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ABSTRACT 
 

Moberly, located in the north central Missouri region historically known as “Little 

Dixie,” has deeply rooted practices concerning racial relations and its own unique history 

around integration. The Moberly Greyhounds basketball team won back-to-back national 

championships in 1954 and 1955 when they were all white, and they repeated the feat in 

1966 and 1967, this time as an integrated squad. Examining this era bookended by national 

championships raised the following questions: What was the economic, political, social, and 

educational environment of Little Dixie and Moberly up through the 1960s; how did African 

Americans navigate the economic, political, social, and educational obstacles during their 

pursuit to fully participate and exhibit agency within the larger fabric of society; how did 

Black Greyhounds adjust to the duality of being a Black male and student athlete in a 

Predominantly White Institution (PWI) embedded within a white power social structure in 

Moberly; and how did the uniform allow them to move between prescribed societal roles? 

The process to discover those answers revealed how Moberly’s existing power structure 

used traditional community values in order to maintain hegemony over communities of 

color and less affluent citizens. While appearing to make large, grand gestures of racial 

harmony and social acceptance, the community elite simply readjusted the semantics 
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without ever threatening to relinquish (or even share) their authority during this era. In 

discovering how those in power chose to represent that readjustment through its media 

coverage as well as its more visible junior college basketball squad, we gain insight into a 

community that perceived itself as integrated and inclusive. In reality, however, they 

ultimately failed to apply the lessons learned on the hardwood around these racial dynamics 

to their own social circles to create a truly integrated, welcoming, and inclusive environment 

for African Americans.   
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PROLOGUE 

My childhood path was laid out well before I was even born, for I grew up the son of 

a high school basketball coach. Everyone around town knew my father. Grocery stores, 

restaurants, the barber shop—hell, even the state of Missouri and beyond, it seemingly did 

not matter where we were, someone would inevitably identify him in a crowd and run up to 

him with the all-too-familiar tagline: “Hey, Coach Byland!” He was a magnet for 

conversation, whatever the venue. I was always mesmerized by how well he was known. My 

world, albeit small in comparison to what I now know, back then, to me, was endless. And 

within that world, he was the most popular man I knew.  

After school and on weekends, I spent hours on end running around his teams’ 

practices with a basketball, emulating his best players’ favorite moves. Game nights were 

not much different. I would arrive early with my father well before anyone else was there 

and “help” him prepare for that evening’s contest. Even though I was, in reality, years away 

from ever being a real member of a high school squad, I craved being a part of the team. I 

would find any way I could to navigate my way through the musty locker room out onto the 

court to rebound and pass during warm-ups. It was all I could do to avoid falling over 

myself in hot pursuit of a loose ball or rebound just so I could throw it back to the 

outstretched, awaiting teenage hands. I could do that for hours, night after night. Basketball 

was what I lived and breathed. I had the best of everything. Life couldn’t be much closer to 

perfect, for I was a coach’s son. 

My father’s career spanned six decades, beginning in the late 1960s in the small 

town of Cairo, Missouri, and ending just a few seasons ago in Camdenton, Missouri. In his 

study, tucked away in a corner of my parents’ home, team photographs chronicle his teams’ 
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seasons and bear witness to the long and winding road of his hall of fame coaching career. 

More importantly, those photographs also tell the story of several communities, large and 

small, rural and urban. Whether in grainy black and white, faded coloring, or yellowing 

along the edges, these framed documents allow the viewer to glimpse back in time and see 

firsthand the representations of community through its high school squads. As a young child, 

I still remember leafing through his meticulously kept scrapbooks, fully engrossed while 

reading small town news clips about the exploits of my dad’s teams. The photos and the 

quotes were etched into my memory, particularly those teams he coached before I was born; 

they held a mysterious quality about them as I had no recollection of them. In fact, I clearly 

remember asking him about these teams he coached early in his career, a time when he was 

but a few years removed from high school himself. The most notable of those questions, 

asked as a young elementary student, sparked an interest that would ultimately help provide 

the genesis for this dissertation.  

The particular photograph that spurred the inquiry featured one of his teams from 

1972. Among the purple and gold basketball uniforms were the faces of Salisbury’s boys’ 

basketball team. Those faces, both varying shades of Black and white alike, posed a 

conundrum for me. Naïve and completely ignorant of Missouri’s checkered and nuanced 

racial past, I asked my father why this small town team had Black players on its roster and 

how in the world did those Black kids end up there; where did they come from? To me, the 

question was completely logical. The only Black people I had seen and those I knew were 

from larger cities, such as Kansas City and St. Louis—and, to a lesser extent, the smaller 

municipalities of Columbia and Jefferson City. My opinion was based solely upon my 

childhood time spent in Eldon, Missouri—a town of roughly four thousand and void of any 
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Black players. There were also no Black players in any of the other small-town gymnasiums 

in which the Eldon team played.  

It was not until we moved to Jefferson City that I began to see Black people on a 

more regular basis: at the grocery store, at school, in the gym, and even in our home (my 

father’s Jefferson City teams always had been a blend of Black and white). As a result, I 

considered that my vast knowledge of social reality I had attained over my ten years of life 

was fairly complete: Black people lived only in cities; they had no rational reason to move 

into these small towns dotting the central Missouri map and be counted among the residents. 

It never dawned on me that they had been there all along, living in the margins and in the 

shadows, generations of their families navigating the social realities of out-state Missouri.  

Thus, it came as a revelation that my grasp of this previously unknown chapter of 

Missouri history was about to be challenged more than ever before. Black people did indeed 

live in small towns and hamlets all across this area that my dad called “Little Dixie.” He 

further explained that those Black families had been there for over a century; many of those 

Black families shared the same last name (and blood lines) as white families. Talk about an 

eye-opening experience: Blacks and whites from the same family? Just how did that come to 

pass? In the brief but flurried exchange of questions, my understanding of all things racially 

and socially tied to Missouri inspired a nascent transformation within me. Already 

fascinated by Missouri and its history, its people and its story, this new piece of information 

ushered in a new chapter of my life. It was at this moment that I began my journey in 

understanding more about how Missouri came to be and how the racial and social landscape 

evolved into what we see today. And how convenient that the process was presented to me 

through the lens of basketball. Basketball had always been central in my family tree; but that 
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significance was about to transcend the events that normally unfolded strictly between the 

lines of the basketball court. Basketball in Little Dixie became more than a chalkboard of Xs 

and Os, more than a box score, and certainly more than just a game to me and my thought 

process; it became the vehicle—the lens through which I would learn about the history of 

this unique region.  

Over the years, my approach to this subject has been guided by my understanding of 

basketball and the ties that bind a community. As I mentioned before, as the son of a high 

school coach in Missouri, basketball defined my childhood existence and became the 

foundation upon which I have built my life and my identity. Even before my first birthday, I 

was toted about the gymnasiums of central Missouri fully immersed in small-town Missouri 

and its infatuation with high school athletics. The annual rite of passage for most teenage 

boys—interscholastic athletics, and in my case, specifically basketball—became my 

almanac from an early age; with the changing of seasons, my inner clock found its 

mechanisms set and reset to the rhythms of sport. Without even so much as looking at a 

calendar, I soon defined the meteorological seasons by the athletic seasons. For nearly 

nineteen years, this pulse would be my life as I learned the meaning of teamwork and the 

value of athletics. In my senior year I fulfilled my childhood dream (and sometimes, 

nightmare, as Coach Byland was not only my father, but also my coach and an assistant 

principal in charge of discipline for a school of nearly 2,500 students) of winning a state 

championship with my father barking instructions from the sidelines.  

That season began as most others had in years past: the crisp fall afternoons filled 

with the calming, gentle aroma of freshly mown grass juxtaposed against the strains and 

grunts of fellow teenage boys struggling against our bodies’ limits on the track ringing the 
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football field and the stairs of the stadium bleachers overlooking it all. To me, fall was never 

defined by trick or treating, the changing color of the leaves, or even heading back to the 

classroom. Fall was the season of conditioning. As my father (and my coach) would always 

say, laying the foundation—be it the brick and mortar of a new home or the muscle and 

sinew of a team—is perhaps the most important and physically demanding characteristic of 

an athlete. And as with any house, its strength and quality is as only good as the foundation 

upon which it is built. The teenage athlete and his high school team are no different. As one 

of the captains, it fell partly to me to ensure that the foundation of our team would be sturdy 

enough upon which to build something memorable. 

The identity and character of a team and its members is often defined in these crucial 

months leading up to the season. Sharing the agony of conditioning helped forge bonds that 

would bring us all closer together, connecting us in a myriad of ways that went beyond the 

fields of play. It was here where we the team—as well as we as individuals—found ways to 

define ourselves, whether through positive encouragement to help a hard-working teammate 

conquer that last endless lap or through ruthless condemnation of those who had chosen not 

to put in time over the summer. By failing to fully invest in themselves, they failed to buy 

into the concept of team; they were pushed to the margins of our tightly-knit community. 

There was no place to hide on the track; for better or worse, one’s performance (or lack 

thereof) was exposed to all. When we trudged off to the locker room and looked into one 

another’s eyes, we all innately knew our strengths and weaknesses as well as upon whom we 

could count when adversity would inevitably arise when a game’s outcome hung in the 

balance. Although the culmination of the basketball season was still months away, many of 
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our upcoming contests would be won or lost on the cinders of tracks and the concrete and 

steel of stadium bleachers.  

As fall gracefully gave way to winter, a month’s monotony of practicing against 

ourselves challenged our patience as individuals and as a team. Irritable with one another 

amid the constant intrasquad competition testing our mettle, I could not even begin to 

fathom the impact our maddening behavior had upon our coaches. But the rejuvenating 

elixir of competing against our rivals would always cure those ills. After a month of jawing 

and bickering with one another, we would have the opportunity to close ranks and take out 

our frustrations on a new opponent in a new environment: basketball season finally arrived. 

Bouncing along the highways and byways of Missouri, yellow school buses provided 

the few flecks of color against the bleak backdrop of winter. We were no different than 

thousands of other high school boys basketball teams that came before us. Wiping away the 

condensation from the double-stacked window, I remember peering out into the endless 

gloom of the barren fields and pastures, allowing my thoughts to wander towards the 

upcoming opponent. The ride was always quiet and calming, a stark contrast to the raucous 

atmosphere and cacophony awaiting us at our destination.  

Entering the den of our opponent was, perhaps weirdly, one of my most enjoyable 

moments on game day. Although most high school gyms smelled the same, replete with 

years of shellac embedded within hardwood floors and painted concrete block walls that had 

long since fused with the odor of burned popcorn wafting through the air, they each had 

their own feel, their own unique traditions. Adorned with banners and the colors of their 

respective school, each gymnasium assumed its own identity, its own culture, particularly so 

after the throngs of the community and its fans, young and old, found their way inside. 
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No matter our opponent on any given night, our team knew that we would always get 

their best shot. We had competed against these teams before, either in summer leagues or 

over the course of previous seasons. That familiarly bred contempt. We were among the 

largest, most successful programs in the state and had the hardware to prove it. Three 

Missouri Final Fours in a span of six years, along with overflowing trophy cases, were 

evidence enough of our sustained athletic prowess. That hardware was a tangible source of 

envy for those whom we defeated along our path in not only our individual careers, but on a 

program level as well. And every team with whom we competed had to walk by these 

testaments to our success. As the latest incarnation of that program, and to a lesser extent, 

our high school and our community, we assumed the rights and privileges, as well as the 

accompanying high expectations, when we donned the red and black.  

We expected to win because it was all we knew and what we had experienced from 

an early age. The students and community who filled the fieldhouses and gymnasiums both 

acknowledged and validated that as well. On the court, in order to give us the best possible 

chance for victory, we had to eschew our personal goals in favor of the team’s goals. 

Winning kept the fans coming and the interest high. Certainly, there were nights where we 

adhered to those ideals more than others, but overall, our notion of team usually carried the 

day. And that year it did—all the way to the state championship.  

The previous paragraphs wax poetic about a romanticized notion of a bygone era. 

We all have seen the movies of the middle-aged men who, while in the throes of a mid-life 

crisis, do anything in their power to return to those moments of fleeting glory. Even I have 

to begrudgingly admit that I probably allow myself to drift back more often than I should. 

My wife would wholeheartedly agree. Yet in the summer of 2013, twenty years removed 
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from my senior year of high school, my former teammates and I still shared a bond that has 

managed to remain constant—evidenced by our reunion in Columbia to celebrate on the 

floor where we had captured our state championship. Where once we were young men, 

mostly free and unshackled in our high school lives, we now came together again, this time 

with our families, our wives, and our children in tow. On that day, the stories of our 

adolescence were shared with the next generation as they were on hand to see their fathers 

stand alongside former teammates—maybe a little grayer and heavier, but for a moment that 

afternoon, we found a way to go back and rekindle something special.  

It was within that context where I began to fully grasp the concept of team and 

community, because I had become a part of it. I had come full circle. Now my father’s 

stories from his collegiate teams made much more sense and I understood them from a 

different perspective. The countless hours of telling and retelling the most memorable and 

significant events afforded my father a connection to his past he shared with his former 

teammates. For those very special moments, the spoken word and the communal laughter 

took everyone back to their college days. And while the memories may be fuzzy, the impact 

of those memories transcend time and create a window to the past through which I, along 

with the wives, sons, and daughters of his teammates, could also join. Those stories bind us 

all to something greater, something that began long before we were alive and will remain 

long after we have all passed. Those collections of anecdotes, accompanied by my love of 

Missouri’s history, inspired me to tell the story of just how a basketball program navigated 

the social landscape of Little Dixie (a region along the Missouri River that had a strong 

slaveholding tradition) in the 1950s and 1960s. While the action on the hardwoods of Little 

Dixie rarely failed to capture the imagination of its fans, it was the movement outside these 



xxiv 

lines where true change occurred. Through the words, experiences, and interactions of those 

involved with the basketball programs of the time, I hope this story will help shed light into 

a fascinating era that simultaneously predicted a promising future of youthful social 

awakening while also reflecting an embedded culture that sought to maintain its hegemony, 

both Black and white communities operating at a conscious and unconscious level. 

For those of us who know Missouri history, this juxtaposition does not come as a 

surprise. The duality is something that defines this cultural region, itself a microcosm of the 

nation. Nowhere did this duality play out more strikingly than in Moberly, Missouri, in the 

NJCAA championship game of the 1967 basketball season. A young Black man held the 

very destiny of an institutional fan base (overwhelmingly comprised of white townspeople) 

literally in his hands while standing at the free throw line with the season’s culminating 

game outcome in question. Only sports could illustrate just how nuanced, layered, and 

complicated race relations had become in small town, out-state Missouri during the Civil 

Rights Movement.  

 

Note: The content in this dissertation necessarily engages with racism and racialized 

language in reference to the specific time frame discussed. As a result, that language is 

maintained when part of a quoted individual or source. The one exception is that a well-

known racial slur is replaced with “n-word.” Additionally, the terms African American and 

Black are used interchangeably for style choices and ease of readability.  

Additionally, I chose to capitalize Black and leave white as lowercase throughout the 

dissertation. In capitalizing Black in a racial sense, it helps to bring into existence and 

cement a “shared sense of history, identity and community among people who identify as 
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Black.”1 It also reinforces a sense of power in reclaiming an understanding and respect to a 

specific group of people, part of the African Diaspora, that otherwise has been subjected to 

significant racial bias and discrimination. In leaving white lowercase, I am acknowledging 

that whites do not have a similar overarching unifying culture and instead possess 

backgrounds that originate from a multitude of cultures. 

                                                 
1 Explaining AP Style on Black and white, July 20, 2020. https://apnews.com/article/archive-race-

and-ethnicity-9105661462. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION1 

With the score tied 55 apiece, Harrison Stepter, the tall, lanky All-America 

sophomore guard for the Moberly (MO) Greyhounds, toed the charity stripe with fourteen 

seconds left in regulation with the 1967 National Junior College Athletic Association 

(NJCAA) Basketball Championship hanging in the balance. The Greyhounds, seeking their 

second consecutive banner and fourth in fourteen years, and the San Jacinto Ravens from 

Pasadena, Texas, had battled tooth and nail for nearly forty minutes inside the packed 

Hutchinson (KS) Sports Arena. Fittingly, in what tournament officials deemed one of the 

strongest and most balanced fields ever, the championship tilt was one of those rare climatic 

moments in sports where the final event actually lived up to its billing. 

Both teams had survived the gauntlet that was the annual National Junior College 

Athletic Association’s crown jewel: sixteen teams competing in twenty-six games crammed 

into five grueling days. San Jacinto’s high powered offense entered the championship game 

averaging nearly ninety points per game in the national tournament. The Ravens outpaced 

and overwhelmed their opponents in the first round of sixteen and quarterfinals, winning 91-

73 over Trenton (NJ) and 89-78 over Wright (IL). However, the first national semifinal 

matchup against fellow conference foe Ranger (TX) would prove to be a different story for 

San Jacinto. Despite jumping out to a large advantage in the first half and taking a double-

digit lead into intermission, the Ravens found themselves battling Ranger down the stretch. 

After holding a seemingly insurmountable eleven-point advantage with just two minutes left 

                                                 
1 Game recaps are from the following sources: Moberly Greyhounds v. San Jacinto—NJCAA 

Basketball Championship, DVD, National Junior College Athletic Association (Hutchinson, Kansas, 1967); 
Moberly Monitor-Index and The Hutchinson News newspapers during the 1967 National Junior College Men’s 
Basketball Tournament.  
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in regulation, San Jacinto clung to the slimmest of margins over Ranger with just seventeen 

seconds left to play, 86-85. The Ravens could blame their poor foul shooting (just 25 of 41 

for 61%) and slowdown play after losing point guard and leader Steve Cutillo in allowing 

Ranger to creep back into the game. It took San Jacinto’s Oliver Taylor and Larry Pitre 

knocking down three of four free throw attempts in the final eight seconds to finally put the 

game out of reach. The Ravens, exhaling a collective sigh of relief, headed back into the 

locker room to shower and anxiously await the winner of the second national semifinal 

between Cameron State and Moberly.  

Similar to San Jacinto, Moberly had breezed through the first two games of the 

tournament, winning both easily: 73-52 over Broome Tech (NY) in the round of sixteen and 

Boise (ID) 70-55 in the quarterfinals. In the national semifinals, however, it was a different 

story. The Greyhounds squared off against a hungry Cameron State squad out of Lawton, 

Oklahoma, in a rematch of the previous season’s championship game in which Moberly 

completely dominated the Aggies in all facets of the game, winning in a laugher, 90-66, the 

largest ever margin of victory in a NJCAA national championship game.  

Still smarting from that embarrassingly lopsided loss, many of Cameron’s team 

remembered all too well that acrid taste of defeat; they came out swinging and took the fight 

right at the Greyhounds in the early minutes of the game, jumping out to an early advantage 

on the defending national champions. Gradually clawing back, Moberly captured the lead 

heading into halftime, 34-27, on the strength of two intense scoring runs of 9-0 and 6-0, 

respectively, over the last six minutes of the first half.  

But Cameron still had fight left in them. Roaring out from the break, similar to the 

start of the game, the Aggies responded quickly to overtake the Greyhounds within the first 
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four minutes of the second half, garnering a 36-35 lead. Over the remaining sixteen minutes 

of regulation, the crowd watched the lead see-saw back and forth, illustrated by three lead 

changes between the two squads and ties at 41, 44, 52, and 56. Both squads were leaving it 

all on the floor and putting on a dazzling display of grit and determination for all those in 

attendance.  

Cameron last held the lead after a short twelve-foot jumper put the Aggies up 58-56 

with just under four minutes left to play. Moberly responded with back-to-back scores from 

Tom Thoenen and Bernie Copeland on the next two trips down the court to retake the lead, 

59-58. And Moberly did not relinquish that lead, coolly hitting eleven consecutive free 

throws down the stretch to close out the game. At the final horn, Moberly again had defeated 

the Aggies from Cameron State, 72-65, setting the stage for the championship game on the 

following night against San Jacinto. 

Moberly (30-2), the number one ranked team for most of the season, and San Jacinto 

(42-4), the number two ranked team, treated the capacity crowd to a pressure-packed thriller 

that bore witness to thirteen lead changes with no team taking more than a five-point lead at 

any time in the first half. Fittingly, however, San Jacinto crept back into the game just before 

halftime, evening the game at 28 as the teams headed into the locker room to regroup.  

The frenetic action continued into the second half, both teams playing at the level 

expected in a national championship bout between two top-ranked squads. After the 

Greyhounds forged a four-point lead, 40-36, the Ravens fought back to tie the game at 40 

with nine minutes left. Over those last nine minutes, both teams traded punches, desperately 

looking for the knockout jump shot to salt the game away. Alas, there were no haymakers to 

be found; both teams kept their feet, each responding in kind. The game leveled again at 41, 
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43, 44, 46, and 48 before San Jacinto retook the lead at 49-48 with just under four minutes to 

play. The final tie of the game came seconds later on a Frank Price charity toss, knotting the 

score at 50. After holding the Ravens scoreless on their next trip down the court, the 

Greyhounds turned to the eventual national championship MVP, Tom Thoenen, to swish a 

fifteen-foot jumper, putting Moberly on top to stay, 52-50, with just over three minutes to 

play. After a San Jacinto free throw pulled the Ravens within one, 52-51, the Greyhounds 

went into their delay spread offense. Holding the ball for over a minute and a half (no shot 

clock existed in college basketball at this time), the Greyhounds wore down the Raven 

defense on a backdoor cut by Price leading to an easy layup to take a 54-51 lead with but a 

minute left in regulation.  

