Newton: A Novel (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1998).

6. William R. Burnett, The Dark Command: A Kansas Iliad (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1938); and Daniel Woodrell, Woe to Live On (New York: 
Pocket Books, 1987), also published as Ride with the Devil (1987).

7. Langston Hughes, Not Without Laughter (1930; reprint, Collier 
Books edition, New York: Macmillan, 1969), 2010. 

8. Langston Hughes, Langston Hughes, Poetry for Young People, ed. 
David Roessel and Arnold Rampersand (New York: Sterling Publishing 
Company, 2006), 36. 

9. Scott, “Langston Hughes of Kansas,” 18.
10. Frank Marshall Davis, Black Moods: Collected Poems, ed. John 

Edgar Tidwell (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2002); and Frank 
Marshall Davis, Livin’ the Blues: Memoirs of a Black Journalist and Poet, 
ed. John Edgar Tidwell (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1992).
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quite trust,” he had boomed at the superintendent 
of schools one day.11

Schools figure in a scene midway through the book. 
The superintendent announces that the Negro students 
who would normally enter the integrated high school at 
ninth grade will have to wait until they are sophomores. 
The black parents organize for what they call “the fight.” 
Newt’s parents intercede when other blacks become timid 
in the face of white authority. His mother, Sarah Winger, 
questions a recent building inspection and calls attention 
to the rundown conditions of the black school. When the 
mayor rises to say he “know[s] how you feel, my good 
lady,” Jack Winger jumps to his feet to say: “If you turned 
colored right now, they’d have you in a strait jacket up 
at Osawatomie by this time next week. You say have 
patience. Well, by God, if we ain’t got it I don’t know who 
has. We been waitin’ and waitin’ and waitin’, since way 
‘fore Lincoln set ‘bout tryin’ to free us. The proclamation’s 

Settlers in Graham County around 1915. 

Cherokee Flats wallowed in the social com-
plexities of a borderline state. Here, for the black 
man, freedom loosed one hand while custom 
restrained the other. The law books stood for 
equal rights, but the law . . . never bothered to 
enforce such laws in such books.

And though the white and black children were 
separated in the primary schools and the churches, 
they played together on the dusty streets, outlying 
hills and plains. The black boys and girls and the 
white boys and girls went to the same picture 
show—the whites downstairs and first balcony, 
the blacks in the peanut gallery or buzzard’s roost. 
There was no written law against a black man’s 
eating in a white restaurant or drugstore, but there 
could be trouble, lots of it, if he tried. So seldom, if 
ever, did he try—especially if he wanted one of the 
odd jobs that meant his existence.

To Jack Winger, Cherokee Flats and the whole 
state was a plateau of uncertainty. “Livin’ here is 
like havin’ a good lay with a woman you don’t 11. Gordon Parks, The Learning Tree (1963; reprint, New York: Fawcett 

Crest, 1964), 26. 
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layin’ dusty on the shelves and we still ain’t free.”12 The 
black community wins this fight, with the support of a 
few prominent white people, who share Jack Winger’s 
sense of social justice.

Reflections on race in Kansas literature extend, too, to 
the written word that makes it onto the screen. Junction 
City native Kevin Willmott, also on the faculty of the 
University of Kansas, is both playwright and filmmaker. 
His work includes Ninth Street (1999), about the demise 
of the African American business district that served 
Junction City and Fort Riley for years, and CSA (2003), a 
“mock-umentary” on the Confederate States of America, 
which, in the film, won the Civil War. Although not 
specific to Kansas, it is significantly made by a Kansan. 
Willmott’s recent works include The Battle for Bunker Hill 
(2008), The Only Good Indian (2009), Destination Planet 
Negro (2013), and Jayhawkers (2013), most set in Kansas 
and focused on race and on relationships between people 
of different races. 