Raven guard Cutillo canned a pair of free throws to bring them within one, 54-53 

with forty seconds left on the clock. Down a point, San Jacinto pressured the Greyhounds in 

the full court, immediately double teaming Stepter as he received the inbounds pass from 

Thoenen. However, the double team was too aggressive, and the Ravens fouled Stepter 

nearly eighty feet from the basket. Stepter headed to the free throw line, where he knocked 

one of two free throws to stretch the lead to two points. That missed free throw left the door 

ajar for the Ravens to tie the game again at 55 following yet another clutch jumper from 

Cutillo with twenty-one seconds left. The Greyhounds had the ball under their own basket, 

needing to advance the ball up the floor in order to put themselves in the best opportunity 

possible in order to score the last points of the game. That ninety-four feet might have 

seemed just as long as the drive from Moberly, Missouri, to Hutchinson, Kansas, the annual 

home to the national NJCAA tournament, and it certainly was better defended. In the 

ensuing Greyhound timeout, Head Coach Cotton Fitzsimmons called for his best 
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ballhandler, Stepter, to assume control of the game’s outcome; he was to have the ball in his 

hands with the game on the line. However, the Ravens swarmed the Greyhounds in the 

backcourt, preventing Stepter, the primary target, from getting the ball in the backcourt. 

Instead, the Ravens forced the inbounds pass to Price, who nearly traveled as he attempted 

to avoid the San Jacinto double team. After splitting the double team, Price was finally able 

to locate Stepter, who had worked his way free of Raven defenders, in order to get the ball 

across the midline and avoid a catastrophic turnover that would hand the ball back over to 

San Jacinto.  

Inexplicably though, despite a tie game, the Ravens immediately fouled Stepter once 

he crossed into the frontcourt rather than relying upon their defense to hold the Greyhounds 

scoreless in the final possession in regulation, thereby forcing overtime. A curious strategy 

indeed. However, in looking back, former Greyhounds believed that foul was the result of 

Moberly having too many offensive weapons and the Ravens not believing in their ability to 

stop their opponent from scoring in the waning seconds, either off of a jump shot or an 

offensive rebound and putback from one of the powerful Greyhound post players. 

Regardless of the Ravens’ strategic approach (or lack thereof), Stepter headed to the free 

throw line for two free throws with just fourteen seconds left to play, the score tied at 55, a 

national championship on the line, and an opportunity to achieve basketball immortality in 

the hearts and minds of Moberly Greyhound fans forever. On this evening in Hutchinson, 

Kansas, inside a raucous arena filled to the rafters with spectators and fans alike, the 

nineteen-year-old African American guard from St. Louis, Missouri, carried the immediate 

and long-term fortunes of not only his team and the overwhelmingly white partisan crowd, 

but also the entire town of Moberly, Missouri, literally in the palm of his hand. 
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Study Purpose and Research Questions 

Moberly, located in the north central Missouri region historically known as “Little 

Dixie,” has deeply rooted practices concerning racial relations and its own unique history. 

My examination of those relationships provided insight into a valuable piece of state history 

in microcosm and opened the door to future avenues of study. Additionally, it revealed how 

individual towns and existing power structures used traditional community values in order to 

maintain hegemony over communities of color and less affluent citizens. While appearing to 

make large, grand gestures of racial harmony and social acceptance, the community elite 

simply readjusted the semantics without needing to relinquish (or even share) their authority 

during this era. In discovering how those in power chose to represent that readjustment 

through its media coverage as well as its more visible junior college basketball squad, we 

gain insight into a community that perceived itself as integrated and inclusive. In reality, 

however, they ultimately failed to apply the lessons learned on the hardwood around these 

racial dynamics to their own social circles to create a truly integrated, welcoming, and 

inclusive environment for African Americans.  

The purpose of this study was to better understand the dynamics at play, both on and 

off the basketball court in the community of Moberly. This dissertation responds to the 

following questions:  

• What was the economic, political, social, and educational environment of Little 

Dixie and Moberly, in particular, up through the 1960s?  

• How did African Americans navigate the economic, political, social, and 

educational obstacles during their pursuit to fully participate and exhibit agency 

within the larger fabric of society? 
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• How did Black Greyhounds adjust to the duality of being Black males and 

student athletes in a PWI embedded within a white power social structure in 

Moberly and how did their uniforms allow them to move between prescribed 

societal roles? 

As I began researching the topic, some of the recurring questions that arose 

ultimately connected to multiple themes in this very important micro-history. Because of 

these numerous themes, this dissertation required a deep dive into the literature to provide 

the scope needed to discuss the subject matter. At first glance, the institution of slavery and 

the on-the-court actions of mid-twentieth century basketball players may seem to be 

unconnected, but, in reality, there were clear linear relationships between these two subject 

matters that had to be explored.  

The first half of the dissertation is divided into four chapters, the first two of which 

examine the realities of Black Missourians from early Anglo-American settlement up 

through the 1950s, using the vehicles of slavery and education as they evolved prior to the 

Civil War, through Reconstruction and Jim Crow up through Brown v. Board of Education. 

The next two chapters focus on sport and its increasing importance in the middle class. 

These chapters also focus on how colleges and universities (including junior colleges) wove 

athletics into the very fabric of higher education. The chapters also highlight the role of 

Black athletes and their access to education, concluding with an examination of the effect 

that sport had in communities, both Black and white.  

The five chapters in the second half of the dissertation focus more intently on the 

community of Moberly and how the previously examined themes played out on a micro-

level. Chapter 6 expands upon the settlement of Randolph County and the cultural and 
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economic roots upon which Moberly was founded. Chapter 7 provides insight into the 

community itself and the clear demarcation between Black and white in its structural and 

organizational composition, including the integration of its schools in 1955.  

Chapters 8 and 9 revolved around the two legendary coaches, Maurice John and 

Cotton Fitzsimmons, and their legacies at Moberly Junior College. Explored largely in 

chronological order, each season provides a backdrop to move the narrative forward. Here, 

significant events and players help provide a richer and more personal touch into how those 

larger themes played out in everyday life. Their humanity throughout all of their successes 

and challenges are the lifeblood of this story. Finally, the conclusion examines the legacy 

and impact of this program—its coaches, players, and community—on one another during 

the cultural upheaval of the Civil Rights Movement, where they all intersected. 
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CHAPTER 2 

CLEAR AND EVER-PRESENT DANGER: TO BE BLACK AND MISSOURIAN 

On the Outside Looking In: Missouri in Contemporary Historical Scholarship 

Beyond the ghostly, unrelenting glare of the big city lights, far removed from the 

sprawling urban cores of St. Louis and Kansas City, both of which have long been 

considered hubs of an inordinate amount of activity influencing the rest of the state’s 

fortunes, lies the true beating heart of Missouri: its out-state region. Historians, much like 

countless other immigrants, ethnic groups and cultures, including Blacks and whites, who 

also have made their homes in these metropolitan areas, have been entranced by the allure of 

the cities and undying hope for opportunities and a wealth of insightful stories. Many a 

person found their lot here; and, often, just as many, if not more, forever lost their way here 

as well. Home to industrial, economic, social, and political giants, quite arguably the history 

of Missouri fittingly should, perhaps, begin and end with these two dynamic cities that stand 

in contrast as well as beacons to one another on the eastern and western extremes of the 

state. Without a doubt, St. Louis and its younger sibling, Kansas City, have shaped and 

guided the history of Missouri since the early eighteenth century and mid-eighteenth 

century, respectively. Many native Missourians have used these cities’ endless prospects as 

springboards to even greater success.  

Throughout Missouri’s two centuries of statehood, internationally known men and 

women, including Harry S Truman, Langston Hughes, Mark Twain, Josephine Baker, J.C. 

Penney, Maya Angelou, Scott Joplin, and George Washington Carver, just to name a select 

few, each built their foundations upon their exploits and accomplishments within the Show-

Me State, in order to realize greater accolades on a much grander stage.  Proudly, and 
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perhaps selfishly, many Missourians believe these remarkable individuals could have not 

attained such triumphs without the self-proclaimed down-home work ethic embedded within 

the state’s culture. While the cities of St. Louis and Kansas City played a major role in 

providing the theater in which these Missourians showcased their talents and skills, a 

number of these individuals had their coming out on a much more modest stage.  

While admittedly these smaller venues of out-state Missouri have been recognized in 

the biographies of the more prominent citizens, they tend to be an afterthought, briefly 

mentioned in passing and all but dismissed in the degree of their impacts upon the state’s 

native sons and daughters. Scholars have tended to focus upon the adolescent and adult lives 

of the famous Missourians, thereby inadvertently (or perhaps intentionally) stifling the voice 

of rural Missouri, which has been the birthplace and childhood home to more than its fair 

share of prominent Missourians. While a number of people migrate to larger cities, and 

thereby leave rural Missouri for various reasons, Missouri’s metropolitan areas do not exist 

in a vacuum. Those who remain behind still have meaningful stories and contributions to the 

“other” or “hidden” histories of Missouri; often these individual stories can uncover a 

missing layer of social history and shed light on the inner mechanisms of the state itself. 

While these out-state regions have traditionally been outside scholars’ initial purviews as 

they examine the state’s history, the true story of Missouri cannot be fully realized nor 

shared until the spotlight that has far too long been focused upon Missouri’s cities is 

widened to include the rural areas and their equally valuable contributions.  

One of these areas in which rural Missouri has much to contribute to the larger 

narrative is the topic of race relations. The study of race, particularly in terms of Black and 

white, in Missouri history has been largely confined to St. Louis and Kansas City. Initially 
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told through the eyes of individual biographies, the story of race has been limited to the 

voices of a few Black Missourians who have capitalized upon their celebrity to navigate the 

tumultuous waters of their racial reality. Through these incomplete, but still valuable, 

positions, scholars have written thousands of pages documenting the various facets in the 

struggle for equality and the fight to overcome injustice on a daily basis. However, these 

vantages have tended to be overwhelmingly urban (particularly since the 1950s) or relegated 

to Missouri’s enslavement of Blacks (which ended abruptly via a state mandate just before 

the conclusion of the Civil War in 1865), thereby leaving a significant gap in the available 

scholarship documenting what transpired in the hinterlands on a more personal level. As a 

result, woven within the social fabric of out-state Missouri are significant and remarkable 

accounts of how Blacks and whites alike established, navigated, negotiated, and perpetuated 

social norms in these out-state areas that continue to the present day.  

One of the few books written on out-state Missouri tackles this very issue of how 

Blacks exhibited agency after the end of the Civil War. In Race and Meaning: The African 

American Experience in Missouri, a compilation of fourteen chronological articles 

composed by Gary Kremer over the course of his illustrious academic career, he and Lynn 

Morrow examine one of the state’s freedmen hamlets, Pennytown, and reflect upon its 

inception as the embodiment of a Black desire to purchase, own, and control property, 

spearheaded by its namesake, formerly enslaved Kentuckian, Joseph Penny. In an 

agricultural society, particularly in out-state Missouri (and in this case, Saline County), the 

ability to own land allowed Blacks a vehicle by which they could take advantage of the 

breakup of former plantation landholdings and enter society as contributing members. 

Kremer and Morrow acknowledged Pennytown, one of many Black hamlets scattered about 
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the Missouri landscape, as the largest and most successful of its kind. At its zenith, 

Pennytown was home to over two hundred African Americans between the years of 1880 

and the late 1920s.1 As scholarship continues to shed additional light on the long ignored but 

vitally important political and social contribution and agency of African Americans in 

Missouri, we will find the fingerprints of these people to be prevalent throughout the history 

of the state.  

Shackled from the Onset of Statehood: Slavery’s Roots in Missouri 

Missouri’s Black influence dates back to the early eighteenth century. According to 

the pre-eminent Missouri historians, Lorenzo Greene, Antonio Holland, and Gary Kremer 

(1993) in their landmark book, Missouri’s Black Heritage, itself an extension of a brief 

section of the Official State Manual, State of Missouri 1973-1974,2 French entrepreneurs 

faced a want of labor as they could not successfully entice nor enslave the local Native 

American population with any consistency due to a tenuous social and economic 

interdependency. Whites, supremely outnumbered, could not, in good faith or in good 

strategy, continue to test the local Native American patience with their presence by 

enslaving them.3 The thirst for cheap (i.e., free) labor was quenched by the importation of 

enslaved people of African descent into the territory. While control over the region evolved 

as the powers of France, Spain, and England waxed and waned, slavery put down strong 

roots. 

                                                 
1 Gary Kremer, and Lynn Morrow. “Pennytown: A Freedmen’s Hamlet, 1871-1945,” in Race and 

Meaning: The African American Experience in Missouri, ed. Gary Kremer (Columbia, Missouri: University of 
Missouri Press, 2014).  

2 Lorenzo J. Greene, Antonio F. Holland, and Gary R. Kremer. “The Role of the Negro in Missouri 
History, 1719-1970,” in Official Manual, State of Missouri 1973-1974 (1973). 

3 Lorenzo J. Greene, Antonio F. Holland, and Gary R. Kremer. Missouri’s Black Heritage (Columbia, 
Missouri: University of Missouri Press, 1993), 8. 
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Missouri’s Black Heritage is the first true exploratory book that examined the long 

timeline documenting the Black presence in Missouri. While admittedly only an extensive 

summary, and thereby inherently limited by the very definition of an overview, of 

Missouri’s Black history viewed primarily through society’s noted Black and white 

institutions and not necessarily the eyes of the “average” Missourian, the work opens the 

door to further in-depth study, effectively serving as a framework upon which future 

scholarship may be built.  

Greene, Holland and Kremer’s Missouri’s Black Heritage paved the way for a 

number of following works on Missouri’s revisionist and social history, some of which 

began examining regions outside of the traditional urban areas, particularly those addressing 

the tradition of slavery. Depending upon one’s perspective, Missouri is either the 

southernmost Northern state (as it reaches farther south than any state in the Midwest), or 

the northernmost southern state (as it was a slave state prior the conclusion of the Civil 

War). Missouri is also where the eastern United States meets the historical frontier West. 

And, according to David Robertson, political science professor at the University of 

Missouri-St. Louis, “Missouri has the westernmost industrial city and the easternmost cow 

town.”4 As one can readily see based upon the quote above, Missouri’s fit within the 

national discussion can be as varied as one’s perspective as a cultural crossroad and Border 

State.  

Is Missouri directionally challenged? Most likely. Confusing indeed is any attempt to 

define what it means to be a Missourian, either now or one hundred and fifty years ago. It is, 

then, of little wonder why Missouri is the proverbial square peg attempting to fit into the 

                                                 
4 Micah Cohen. “In Missouri’s Move to the Right, a Question of How Far,” FiveThirtyEight, August 

21, 2012. https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/in-missouris-move-to-the-right-a-question-of-how-far/. 
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round hole. At no point in its history has Missouri historically belonged to the South, nor has 

it belonged to the North; and while it has a cultural flavor of the rugged, individualistic 

West, its economic and political roots do not permit it to stray far from the influence of the 

East. As the nation expanded westward, the character of the state and how its citizens chose 

to identify themselves underwent dramatic changes as well. Lying at the crossroads of a 

nation, the destination of many ethnicities with varying cultural beliefs and values, Missouri 

has had to cull each of those influences in any attempt to forge a distinctiveness that can be 

but nebulous at its best.  

Several factors played a defining role in that ambiguous identity. Harriet Frazier 

examined the legal components that drove law enforcement in Slavery and Crime in 

Missouri, 1773-1865. Frazier eloquently delineated how the legal influence of the territory 

that eventually became Missouri evolved from Native American to French to Spanish back 

to French to American over the previous century. At that dizzying pace of changing 

ownership, the fleeting power of the central governments led to a more independent 

development of a citizen whose camaraderie with his local community was less influenced 

by a far-flung ruler. Frazier also clearly elucidated how Missouri differed from other states 

where people were enslaved, noting that geographically Missouri lay further west than any 

other existing slave state and extended farther north into what became a bastion of freedom. 

Because of its location, “its northern exposures made most of its climate unsuitable for crops 

such as cotton, rice and sugar, which lent themselves especially well to cultivation by large 

numbers of enslaved persons.”5 Further, Frazier noted that as early as 1784, Thomas 

Jefferson, then a member of the Continental Congress, proposed legislation that would 

                                                 
5 Harriet C. Frazier, Slavery and Crime in Missouri, 1773-1865 (Jefferson, North Carolina: 

McFarland, 2001), 8. 
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prohibit slavery in all western territories. This bill would have eliminated slavery in both the 

future states of Kentucky and Tennessee. Frazier postulated, in perhaps somewhat of an 

overstatement, that had Jefferson’s ideas become law, the United States would have 

extended the bill’s influence west of the Mississippi River.6 As a side note, despite being a 

member of a slaveholding aristocracy, Jefferson, much like many Americans, struggled to 

find a way to reconcile the existence of slavery in a democratic republic. When Jefferson’s 

proposed legislation failed to become law, it paved the way for the institutionalization of 

slavery in Tennessee and Kentucky. However, Frazier failed to take her argument one step 

further and explain how those two states would, in the future, disproportionately send many 

settlers into Missouri and suffer the consequences from this influx. According to the 1860 

census, less than half the state’s population was listed as native-born—475,246, or 40%. 

Those migrating from other states hailed from Kentucky—99,814—and Tennessee—73,504. 

Instead of flooding the state with Northern-leaning sympathizers, Tennessee and Kentucky 

emigrants took with them to Missouri the ideals and values of an enslaved society, thereby 

augmenting the push to enter the Union as a slave state.7 While her overall analysis was 

flawed, Frazier was at her strongest when highlighting the court cases involving enslaved 

individuals and free Blacks and illustrating how each case, complete with its Spanish, 

French, and English legal influences, affected the livelihood of whites and the security of 

Blacks in antebellum Missouri.  

Another factor for Missouri’s so-called identity crisis lay in its youthfulness as a 

political entity. While most of its fellow states to the east had nearly a century or more of 

                                                 
6 Ibid. 
7 William O. Lynch. “The Westward Flow of Southern Colonists Before 1861,” The Journal of 

Southern History 9, no. 3 (1943): 303-27. doi:10.2307/2191319. 
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white European (primarily British since 1763) settlement and influence, Missouri, as the 

first state situated completely west of the Mississippi River to be carved from the Louisiana 

Purchase, was a relative newcomer to the national scene. Missouri petitioned Congress for 

statehood at a time when the expansion of slavery emerged as the main tenet of a growing 

national debate. The question of whether slavery was to expand or remain primarily 

confined to the traditional Old South (although in some isolated areas of Northern states 

there remained the last vestiges of slavery through the passage of the Thirteenth 

Amendment) permeated nearly every facet of contemporary political discourse. At the dawn 

of the nineteenth century, the United States’ territory stretched west to the Mississippi River, 

and the lines of where slavery existed and where it found resistance were slowly becoming 

demarcated. Most of the established states had effectively settled the question of whether the 

institution of slavery was to exist within their borders in the period immediately following 

the American Revolution.  

As mentioned earlier, Jefferson failed in his first attempt to restrict the expansion of 

slavery to each of the new territories in the young nation. However, Jefferson rebounded 

from his original defeat when addressing the territories in what was then the northwest 

region of the United States. States and territories (Ohio, Michigan, Indiana, Wisconsin, and 

Illinois) that were formed following the Revolution north of the Ohio River and west of the 

original colonies were subject to the Northwest Ordinance in 1787, which effectively 

prohibited slavery north of the Ohio River and east of the Mississippi River. As a 

compromise (and an indicator of things to come), it was generally accepted that states 

formed south of the Ohio River and west of the original colonies would permit slavery to 

exist. Granted, some citizens of Illinois and Indiana continued to campaign for slavery 
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within their borders, and some elements of unfree labor existed in the old Northwest. But, 

for the time being, it appeared that the nation had settled into a tenuous balance between free 

and slave states.  

However, Thomas Jefferson’s purchase of a vast tract of land west of the Mississippi 

River in 1803 had some unforeseen consequences, one of which would lay the foundation 

for an inevitable battleground of ideals as the nation began to realize its so-called Manifest 

Destiny. Existing states, both free and slave, fought to advance their cause in the legislative 

bodies; neither side wished a shift in power that would benefit their opponent. Missouri, as 

the second state to enter the Union from the Louisiana Purchase in 1821, would set an 

important precedent for any future states coming from this vast expanse of land. The balance 

between slave and free approached a tipping point, and neither side could well afford to be 

on the losing end. As a result, Missouri’s path to statehood was fraught with controversy as 

a young America grappled with how to best navigate and justify its original sin of slavery.  