The role of sympathetic whites is also documented 
in Kansas literature. Social justice informed the 
life of Kenneth Wiggins Porter (1905 –1981), born 
in Sterling, Kansas, to what he called “Scotch-

Irish, United Presbyterian, and Prohibitionist” parents.13 
He writes of an incident that occurred during the 1918 
influenza epidemic in his hometown, where he attended 
an integrated school.

Pauline

The brown girl came to our first freshman party.
No one had thought she would come, or, indeed,

that she wouldn’t—
no one had thought of her at all.
But, since Central Kansas was not Missouri or 

Leavenworth,
no one showed her the door,
though there were sidelong glances and

whisperings.

Indeed, since the boys outnumbered the girls,
she was even handed a number for supper

partner.

The lot, somehow, fell on a shy farm-boy
who sat, arms folded, a terrible agonized grin
frozen upon his face—
thinking no doubt of Monday morning’s
“Vernon is mad and I am glad and I know what

will please him. . . .”
As a reputedly girl-shy extra boy
I had, with apologies, been omitted from the

lottery.
Innocence can be a substitute for courage.
There was a vacant chair next to the brown girl:
I took it—looking straight ahead.

Before “refreshments,” though, there was a
contest.

Each boy was given a sheet of garden flowers,
in colors, cut from old seed-catalogues,
which (with his partner’s help) he should identify.
(Such an idea could only have come from girls!)
My knowledge hardly went beyond sweet peas,

nasturtiums and hollyhocks,
but, as I scowled at the others, a slim brown finger
touched the sheet, and a soft voice said:
“That’s Joseph’s-coat. And that one’s lion’s

mouth. . . .”
She knew them all! . . . So I won—whatever it was.
After ice-cream-and-cake we all went home.

The flu banned any more parties for that term
and before the year was over the girl was gone—
perhaps to Hutchinson or Wichita
which afforded more opportunities than our

small town
to kitchen help and house maids.

But still
sometimes when I see a plot of brilliant flowers
I also hear a low soft voice
calling their names.14

Another Kansas poet, William Stafford (1914–1993), 
from Hutchinson, remarks on segregation in that 
town—the same town alluded to by Kenneth Porter as 
a good place for blacks to find work as kitchen help and 
house maids. As with Porter, who sat innocently and 

14. Porter, The Kansas Poems, 35–36. Reprinted with permission of the 
Center for Kansas Studies.

12. Parks, The Learning Tree, 105–6.
13. Kenneth Wiggins Porter, introductions by Lorrin Leland and 

Thomas Fox Averill, The Kansas Poems (Topeka: Washburn University, 
Center for Kansas Studies, 1992), iv.
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courageously with the brown girl, Stafford reports an act 
of standing with, of identifying with the minority.

Serving with Gideon

Now I remember: in our town the druggist
prescribed Coca-cola mostly, in tapered
glasses to us, and to the elevator
man in a paper cup, so he could
drink it elsewhere because he was black.

And now I remember The Legion—gambling
in the back room, and no women but girls, 

old boys
who ran the town. They were generous,
to their sons or the sons of friends.
And of course I was almost one.

I remember winter light closing
its great blue fist slowly eastward  
along the street, and the dark then, deep
as war, arched over a radio show
called the thirties in the great old U.S.A.

Look down, stars—I was almost
one of the boys. My mother was folding
her handkerchief; the library seethed and sparked;
right and wrong arced; and carefully
I walked with my cup toward the elevator man.15

In these poems, the brown girl and the black man are 
metaphors for making choices about race and about life. 
They are not so much about the integration of society, but 
about the integration of the self.