Despite its relative youth, the settlers in what would become Missouri had already 

sown the seeds of slavery along the Missouri and Mississippi Rivers, the region’s lifeline of 

commerce. Making things even more complicated, within the state itself, the definition of its 

varied regions and cultural ties could be just as confounding. Historian R. Douglas Hurt 

epitomized this ever-shifting landscape when he attempted to define “Little Dixie,” an area 

encompassing several central Missouri counties straddling the Missouri River.8 According to 

Hurt, scholars, politicians, and public opinion have perennially been at odds in specifically 

defining the boundaries of this fluid region. Ranging from as many as twenty-one counties 

                                                 
8 The moniker “Little Dixie” is largely a result of civilian distrust and disillusionment with the federal 

government following the Civil War. However, most scholars tend to agree that the name “Little Dixie” did not 
come into regular usage until the mid-20th century. 
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(stretching from western Clay County to eastern Pike and Lincoln Counties) to a more 

manageable seven counties, Hurt’s definition of Little Dixie—based upon each county 

having no less than a 24% enslaved total of the overall population—served as the “Black 

Belt” of slavery in antebellum Missouri.9 Relying heavily upon primary sources—local 

newspaper accounts, land documents, and census data—Hurt examined slavery as a natural 

offshoot of the agricultural and economic reality of Missouri and the nature of those who 

emigrated within its borders. Because Missouri drew its inhabitants from the strongly 

southern states of Kentucky, Tennessee, and Virginia, slavery—or at least the social 

understanding of Black and white relations—became deeply entrenched within Missouri 

well before its ascension to statehood in 1821.10 And although the crops best suited for the 

temperamental soil of Missouri differed from the cotton of the South, settlers soon adjusted 

and developed their own strains of tobacco and, in particular, hemp, in order to establish 

successful farms. As T.J. Stiles noted: 

slaveholding river counties were the great wheel that powered the entire state 
economy. In St. Louis’ factories, Clay Country’s hemp was turned into rope and 
bagging for sale to Dixie’s cotton plantations; Callaway County’s hogs were 
slaughtered and packed to feed the great cities; Lafayette County’s tobacco was 
turned into cigars and snuff.11  
 

Missouri’s wealth sprang from its soil. And nowhere else in the state was that soil richer 

than along the Missouri River. While the agricultural reality and geographic location 

somewhat kept Missouri at a distance from its brothers and sisters in the South, those 

                                                 
9 R. Douglas Hurt, Agriculture and Slavery in Missouri’s Little Dixie (Columbia, Missouri: University 

of Missouri Press, 1992), x-xi. 
10 While each of these states are slave states, they identified more as Upper South rather than Deep 

South. Upper South states focused upon the crops of tobacco, hemp, wheat, and root vegetables; the Deep 
South depended upon higher profit crops such as sugar, cotton, and rice, giving rise to plantation agriculture 
and a larger demand for human labor. The economic disparities between the two created a distinct type of 
slavery between the two regions.  

11 T.J. Stiles, Jesse James: Last Rebel of the Civil War (New York, New York: Vintage, 2002), 38. 
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differences were minute in the minds of Missourians, who maintained strong economic ties 

to the Upper and Deep South but carved out their own individualistic identity more closely 

aligned as Westerners.12  

Hurt noted the importance of smaller farms in Missouri compared to the sprawling, 

more impersonal plantations of the South in the development of Black and white relations, a 

unique characteristic echoed in Diane Mutti Burke’s analysis of enslaved families’ realities 

of antebellum Missouri. Slavery existed on a much smaller scale in Missouri; its holdings of 

enslaved individuals were often limited to fewer than five per household. Mutti Burke, 

through first-hand accounts taken during massive WPA efforts as well as contemporary 

newspapers, census reports, Civil War pension records, and personal diaries, documented 

how the enslaved and their enslavers navigated, and simultaneously blurred, racial lines 

delineating antebellum Missouri. Mutti Burke noted how Little Dixie’s smaller individual 

slaveholdings contributed to a society where enslavers and enslaved often worked side by 

side, thereby creating a markedly different dynamic than that which existed in the Deep 

South. These small scale operations that dominated the landscape of Missouri mirrored the 

existing dynamic of the Upper South.13 In Missouri, slavery, at its roots, remained firmly 

intertwined with the goal of individual economic prosperity based upon enslaved human 

labor. Enslaver and enslaved often worked in the field together, slept together in the same 

quarters and, as a result, argued Mutti Burke, cultivated more personalized relationships than 

their Southern counterparts due to the sheer intimacy of those shared spaces. While Mutti 

Burke illustrated that in some instances those close ties fostered deeper, more nuanced and 

                                                 
12 Ibid. 
13 Diane Mutti Burke, “‘Mah Pappy Belong to a Neighbor’: The Effects of Abroad Marriages on 

Missouri Slave Families,’“ in Searching for Their Places: Women in the South across Four Centuries, ed. 
Thomas H. Appleton, Jr., and Angela Boswell (Columbia, Missouri: University of Missouri Press, 2003). 
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complicated relationships, there also existed the likelihood of masters sexually and 

physically exploiting their enslaved people on smaller slaveholdings because of that close 

proximity. Despite owning a relatively small number of enslaved individuals, enslavers 

employed a plethora of violent tactics in order to exert their dominance. Scholars should 

take care not to romanticize (as some residents, historians, and authors are wont to do) these 

realities in order to soften the harsh realities of human bondage that defined Missouri and 

beyond. 

Embedded within the culture of Little Dixie lies the notion that theirs was a 

“benevolent slavery,” one which stood morally above that of the Deep South. There is no 

more definitive way to exemplify this belief than through the words of Ida Shackelford 

Hemenway in speaking of her grandparents, who enslaved many individuals: 

One time a negro man was accused of doing something, and the neighbors came to 
my grandmother and demanded that she should punish him. She was convinced that 
the negro was innocent—but to satisfy “public opinion” she had someone take him 
into the smoke house and whip a post. The man acted his part and cried out like 
bloody murder. The neighbors were satisfied. I should think the negro man too was 
satisfied with his punishment. This shows the justice of my grandmother.14  
 

Shackelford’s notion of irony in claiming justice steered her slaveholding grandmother’s 

actions is telling. Shackelford’s words hearken back to a time where the enslaved were 

inherited, never bought or sold on the open market. Instead of resentment, there existed a 

maternal/paternal bond between enslaved/enslaver that overshadowed any trace of 

inhumanity that enslaving others naturally embraced. This “honeyed,” but perverted, version 

of slavery, deeply rooted in a belief dripping in warm sentimentality, is pervasive throughout 

Little Dixie. And the vestiges of this belief in the justification of slavery outlasted the 

institution itself and permeated the culture of Little Dixie. The region was notorious for its 

                                                 
14 Boone’s Lick Heritage Quarterly 18, no 3 (Fall 2019): 8. 
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whipping of enslaved people, a practice that outlasted the institution of slavery and 

continued well into the twentieth century as a means of instilling fear amongst people of 

color who lived in Little Dixie.15 Enslaved people were always bought and sold on the open 

market, even in Missouri. While it did differ in some degree from the plantation-heavy Deep 

South, slavery in Little Dixie still remained an evil. It was inhuman, it was brutal, and it 

destroyed families just the same as slavery everywhere else, even in the Deep South. It just 

did so in a different manner, a personal fashion that arguably is much more damaging. 

Whereas those enslaved in the Deep South were able to create communities and ties 

within their own plantations, thereby fostering at least the fleeting notion of safe spaces and 

anonymity, Missouri’s intimate and smaller scale slavery system led to enslaved/enslaver 

relationships that were founded upon daily physical and mental intimidation and fear. Often, 

slavery juxtaposed dependence and fear next to one another. Whites depended upon the 

labor of the bondsmen, the foundation for their prosperity, while simultaneously 

understanding that that very asset could also be a threat as enslaved individuals exhibited 

agency as well. To combat the ever-present danger, the lash, particularly in Little Dixie, 

accompanied by mental and physical intimidation, was a favorite weapon of control for 

white masters over their enslaved, male and female alike.16  

Living in the shadow of such a constant threat would impart a psychology of fear and 

contempt, regardless of race. For enslaved women, while the lash was as common, there was 

another, more insidious, tactic available: rape. Living and working amongst one’s 

oppressors in the home and in the field served as a never-ending reminder that the enslaved 

                                                 
15 Brent Campney, Hostile Heartland: Racism, Repression and Resistance in the Midwest 

(Champaign, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2019). 
16 Ibid. 
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were property, chattel to be handled at the will of the master and his family. Social and legal 

custom of the day reinforced this value. The story of Celia, an enslaved teenage woman in 

Callaway County in the mid-1850s, reflects the darker side of how predatorial relationships 

between enslavers and the enslaved could quickly devolve into sexual assault, rape, and 

murder.17 Celia, who lived in the shadow and ever-present threat of rape, the first of which 

occurred at the age of fourteen on the original date of purchase, resorted to extreme 

measures in order to free herself from her tormentor. Following several failed attempts at 

resisting the advances of Robert Newsome, her master, Celia murdered him in order to 

prevent yet another sexual assault. As Saidiya Hartman argued, “the enslaved could neither 

give nor refuse consent, nor offer reasonable resistance. The criminality imputed to Blacks 

disavowed white violence as a necessary response to the threatening agency of Blackness.”18  

Diane Sommerville builds upon this subject matter of rape, but in a different vein. 

While the aforementioned examples address the rape of Black women by white men, an 

exercise in power and control, scholars also examine the alternative where an enslaved man 

would be accused of raping a white woman. That reality, perceived or otherwise, has been 

long thought to be one of the hallmarks of fear by whites of Black sexual power. Echoing 

some of Frazier’s sentiments, as well as what most of us have been led to believe, 

Sommerville acknowledges that most Black men accused of rape would face castration or 

death.19  

                                                 
17 Melton A. McLaurin. Celia, A Slave (Athens, Georgia: University of Georgia Press, 1991).  
18 Saidiya V. Hartman, “Seduction and the Ruses of Power,” Callaloo 19, no. 2 (1996): 537-560. 

doi:10.1353/cal.1996.0050. 
19 Diane Sommerville, Rape and Race in the Nineteenth Century South (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: 

University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 7. 
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However, as historian Eugene Genovese pointed out when viewing the enslaved as 

property, as was custom in antebellum America, finding an enslaved individual guilty of 

rape also sentenced their owner as well, thereby destroying functional and valuable 

“property.” In this odd, albeit selfish, twist of capitalism, enslavers worked both within and 

around the legal system to reduce sentences for enslaved Black men so as to protect their 

investments and, in ironic fashion, elect to preserve their enslaved property at the expense of 

the rights of poor women. However, at closer glance, Sommerville deconstructs exactly 

what it meant to be a white woman in the South by explaining in depth the importance of not 

only gender but also class within Southern society. In some instances, class would allow 

Southern society to transcend traditional gender and racial lines—so long as the ruling 

aristocracy remained in control. She effectively highlights the class distinctions between the 

privileged white ruling classes and the poorer white classes. Sommerville provides actual 

evidence from court cases and other legal records to counter what has been traditionally 

believed regarding rape and suggests that the social barriers between racial boundaries were 

much more fluid. In many cases, rape was defined as any intercourse between a Black male 

and white female, whether consensual or otherwise. And, just as important, a woman’s class 

status often dictated how a trial would play out, if one occurred at all. In effect, Sommerville 

challenges us to rethink our long held social beliefs (what she termed the “rape myth”) and 

replace them with actual empirical evidence in order to gain a more realistic picture of 

racial, gender, and class relationships in the antebellum South. Southern culture, both ante- 

and post-bellum, may have been more racially permeable than we have been led to believe 

via our twenty-first century lenses.20  

                                                 
20 Sommerville also urges us to consider that some of cases of rape were actually true as well. Prior to 
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With the hegemony of whites, social lines, written and unwritten, remaining firmly 

entrenched beyond the conclusion of the Civil War, there were numerous instances in which 

enslaved people were able to exert some semblance of agency. Jeffrey Stone noted that 

enslaved individuals in Missouri tended to enjoy a “freer” society in which they could travel 

to visit nearby relatives and friends for weekends and special occasions, evidence further 

supported by Stone’s study of hemp and its dramatic impact upon Little Dixie’s social 

climate. Hemp, while labor-intensive and widespread (so much so that nearly every enslaved 

person in the region would be involved with it at some point in their life), produced a unique 

development in which masters would “hire out” their enslaved individuals during the idle 

time between and during the growing seasons.21 While both Hurt and Mutti Burke adeptly 

pointed out that Stone’s work did not add much new scholarship to the discussion of Little 

Dixie as a whole (his work drew heavily from similar sources with little new insight), his 

relentless focus upon the driving force of the hemp industry clearly illustrated its unexpected 

consequences and how it afforded those enslaved a certain level of independence not 

normally extended elsewhere in Missouri’s neighboring slaveholding states. As Stone and 

R.I. Brigham argued, this idle time provided a niche in which some enslaved individuals 

could begin to acquire trade skills and a semblance of a rudimentary and practical education. 

This education, however, was not limited to skills normally taught inside makeshift 

classrooms.22  

                                                                                                                                                      
the end of the Civil War, cases of interracial rape were not typically handled by a court of law and, instead, 
were addressed by enslavers intent on protecting the value of their enslaved persons. It was not until after the 
Civil War and the end of slavery that many white Southerners turned to extralegal means.  

21 Jeffrey C. Stone, Slavery, Southern Culture, and Education in Little Dixie, Missouri, 1820-1860, 
Studies in African American History and Culture (New York, New York: Routledge, 2006), 26. 

22 Ibid., 80. 
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African Americans built the foundation of a powerful consciousness in a meaningful 

and effective manner through their relationships with their fellow enslaved people as well as 

by astutely paying attention to the conversations of their white enslavers. That 

extracurricular education, coupled with extended lines of communication and kinship across 

Little Dixie, would serve as a key cog in the development of a racial political consciousness 

that played a large role in Missouri politics during and beyond the Civil War.  

Through the interactions with those enslaved from other families, the exchange of 

information afforded many opportunities to see beyond their immediate condition—in 

effect, allowing them to view the world through a much larger lens. Although one could 

overstate individual agency within the confinement of human bondage, enslaved individuals 

in Missouri experienced a much different dynamic than those of the Deep and Upper 

South.23 These initial forays into developing personal relationships and social constructs 

would play a major role in the lives of newly emancipated African Americans following the 

Civil War. The bonds coalesced into communities that provided shelter and protection for 

Blacks in a society that had witnessed its war-torn social structure in complete upheaval. 

Historian Aaron Astor broached the postwar outcome of this nascent community building 

within the Black populace in greater detail, stating, “the process through which antebellum 

                                                 
23 Kristen Epps explored the evolution of slavery along the Missouri-Kansas border and how it 

differed from the original Upper South slaveholding culture in Slavery on the Periphery. The agency exhibited 
by enslaved persons demonstrated a significant means of resistance in this region. In their ability to be more 
mobile in Little Dixie because of abroad marriages and the hiring out system, they gained knowledge and 
insight about how to navigate the physical and social landscape that was dominated by whites. When the 
threads of that landscape began to unravel as the Civil War disrupted everyday life, those enslaved people were 
able to use that knowledge to escape and to then find their way in a Southern culture that had been upended. 
Kristen Epps, Slavery on the Periphery: The Kansas-Missouri Border in the Antebellum and Civil War Eras 
(Athens, Georgia: University of Georgia Press, 2016). 
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resident slaves, hirees, and free Blacks formed a racial political consciousness was one of 

the central political acts in the Civil War and post-war era.”24 

Perhaps the most eloquent and recent study of what became known as “Bleeding 

Kansas” was undertaken by Jeremy Neely in his book, The Border Between Them: Violence 

and Reconciliation on the Kansas-Missouri Line. Using firsthand accounts of settlers that 

straddled both sides of the state line, Neely provided a voice to several farmers and small 

landowners who represented the region’s rural society.25 Through their words, those along 

the border provided a visceral feeling of impending doom as well as a stoic belief in what 

they each felt to be right and just. However, the reliance on written journals and letters 

forced Neely to omit those who were illiterate and unable to record their experiences. Neely 

augmented his study with newspaper accounts and Federal records when available. 

Fascinatingly detailed, Neely’s work brings the conflagration back to the forefront and 

reminds the reader of how volatile this man-made border was in the mid-nineteenth century. 

Ironically, Neely discovered these settlers, regardless of their hatred towards each other’s 

political stance, shared much more than they realized. And because of those similarities, 

which included a systematic exclusion of Blacks from full participation and equality in their 

respective societies, the two sides were able to reach across the state line following the war 

and put their previous hatred to rest. Financial relationships soon outweighed social 

differences, and once each side, Missouri and Kansas, realized how both sides could profit 

                                                 
24 Aaron Astor, Belated Confederates: Black Politics, Guerilla Violence and the Collapse of 

Conservative Unionism in Kentucky and Missouri, 1860-1872 (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 
2006), 14. 

25 Jeremy Neely, The Border Between Them: Violence and Reconciliation on the Kansas–Missouri 

Line (Columbia, Missouri: University of Missouri Press, 2007). 
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from unity, began to work together with much more frequency, most often at the expense of 

African Americans.26  

These more nuanced relationships between sides that we tend to associate as being 

polar opposites occurred far more often than not at the state and local levels, which were 

home to a diversity of political stances and ideologies. Despite what has come to be a 

commonly accepted belief, the dichotomy between North and South on the question of 

slavery contained a much different flavor in what we now know as the Midwest. States, 

particularly the southern portions, of Indiana, Ohio and Illinois, although technically free as 

designated by the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, were, in fact, much more in lockstep with 

their Western and Southern neighbors in social, political, and cultural matters as they 

pertained to individualism and race. In Missouri, where slavery had been legalized and thus 

embedded in the culture, the reality, at least in how it pertained to slavery, was clearer. Yet, 

it still had its moments of murkiness.  

In the months leading up to the Civil War, citizens of Border States such as Missouri 

found themselves forced to choose their loyalties; some chose sides while a significant 

number of citizens straddled the fence in what they believed to be an ambiguous region of 

“in-betweenness.”27 In not immediately choosing a side, these Missourians hoped to survive 

the impending conflict unscathed and be able to go about their daily business as usual. And 

for a while, those choices were rewarded, so long as the battlefields remained to the east, far 

removed from their state. However, with Missouri the site of over one thousand military 

battles and skirmishes during the Civil War, third only to Virginia and Tennessee, the armed 

                                                 
26 Ibid. 
27 Christopher Phillips, The Rivers Ran Backward: The Civil War and the Remaking of the American 

Middle Border (New York, New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 120. 
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conflicts were often just beyond the front porch of the typical Missouri homestead. Further 

illustrating the intimacy of the war, the aforementioned statistic does not account for the 

numerous acts of guerrilla violence that occurred on Missouri’s soil. Missouri’s Civil War 

was fought in close quarters between neighbors, acquaintances, and families.  

Generally, civilians were afforded some agency and autonomy in guiding their 

political leaders’ choices at least prior to and immediately after the onset of the conflict. 

However, as the Civil War dragged on, citizens would ultimately have to choose a side. For 

some, that choice, at least in western Missouri and Little Dixie, would eventually be made at 

either a guerrilla’s or Union soldier’s gunpoint. Others, though, simply wanted to uphold the 

social and economic status quo. But as the war crept closer to home, it threatened to upend 

everything most Missourians had ever known. Resistant to change, the average Missourian 

overwhelmingly chose to stay the course that would most likely allow them to maintain their 

day-to-day routine and preserve their way of life.  

That way of life, at least in Little Dixie, revolved around slavery. Local and state 

legislators had long since established that kinship with their constituencies; their political 

voice and activity reflected the self-interest of their region. And the wealth and power 

centered in Little Dixie, primarily driven by the slaveholding society it was, allowed this 

area to be disproportionately represented (as compared to more heavily populated St. Louis 

and other non-slaveholding areas of Missouri) in the state government and other socio-

political arenas.  

As mentioned, Missouri existed in this nebulous area that caused it to shift identities 

and relationships constantly among its fellow states. In the summer of 1860, Missourians  
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Figure 1. Slaveholder Population (% of Total) vs. Reports of Guerrilla Activity  
(Source: Andrew Fialka, Assistant Professor at Middle Tennessee State University, 
https://www.andrewfialka.com/?lightbox=dataItem-jopm8ato3) 

 

elected Democrat Claiborne F. Jackson, a resident of Little Dixie and a staunch supporter of 

slavery and states’ rights. And while the political leader of the state leaned heavily toward 

secession, he understood the political ramifications of doing so. Running as a Conditional 

Unionist afforded him the ability to acknowledge that the physical realities of Missouri’s 

unique geographical position gave rise to Unionist sentiment. The Mississippi River divided 

free Illinois from enslaved Missouri; there existed no such natural topographical barrier 

between it and the surrounding free states of Kansas and Iowa. Missouri stuck out from the 

slave South like a proverbial sore thumb. And although escape from bondage was daunting 

in any arena, not having to cross major rivers or other obstacles made that pursuit more 
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appealing and obtainable. Enslavers in Little Dixie realized this, and, combined with the 

political and legal reality that the Fugitive Slave Act would be null and void should 

secession occur, they quickly realized that their best hope for keeping their enslaved people 

was grounded upon remaining with its Northern brethren. Ironically, what was once 

considered to be wholly counterintuitive became tangibly necessary.  