In 1953 Edgar Wolfe (1906–1989), longtime creative 
writing teacher at the University of Kansas, published 
Widow Man, set in the Argentine district of Kansas City, 
Kansas. Tom Way, a white man newly widowed by his 
black wife, must decide whether to move from his mostly 
black neighborhood, or whether to stay. A courtship with 
Tunsie, a black neighbor, helps him make up his mind. A 
short novel, published around the time of Brown v. Board 
of Education of Topeka, Kansas, Widow Man is a remarkably 
human look at race and class, at segregation and coming 
together.16

The same is true in Carol Ascher’s The Flood, set in 
Topeka, Kansas, at the time of two floods: the actual flood 
of 1951 and the social flood that came with the adjudication 
of Brown v. Board. Carol Ascher and her parents came to 
Topeka from war-torn Europe so that her father could 
work at the Menninger Clinic. Carol Ascher writes with 
wonderful insight into immigration, race relations, 
mental illness, natural disaster, and the complexities of 
refuge—being a refugee, taking in refugees, and taking 
refuge in moral, social, and political ideals. In The Flood, 
the precocious ten-year-old Eva, daughter of a brooding 
psychiatrist recently immigrated to Topeka for a job at 
the famous Menninger Clinic, works hard to understand 
her parents’ awkwardness in their new country, the race 
relations of her new community, and the role of charity 
and goodness after her mother takes in a “redneck” 
family from North Topeka, across the river. The family’s 
black maid, Mrs. Johnson, has a schoolteacher daughter 

An integrated sixth-grade class at Topeka’s Grant Elementary School 
between 1900 and 1920. 

15. William Stafford, The Way it Is: New & Selected Poems (St. Paul, 
Minn.: Graywolf Press, 1998), 213–14. Reprinted with permission of the 
estate of William Stafford.

16. Edgar Wolfe, Widow Man (Boston, Mass.: Little, Brown and 
Company, 1953).



 Kansas Literature and Race  153

who will likely be fired if Oliver Brown wins his lawsuit, 
complicating the correctness of integration when black 
teachers would be the first let go. All these complexities 
vex Eva.17

“But what makes everything suddenly be too much?” 
young Eva asks at the beginning of the book. She is 
talking about the flood, but she is asking questions about 
race, about her place as a Jew and an immigrant, about 
the prejudice she experiences at the end of the novel when 
the daughter from the refugee family calls her a “Jew-
Nigger,” and everything is too much.18 The accumulation 
of these concurrent events makes Eva’s challenge great, 
but makes her understanding deep.

Closer to Brown v. Board is Maxine Clair, another 
contemporary African American writer who was born 
and raised in Kansas City, Kansas, and educated at the 
University of Kansas. Now on the creative writing faculty 
at Georgetown University in Washington, D.C., Clair 
came of age in the 1950s in a segregated part of Kansas 
City. In her story collection, Rattlebone, named for her first 
neighborhood, she writes: 

The Saturday-morning-only milkman who 
brought the new, homogenized bottles from 
Armourdale. The here-he-comes whose only 
name was Insurance Man . . . . Doll leaning on 
the register at Doll’s Market, taking our pennies 
for B-B Bats and baloney by the slice. Mr. always-
quiet Heltzberg bent in a stout C and carrying 
his stained leather satchel—thick with sheet 
music—on the shelf of his back every Wednesday 
afternoon by bus from way out in doo-waditty to 
Wanda’s house and back to the bus stop. In the 
Rattlebone end of Kansas City, those were our 
white people.19

By 1954 Irene, the main character and narrator of most 
of the stories in Rattlebone, is curious enough about Brown 
v. Board to make an illicit drive to Topeka with her secret 
boyfriend: “We drove on to Topeka that afternoon, licking 
his salt fish from our fingers. I wanted to show him the 
streets where history had begun to unfold.”20 During the 
same spring, Irene prepares a rendition of James Weldon 

Johnson’s “The Creation” for a speech contest. She wins 
first place at her high school, but is told at the last minute 
that the state competition is not yet integrated. Her 
teacher asks her to teach her inflections and gestures to 
a white classmate. Irene walks out—and she walks out 
with a little more than “all deliberate speed.” In the story 
Brown v. Board has not yet created integration of all schools 
and all programs, has not quite had the effect that Irene 
was hoping for, that, indeed, her speech teacher had been 
hoping for. Irene has created herself, but not the world.