Astor argued that in both Kentucky and Missouri—Bluegrass and Little Dixie 

regions—with their large enslaved populations, respectively exerted enormous influence 

over each state’s political process.28 It was in these areas where enslavers’ landholdings and 

human capital represented significant amounts of wealth, and, in turn, they used that wealth 

to exert considerable power and influence over local and state politics. And despite their 

slaveholding tendencies, each region believed the most prudent of actions would be to align 

themselves with the Union (although there remained numerous holdouts in the citizenry of 

Central and Western Missouri that still clamored for secession). In doing so, both felt the 

Union would offer the best opportunity to preserve the status quo of their slaveholding 

societies. “[M]any in the middle border saw slavery as a ‘negotiable’ issue.”29 In the weeks 

following the secession, enormous amounts of political wrangling occurred across the state 

as politicians scrambled to maintain power and influence through the building of coalitions. 

Many of these newly founded partnerships transcended definitive partisan lines, an action 

that would have been impossible to fathom just a few months prior. By March, Missouri had 

placed its bet on the Union, cemented by the General Assembly’s ninety-eight to one vote 

against secession, which made Missouri the only state to call a convention addressing 

                                                 
28 Astor, Belated Confederates, 21. 
29 Ibid., 73. 
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joining the Confederacy and vote against it.30 However, it is important to note that their 

election to follow the Union did not infer a love for the Union and its evolving stance on 

abolition.  

Further complicating matters for its citizenry was Missouri’s status as the crossroads 

of the nation that brought together an assortment of economic, political, and social beliefs. 

Whereas in truly Northern and Southern states (outside of Virginia, of course, which split in 

half during the war), the allegiances of those in power, both economically and politically, 

were fairly consistent; states and their respective communities tended to lean either fully 

Northern or Southern in sentiment.31 But in Missouri, one had rich enslavers who wanted to 

stay in the Union, and poor farmers, who never commanded the labor of enslaved workers, 

fight for the South. Even Julia Grant, wife of the Union general who would win the war, 

came from a wealthy slave-owning family with a plantation outside of St. Louis. Said 

Maryellen McVicker, professor of American history and chairman of the Boonville Civil 

War Commemorative Commission: “[T]his is why the border states are so bloody, if you’re 

from Michigan, you’re going to fight for the North. If you’re from Georgia, you’re going to 

fight for the South.”32 

Not so was the case in Missouri where these loyalties varied not only by region, but 

also by community, by congregation, and even by household. As Stiles surmised, “neighbors 

eyed each other with suspicion; lifelong friends joined rival military companies; women 

                                                 
30 Stiles, Jesse James, 64. 
31 In her book, Confederate Reckoning: Power and Politics in the Civil War South, Stephanie 

McCurry examined the political history of unfranchised women and enslaved persons of the South. In the 
crucible of war, both of these groups experienced a dramatic shift in their agency as the Confederacy and 
Southern way of life began to crumble. The old manners of maintaining hegemony fell by the wayside; those 
enslaved individuals and women filled that vacuum like never before, thereby creating their own agency in the 
fog of war and economic unrest.  

32 Catherine Watson, “Missouri’s Bloody Civil War Battles,” Los Angeles Times, April 10, 2011. 
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divided between those who sewed U.S. flags and those who made state and Confederate 

banners. It would not take much to transform these differences in opinion into widespread 

bloodshed.”33 He continued,  

The division between Unionists and secessionists emerged out of the prewar split 
between the old Whigs and Know-Nothings on one side, and the Blue Lodge, border 
ruffian Democrats on the other. Both factions favored slavery, but the extremists had 
championed armed force to get their way. Their movement became a cult of violence 
and intolerance.34 
 
The schism between Missourians was not entirely cultural, nor was it wholly 

geographic. It was ideological, economic, and political in nature. Secessionists believed their 

sacred institution of slavery was under siege from the Lincoln election and the North, while 

those remaining loyal to the Union still clung, perhaps naively, to the thread of hope that 

slavery could peacefully exist in the Union beyond the looming armed conflict. The lines 

between “secesh” and Unionists had been clearly demarcated. Loyalties had been declared, 

and the groups surrounded themselves with like-minded individuals. However, unlike 

secessionists whose shared ideals were identical and firmly entrenched among themselves, 

Unionists faced another battle on the horizon—one from within their fragile and tenuous 

coalition that would force a choice between slavery or loyalty to the Union.  

Missouri was a complicated mess prior to the first shots of the Civil War. That 

reality did not change in the early stages of the war. Its elected governor, Claiborne F. 

Jackson, was foiled politically by the General Assembly, which voted to remain in the 

Union. Consequently, he sought to bolster his legitimacy by seizing the military strongholds 

across the state and officially aligning the state with the Confederacy. However, Union 

generals Nathaniel Lyon and John C. Frémont thwarted his military attempts and forced 

                                                 
33 Stiles, Jesse James, 68. 
34 Ibid., 70.  
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Confederate general Sterling Price’s men to flee into Arkansas in 1862, where they would 

remain for nearly three years.  

In this political vacuum, a provisional state government reconvened in the summer of 

1861 under the auspices of the military and rendered Price politically irrelevant by vacating 

nearly his entire government and electing a provisional governor, Hamilton Gamble. An 

enslaver himself, Gamble had defended enslaved people’s rights in the courtroom, even 

going so far as being the lone dissenter on the Missouri Supreme Court in the Dred Scott 

case.35 On paper, Gamble represented the dichotomy and complicated nature of many 

Missourians, but to most he was a moderate voice within a growing tempest. By the end of 

1861, Missouri had two governments: a loyal government that had the support of many 

Missourians, but scant constitutional footing; and a government in exile, headed by an 

elected leader who was in open rebellion against the Union. Its citizenry was not much 

different. Across Missouri, there existed pockets of extreme resistance paired alongside 

staunchly Unionist patriotism. And while many Missourians recognized the provisional 

government, there were some who lived under the constant threat of guerrilla violence and 

had to change allegiances almost as often as the weather. It was in this middle where another 

group of Missourians existed, one whose loyalties were fluid depending upon the current 

state of events in their immediate surroundings. It was here, in this “in-betweenness,” where 

there was little separation between civilian and combatant, and true loyalties were often 

tested.  

By 1862, the war had completely polarized Missouri. According to Stiles, the 

familiar old political parties completely disintegrated. In lieu of these traditional political 

                                                 
35 Christopher Phillips, Hamilton R. Gamble. Civil War on the Western Border: The Missouri-Kansas 

Conflict, 1854-1865, n.d. https://civilwaronthewesternborder.org/encyclopedia/gamble-hamilton-r. 
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parties, candidates, sensing the impending tide of change, were instead categorized by their 

attitudes toward secessionists and emancipation. Those ideals “ranged from Charcoals (who 

demanded an immediate end to slavery), soon renamed Radicals; to the Claybanks 

(Unionists favoring gradual emancipation); and the Snowflakes, who became the 

Conservatives.”36 Gamble’s acquiescence to the growing power of the Radicals bore witness 

to the implementation of a stringent loyalty test, which allowed for the disenfranchisement 

of nearly seventy-five thousand Democratic voters in the state.37 With that removal of the 

voice at the ballot, the more aggressive Democrats, with their political power muted, sought 

to have their voice heard in a different manner: violence. The war had inflicted significant 

damage upon the psyche of Missourians, perhaps much more so than in other regions of the 

country because of the sheer intimacy of that violence within the state, exhibited by 

bushwhackers such as “Bloody” Bill Anderson and William Quantrill. Neighbors fought 

neighbors, both out in the open and clandestinely, as each sought to preserve their own self-

interests. That violence turned personal more often than not. As the war raged on, it became 

more evident that slavery and its place in (or removal from) society was becoming the root 

of that violence. 

Most Missourians and Kentuckians, particularly early in the war, did not believe that 

President Abraham Lincoln would abolish slavery in the Border States or in the South. 

Rather, he would let it wither and die as it currently existed, which most believed would be 

several years, if not generations, down the line. Reflecting this ideal, Missouri’s provisional 

government originally established a timeline in their convention of 1863 that allowed for 
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such gradual emancipation (with compensation provided to enslavers) stretching into 1870.38 

And for a while, Lincoln reinforced that thinking as legitimate; even the Emancipation 

Proclamation, while freeing those enslaved within the Confederacy, kept Blacks in bondage 

throughout the Border States. Astor suggested: 

a political culture of conservative Unionism developed that united the slave states of 
Kentucky and Missouri with the free states of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois and Iowa, and 
with the Federal government as a whole. Followers of this political culture cherished 
pragmatism, tradition and stability above all other concerns. To conservative 
Unionists, the “twin heresies” of abolitionism and secession equally threatened the 
very fabric of border South society by abrogating the tradition of practical decision-
making and compromise, and by threatening to destabilize the slave-based social 
order.39 
 
That notion of safety and comfort in remaining loyal to the Union would be shattered 

as the Civil War dragged on. Slavery became the lightning rod issue, spearheaded by the 

Emancipation Proclamation, and, as a result, both sides were now resigned to view the 

conflict through that lens of slavery.  

“Emancipation broke open a region rent by political and ideological fault lines by 

splintering the moderate consensus and driving a wedge between the middle border’s free 

and slave states.”40 Not only did it drive a proverbial wedge between states, but it also 

crushed any hopes that the antebellum status quo would be maintained. Missourians realized 

their faith that Lincoln would allow their status quo to remain was not justified. Instead, the 

institution of slavery in Missouri would slowly erode over the course of the war. Slavery, 

especially as the North gained the upper hand, was doomed, and along with it, a complete 

transformation of society, rather a total upheaval of life as most knew it to exist, was 
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imminent. The only uncertainly was just how long it would take for slavery to wither on the 

vine. Further humiliation resulted from Lincoln’s policies (or at least the actions of his 

generals and soldiers) that treated many neutrals and conservative Unionists as rebels and 

dis-loyalists, essentially pouring salt in the open, gaping wounds and sowing the seeds of 

resentment towards the North in the years to come. The Missouri Radicals capitalized upon 

this presidential mandate and begin to take steps toward more revolutionary legislation that 

would initiate dramatic changes across the state’s social and political landscape, much to the 

chagrin of more moderate voices, not to mention the secessionists.  

For those living in Missouri, the Civil War (or the War of the Rebellion, as it was 

known in Washington and among Radical Republicans) was a very personal one. Those now 

in power had just emerged from being on the receiving end of unspeakable terror and 

suffering, often at the hands of neighbors. As Stiles argued, “They (Radicals) were the rank 

and file of the militia, the volunteers in the Federal army, the farmers burned out by 

bushwhackers and chased into garrison towns. Once casually opposed to abolition, they 

came to see enslavers as the cause of the war.”41 The Radicals also lined up against those 

who had attempted to maintain a semblance of neutrality as well as those Conservatives who 

had remained loyal to the Union. The Missouri Radicals, fuming at their mistreatment and 

misery during the war, sought to exact revenge upon those who had wronged them. For 

them, the postwar era was no time for reconciliation. They wanted blood and they wanted 

vengeance. To illustrate their extreme political views, the Missouri Radicals voted against 

Lincoln’s imminent nomination because of his espousal of a more conciliatory approach for 

those who had been in open rebellion just months before as well as his lack of support for 
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their efforts toward immediate emancipation of Missouri’s enslaved population back in 

1863. 

Cementing this animosity was the manner in which the Radicals assumed 

unquestioned political power following the 1864 election and the untimely death of 

moderate Governor Gamble. With thousands of Democrats and dis-loyalists unable to vote 

(coupled with Gamble’s demise), these events opened the door for the Radicals to 

consolidate their political might behind Charles Drake. Drake, a St. Louis lawyer, possessed 

political savvy and charisma (if not outright Missouri stubbornness), which afforded him the 

opportunity to dominate the upcoming convention’s proceedings.42 Calling for a new state 

constitution in January 1864, the Radicals’ expressed purpose for convening was 

straightforward: immediate emancipation of all enslaved peoples remaining in the state—an 

action that carried with it significant weight for the tens of thousands of enslaved Blacks 

remaining within Missouri’s borders as well as their owners. (The actual number of those 

enslaved remaining in Missouri was impossible to know due to the fog of war; however, 

there were nearly 115,000 bondspeople in Missouri as of the 1860 census).43 Within a week 

of their initial meeting, the convention overwhelmingly voted to end slavery in Missouri on 

January 11, 1865. The four dissenting votes came from Democratic members, each of whom 

lived in Little Dixie.44 This immediate emancipation was yet another salvo by the Radicals 
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signaling significant social change was not simply an ideal, but rather an immediate and 

sweeping reality. It was a harbinger of things to come.  

By spring of 1865, the Radical Republicans, after meeting for nearly three months, 

penned a new constitution, almost solely composed by Drake. It proposed revolutionary 

ideals and values, including the extension of critical civil rights (not including suffrage), 

ranging from personal property ownership to public common schooling (albeit segregated) 

to access to courts for formerly enslaved individuals.45 Additionally, the new constitution, 

which would become known as the Drake Constitution, usurped some of the 

disproportionate power that Little Dixie politicians held over the urban and non-

slaveholding regions. The legislation, specified by the Ouster Ordinance, also vacated a 

number of state offices held by men whose allegiances during the war tended to lean to 

either moderate to neutral, or at worst, possess any semblance of Southern sentiment. In 

Little Dixie, the impact of this legislation was devastating to the established political and 

social elite. By removing these men from office—particularly those of the judiciary, county 

lawyers, and sheriffs (totaling nearly eight hundred public office holders), Drake ensured 

there would be little legal challenge to his new constitution unless those holding office could 

demonstrate absolute and unquestioned loyalty to the new Radical Republican-led 

government.46 As they themselves were seething from violence exacted upon them by pro-

Southern sympathizers, it all but assured that Radicals would hold most, if not all, influential 

offices throughout the state. But Drake did not stop there.  
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In perhaps the most symbolic nod to that need for ultimate and lasting revenge, the 

1865 constitution required all teachers, lawyers, clergy, and all voters (essentially all white 

men) to submit to an oath of loyalty. A laundry list of over eighty forbidden acts of rebellion 

comprehensively disenfranchised a significant number of voters across the state and all but 

assured a Radical agenda would dominate the immediate post-war political and social 

climate in Missouri. The results of the oath were abrupt and substantial. In Clay County, 

three-quarters of the white male population lost the ability to vote.47 William Switzler, a 

Democrat from Boone County (and one of the four dissenting votes for the 1865 

constitution), claimed that in 1866 Radicals used the oath to prevent all but eight hundred 

and seventy eight of the county’s nearly five thousand eligible voters from casting their 

ballots.48 Instances such as this occurred across the state, ultimately proving to be the razor-

thin difference when the constitution was sent out to the voters for ratification. While the 

eastern and central regions of the state rejected it, heavy support from areas that had been 

subjected to relentless terrorism from Southern-sympathizing guerrillas helped push the new 

constitution into effect on June 6, 1865, by a narrow fifty-two to forty-eight percent 

margin.49  

Drake and his fellow Radicals’ ideals had been realized, but at what cost? While 

most Missourians had remained loyal to the Union, they did not subscribe to the same level 

of animosity and vengefulness as did the Radicals. It was not a productive means to express 

most Missourians’ attitudes following the war. Conversely, anger and resentment were on 
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full display as the Radicals pushed society along at a much faster rate of change than that 

with which they were comfortable. While slavery’s legacy was a stain on the state and was 

understood to be abolished, the thought of equal status applied to those formerly in bondage 

was too much for the average Missourian to bear.  

Following the Union victory and ascension of the Radical Republicans into power, 

disillusioned conservative Unionists stood in disbelief as their world turned upside down. 

Lincoln had not maintained the status quo (a slave society) and in failing to do so, he 

alienated those in the Border States whom he had petitioned so hard to keep in the Union 

when war erupted. And while he had violated their trust and failed to honor their “loyalty” 

(or, more accurately, their self-interests) to the Union, it was the more local reaction that 

would sting the most. Astor argued that the political, social, and racial decisions in states of 

the former Confederacy would be shaped by Missouri and how it chose to deal with its 

Black population.  

Whereas before the war, conservative Unionists could manage their lives between 

the two extremes of abolition and secession, their ability to maintain a balance evaporated as 

the Radical Republicans assumed power throughout most of the Border States and former 

Confederacy. No longer could conservative Unionists sustain allegiance to the Union as well 

as to their culture. The resulting tension, in addition to the fear of impending social equality 

from formerly enslaved people who were increasingly flocking to cities and towns for 

economic opportunities, pushed many former Unionists away from the governments being 

established around them. That vacuum was filled by the emergence of alliances that united 

former enemies. Astor argued: 
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…secession, Civil War and the resulting abolition of slavery effectively left in its 
wake a society beset by guerrilla violence and social instability. As a result, the 
cauldron of war in the border spilled over into both sections, launching an early 
African American “Great Migration” to such cities as Cincinnati, Evansville, and 
East St. Louis, even as whites (former Conservative Unionists) stayed behind to 
consolidate political and cultural alliances with Conservative Democrats in both the 
lower north and the former Confederacy.50  
 
As the extreme measures, particularly those promoting the civil rights of African 

Americans, and sheer vengeance of the Radicals chafed most Missourians, conservative 

Unionists and Democrats would slowly claw back into relevance and consolidate their 

power over the next ten years. In finding a common enemy in the form of Radical 

Republicans and, by proxy, those formerly enslaved, these former bitter political and social 

rivals united. As those conservative Unionists joined forces with the conservative 

Democrats, it signaled that Missouri would be much less hospitable to ever-growing tenuous 

Radical rule and newly freed bondsmen. Although slavery had been effectively ended in 

Border States such as Missouri and Kentucky as well as the former Confederacy, those 

former enslavers would strive to reinvent a new system of oppression and discrimination. 

Despite not emerging victorious in the war, these groups still maintained a semblance of 

political and social power and were able to prey on fears of the freedmen to stymie any 

pursuit of social equality between the races. In fact, Missouri, even with the rise of the 

Radical Republicans in its legislative branch, would not extend the vote to its Black citizens, 

essentially stifling an entire group’s voice and signaling that the so-called Southern way of 

life would be preserved at all costs beyond the state’s urban areas.  

Recently emancipated African Americans (as well as the few originally Free Blacks 

who had been living outside of Missouri’s cities prior to the Civil War) faced an uphill 
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struggle in the long winding path to social equality. While many whites believed slavery to 

be inherently evil (not to mention that it created a wealth of free labor with which most 

working whites could not compete), it did not signal that they were free of racism. Most 

clung to the notion that Blacks were well below them on the rungs of the social ladder. 

However, the question of just how to deal with four million new citizens soon faced many 

cities, towns, and municipalities throughout the United States. Historian Leslie Schwalm 

highlighted this dynamic through the gender, social, and racial roles that whites and Blacks 

assumed following the Civil War. In Emancipation’s Diaspora, Schwalm examines the 

Upper Mississippi valley states of Iowa, Minnesota, and Wisconsin and “illuminates ‘race’ 

as a historically contingent construction and a relationship created, contested and 

experienced by and among white Midwesterners as well as by African Americans.”51 

Throughout the Midwest, whites sought to reclaim a semblance of the former status quo, 

while Blacks’ attempts at renegotiating long existing social norms would be a bumpy road 

indeed. While not inherent and exclusive to the Black population, Missouri’s rural white 

children experienced similar hurdles; however, these issues were not compounded by their 

race. 

As the landscape of the nation was forever altered in the aftermath of the Civil War, 

so too, was the complexion of urban and rural Missouri as it shifted dramatically over the 

next forty years. Bruce Glasrud and Charles Braithwaite examined the push and pull factors 

in their anthology, African American on the Great Plains. By examining the early 

migrations into the Midwest and beyond, Glasrud and Braithwaite highlighted the agency of 

newly freed Blacks as they pursued the American Dream through the securing of land 
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claims in the states and territories west of Missouri. By acknowledging the presence and 

influence of African Americans in this region, the authors brought light to an area long 

ignored in most scholarly works.52 These works clearly demonstrated the value that African 

Americans placed on education. During Reconstruction, African Americans living in the 

former Confederacy (and Border States) saw education as a natural step in their progression 

toward equality and independence. In essence, education afforded them the opportunity to 

establish their foothold in their pursuit of the American Dream. Many would stop at nothing 

to make education a reality for not only themselves, but for the next generation. However, 

the fight to secure that education had been brewing for quite some time. 
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CHAPTER 3 

A PROMISE FOR TOMORROW: AFRICAN AMERICANS USE 

EDUCATION FOR SOCIAL MOBILITY 

In the Shadows: Antebellum Educational Opportunities for Blacks 

In his seminal study of Black education in the United States, Carter G. Woodson 

explored how free Blacks worked with philanthropic whites and the religious organizations 

of urban cities, both North and South, in order to lay the groundwork for academic access as 

early as 1807. In Washington, D.C., which is arguably the most studied city in terms of its 

educational opportunities for African Americans before the Civil War, there existed an 

elaborate private system for Black children. In fact, Tyack, Freedman, and Goodwin wrote 

of a large array of schools associated with churches, both Black and white, private 
“seminaries” for middle-class Blacks, and dozens of primary schools ranging in size 
from a handful of pupils to over a hundred. In a number of institutions white and 
Black students studied side by side.1 
 
In other Northern cities, including New York, Philadelphia, Providence, and Boston, 

“these ‘colored schools’ were independent of the regular school system, administered by the 

village trustees rather than by school committees.”2 However, these schools were still 

subject to unscrupulous officials who often simply “reallocated” funds earmarked for Black 

schools and instead funneled them back into the white public school systems. The free Black 

community realized this pinching of funds, and, as a result, petitioned for admission to white 

schools, a development that stood in contrast with the earlier strategy of promoting 

segregated schools so Black children could be free from exposure to white prejudice. 