Two recent Kansas poets, both African American and 
graduates from Topeka high schools, give updates on the 
ease and difficulty in creating oneself in this place. Kevin 
Young, who has written at least eight books of poetry and 
now teaches at Emory University in Atlanta, starts his 
2007 collection of poems, For the Confederate Dead, with 
a tribute to Topeka-born poet and Pulitzer Prize winner 

17. Carol Ascher, The Flood (Freedom, Calif.: The Crossing Press, 
1987).

18. Ascher, The Flood, 34, 186.
19. Maxine Clair, Rattlebone (1994; reprint, New York: Penguin,  

1995), 23.
20. Clair, Rattlebone, 163.

A 1930s street scene outside Dockum Drugs in Wichita. In July 1958 
local African American students staged a sit-in at the store’s lunch 
counter; by August the counter was integrated.
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Gwendolyn Brooks. He then creates a historical series 
about Nicodemus, the all-black settlement near Hays, 
Kansas, a town now on the National Register of Historic 
Places. In that series he writes:

. . . I couldn’t tell him
what it said, just lured him like a moth
from the hot lamp of the field
& pointed. HO KANSAS! The ad
read, he said, good land, good water
& rocks, good wood on the streams
only $5 a passage. “Nicodemus, now
ain’t that name the sweetest heard
since your own?” . . . 
We all knew
of the blood in those parts—
the man Carolina hung & made
sure we’d heard about. No one named
anyone Nat for years—
but now we could go & pioneer
our own brand of unbranded
freedom. No more paddy rollers
& nightraiders, only the same stone
welcome of the land, well looky there
settlements along River Solomon. . . . 
Only Black Tom 
stood & said “I want to be alive
not yall, who’re dead & don’t know it.”21

And in “Quivira City Limits,” a poem dedicated 
to his first poetry teacher, the author of this article, 
who met Young at a summer gifted-writing camp for 
seventh graders, he shows respect for Kansas along with 
ambivalence about race, that typical stance in Kansas 
literature:

Pull over. Your car with its slow
breathing. Somewhere outside Topeka
 
it suddenly all matters again, . . . 

we can’t say a town or a baseball 

team without breathing in 
a dead Indian. To discover why Coronado

pushed up here, following the guide
who said he knew fields of gold, . . . 

. . . they strangle 

him blue as the sky above you 
The Moor must also wonder 

when will all this ever be enough? 
this wide open they call discovery, 

disappointment, this place my 
thousand bones carry, now call home.22

African American poet Gary Jackson, a recent Wash-
burn graduate, won the Cave Canem Poetry Prize with 
Missing You, Metropolis, published in 2010. In this series 
of poems, Jackson juxtaposes the world of comic books 
with the realities of growing up in Topeka, Kansas. The 
book is a sort of a “Truth, Justice, and the American Way” 
contrasted with the truths of growing up poor and black, 
in an unjust world in which the American way of prejudice 
and hopelessness is exposed again and again. One of the 
final poems is “Reading Comic Books in the Rain.”

The words in small white balloons
slide into each other under an ink mist

as the paper puckers. I strain my eyes
to read the slippery words aloud

to the girl who has mashed her cheek
into my wet shoulder as the world within

the cheap newsprint turns
flimsy and pulpy. Looking back, I realize
we should’ve stayed in that (4) four-color world

a little longer. Escape for as long
as we could. Stave off Topeka, Kansas,
the whole goddamn world, by falling

into another one. The panels may bleed
beyond their borders, but stay contained in our hands.

21. Kevin Young, For the Confederate Dead (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 2007), 9–10. Reprinted with the permission of the author.

22. Kevin Young, Most Way Home (New York: William Morrow, 1995), 
98–99. Reprinted with the permission of the author.
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The world outside bears down
like a freight train. But on that day,

a good day for reading comics,
she presses into my arm, eager to see,

and we indulge in the power
to inhabit a world a page removed from our own.23

Like Kevin Young and Gary Jackson, I went to public 
schools in Topeka, Kansas, but in the 1950s. In my own short 
story about Brown, I write about a boy like me just coming 
to understand issues of racial segregation and separation. 
After a Sunday trip to the Beecher Bible and Rifle Church, 
a site on the Underground Railroad, the narrator, who is 
hungry enough to label himself “starving,” convinces his 
family to stop and eat at a small roadside café. Here is 

the end of “Landmark Decision,” which is in most ways a 
true story in my own family’s history:

My stomach grumbled and cramped with 
the warm smell of breads and meats, of hot oil 
waiting to fry foods, of sugar leaking from the 
pies on the counter. It’s a good hunger that knows 
it’s soon to be satisfied. The waitress brought us 
water in perspiring glasses, then went away for 
the milks and coffees.

That’s when Dad began to act funny. He said 
something under his breath to Mom. He pointed 
to a sign posted right under the open rectangle 
where all our delicious food would soon appear. 
The sign simply said: We Reserve the Right to 
Refuse Service to Anyone.

“What does that sign mean?” Dad asked the 
waitress before she could pour his coffee.

She shrugged her shoulders. “Just what it says, 
I guess.” She sounded bored.23. Gary Jackson, Missing You, Metropolis (Minneapolis, Minn.: 

Graywolf Press, 2010), 81. Reprinted with the permission of the author.

Alvin, Nancy, and Lucinda Todd in Topeka in the 1940s. Lucinda, who served as secretary for the NAACP Topeka Branch, 
was a plaintiff in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas. 
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“It says you have the right to refuse service. 
Do you?”

“What do you mean?” she asked.
“Have you refused service? To anyone?”
“The boss put that up,” said the young woman. 

“To scare off the coloreds.”
Mom set down her water glass so quickly it 

made a crack like a rifle shot.
“You don’t serve Negroes?” asked Dad.
“You see any in here?” asked the waitress. Her 

smile was sour. My stomach twisted. A bell rang 
in the kitchen. The cook began to lift plates of 
food to the shelf under the warming lamps.

“I’m sorry,” said Dad, “but we don’t eat in 
segregated restaurants. We'll have to leave.” He 
stood up.

“You ordered that food,” said the waitress, 
nodding toward the hamburgers.

“We did,” said Dad. “When we 
thought this was a decent place that 
didn’t discriminate.” His voice was 
getting loud, but there was only one 
other group in the café, an old couple 
with a little girl, who stared for a second, 
then went back to their baked chicken. I 
envied that little girl, with her food and 
her calm grandparents.

The cook came out. “What’s the 
problem?” he asked. He fingered the 
spatula at his side like it was a six-gun.

“They’re leaving,” said the waitress. 
“They don’t want their food after all.”

“Something wrong with the food, 
Mister?” the cook asked.

“No,” said Dad, “there’s something 
wrong that you won’t serve your food 
to everyone. There’s something wrong 
that this is a segregated restaurant.” Dad 
pointed to the sign.

The cook began to laugh. “That?” he 
said. “That don’t mean a thing except 
what our rights are. We’ve never even 
had to discriminate.”

My stomach smoothed a little. I was 
beginning to taste hamburger, french 
fries, and milk. Dad hesitated.

“The children are awfully hungry,” 
said Mom.

Dad nodded. “But you would if you 
had to, wouldn’t you?” Dad asked. “If we were 
a Negro family you wouldn’t serve us, would 
you?”

“But you aren’t,” said the cook. “Now eat this 
good food while it’s warm.” He nodded to the 
waitress, who went for a couple of the plates.

“No,” said Dad. “I refuse your service.” He 
started toward the door.

I think he expected us to follow him, but I 
wasn’t about to give up so soon. I whimpered. 
Mom went with Dad to the door, where they had 
a brief, whispered argument.

When Mom came back, she sat stiffly next to 
me. “I’m not eating,” Mom declared. “You kids 
can eat if you’re really hungry.”

The waitress had already set a plate in front of 
me, but I sat, paralyzed. I heard the door close as 
Dad went to the car.