However, coupled with the realities of contemporary funding practices, that tactic would 
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eventually give way to a realization that separate schools ultimately meant inferior schools. 

Despite some isolated successes where Black and white children attended and studied within 

the same classrooms, segregation would become well entrenched in even the most 

progressive of Northern public school systems. This reflected the belief that while African 

Americans were not deserving of bondage, they still were not viewed (nor would they be at 

any near point in the future) worthy of a “white” education and instead were relegated to a 

second-class education befitting their second-class status.  

In Missouri, as in the rest of the slave states, the reality of bondage kept true 

education at an arm’s length for most of the Black population. However, throughout the 

South there existed several pockets where clandestine schools operated with the specific 

intention of educating those enslaved persons. David Freedman uncovered many of these 

isolated pockets in his study, African American Schooling in the South Prior to 1861. Often 

backed by benevolent societies closely allied with religious organizations, cities throughout 

the Upper and Lower South contained limited, but valuable, schooling opportunities for 

Blacks. Freedman’s research unearthed documents illustrating schools in the Upper South: 

Hampton, Virginia; Louisville, Kentucky; and Nashville, Tennessee. Even in staunchly 

southern towns such as Savannah, Georgia; Charleston, South Carolina; New Orleans, 

Louisiana; and Natchez, Mississippi, there existed some people who took great pains and 

risked personal safety to provide educational opportunities for enslaved children: 

Two other schools were taught by colored teachers [in Natchez]; one of these was a 
slave woman, who had taught a midnight school for years. It was opened at eleven or 
twelve o’clock at night, and closed at two o’clock A.M. Every window and door was 
[sic] carefully closed to prevent discovery. In that little school, hundreds of slaves 
learned to read and write a legible hand. After toiling all day for their masters, they 
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crept stealthily into this back alley, each with a bundle of pitch-pine splinters for 
lights.3  
 
Although the states of the Lower, or Deep, South had gone to marked extremes to 

prevent the education of its enslaved population, both African Americans and their white 

connections found ways to challenge the system. In the Upper South (Tennessee, Virginia 

and the Border States), slavery also permeated their societies. However, the overt white 

resistance, coupled with a stronger abolitionist presence and a moral abhorrence of slavery 

(seen as a “necessary evil” rather than a “positive good”), created a different level of 

tolerance for Black education, both free and enslaved. In Hampton, Robert Engs suggested, 

whites possessed an unusually lax attitude toward educating free and enslaved Blacks: 

“Teaching slaves was, of course, against Virginia law, but, like so much else in antebellum 

Hampton, it went unchallenged by white residents so long as it was done discreetly and 

caused no problem.”4 Of course, this situation is not meant to imply that educational 

opportunities abounded for Blacks in these cities; however, it does illustrate a much 

different climate than that which existed in the Deep South, where educating enslaved 

persons could be punishable by fines and imprisonment. Upper South attitudes such as those 

in the urban centers would, however, implicitly condone, or at the very least, tolerate, 

similar schools throughout the Upper South, including Missouri.  

As earlier discussed, according to Stone and Brigham, there were opportunities for 

enslaved children to gain access to a rudimentary education in Missouri. Brigham explored 

this niche made available to the enslaved population and documented how Blacks secured 
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educational opportunities in antebellum Missouri. As was the case in many Northern cities, 

most educational opportunities for Blacks, both free and bonded, could be found through 

philanthropic organizations spearheaded by church-affiliated groups. This also occurred in 

St. Louis, where the first Sunday Schools were founded in the 1810s and would later serve 

as the genesis for the informal education of Blacks. Unlike a majority of slaveholding states, 

which prohibited teaching any enslaved person to read and write in fear of slave rebellions, 

Missouri did not explicitly prohibit the education of those enslaved (as well as all “negroes 

or mulattos”) until 1847.5 Instead of official governmental action, however, Brigham stated: 

[the] great majority of slaves never learned to read; their masters didn’t encourage it, 
perhaps because it was an accomplishment theirs only recently if at all, but more 
likely because it would not improve the economic value of the slave and because 
they, the masters, feared the element of insurrection that might come with learning.6  
 
Enslavers did not value their bondspeople who possessed literacy, as they desired 

chattel that would not potentially challenge the status quo.7 Instead, Brigham stated that the 

“real education” of enslaved persons, along with a majority of whites as well, tended to be 

the work experiences they were able to secure. This approach to manual training would later 

serve as a much larger foundation in post-Civil War approach to Black education. However, 

while documents had not been yet unearthed in Brigham’s era in regard to the hinterland of 

the schooling of those enslaved in Missouri, there existed exceptions to this rule. It would be 

left to another generation to more widely disseminate these records.8 
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Educational opportunities for whites were limited as well, although they had existed 

since the inception of Missouri as a territory. As early as 1820, Missouri required “schools 

be established as soon as was practicable in each congressional township where needed, so 

that the needy might be taught free of charge.”9 By 1825, the General Assembly formalized 

the first public school system for whites. In 1835, Missouri established the Board of 

Commissioners, which, in effect, became the state Board of Education. Four years later, the 

Assembly created the office of State Superintendent for Common Schools. In the 

mid-1850s, the Assembly again revised the state system by requiring an election of 

education officials, including the superintendent and county commissioners.10  

As the state of Missouri grappled with the best manner by which to educate its white 

children, it had legally established a law prohibiting the education of its free Black children 

as well as enslaved children. As a result, many individual communities with a significant 

free Black population sought their own solutions, thereby working through extralegal 

methods—not because education would be tantamount to immediate freedom, but rather 

realizing that education indicated the first step towards eventual freedom, even if only of the 

mind and spirit. Donnie Bellamy complemented Brigham’s study with one of his own, 

taking it a step further by examining St. Louis’ many attempts at establishing a school 

system for both free and enslaved Black children well before the outbreak of the Civil War. 

Bellamy also drew upon primary sources to illustrate that “many masters went against the 

anti-education atmosphere of Blacks in Missouri and taught enslaved persons or gave their 

consent for others to teach them” in out-state regions.11 While the educational opportunities 
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for those enslaved remained extremely limited (expressly prohibited by law) and schooling 

opportunities were virtually non-existent for free Blacks after 1847, living in the cities 

created a much different set of circumstances. The presence of a large free Black population 

as well as progressive churches in St. Louis offered a more open environment for Blacks to 

secure a level of education not available to those who lived outside of Missouri’s largest and 

most influential city. Bellamy, using memoirs of a prominent white St. Louis clergyman, 

John Mason Peck, as well as other missionaries, illustrated how the concentration of 

progressive thinkers, coupled with a burgeoning immigrant population and an active Black 

community, coalesced into an effective mechanism for ushering social change in an era 

otherwise devoid of such. According to Elinor Mondale Gersman, another motivating factor 

in the establishment of religious schoolhouses, so-called “Sabbath Schools,” lay in the cruel 

and ironic, but commonplace, twist where free Blacks were required to pay taxes for a 

school system that would not service their needs, as there existed no public school for 

Blacks in antebellum Missouri.12 As Gersman, Brigham and Bellamy illustrated, the 

educational environment for Blacks differed greatly based upon one’s geography and one’s 

social status. Despite these isolated instances of public schooling in antebellum Missouri 

(St. Louis had five Black churches and a number of white churches that instructed Black 

students, both free and enslaved), the formal (public) education of Blacks would not begin in 

earnest until after 1865, when the state constitution permitted the establishment of public 

schools for Blacks and whites alike—albeit on a primarily segregated basis.13 As the 
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landscape of the nation was forever altered in the aftermath of the Civil War, so too, did the 

complexion of urban and rural Missouri begin to shift dramatically over the next forty years. 

Reconstruction: The Establishment of Public School Systems for Black Children 

“No race can prosper till it learns that there is as much dignity in tilling a field as in 
writing a poem.” 

Booker T. Washington (1895) 
 
“When they learn to spell dog and cat, they throw away the hoe.”  

Virginia’s Farmville Herald (1900) 
 

James Anderson’s seminal work, The Education of Blacks in the South, 1860-1935, 

served as a poignant and broad foundation of how the nation grappled with the question of 

educating a newly-freed populace in the former slaveholding states. How the United States, 

and more importantly the South, chose to address the nearly four million freedpersons, who 

had only shortly before been threatened with death had they chosen to pursue even the most 

elementary of educating skills, guided Anderson’s work. Anderson argued:  

The short-range purpose of Black schooling was to provide the masses of ex-slaves 
with basic literacy skills plus the rudiments of citizenship training for participation in 
a democratic society. The long-range purpose was the intellectual and moral 
development of a responsible leadership class that would organize the masses and 
lead them to freedom and equality.14  
 
Two of the earliest educators of southern Blacks, Samuel Chapman Armstrong, a 

Northern white philanthropist, and Booker T. Washington, himself formerly enslaved, 

developed a curriculum that established an educational system for freedpersons, but it 

strongly adhered to the needs of the established landed gentry of the South. It would be this 

guiding principle where Armstrong “conjectured that schools and churches were the best 
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institutions to socialize or ‘civilize’ the Black population.”15 Armstrong’s and Washington’s 

shared goal, realized through the Hampton-Tuskegee model, was not to found a group of 

people who would develop scholarly or political aspirations, but rather to secure an 

education so as to firmly establish a moral and ethical character that would subsequently 

permeate the entire Black race. Anderson argued, “In reality this meant academic instruction 

no higher than the three Rs and what was presupposed by the manual labor routines.”16 

Extremely distrustful of highly educated Blacks, Armstrong, as well as many other like-

minded individuals of his time, believed that the Black race was hundreds of years behind 

the social accomplishments of whites. While whites had undergone centuries of so-called 

social development and refining of character on the European and then the American 

continents, they saw Blacks as uncivilized Africans who were fortunate to be exposed to 

civilization, even through the shackles of slavery. Political and social advancement, while 

theoretically attainable for Blacks, was generations away from any semblance of realization 

through educational advancement. Instead, the Hampton-Tuskegee model sought to 

“deemphasize the ‘Black scholar’ and to place on a pedestal the ‘dull plodder.’”17 

The very notion of universal schooling of any degree for Blacks would prove to be 

controversial for the power elite of the South. For centuries, the landed class had gone to 

extremes to prevent the spread of education, even at its most fundamental levels, to its 

enslaved population. Anderson argued that while racism played a large role in the 

withholding of education from the enslaved populations, the true crux of this fear lay in the 

notion of upsetting the status quo and balance of power. While begrudgingly compliant with 
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the end of slavery (although some would argue that Black freedom was simply imposed 

upon them by Yankee imperialism), Southern whites would not accept any significant 

alteration to the power system they had so meticulously and carefully cultivated. Lumping 

together the working and laboring class whites with the newly freed Black population, the 

landed Southern gentry resisted any semblance of progressive Northern educational 

movements. In short, Southern upper-class society would only go so far as to support the 

“right schooling,” meaning an educational system where “universal education as a sound 

investment in social stability and economic prosperity” would “train laborers to be better 

citizens and more efficient workers.”18 It was in this social reality where Northern 

philanthropists had to acquiesce to the established Southern landed class. In this 

compromise, education clearly for the laboring white classes and those formerly enslaved 

was not to promote scholarly thought but rather to provide a second-class educational 

experience structured along the lines of agricultural and manual training. Anything more 

would potentially prove fatal to the Southern way of life. The fine line between education 

and empowerment was perceived to be too threatening to the status quo.  

While the qualities that were objectionable in the enslaved individual were necessary 

to the freed man,19 Anderson deftly stated, “the same instructional process that taught the 

children of illiterate farm workers to read and write about industrial arts also enabled them 

to read and sign their names to voting ballots.”20 And, as evidenced throughout history, 

intellectual confidence could often lead to political realization and maturity. Black 

majorities in state populations, as well as large minorities in other states, remained common 
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throughout many counties and the states of the former Confederacy. The authoritarian men 

of the South, while racist and elitist, were no fools. The principle of “one man, one vote” 

may not have held the same menace in the North because the idea of universal education 

was quite prevalent and those in power had had many years to establish a system of 

perpetual hegemony in that political and social climate. However, in the South that same 

principle could quickly and irreversibly tip the scales of power to, at least theoretically, 

Black control of state and local governments (a reality that would come to exist during 

Reconstruction). And that fear was visceral. It would prove to be extremely difficult to 

diminish that distress, let alone eliminate it. Northern philanthropy never quite grasped this 

element of Southern society and would ultimately fail in their initial attempts to uproot this 

nascent racism. The schools of the South would reflect this quagmire of thought well beyond 

the turn of the twentieth century. 

The social climate for Missouri, while less bound to the stereotypical Southern way 

of life, still felt its ripples throughout the state on the heels of the Civil War. Missouri, much 

as had been done in several Southern states, set precedent for the public establishment of 

schools for Black (and white) children through their state constitutions written during 

Reconstruction. In one of the first major educational pushes following the Civil War,  

The General Assembly passed the Parker Laws under the administration of the 
appointed superintendent of schools, T.A. Parker, who devised an elaborate plan for 
the school system in Missouri [which] sought to establish free schools in all 
populated areas of the state. This 1866 system returned to the pattern of state directed 
school districts organized by congressional township, and each district was to be 
overseen by a Board of Trustees, three persons elected by the people. All such 
schools were under the direct supervision and guidance of a County Superintendent 
who had responsibility for all school districts in the county.21  
 

                                                 
21 Jenkins v. State of Missouri, 59. 
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School districts throughout the state, including the metropolitan areas of St. Louis 

(1865) and Kansas City (1867), as well as rural districts, such as Sedalia, Mexico, New 

Madrid and Washington, set aside limited public monies for the establishment (more 

importantly, however, not the construction) of Black schools.22 Instead of new facilities, 

Black students received their first pieces of public education in the basements of prominent 

white and Black families as well as in the churches of the community. Marvin Aaron briefly 

examined the history of elementary and secondary education of Missouri’s, and particularly 

Kansas City’s, newly freed Blacks in his doctoral thesis; in doing so, he built upon the 

scholarship of Henry Sullivan Williams, Lawrence Christiansen, and Irving Dilliard. 

Williams examined the state documents, including statutes, census, and annual reports in 

order to recreate the educational climate for Black children from 1865 through 1915.23 

During Reconstruction, Williams argued the state empowered the state superintendents to 

enforce the laws of the state in order to provide Black children with the best educational 

prospects possible. In fact, less than four months after the signing of the new Constitution, 

over thirty African American schools had been established in Missouri—but only two of 

them were situated in counties where “the southern element predominated.”24 However, as 

noted before, most of Missouri’s significant populations lived along the Missouri and 

Mississippi Rivers—areas where slavery and at least to some degree, this “southern 
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element,” had taken root. By 1869, that number had increased to fifty-nine African 

American schoolhouses with an average attendance of nearly two thousand schoolchildren.25 

Despite this perceived progress, state superintendents would still encounter vestiges 

of resistance throughout this period. Remarkably though, unlike in subsequent eras, the 

Radical Republican government provided them tools with which to resolve the issue. When 

districts (and sub-districts) failed to comply with state mandates, state superintendents had 

the authority to enter these resisting districts and effect immediate change, even through 

extreme measures of levying taxes on whites to rectify the issue. Even state funding for 

white schools could be withheld until the local districts fell back in line. Strengthened by 

this governmental support, Blacks in these areas also took great interest in taking advantage 

of the opportunities afforded to their children. By the mid-1870s, Missouri boasted a higher 

proportion of schools for African American children than any former slave state.26 Williams 

pointed to the scarcity of educational opportunities for Blacks in other former slaveholding 

states:  

The report of the Commissioner of Education for 1872 shows that there were no 
public schools for the education of the Negro in Georgia, Alabama, Delaware, 
Kentucky and Maryland. [Further] ninety percent of the Negro population of 
Tennessee was without the benefit of public schools.27  
 
However, as discussed earlier, the dispersal of the Black population throughout the 

state created several instances in which the local rural demographics failed to permit the 

establishment of schools for Black children. Unlike white children, whose schools had been 

mandated into existence since the chartering of the territory, Black children had to maintain 

specific numbers within a region in order to have a state school provided. As the Black 
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population was extremely dispersed throughout the out-state regions, often there were not 

enough local Black children to require the establishment of a school; or, as Aaron argued, 

Black children were simply ignored in the census taking. In fact, the population of Black 

students was so tenuous in many rural locations that if one family left the area due to 

uncertain social and economic conditions, it could mean the difference of a school or no 

school for the Black community.28 Under a new law passed by the General Assembly in 

1869, rural school districts where the Black school-aged population fell below the legally 

required number to establish a school could join with a neighboring Black school district to 

create a union school. However, the distances (sometimes over five to ten miles one way) 

these schoolchildren had to overcome would often prove to be too daunting to regularly 

attend school. Too much time would be spent traveling to the school and in the classroom 

rather than in the fields or around the house. The labor of Black children, as it did for white 

farming families, was needed for a large portion of the household chores. As a result, within 

a short amount of time, attendance would again fall short of the required number for 

maintaining the Black school. Local officials would point to this lack of attendance and 

attribute this to a perceived lack of interest in education by Black families. The rural climate 

for Black (and to a lesser degree, white) educational opportunities was bleak at best; the 

public school system of Missouri’s hinterlands was failing its constituency. With white 

children attending rural schools in such dire straits, Black children could not possibly fare 

better if they were to remain tied to the land. In search of better jobs and educational 

opportunities, as well as escaping the remaining vestiges of racial violence, Blacks slowly 

found their way to areas where they comprised a significantly larger proportion of the 
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population. Leaving the farms behind, a significant number of Black families moved into the 

cities, towns, and villages of Missouri, searching for a better life.  

Williams cited thirty of the thirty-five urban communities (as defined by Missouri) 

that by 1874 had established schools for Black children, headed by the three largest cities of 

St. Louis, St. Joseph, and Kansas City. Among the first historians to investigate Black 

educational opportunities during Reconstruction were Christiansen and Dilliard, who 

utilized the experiences of J. Milton Turner to shed light on the educational climate. Turner, 

born in St. Louis and formerly enslaved, would eventually become the first Black to 

represent the United States in a foreign nation when he was appointed ambassador to Liberia 

in the 1870s. Turner played a major role in the founding of Lincoln Institute (later Lincoln 

University), the state’s first Black institution of higher education, and, more importantly, 

secured annual funding of nearly five thousand dollars from the state legislature in 1870 in 

order to fund Lincoln’s normal department and its efforts to train Black instructors.29 

Turner’s efforts at Lincoln would help usher in the state’s first attempt to establish a 

program that would ultimately culminate in providing many of the school districts, 

particularly in St. Louis, with a steady and reliable flow of competent and qualified Black 

teachers to instruct Black schoolchildren, certainly no small achievement. Impressed by his 

adroit political skills, the state appointed Turner as the Second Assistant Superintendent of 

Schools, a position that demanded the continual establishment and supervision of African 

American schools throughout Missouri.30 Despite these early efforts, which, by and large, 

indicate a substantial amount of progress on paper for Blacks in the educational world, a 
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highly resistant segment of Missouri’s leaders, both on the local and state levels, would 

establish many obstacles over the next few decades.  

Williams, Aaron, and Gersman highlighted some of these obstacles, including the 

previously mentioned law requiring a specific number of Black schoolchildren in an area 

before establishing a public school to service their education. For example, Aaron’s research 

of school district annual reports, census reports, and newspaper articles indicated many 

towns and counties “falsified the enumeration reports to keep from establishing Black 

schools.”31 Other problems included the great distance some Blacks had to travel in order to 

attend schools. The economic realities of the time reflected a general lack of public 

transportation made available to the average citizen, Black or white. Additionally, the 

necessity to have as many hands as possible to work the farm made schooling all that more 

difficult to secure because farm work was much more pressing to the family’s economic 

needs than was education. Most importantly, however, was the Democratic Party’s return to 

power in the mid-1870s. Once the Democrats regained control of the state government, 

many of the Radical Republicans’ legislative efforts fell by the wayside and, along with 

them, the previous decade of racial progress.  

Returning to a more decentralized form of governing practices, a strong tradition in 

the South, the Democrat-dominated General Assembly revised the public school system in 

1874. This impact upon public education sent shockwaves throughout the system. By 

abolishing several key leadership positions along the chain of command in the public 

educational system, each of whom ultimately reported to the state superintendent, the 

Democrats eliminated bureaucratic entanglements. However, the legacy of these actions 
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bore witness to the ultimate decentralization of the state public educational system, returning 

control of the schools to the local populations throughout Missouri (in fact, the 

decentralization was so complete that by 1900, there were over ten thousand separate small 

school districts, but only three hundred forty three of them operated high schools).32 A 

consequence of this massive decentralization created a multitude of tiny, and often poor, 

districts, each of which could not pool enough money together to provide an acceptable 

academic environment for its students, white or Black. While not at the top of the state’s 

priorities when it came to educating its children, rural Black families lost a key ally in the 

fight for universal education when the Radical Republicans lost power.  