The African American-owned Lytle’s Drug Store, on Fourth Street between Quincy 
Street and Kansas Avenue, invited patrons via a sign in its front window to “come in, 
sit down in comfort, we serve everybody” in 1960s Topeka. 
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“I’m going with Dad,” said Big Brother. He 
stood up.

Little Sister looked around, bewildered. She 
held her Fairy Skin Doll close to her. “I’m not 
hungry,” she said. She stood up, too, and she 
and Big Brother headed out the door.

Mom put her arm on my shoulder. The cook 
stood staring at us. The waitress slipped a check 
under the plate she’d put in front of me. I looked 
at Mom. She tried to smile.

I knew she cared more about me and my 
hunger than about all the things Dad was 
upset about: civil rights and discrimination 
and segregation, the things they talked about 
over supper at home, where we didn’t have 
to worry about serving Negroes. At home, in 
our neighborhood and at my school, we didn’t 
even see any Negroes. It was just like this place, 
really, I thought. All of this fuss didn’t really 
mean anything real. I sat on that stool in that 
café in the middle of Kansas and figured all that 
out just well enough to pick up that hamburger 
and bring it to my mouth.

Mom sighed. Water had pooled around each 
glass: we’d been there that long without eating 
or drinking. The bun in my hand felt tough and 
cold. I looked one last time at the hamburger.

“I don’t like onions,” I said. I stood up.
Mom squeezed my shoulder as we walked 

out the door, my stomach still in knots. I cried as 
we went to the car. Dad greeted us with a smile. 
Big Brother was listening to his radio: “You’ll 
Never Walk Alone.” Little Sister ignored us.

Back on the highway, I watched the slow 
miles pass by. I whimpered. Mom turned in the 
front seat, reached over and held my hand. Dad 
hummed songs, trying to be light-hearted: “I’ve 
Been Working on the Railroad” and “Swing 
Low, Sweet Chariot.”

Back in Topeka, Dad pulled up at the nearest 
grocery store open on a Sunday. Mom went in 
and came out with a loaf of Wonder bread. I tore 
into the package, filled my mouth with the soft 
white dough, chewed on it like a cud the rest of 
the way home, until I wasn’t so hungry, until 
my cramps went away, until I could think again.

“We’ll make hamburgers here,” said Mom, as 
we pulled into the drive of our suburban home.

“I’m proud of you, Son,” Dad said to me. 
“I’m proud of all of you.”

By that time, full of Wonder bread, I didn’t 
bear any grudges. I picked up two Army men 
and one shot the other. “Those people weren’t 
nice, anyway,” I said. “They hate Negroes, like 
the Missourians did.”

Dad smiled at me. “It’s not just Missourians,” 
he said. “It’s all over this country. But we don’t 
have to be like the rest of them.”

 Soon, Mom served us food. We ate, and it 
was good. We talked more about our day: We 
decided it was a good day, after all.

Later on—so we could go back and visit it 
anytime, in our imaginations—we titled it: The 
Day We Reserved the Right to Refuse Service. 
All in all, it became one of our landmark 
Sundays.24

Although Brown was a “landmark decision,” 
it was comprised, really, of many small 
decisions made by many individuals. And 
the continuation of Brown, the success or 

failure of school, social, and cultural integration, still 
rests with many small decisions made by individuals. 
Or, as William Stafford wrote in one of my favorite of 
his poems: 

Note

straw, feathers, dust—
little things

but if they all go one way,
that’s the way the wind goes.25

We little things, individuals with decisions to make, 
must all go the same way, must integrate ourselves, if 
we ever want the world to be a better place. 

24. Thomas Fox Averill, “Landmarks,” Topeka Capital-Journal, May 
16, 1989, subsequently rewritten and retitled “Landmark Decision,” 
and republished in booklet form, fall 2003, by the Washburn University 
English Department and the Center for Kansas Studies. Available from 
the author. 

25. Stafford, The Way It Is, 126. Reprinted with permission of the 
estate of William Stafford.