Without even the nominal backing of the state government, which recently had 

completely negated the controversial Radical Republican (Drake) Constitution of 1865, 

Blacks quickly found the social clock turned back in time. The state constitution of 1875 

dropped the previous mandate requiring equal funding for Black schools. Further, the rural 

social hierarchy reasserted their authority over most, if not all, local issues. This rural 

leadership comprised of “older farmers, craftsmen, and professionals with greater real and 

personal wealth than their neighbors re-established and maintained the status quo of social 

relations and status. These local cartels made the key decisions about crop mix, land 

improvement and local railroad investments” as well as educational curriculum and 

direction, each of which would benefit their interests while simultaneously restrict social 

opportunities for Blacks.33 Further adding to the complication, in 1889, Missouri passed a 
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law prohibiting Black and white children from attending the same school.34 If local districts 

could barely afford to provide a school for its white children under the current system of 

education, the law requiring the multitude of tiny school districts to provide a second school 

effectively closed the door to rural public school access for Blacks. Williams’ research 

augments Aaron’s claims that when the perceived meddling in local issues by the state 

government and officials was no longer a factor, this precipitated a period of decline in 

options for a number of Black families throughout the out-state regions.  

For generations, other than racial differences, there was not much to discern white 

small landholding farmers from their Black counterparts. The reality in which these white 

farmers could find solace was their racial superiority. Yet, as thousands of young Black 

children had access to education, at least on paper, there also remained thousands of young 

white children who still found themselves shut out of the system. Instead of choosing to 

provide aid to rural whites, the federal government chose to aid Blacks in their pursuit of 

education. That was a slap in the face and contrary to all contemporary notions of social 

customs. Many whites viewed this new reality as their national government usurping local 

politicians who had a much fuller grasp of the status quo and how “things ought to be.” With 

the federal government no longer reflecting their beliefs, it was no longer a viable entity to 

these white small farmers. Animosity and contempt simmered within the rural white 

community, exploding at times with instances of violence toward the Black community and 

its more outspoken individuals. But violence was not the only tactic available to the white 

populace.  
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As these small landholding white farmers slowly gained political power through their 

participation in the Farmers’ Alliance and Populist movements, they would mount the 

second major challenge to the established Southern planter class.35 The subsequent 

challenge lay in convincing the planter class that universal education again would lay the 

foundation for a stronger, more efficient and, more importantly, content working force to 

preserve and reinforce the existing economy of the South. 

While not inherent and exclusive to the Black population, Missouri’s rural white 

children experienced similar hurdles; however, these issues were not compounded by their 

race. Nor were these problems exclusive to the rural Black families of Missouri. Gersman 

traced similar issues in St. Louis through her research of annual reports from the St. Louis 

Board of Education as well as contemporary news clippings from prominent Black and 

white St. Louis newspapers, which provided a valuable running commentary of an 

established Black upper- and middle-class fight with organized and systematic white 

resistance, spearheaded by a city government dominated by Democratic leadership.36 

Gersman also asserted that influential Blacks were successful in securing some semblance of 

public education and improved facilities for Blacks in St. Louis. The Black community of 

St. Louis understood all too well and recognized they would have to secure their own 

victories through pursuit of separate facilities. In perhaps the best example of their 

persistence and organizational skills, St. Louis’ Black community fought a decade-long 

battle for the right to name their own schools. As was the case for many African American 

schools of the era, their facilities had generic, numerical designations, devoid of any 

meaning. White schools, in contrast, possessed names of prominent white members of 
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society, directly linking their history with the school. By 1890, however, St. Louis’ Black 

community won the right to name their own schools after prominent Black historical figures 

such as Toussaint L’Ouverture, Alexandre Dumas, and Crispus Attucks—no small feat, 

particularly given the era in question and the identity of those individuals for whom the 

schools were named.37 Education was extremely important to the Black community of 

St. Louis; so much so that in 1890, a larger percentage of Blacks as a proportion of the 

St. Louis African American population attended public school than whites—18.7 percent 

compared to 12.9 percent.38 (In fact, 1890 was the high water mark for African American 

school attendance in Missouri—nearly 71 percent of eligible students were enrolled in 

Missouri’s Black schools).39 St. Louis was not the only city in which its Black population 

wielded its collective power. Cincinnati also had a politically active Black population that 

gained valuable skills by being free to operate and lead their own schools in the city.40 Both 

Tyack and Gersman clearly illustrated how Black populations, sometimes despite 

overwhelming opposition, navigated the growing level of discrimination that would come to 

reflect what a few Black leaders termed the nadir of racial relations in America from the late 

1890s to the mid-twentieth century.  

Call to Action: The Birth of America’s High School 

and Expansion of Higher Education 

 
“There are many public school systems in the North where Negroes are admitted and 

tolerated, but they are not educated, they are crucified.” 
W.E.B. DuBois (1935) 
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As Black/white relations generally deteriorated across the nation from the 1890s 

onward, the nominal societal advances made on the heels of the Civil War fell by the 

wayside as the traditional antebellum American stance towards the racial status quo slowly 

reestablished itself. Three decades removed from the most devastating war in their brief 

history, the American people slowly emerged from the destruction with a new outlook and 

presence.  

Standing in stark contrast to the promises denied to its African American population 

was the message resonating in the ears of Americans everywhere: the promise of rebirth 

through Manifest Destiny, an idea that the nation was prophesied for a divine mission to 

conquer the entire continent from east to west and north to south. Born from a democratic 

ideal a century before, Americans began to buy into the idea of moral and economic 

superiority over not only the older and corrupted European nations, but also the other lesser 

inhabitants across the globe, including those minorities who resided within its borders. 

Through the unrealized and unlimited potential of the American nation, coupled with the 

mechanical triumph of the Industrial Revolution, which had been well established by the 

dawn of the twentieth century, this national self-realization had ushered in a new era in 

America. Scientific reason and the power of education had also become more widely 

accepted, providing people with a glimpse into the promise a nationalized system of 

education might hold. A burgeoning urban population, swelled by the massive numbers of 

immigrants, poor Southern whites, and African Americans attempting to escape their 

plights, filled the factories and tenements throughout the industrial cities of the North. Those 

factory workers and families brought with them their children, who, a generation ago could 

have found work alongside their parents; however, their sheer numbers overwhelmed these 
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former working opportunities for youth. Coupled with social efforts that sought to eliminate 

child labor from these factory lines, the youth of the urban cities were driven to the streets 

without structure to define how they spent most of their days. It was also during this era 

when the modern American secondary system of public education first began to stir.  

Along with muckrakers and Progressive leaders, a significant movement evolved to 

address the growing numbers of young children and adolescents who appeared to have no 

social direction. In 1896, Edward Ross proclaimed that public schools were a form of 

“social control: and a substitute for family, community and church,” indicative of the 

Progressive Movement.41 “School leaders joined muckraking journalists, foes of child labor, 

and elite reformers in political campaigns to translate their concerns into compulsory 

schooling and child labor laws.”42 In keeping lockstep with this movement, Missouri’s 

compulsory school law was enacted in 1905. While high schools had existed for decades, 

they were more often accessible only to the wealthier classes. However, with the growth of 

the wealth of the middle class, so too, grew the desire for increased access to educational 

opportunities. No longer was it satisfactory for social mobility and success to be dependent 

solely upon birthright. Instead, the middle class and eventually the white working classes 

demanded that mobility be based upon intellect.  

The landmark court case of Charles E. Stuart et al. v. School District No. 1 of the 

Village of Kalamazoo (1872)43 cemented the ability for the state and local funding of a 

complete public school system through taxation. America slowly began to develop a larger, 

more outspoken middle class as its economy would allow; simultaneously, it was able to 
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draft its youth into the expanding public school system. The seeds of what would become 

the modern American high school were sown during this era. The genesis of the first true 

effort to educate the masses in American history, and arguably the world, set the tone for 

what would eventually become the American century. However, this movement did not 

include all social groups. As time passed, Blacks found themselves on the outside looking in 

as white Americans slowly picked up on this notion that educating the masses could be 

extremely beneficial to a nation attempting to make its mark on the world.  

Plessy v. Ferguson (1896),44 which would legally sanction the segregation of schools 

for the next sixty years throughout the South, along with the establishment of Jim Crow laws 

and a dramatic increase in lynchings, made an already intolerable situation for African 

Americans worse (Missouri had the second highest number of lynchings—sixty between 

1877 and 1950—outside of the Deep South).45 Educational opportunities were no different. 

Whereas Northern philanthropists channeled millions of dollars to both Black elementary 

(common) schools as well as those along the lines of Hampton-Tuskegee models, they did 

not earmark those funds for Black secondary schools. In fact, the South would, by all 

measurable efforts, fail to establish any significant secondary educational opportunities for 

African Americans. Instead, its secondary aspirations (and money) was funneled to the 

manual Black elementary schools as well as white high schools in the South. The effort to 
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safeguard the Southern way of life was well entrenched. Over the next few decades, the gap 

between Black and white educational levels, particularly in the South, grew exponentially.  

In Missouri, the state had established fifteen Black high schools by 1915, with two of 

them (in St. Louis and Kansas City) achieving first-class status, the highest ranking 

applicable to secondary education at the time. Largely through the efforts of St. Louis’ 

Black community, the school board had appropriated over a quarter million dollars for the 

construction of Sumner High School in 1907. As testament to those remarkable labors, 

Sumner was generally considered to be the finest Black high school in the nation as late as 

1916.46 Kansas City’s Lincoln High School, officially established after a five-year “trial 

period” in 1887 (over two decades after the first white high school in Kansas City), received 

funding for a new facility constructed in 1906. According to the Negro Year Book of 1917, 

“Missouri had nearly 96 percent as much invested for each Negro child as was invested for 

each white child.”47 However, a large percentage of that investment went towards 

transportation costs, not to valuable class materials and teachers’ salaries. For example, 

Fulton, nestled in the former Kingdom of Callaway, the so-called heart of “Little Dixie,”48 
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transported its Black high school students nearly sixty miles round-trip daily to Jefferson 

City’s Lincoln Laboratory High School.49  

Despite these extraordinary circumstances the Black community had to endure in 

order to educate its students, it was generally accepted at this time, on average, that Missouri 

stood well above the other former slave states when it came to educating African Americans, 

a dubious honor to be sure. Unfortunately, a majority of any quality of Black secondary 

institutions could only be found in the urban areas, leaving a significant percentage of the 

Black population unable to obtain any schooling beyond an elementary education. N.B. 

Young, president of Lincoln University, said in 1929, 

There are in round numbers 3,000 Negro children in 54 counties ranging from 1 to 
200 per county respectively. In these 54 counties the one-teacher school 
predominates. In many of them, there is no school at all for Negro children. In these 
counties at least 200 Negro children are fitted each year for high school, but no such 
school is available for them.50  
 
As early as the first decade of the twentieth century, the state government recognized 

this problem. In an effort to address this condition, the state government amended the 

constitution to allocate funds to pay for the transportation of Black students from a district 

without a Black school to a neighboring district(s) that did possess a Black school. There 

was no limit to the distance one could travel to attend classes; the entire state was, in theory, 

open to transfer. However, the great distances and inconveniences incurred, as well as the 

local school officials who often failed to enforce the law, was too much to overcome for a 

majority of Black families:  

That system of segregated education caused Missouri Black families living in the 
rural small-towns to have to educate their children in and often (in order to do so) to 
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move to areas where their children could receive an adequate and free public 
education.51 
 

The plight of these Black children of Missouri was similar to that experienced by a majority 

of school-aged Southern Blacks. They had each been denied real and tangible access to any 

semblance of education. Their only choice was to migrate to cities and towns where they 

could secure an education.  

Secondary education for Blacks did not fit neatly within the plans for an educated 

South; it threatened the status quo that had long maintained Blacks at the bottom rung of the 

social ladder. Frustrated with the plantation economy and its perpetuation of poverty for 

African Americans, Blacks migrated to the cities of the South. Similar to the dynamics of a 

youthful population that had also overwhelmed the working options in the North, so too, did 

the Southern urban centers experience the same type of shift. Suddenly faced with an 

exploding population of Black youths in their cities, the Southern elite faced a dilemma: 

educate the Black youth of the South and potentially jeopardize the status quo with 

educational advancement or find ways in which to handle the social problems created by a 

generation of Black youth devoid of any tangible options.52 Missouri was not immune to its 

effects. It was at this time where economic and social opportunities for young Blacks slowly 

disappeared in the more rural agricultural areas, pushing these young men (and to a lesser 

degree, women) to Missouri’s metropolitan areas. This trend began soon after the Civil War. 

The Black population of Missouri urbanized much more quickly as many farmers doubled 

down on diversified farming, and, with an exodus of free labor, shifted away from labor 

intensive crops. However, not all of these “push and pull forces” were as benign in nature.  
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The Exodus: Black Americans Migrate to the Urban Core 

Jim Loewen, civil rights activist and historian at the University of Vermont and 

Tougaloo (MS) College, took a fascinating venture into the untold story of the Midwest’s 

legacy of sundown towns (towns that did not permit Blacks to remain overnight—

effectively, when the sun went down). Many towns in Loewen’s study illustrated that in the 

years following the Civil War, they contained a significant number of African Americans, 

but today have become essentially all-white. His work, albeit self-proclaimed as 

groundbreaking, shockingly exposed the “hidden” history of countless sundown towns 

throughout the Midwest. Loewen traced these events back to their genesis and, coupled with 

a plethora of oral histories, newspaper articles, and census data, constructed a convincing 

argument as to why certain towns and cities today have few African Americans living in 

them. Most often, these communities experienced one major event in its history that 

significantly altered the course of racial relations in the area. Loewen documented the 

impact of Missouri’s last known lynching in Maryville, Missouri, in 1931 and how it 

virtually overnight eliminated the African American population in Nodaway (of which 

Maryville is the county seat) and neighboring Andrew County.53  

Brent Campney built upon Loewen’s foundational work, focusing upon Little Dixie 

during the Jim Crow Era of 1899–1921. Using this region as a larger lens, we can better 

view the tangible threat of violence that many Black Missourians faced. Campney astutely 

noted that the white majority of the state that had been bitterly divided less than a generation 

prior, “coalesced behind a white supremacist ideology targeted against Blacks.” 

Overwhelmingly the narrative that coursed through the cities and towns of Little Dixie was 
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that the presence of African Americans could be tolerated within closely defined parameters, 

reminiscent of the slavery era. However, should they threaten to challenge their so-called 

place within the social structure, they would be threatened with physical intimidation. If 

those initial tactics failed to have their intended effect, then violence would be the next step. 

Campney used newspaper accounts to list countless incidents of racial violence across Little 

Dixie:  

Young-to-middle-aged men were the most likely victims, particularly of lynch mobs 
and police officers, but all Black women lived in a racist rape culture that made them 
potential victims of unpunished sexual abuse at any moment. Men, women and 
children suffered at the hands of rioters and of the whipping mobs that menaced 
Little Dixie. Furthermore, particularly resistant families who refused to submit to the 
strictures of the racist society in which they lived, earned far more than their fair 
share of violence.54  
 
While most of Campney’s detailed work revolved around the whipping and flogging 

of African Americans as pulled from the contemporary headlines of Little Dixie newspapers, 

he found a number of incidents that were significantly more violent in nature. Lynchings in 

Higbee, Moberly, Columbia, Fulton, and Fayette during this time frame set the tone that 

Blacks who failed to subscribe to the racist tenets of Little Dixie society would be punished 

in the most severe manner. In fact, sixty African Americans were lynched in Missouri 

between the end of Reconstruction and Brown v. Board of Education.55 While whippings, 

rape, and other types of violence had a significant impact upon race relations, the threat of 

lynching cast a long and foreboding shadow across the region.  

In a more comprehensive examination of society’s acceptance and ultimate 

abhorrence of lynching, historian Amy Louise Wood further detailed the lasting 

psychological effects of lynching and how whites employed this very real threat to maintain 
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their racial hegemony over Blacks. In Lynching and Spectacle, Wood explained that public 

lynchings took an almost cinematic flavor, replete with photographs, videos, and macabre 

souvenirs from the desecrated body.56 Historian W. Fitzhugh Brundage labeled lynching as a 

“Southern obsession” in his work Lynching in the New South, which examined how specific 

regions throughout the South addressed, promoted, or rejected lynching.57  

Events such as these would travel via word of mouth to other communities of both 

Blacks and whites, creating a sense of fear and anger on both sides of the color line and 

pushing African Americans to other communities with larger Black populations and areas 

where relative safety could be found in numbers (although a new set of social customs and 

values would await them there). With this threat of violence constantly lingering over them, 

many African Americans found themselves and their families in a state of constant 

upheaval. A significant and often unappreciated outcome of this upheaval is that through all 

of this unsettlement, most African Americans never had the ability to set down meaningful 

or lasting roots in Little Dixie. As historian George Wright mentioned in his work 

examining Kentucky’s history of lynching, which mirrored Missouri’s dealings with African 

Americans: 

When whites decided to rid their area of Afro-Americans, it was not because of 
supposed criminal activities but rather because of economic and social ones. In short, 
Blacks who were prosperous or independent threatened the entire system of white 
supremacy.58  
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As a result, most Black families rarely had the opportunity to establish a homestead or 

accumulate property to bequeath to their descendants. The notion of any semblance of 

generational wealth, not to mention stability, was non-existent. Not all reasons for the mass 

exodus of Blacks from rural Missouri involved such dire circumstances, however. 

According to Charles Coulter, a noted scholar who documented the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth century Black community in Kansas City: 

The lure in many cases was the chance for gainful employment, but many of the 
young freedmen in the area known as Little Dixie would be frustrated in their 
attempts to find work. In postwar Missouri, small towns such as Lexington and 
Chillicothe had many more Black job hunters than they had jobs. Eventually, many 
of these young men would either return to farmwork or head west to the two Kansas 
Cities, drawn in part by the railroads and the development of the great stockyards 
and packinghouses that straddled the state line.59 
 

Even those young Black men born in Little Dixie who had higher aspirations beyond 

working in the dangerous packinghouses and factories, men such as D.A. Holmes, who 

became a prominent preacher and social leader in Kansas City in the early 1900s, left their 

hometowns for the promise of the city.60 Little Dixie could not provide enough protection, 

enough opportunities, or enough community support for young African Americans to remain 

behind to farm the land as their ancestors had for decades prior. Coulter relied heavily upon 

Black newspaper accounts (which reflect the mindset of the upper- and middle-class Black 

population), census and housing tract information, as well as the oral histories and memoirs 

of the Black working class, in order to weave a detailed canvas of a minority populace in 

American history.61 Focusing upon Black agency in Missouri, Coulter centered upon “these 
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enabling aspects of African Americans’ lives.” 62 In doing so, she contributed to the method 

by which historians can reflect upon ways in which the marginalized can bond together and 

fight against a common enemy.  

Within the large cities of Missouri, there existed two distinct communities: one 

Black and one white. Sometimes, that line of separation could be blurry, virtually 

imperceptible to the outsider. Other times, that line could be as evident as a manmade street. 

In Kansas City, that line is known as Troost Avenue. Many social historians have 

documented the stigma of this racial barrier in their academic works, the best of which were 

spearheaded by Kevin Fox Gotham and historian Sherry Lamb Schirmer.  

Schirmer examined how the modern patterns of white racial beliefs in Kansas City 

can be traced directly back to early- to mid-twentieth century dynamics that “shaped the 

spatial and social structure of the city.”63 Schirmer pinpointed the crux of Kansas City’s 

overwhelming sense of racial paranoia and why segregation remains firmly entrenched 

within a city that claims otherwise. She focused on the manner in which whites maintained 

spatial separation from Blacks as well as how they maintained hegemony and “encoded 

African Americans in a set of collective images so negative and so widely held that they 

provided an effective and politically acceptable rationale for racial exclusion and racial 

isolation.”64  

Historian and sociologist Kevin Fox Gotham, well known for his study of real estate 

and its impact upon the perpetual racialization of space along geographical boundaries 

within Kansas City, examined how real estate agents and companies within the metropolitan 
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area worked hand in hand with area banks, politicians, and schools to create a staunchly 

divided city along racial and socio-economic lines.65 Gotham analyzed the mechanisms of 

redlining and blockbusting, perfectly illustrating how these businessmen and politicians 

capitalized upon (and in most cases, perpetuated) the white paranoia illustrated in 

Schirmer’s work. With a city delineated along racial lines, nearly every facet of society 

would follow suit: schools, neighborhoods, and community identity. Whereas once Kansas 

City was virtually free of racial identification for specific geographical areas, today, scholars 

and citizens alike can easily associate precise parts of the city with specific racial groups. 

Gotham clearly illustrates the systematic manner by which Blacks were channeled into 

specially designed areas of the city through manipulation of social customs and values. 

Predictably, those areas reserved for minorities were less desirable and less valuable 

according to the empowered elite. The dreams of rural Black Missourians who had migrated 

to the cities in hopes of bettering their lives had quickly disintegrated under the relentless 

racial oppression within its cities.  

Blacks had exchanged one set of oppressive circumstances for another. The die had 

been cast; in the cities of the North, Blacks had limited educational opportunities as they 

increasingly found themselves clumped together in the urban cores, provided with 

inadequate facilities and instructors, while their Southern brethren endured a segregated and 

inherently unequal public educational system. In Missouri’s situation, which arguably had 

been replicated throughout the South,  

Black schools, unlike the white schools in those districts, did not cover all 12 grades 
and were characterized by tumble-down one-room school houses with outdoor (if 
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any) plumbing, no more than 4- or 5-month school years, underpaid and unqualified 
teachers and the absence of any instructional materials provided by the district.66  
 
Each region’s public educational system sought to perpetuate the social realities for 

underrepresented populations, particularly African Americans in the Midwest and South, 

thereby serving as a powerful systemic tool that maintained the status quo. As a result, 

Blacks found themselves isolated from the educational opportunities afforded to whites, 

although those limitations most often took the form of facilities and supplies. For some 

African American schoolchildren such as those attending Lincoln High School (Kansas 

City) and Sumner High School (Kansas City, Kansas, and St. Louis), the teaching corps was 

arguably just as talented, if not more so, than their white counterparts. However, as America 

entered the Second World War on the side of democracy, it soon would find that battle for 

equality brought back to its own shores. The dichotomy of fighting a war to keep the world 

safe for democracy while adhering to a system of oppression and racist systems at home 

struck at the very core of our nation’s so-called values.  

It Is Darkest Before the Dawn: The Eve of 

Brown v. Board of Education and Beyond 

According to the U.S. census, the Black population of Missouri stood at nearly three 

hundred thousand in 1950, or almost eight percent of the overall citizenry.67 Most of those 

numbers resided within three primary areas of the state: St. Louis and Kansas City 

(approximately 150,000), other prominent cities and towns, such as St. Joseph, Springfield, 

Columbia (examined in depth by Jason Jindrich in his work Our Black Children: The 

Evolution of Black Space in Columbia, Missouri), Jefferson City, and the Bootheel of 
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southeastern Missouri (nearly 30,000).68 The rest were sparsely scattered throughout the 

state; African Americans resided in 75 of Missouri’s 114 counties. In a nod towards its 

Southern traditions, however, Jim Crow practices and segregation in public facilities 

remained prevalent throughout the state. According to Monroe Billington, a professor of 

history at Toledo University who wrote of the integration of Missouri’s public schools in 

1966, as well as Albert Marshall, university librarian at Lincoln University, Missouri was 

one of seventeen states, most of which were former Border and Confederate states, including 

the District of Columbia, which had compulsorily segregated schools in 1954.  

Despite its Southern ties, Missouri’s nascent attempts at statewide integration of its 

public schools actually began before Brown. According to Billington, “proponents of 

integrated schools had tried to legislate the separate school system out of existence as early 

as 1951 and 1953, but their attempts had been unsuccessful.”69 The impetus behind these 

efforts may have been born out of the dynamics in St. Louis where during the 1940s, many 

organizations, including the YMCA, NAACP, the Urban League, the Mayor’s Commission 

on Human Relations, and the League of Women Voters joined forces to integrate many of 

the city’s hotels, facilities (including municipal pools and playgrounds), and institutions of 

higher education, led by St. Louis and Washington Universities (interestingly scholarship 

would later indicate Washington University did so by accident through a clerical error rather 

than a concerted effort at integration). As a result of these steps toward integration in 

Missouri’s largest city, Billington argued, newspaper coverage and a statewide circulation 

helped soften resistance when Brown was handed down by the Supreme Court. Yet in 

reading multiple newspaper articles and conducting numerous interviews, the alleged 
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softening failed to acknowledge that districts most often pursued integration using methods 

that would least jeopardize the existing racial power structure along educational lines. 

Billington also failed to acknowledge how many Missourians viewed this influence as yet 

another example of the overreach of the urban areas into the heart of their beloved 

community, particularly in the Little Dixie region, which will be discussed in greater detail 

in a later chapter.  

Finally, Billington failed to investigate, or even mention, the court-ordered partial 

desegregation of the University of Missouri in 1950 (only in-state African Americans could 

attend).70 Just a few years before, in the 1930s, the state’s flagship institution had denied 

admission to Lloyd Gaines, a Black student from Lincoln University, who desired to 

undertake studies in pursuit of a law degree. However, since Lincoln did not offer such a 

program, Gaines attempted to enroll at the University of Missouri, which had remained 

segregated since its inception in 1839. In Missouri ex rel. Gaines v. Canada (1938), the 

court ordered (6-2) Missouri to either admit Gaines to the Law School on the university’s 

campus or create an identical law school in another location, most likely Lincoln University, 

thirty miles south in Jefferson City. Further, Gaines also found to be unconstitutional 

Missouri’s practice of shipping to neighboring states its Black students pursuing degree 

programs not offered by the Black higher education institutions (i.e., Lincoln).71 Although 

the state would continue to actively move to preserve its segregated system of higher 
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education by creating “identical” programs through the Lincoln campus in hopes of keeping 

the University of Missouri campus free from African Americans, the first salvos at 

integrating the University had been fired.  

Lucile Bluford again challenged the University’s staunch segregation policy a year 

later in 1939 when she attempted to enroll in the graduate journalism program (Lincoln 

University did not have a graduate program). Like Gaines, Bluford was also denied—eleven 

different times—and she filed suit against the University. In 1941, the Missouri State 

Supreme Court, with Gaines serving as precedent, ruled in her favor and required the 

University of Missouri to integrate its School of Journalism. Yet, instead of admitting 

Bluford, the University took a quite different approach. Citing a lack of professors and 

students due to the breakout of World War II, the University simply shuttered the entire 

program. It was evident that Missouri’s flagship institution of higher education would not go 

down without a fight. And as the flagship school, most other educational institutions around 

the state (including Moberly Junior College), partly in fear of the University of Missouri’s 

power and influence within the educational sphere, followed in lock step in their subsequent 

handling of educating Black Missourians.  

As evidenced by the initial failures of Gaines and Bluford that were supported on 

paper but denied in practice, the pursuit of integrated higher education for Black students 

would prove to be more daunting until post-Brown. In examining the limited history of 

higher education for Blacks, including Missouri and the other Southern states, the struggle 

for access becomes much more evident. According to Arthur Cohen, “prior to the Civil War, 

scarcely less than two dozen African Americans had graduated from colleges in the United 
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States, despite the fact that freedmen numbered nearly a half a million.”72 Few schools 

considered integration at this time; only Lincoln University (Pennsylvania) and Wilberforce 

(Ohio) existed to serve exclusively Black students, both of which were founded in the 

1850s.73 Following the Civil War, as had been the case with elementary schools before the 

war, religious affiliates and philanthropic organizations, such as the American Missionary 

Association (A.M.A.) and Freedmen’s Bureau, created over fifty Black colleges (later 

termed “historically Black colleges and universities”—HBCUs). In yet another example of 

systemic challenges that African Americans had to overcome in establishing institutions of 

higher education in the South, a majority of these schools were required to be constructed 

either in undesirable land (Bethune-Cookman was built in the former site of the Daytona 

City Dump) or in largely rural Black areas, such as Grambling, Louisiana; Tugaloo, 

Mississippi; and Prairie View, Texas).74 Further augmented by one of the most influential 

pieces of federal legislation following the Kalamazoo case, the second Morrill Act of 1890 

cemented the ability of states to establish separate but equal facilities of higher education for 

Blacks.75 Not surprisingly given the environment in which they were forced to operate, the 

quality of these institutions, as well as their students’ ability to achieve due to inadequate 

elementary and secondary educational experiences, remained limited through the end of the 

19th century, and many remained unaccredited. The landscape for Black higher education 

was so bleak that in 1917, according to Frederick Rudolph, only “two institutions alone, 
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Howard in Washington, D.C. and Fisk in Nashville, approximated what was understood as 

an American college.”76 In fact, it was not until the early 1930s that Black colleges and 

universities began securing any semblance of true accreditation on a more widespread 

level.77 In 1936, there were approximately 112 African American institutions known to be 

offering collegiate level work, enrolling just over 31,000 Black students.78  

Despite such tremendous obstacles, clearly the demand for Black higher education 

was increasing throughout the United States, particularly on the heels of the Great 

Depression and World War II (influenced greatly by the G.I. Bill). In Missouri, the 

disproportionate number of Blacks concentrated in the urban areas, unlike in a majority of 

the Southern and Border States where the Black population remained primarily rural, 

clamored for higher education opportunities closer to the cities. There were several reasons 

behind this specific demand: In the cities lay the potential Black teaching positions; Lincoln 

University was too far away from the cities of St. Louis and Kansas City; and finally, the 

concentration of Blacks in the cities provided a much larger safety net to combat the 

discrimination faced on a daily basis.79 Black communities, augmented by the growing 

influence of the state NAACP chapters, continued to push the envelope to help provide 

educational opportunities for their students of color at the collegiate as well as the 

elementary and secondary levels. However, while the struggle for higher education tended to 

be fought tooth and nail in Missouri, the looming integration of the area high schools would 

attract much less attention, at least on the local level and through the eyes of the students.  
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In out-state cities, such as Macon, Mexico, Vandalia, Brunswick, Fulton, and 

Fayette, integration of their local high schools went without much recorded white media 

coverage in the fall of 1954. However, many qualified Black teachers who had formerly 

taught in the Black schools throughout the states suddenly found themselves pushed out of 

their former districts as the local school boards refused to have them teach in mixed 

classrooms. In Moberly, Missouri, the local NAACP chapter brought a lawsuit against the 

school board for the firing of eleven Black teachers: Naomi Brooks et al. v. School District 

of the City of Moberly, Missouri. Despite several of the Black teachers possessing more than 

adequate credentials (one possessed a doctorate) and experience, even when compared 

against their white counterparts (some of whom held only provisional certificates), each of 

the Black teachers’ contracts were terminated and their positions left vacant. To make 

matters worse, all but four of the nearly one hundred white teachers were retained with three 

of those positions refilled.80 When the school reopened in the fall of 1955, Moberly had 

integrated its schools on paper; however, all ninety-seven teachers leading each of those 

classrooms were white, not to mention the individual school building and district-wide 

leadership.  

The district conceded that some of the Black teachers “had greater number of college 

credits than some of the white teachers, and it is likewise true that some of the plaintiffs had 

more years of experience in teaching than some of the white teachers who were employed,” 
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the superintendent justified the terminations based upon his definition of intangibles.81 In 

effect, the court left it to the professional interpretation of the following:  

teaching is an art; and while skill in its practice can not [sic] be acquired without 
knowledge and experience, excellence does not depend upon these two factors alone. 
The processes of education involve leadership, and the success of the teacher 
depends not alone upon college degrees and length of service but also upon aptitude 
and the ability to excite interest and to arouse enthusiasm.82 
 

The case was appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, which in a 1959 action declined to 

review it. The case was dead in the water.  

For the next decade, nearly every case involving Black teachers across the state and 

nation who charged discrimination and unlawful termination was dismissed based upon the 

Moberly ruling. Bolstered by this judicial backing, this instance of Black teacher termination 

was replicated many times throughout the newly-integrated districts. Some school districts, 

including Independence, Kirkwood, and Jefferson City, retained a few Black teachers; 

however, the available resources did not specify which subjects they were allowed to teach 

or positions they were allowed to fill.  

Despite the lack of Black role models in the schools, there were some instances of 

student achievement. Marshall highlighted many notable achievements by Black youth in 

this newly integrated atmosphere: 

In Fulton, a Negro youth is president of his senior class; in Jefferson City, one youth 
is president of his tenth grade class and another serves as team co-captain. 
Approximately 120 white high school youths walked out of a restaurant when a 
popular member of the basketball and football teams was refused service…(O)ne of 
the white students remarked that if parents “will let us alone, we will make 
integration work.”83  
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However, as nominal progress was made in Missouri’s larger and urban districts, 

there still remained significant areas of white resistance throughout the rest of Missouri, 

particularly in the Bootheel Region, where a significant number of Black families still lived. 

Marshall noted newspaper coverage in Poplar Bluff announced that both races continued to 

support segregation of schools, evidenced by the fact that following Brown, “no Negroes 

have sought admission to any school for whites. Since none has [sic] asked admission, none 

has [sic] been refused.”84 While some token integration in some area high schools outside of 

Poplar Bluff had occurred, most school districts in the Bootheel continued as if nothing had 

changed.  

The Kansas City metropolitan area had experienced similar resistance. Prior to 1954, 

a majority of the area school districts contained Black school-aged children; however, they 

often (as evidenced by the case study of Blue Springs) failed to address the educational 

needs of this segment of its population and thereby “succeeded in ridding itself of its entire 

Black population as of the time the United States Supreme Court in Brown effectively 

ordered it to admit resident Black school-aged children to its public schools.”85 Despite a 

sizable Black student population, the district of Blue Springs (and the various school 

districts it had absorbed through re-organization and consolidation over the years) through 

various methods failed to provide educational opportunities for Blacks until the 1970s.86 

Faced with the choice of remaining in “integrated” communities that did not welcome them 

or moving to Kansas City, which was hyper-segregated along racial lines (but had at least 

some semblance of educational opportunity), most chose the latter. In the cities of Missouri, 
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as well as throughout the nation, particularly in the North and Midwest regions, this 

occurrence was repeated a multitude of times. As a result, the Black population of these 

urban areas swelled dramatically in post-World War II America. And largely due to 

segregated housing practices throughout the urban United States, the reality awaiting them 

was trading in the antiquated de jure segregation of the past for a new version: de facto 

segregation. It would be in these cities where African Americans shared with whites and a 

swelling population of immigrants a common passion for sport that transcended the 

traditional barriers of race and class. However, that passion would not be enough to 

overcome the existing segregation along racial and class lines that would emerge in the 

urban areas of the established North and growing Midwest. These groups would have their 

own arenas of play that existed alongside one another but rarely interacted.  
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CHAPTER 4 

THE RISE OF THE SPORTING NATION: AMERICA AT PLAY 

The Rebirth of America: The Middle Class Emerges and Finds Romance with Sports 

As America slowly emerged from the far-reaching effects of the Civil War, it began 

to experience a resurgence of industrial and financial prosperity in the urban North. Finally 

able to focus its massive amount of manpower and seemingly endless natural resources 

towards building a formidable economic power, America slowly asserted herself on a global 

scale. Millions, both native born and immigrant alike, flocked to the urban centers of the 

nation in search of a better life and financial stability; St. Louis and Kansas City were no 

different. This concentration of wealth and population helped usher in a new era of 

American ideals.  

One of the major outcomes of this newly found wealth was the emergence of a 

larger, more prosperous middle class and a more financially solvent working class. Eager to 

seek diversion and entertainment from the long, dreary work week in the factories and 

offices, both the burgeoning working and middle classes (Black and white) sought an outlet 

during their leisure time. Sports, play, and the pursuit of an education would come to 

provide a much needed outlet for overworked urban inhabitants as well as a market for 

businessmen who sought to capitalize upon the need and desire to exhibit a “big city” 

atmosphere.1 Some physically gifted and talented individuals would even find avenues for 

social advancement through this latest medium.  

Allen Guttman, noted sports historian, examined this period in history and how 

sports simultaneously worked within the limitations of the social fabric and forged new 

                                                 
1 David G. McComb, Sport in World History: Themes of World History (New York, New York: 
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identities and opportunities for minorities and underprivileged segments of Western society, 

best illustrated in America. Guttman examined the defining characteristics that he argued 

separate modern sports (post-Civil War) from pre-modern sports (everything else, ranging 

from ancient to medieval and beyond). In doing so, he clearly demarcated the evolution of 

sports from a ritual event, spontaneous and thoroughly informal, to a closely followed, 

heavily regulated, and highly organized production.2 Guttman further argued 

industrialization and capitalism set the stage for the explosion of sports in modern society; 

however, he did not go so far as to note the impact sports have had upon the individual. 

Instead, he chose to leave the argument at the doorstep of society.  

Stephen Riess, social historian, picked up where Guttman left off, examining sports 

through his studies of sociology and societal trends within American cities. Riess noted: 

The evolution of the city, more than any other single factor, influenced the 
development of organized sport and recreational athletic pastimes in America. 
Nearly all contemporary major sports evolved, or were invented, in the city. The city 
was the place where sport became rationalized, specialized, organized, 
commercialized and professionalized.3 
 
Riess focused his studies upon how cities, predominantly Northern and Eastern, and 

sports developed alongside one another.4 The massive shift from the rural to the urban 

landscape forever altered the history of sports in America. Cities and their teams would 

often develop complex and layered love/hate relationships, full of vim and vigor, but 

professional sports teams came to define a city, setting it apart from those cities without 

professional teams. A “big league team” defined the ascension to the pinnacle of Americana. 

                                                 
2 Allen Guttman, From Ritual to Record: The Nature of Modern Sports (New York, New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1978). 
3 Stephen A. Riess, City Games: The Evolution of American Urban Society and the Rise of Sports 

(Champaign-Urbana, Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 1989), 1. 
4 Stephen A. Riess, Sport in Industrial America, ed. John Hope Franklin, The American History 

Series (Wheeling, Illinois: Harlan Davidson, Inc., 1995). 
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However, Riess, while uncovering the essence of sports in the city, of necessity built upon 

the scholarship of others in order to establish just how sports was able to achieve this lofty 

status. 

Subsequent scholars, such as William Baker and David McComb, took Guttman’s 

arguments a step further, identifying how modern sport came to exist today. They examined 

how sport and societies influenced one another, reflecting larger societal norms and 

traditions as well as serving as vehicles of change. Baker investigated the close relationship 

between sport and social customs (intertwined, so to speak); it becomes difficult to discern 

which impacts the other the most, particularly the sports of ancient times. Baker 

acknowledged that while it may be arguable that sport does not necessarily accurately reflect 

a society’s true inner workings, they do provide another vital lens through which scholars 

can appreciate Western societies’ histories. McComb briefly touched upon Guttman’s and 

Baker’s works, culminating with the overwhelming influence of globalized sports today. 

Utilizing modernization and post-modernism theories, McComb attempted to explain 

modern sports’ place in our society; however, he acknowledged that sports may have moved 

beyond Guttman’s definition for modern sports due to the recent emergence of globally 

televised events.5 Today’s sports broadcasts as well as the action that takes place inside the 

arena are full of marketing and entertainment ploys that somewhat detract from the action on 

the fields of competition, but contribute greatly to the overall spectacle sports has become.  

It is within this arena where anthropologists Victor Turner and Clifford Geertz have 

had their impact upon sports. In his text The Ritual Process, Turner argued spaces are 

created for specific purposes and once inside those sacred areas, athletes and spectators, 

                                                 
5 McComb, Sport in World History: Themes of World History, 4. 
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regardless of their social status, validate the actions of one another that take place inside the 

arena. The actions within those marked areas exist outside of the normal concept of time and 

space, thereby creating a sacred site where all those in attendance participate in a ritual that 

is both reflective and counter-indicative of larger social mechanisms.6 Clifford Geertz, a 

contemporary of Turner, noted in his works that while an arena (in his case, a Balinese 

cockfighting ring) reinforced current societal roles, more importantly, it allowed the story of 

these communal dynamics to be told by those who actually lived it—the participants 

themselves.7  

Geertz and Turner provided valuable and previously unexplored themes regarding 

how specific cultural rituals, which can be easily translated to sports, can exist beyond the 

normal perspective and definitions of time and space. While their arguments can be 

transplanted into the sporting world—sports’ participants, spectators, and organizers can 

assume different personas that can reflect or contradict social and cultural roles in their 

societies—these viewpoints can also serve a larger purpose: to examine the role sports plays 

in reflecting (as well as altering) clearly defined social roles.  

These roles established by the varied and complex mechanisms of society shaped 

America at the dawn of the twentieth century. Needless to say, the lot faced by a majority of 

Missouri’s African Americans was bleak at best. As mentioned previously, the marginal 

advances made in the social, economic, educational, and political spheres during 

Reconstruction had all but been eliminated; Jim Crow had become the dominant force in 

dictating social customs and roles for Blacks and whites throughout Missouri; and unspoken 
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rules and social customs had the backing of written law. Few opportunities for escape 

existed; any effective governmental assistance would not arrive until the 1950s and 1960s, 

well beyond the horizon for many Blacks living in the late nineteenth century. Missouri 

would inevitably return to its roots, falling into line with the social practices of its Southern 

brethren once again. Those Blacks who elected to leave the rural hinterlands of Missouri, the 

first trickles of what would become the Great Migration, faced a bevy of challenges in the 

cities. Increasingly concentrated in certain areas of these cities, most often relegated to land 

economically depressed or undesirable to the city’s established elite, Blacks found that while 

slavery had ended, the cruel realities of housing and employment options indicated 

otherwise. It would be around this confining framework that African Americans, rural and 

urban alike, would build their lives and reinvent a new identity for their culture. At the same 

time, Blacks continued to probe and push the social boundaries of Missouri. Some 

succeeded in effecting meaningful change; some, however, ultimately failed but would serve 

as inspiration for the generations that followed. 

While avenues for Black social and economic advancement remained extremely 

limited well into the mid- to late-twentieth century, there had been glimpses during 

Reconstruction, albeit brief and fleeting, into what the future would hold for Black America. 

But for the time being, society was steadfast in its policies of discrimination and 

segregation; Missouri was no different. However, as mentioned before, Americans began to 

experience the growth of a middle and working class. This phenomenon was not exclusive 

to white America. In fact, Black society mirrored white society in that it separated itself 

based on socio-economic status. The “Talented Tenth” of Black America would spearhead 
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the movement to work within and beyond the social norms.8 Faced with the reality of open 

racism, the Black upper and middle classes retreated within their respective communities for 

strength and fellowship. These dual societies, white and Black, existed alongside one 

another, creating their own institutions and cultural identities within them. Few social 

occasions other than sports and education offered opportunity for integration.  

Educating the Masses: The Rise of the University and Junior College 

Throughout its early history, colleges, universities and academies were the source of 

formal education in the United States, accessible only to the upper classes and privileged 

few. As the nation pushed west and society grew more and more independent from the 

predominant eastern states (including the federal government), they, too, desired the same 

opportunities previously afforded to the elite. “At the beginning of the era there were fewer 

college students in proportion than there had been when the century began.”9 In the late 

nineteenth century, from this grassroots demand, there sprang a populist movement that 

clamored for change in the educational system of America. Through legislation such as the 

first and second Morrill Acts, 1862 and 1890, respectively (as well as the Servicemen’s 

Readjustment Act—or G.I. Bill—of the mid-1940s), the doors opened wide for public 

higher education (through land-grant colleges) for the states. More than ever before, the 

opportunities for higher education were not limited to those who could afford to travel to the 

eastern seaboard for an education. Further, these institutions were often heralded as places 

that could cure society’s ills, havens of free thought and leveler of the people.  

                                                 
8 The Talented Tenth ideal, made popular, but not coined, by W.E,B, DuBois, posited that higher 

education would help propel the most able and gifted of the African American population (the top ten percent) 
and help them develop the necessary leadership skills in order to uplift the entire Black race. 

9 Arthur M. Cohen and Florence B. Brawer, The American Community College, 5th ed., The Jossey-
Bass Higher and Adult Education Series (San Francisco, California: Jossey-Bass, 2008), 101. 



91 

As the population of the nation doubled from 1870 to 1900, these universities were 

now available to what had historically been the underserved cities and regions of the 

expanding Midwestern and western areas of the nation.10 In the throes of the Industrial 

Revolution, the Morrill Acts were also the first true attempts at recognizing that “the 

changing times required a new look at the competence of the American farmer and the 

American mechanic.”11 The landscape of American education was evolving. At these land-

grant colleges, particularly after 1870, inquiry and research became a staple of learning; 

more and more students flocked to the classrooms in pursuit and realization of a valuable 

education that would prepare them for the changing world, which the American nation 

would play a much larger role in shaping. As these state institutions took root, providing 

both scientific and agricultural courses to its youth, another revolutionary idea was taking 

shape in Chicago.  

This inspiration, born from the mind and money of William Harper and John D. 

Rockefeller, sought to add a new dimension to the scope and scale of American higher 

education. When students arrived at the newly established University of Chicago in 1892,  

What they found was a new model of American university, a university which 
(among other things) divided the traditional four collegiate years into two equal 
parts—the first to be known as the junior college or academic college, where the 
spirit would be collegiate and preparatory, and the second to be known as the senior 
college or the university college, where the spirit would be advanced and scholarly.12  
 

Rosemary Gillett-Karam argued that Harper’s approach to higher education, however, may 

not have been as revolutionary as it first appeared. Rather, the splitting of the two segments 

of the university had its genesis in the foundational argument of Thomas Jefferson and 
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11 Rudolph, The American College and University: A History, 248. 
12 Ibid., 351. 
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Benjamin Franklin from a century before.13 Jefferson had proposed a classical liberal arts 

education, its students culled from the masses, their natural leadership abilities honed and 

developed through years of university training. Franklin, in contrast, “was clearly devoted to 

experimental science; after all, he reasoned, the practical applications of science promised to 

make agriculture, commerce, and industry more profitable and everyday life more 

comfortable.”14 Although not revolutionary in the larger scheme of ideals, Harper did assist 

in ushering in a new type of higher education, a university unique to the American 

experience.  

Harper’s idea of what would become the junior college would cement these two 

ideals: the junior college, the first two years of higher education, would serve as the practical 

(academic) curriculum and the senior university or college, the last two years of the 

undergraduate experience, would focus upon research. Harper was not the only educational 

leader who believed in this model. In fact, many officials believed that the American 

university could not ever achieve its full potential until the separation of the freshmen and 

sophomore classes was complete.15 In addition, another purpose of the junior college was 

threefold: to fill the gaps of the state flagship institutions; to provide a path to terminal 

education for those students for whom the university life would be academically daunting; 

and to provide the universities with a ready supply of academically prepared students, well 
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14 Ibid. 
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equipped for research.16 Marvin Aaron’s dissertation, The Higher Education of African 

Americans in Kansas City, Missouri: A History of Lincoln Junior College, 1936–1954, 

provided a wonderful historiography of the early junior college movement, noting the works 

of Walter Eells, Doak Campbell, Jesse Bogue, Leonard Koos, Carl Seashore, and George 

Zook. Most of these men, as would later scholars, addressed the following concepts: (1) to 

ensure the first two years of post-secondary education (i.e., the junior college) be more 

closely aligned with an extension of secondary academics rather than university-level work; 

(2) to provide a terminal level of technical education curricula to address the economic 

needs of the nation; (3) to address the elongated adolescence of the American youth 

potential benefitting from attending the junior college while still remaining at home; (4) to 

demystify higher education so that more and more students could have affordable and 

attainable options; and (5) to exclusively provide advanced graduate and professional 

programs to those students who displayed higher order thinking.  

As the junior college movement took hold across the nation, there were two distinct 

paths to maturity—one along the California model and one along the Missouri model.17 

California’s sheer size and population dispersal isolated a significant number of students 

from the state’s universities. Due to its youth in American history, California had no 

tradition of academies and but had sixteen colleges. As Elizabeth Brooks argued, “the 

upward extension of the public high school (13th and 14th grades) was clearly the only 

reasonable means by which these students could receive some college education and remain 
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at home.”18 In Missouri and much of the Midwest, however, the situation was different. 

Early in the twentieth century, Missouri’s Department of Education partnered with the 

University of Missouri in order to standardize the public school system in the state, thereby 

establishing minimum requirements and accrediting standards by which high schools would 

be held accountable if they wished their graduates to be in good standing for higher 

education pursuits. This partnership between the state and its public high schools threatened 

the viability of many small colleges in Missouri, as they were unable to fully comply with 

the increased educational and pedagogical requirements. Conversely, the University of 

Missouri cemented its place as the flagship institution and de facto leader of higher 

education. And as mentioned before, that influence cast a long shadow across the state when 

the push toward integration began.  

With the public high school educational values solidified and aligned with the 

University of Missouri, which was itself backed by the state’s coffers, the smaller colleges 

in the state watched a significant portion of their meager income disappear. Where once 

students had sought the smaller colleges’ direction and leadership in education, the offer of 

tuition-free education with the promise of post-secondary education available would prove 

devastating to the smaller schools. Further, these institutions had extremely limited 

endowments and stood on financially tenuous ground—serving as extensions of primarily 

denominational schools with little financial flexibility. As a result of these developing 

conditions, these small colleges faced a dilemma. In order to survive, they would have to 

quickly align themselves to the state’s flagship institution, which readily accepted them as 
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potential feeder schools to their burgeoning enrollments—under favorable conditions 

beneficial to the University.19 

In 1911, these small colleges petitioned the University for acceptance into their 

system of accreditation under the following conditions:  

(1) two years of work in advance of the accredited secondary schools was about the 
average amount of work which this group of colleges was offering, and (2) the recent 
movement to require a two years’ course in advance of the secondary school as a 
preparation for the work of the professional schools, and the resulting division in the 
four years’ course in the College of Arts and Sciences in the University, made the 
close of the second year a logical division point in the college course.20 
 
In order to secure their hegemony over the junior colleges, the University reserved 

the right to terminate accreditation at any time. By 1913, four colleges had been accredited; 

two years later, three more had come under the umbrella of the University’s junior college 

system. Interestingly, all of these colleges served young women exclusively (Lindenwood, 

Howard-Payne, Stephens, Hardin, Christian, Cottey, and William Woods). By early 1918, 

this system had expanded to include Kansas City Junior College (Polytechnic Institute), 

which was an extension of the city’s public high school system, and junior colleges in 

Hannibal and St. Joseph as well. In 1925, Missouri’s General Assembly formalized the 

relationship between high school (and thereby the masses) and junior colleges by passing 

legislation allowing its high schools to offer credit for junior college courses.21  

Many sources also document how the junior college movement “democratized” 

higher education, allowing many poorer students and students of color access to an 

educational path that had long been denied to them. Although that path would be lined with 

a number of obstacles and pitfalls, Blacks would, as they had their other educational 
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opportunities, negotiate and adapt them to fit their needs as a community and a people. 

However, there only existed two public African American junior colleges in the United 

States as late as 1936—one in Texas and one in Arkansas.22 

As mentioned previously, the movement towards higher education opportunities in 

Missouri was somewhat unique compared to the rest of the South because most of its Black 

population was concentrated in the cities of St. Louis and Kansas City; however, the only 

institution of higher learning was located in Jefferson City, in the center of the state.23 Much 

as had been done by other white communities throughout the Midwest, the two Black urban 

communities pushed to have their own localized higher education institutions. The struggle 

to secure these facilities lasted for several years, but the demands of both communities 

eventually were met through the establishment of Stowe Junior College (1933-1938) and 

Lincoln Junior College (1935-1954) in St. Louis and Kansas City, respectively.24 True 

integration would be several years away in Missouri, and all other educational institutions in 

the South would last as long as the federal government would allow. The environment in 

Northern schools, however, would be somewhat different.  

Rising to the Top: The Ascension of Sport and Black 

Access in Intercollegiate Culture 

Collegiate athletics would become almost a bellwether of academic quality across 

the nation’s campuses beginning in the mid-1850s with an initially innocuous crew 

competition between Harvard and Yale. Although athletic competition was also prevalent in 

English and German university life at the time, in America it took on a much different 
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significance.25 From that fateful first competition, the promise of profit fueled sports’ 

growth throughout the Northeast. Alumni, students, and curious spectators flooded the 

area’s hotels, restaurants, and bars as they all partook in the event’s frivolities. Also 

profiting from the weeklong affair were the local railroad giants, whose trains transported 

countless fans to and from their destinations, and the ticket brokers, who watched their share 

of the gate rise quickly as people from all over the Northeast flocked to the spectacle. Within 

a few short decades, intercollegiate sport was firmly entrenched within the very fabric of the 

American campus, as vital a part of student life as philosophy and fraternities. Latching onto 

the notion of “muscular Christianity” and Victorian values, these student-athletes reflected 

the growing nation’s strength and indomitable spirit for competition. While many of the 

sports possessed a number of qualities that would entice thousands of young men, nothing 

would quite capture their fancy as much as the sport of football.  

Michael Oriard eloquently captured this personification in his work Reading 

Football: How the Popular Press Created an American Spectacle. As newspapers 

represented these athletes as strong, young gladiators, the American public began to view 

them as the embodiment of the new American spirit. Highlighting the famous Thanksgiving 

Day football game between Yale and Princeton in 1893, Oriard described the juggernaut that 

was college football and how the writers of the day, through the prose of their pens, helped 

cement its ascension to the pinnacle of intercollegiate sport. Within a few short years, 

football went from a game one played to a rite of passage for generations of young men.26 

Rudolph also traced these early developments of football and tied it into the new American 
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vision of the individual, which “put on the display not the wonder of machines, but the 

robustness, ingenuity and imagination of man.”27 He also connected its popularity to the 

ability of football to serve as “the social elevator that would enable an entire generation of 

young men in the coal fields of Pennsylvania to turn their backs on the mines that had 

employed their fathers.”28 Football promised to level the so-called playing field, and once it 

secured the backing of the alumni and administrations of the universities, there was no 

stopping its meteoric rise or denying the limits to which these men would go to ensure 

victory.  

In pushing the envelope of these limits, the world of education and athletics, at least 

in the North, despite systematic and widespread racism, would provide limited openings for 

African Americans. The “Talented Tenth” of Black America would again lead the way. 

Nelson George (whose study of Black basketball likened the sport to another Black 

institution, jazz), stated that the earliest Black athletes (including basketball players) were 

“sons of Northern freedmen whose love of sport was deep but whose use of and relationship 

to it fit neither the ‘noble primitive’ stereotypes of the early 1900s or the ‘greedy jock’ 

caricatures of the 1990s.”29 According to Bryant Gumbel, as quoted in George’s Elevating 

the Game, these sportsmen:  

Had all come from families that were, comparatively speaking, financially 
comfortable. In those days of no athletic scholarships, and sports as a sidelight, only 
the well-to-do could afford to go to college. Once there, the wise student knew better 
than to waste his rare opportunity of obtaining a college education. Above all, the 
Black man was in college to study, not to perform on the athletic field. The 
socioeconomics of the time went far to alleviate any possible grumbling concerning 
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the participation of Blacks in college athletics. Those Blacks who were in college 
came from backgrounds and environments similar to their white counterparts.30 
 
This assertion was echoed in the landmark research of Arthur Ashe, whose series A 

Hard Road to Glory, an exhaustive summary of Black achievement in American athletics 

since the arrival of the first enslaved individuals in 1619.31 Ashe, a trailblazer in the realm of 

Black sports history, exposed a side of intercollegiate sports that had escaped the pen of 

other scholars who had preceded him. Through his research, Ashe discovered that Black 

athletes did participate and excel in intercollegiate sports at both historically Black and 

predominantly white institutions (PWI) of higher learning. In three primary sports—track 

and field, baseball, and football—African Americans participated and enjoyed athletic and 

academic success. Although most sports at Black colleges were relegated to intramural 

status and suffered from poor facilities, some informal competitions took place in the South. 

As early as 1872, Howard University fielded a baseball team and by 1900, most Black 

colleges and universities had done the same. In Atlanta and its surroundings, the local Black 

colleges established leagues and competed in 1896.  

Those Black athletes who attended predominantly white institutions also experienced 

success, especially William Lewis. In 1889, Lewis became the first African American All 

America during his football career at Amherst College. In fact, Lewis achieved the 

recognition of his teammates as illustrated by his election to the position of captain. 

Universities across the Midwest included Black athletes as well: George Flippin starred at 

Nebraska; Michigan had George Jeweth; University of Chicago hired an African American 

to head its football team in 1892.  
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Trailblazers such as these men helped pave the road for other Black athletes to enter 

and excel at Northern schools. Along with track and field, these sports, while providing 

many Black students with opportunities for both athletics and academics, often served as 

pipelines for Black athletes to serve Northern white colleges. Several schools mandated that 

for an African American to enter their school as a freshman, he must have already 

matriculated from a university. Because of rules such as these, Black athletes at Northern 

schools were often older and more mature than their white teammates and competitors, 

contributing to their ability to excel. That added maturity contributed to the academic 

accomplishments of several Black athletes who graduated from Ivy League institutions 

before World War I. In highlighting the African American athlete, Ashe added to the study 

of the evolution of Black college athletes. However, Ashe did not address the effect that 

athletics had upon their institutions, especially historically Black schools. It would be safe to 

assume that several of these schools suffered from the same issues that white schools 

encountered, given the fact that the desire to win transcends racial barriers. 

Ashe, as well as most of his contemporaries, built his scholarship upon the work of 

the “Father of Black Sport History,” Edward Bancroft Henderson. Henderson was the first 

major scholar to delve into the impact of sport upon Black culture, laying the foundation for 

future scholars. Considered the vanguard of Black sports history literature, Henderson’s 

1939 work, The Negro in Sports, highlighted the efforts of a few Black pioneers in the 

athletic world before the reintroduction of legalized segregation and chronicled Black 

participation in American sports up through the 1930s.32  
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While Henderson recognized the impact sport had upon the Black community as a 

whole, his work was limited because the opportunities extended to Black athletes were rare. 

As a result, most of his effort necessarily focused on key events and notable personalities in 

Black sports history in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries rather than 

overarching themes and insights. Even with these initial obstacles, most Black sports 

historians acknowledge Henderson’s effort as a—if not the—major influence in their 

research.  

Despite Henderson’s nascent exploration into the realm of Black sports history in the 

mid-twentieth century, the study of this subject is a relatively young subfield of academia. 

While the histories of African American athletes and sport date as far back as the early 

colonization of America, social historians and academics in general have just begun to 

examine the subject in greater depth in the last few years as society shifts to a more inclusive 

examination of our collective histories.  

Sports historians have only recently begun to uncover these new threads of 

scholarship, with most, similar to Henderson, documenting the exploits of the preeminent 

African American athletes such as Jackie Robinson, Joe Louis, or Muhammad Ali. Contrary 

to popular belief, however, a static, definitive “Black experience” does not exist. The 

individual stories of these larger-than-life sporting icons are not indicative of the larger 

picture of Black America. While valuable in their own right, the studies of these individuals 

do not necessarily encapsulate the myriad of Black sport experiences that have existed in 

America, nor do they typically endeavor to do so. They are standard biographies of 

individuals, too often written as if the person existed within a vacuum.  
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While the academic community largely ignored the subject of sport between World 

War II and the 1980s,33 the unofficial (and largely nonacademic) debate of racial relations 

and sport fell to contemporary Black sportswriters.34 With the aura of nationalism35 and 

fervent racial pride in the 1930s and 1940s, many Black press members “hoped to use the 

playing fields as a platform for social mobility and to enlist athletic triumph in the quest for 

equal opportunity in America.”36 Black professional sports leagues and historically Black 

colleges flourished during this era, yet recorded instances of integrated contests with white 

teams and predominantly white institutions rarely occurred due to cultural and societal 

norms pushing against integration. However, in those moments where preeminent Black and 

white athletes did compete against one another at sports’ highest levels, the spotlight was on 

these events. Sports historians often take marquee events, such as championship 

heavyweight bouts between Joe Louis and Max Schmeling, or defining athletes, such as 

Jackie Robinson, and use them to contextualize a larger social undercurrent.  

For example, when Louis and Schmeling squared off for the heavyweight boxing 

crown in the 1930s, America, and a majority of the globe, collectively held its breath in 

anticipation. “[Louis’ victory] was the triumph of a repressed people against the evil forces 

of racial oppression and discrimination condensed.”37 Truly a fascinating microcosm of a 

myriad of national and global ideals, the athletes involved reflected the Hegelian notion of 

how great men impact history from the top down. Most works written on and during this era 
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follow this model (i.e., biographies written about Willie Mays, Bill Russell, or Muhammad 

Ali). While captivating and entertaining, works such as these fall primarily under the genre 

of popular culture and lack the scholarly context needed to gain a solid understanding of 

how individual communities and their citizens interacted. In choosing to focus on the main 

characters involved and attempting to generalize an entire nation’s view, they fail to 

accurately portray how “average” Americans worked within their daily lives.  

Most Black Americans, especially those in the South, celebrated the achievements of 

their sports heroes. But those exploits failed to have any lasting impact on the average 

African American’s immediate realities. In fact, some prominent African American 

community leaders from the South pleaded with their supporters to view the 

accomplishments of Black athletes as a harbinger of things to come.38 Instead of 

acknowledging the obvious failure to effect any significant overall social change outside of 

the playing fields, it was enough to provide statistical performances as the sole merit of 

equality—at least for the time being. Yet, the value of these narratives cannot be overlooked 

because they provided a framework upon which future studies could build. Ashe’s works, 

heavy on the narrative approach, fall under this category. And much as Henderson had done 

a generation previously, he helped initiate a resurgence of interest in sport and its impact 

upon the Black community and racial relations in the mid-1980s. Chronicling these national 

events and key figures in Black sports sparked conversations across the country, consciously 

(or unconsciously) laying a foundation for future social debate and subsequent change. It 

would be in this context that future scholars would focus their research in order to provide a 
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more complete picture of how intercollegiate sport and racial relations evolved in the United 

States.  

During World War II, many colleges hemorrhaged their male athletes to the war 

effort and found themselves unable to field teams; many programs completed their rosters 

with African Americans.39 This forced integration, examined by Donald Spivey, marked a 

shift “in the athletic establishment’s attitude towards interracial sports.”40 Following World 

War II, fueled by the G.I. Bill, millions of young men flooded the college campuses across 

the nation and, coupled with a rise of “big-time” collegiate athletics, universities and their 

sports program, became a force of social change in the 1950s and 1960s. However, that 

change, argued Spivey and Hasan Jeffries, was not due to the desire for social equality,41 but 

rather in pursuit of capital and championships—a “win-at-all costs” mentality.42 

Additionally, in 1954, Brown v. Board of Education forcibly integrated all public schools 

throughout the nation. As the schools (and communities) struggled with how to best adapt to 

the new mandate, the question of sport and its impact upon racial integration moved to the 

background, but only briefly.  

Led by Spivey, Gerald Early, David Wiggins, and Patrick Miller, scholars of the late 

twentieth century began to more closely examine the ripple effect individuals and key events 

had upon collegiate campuses during the 1950s and 1960s. The subject matter of Wiggins’ 

and Miller’s earliest works successfully captured the essence of how Black intercollegiate 

male athletes in the Civil Rights movement often found themselves (both willingly and 
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unwillingly) torn between their more militant Black peers and the predominantly white 

campus administration and coaching staffs.43  

However, these scholars failed to acknowledge an ironic legacy of Brown: that when 

the schools integrated, it was the Black schools that were left empty and the Black teachers 

who were unemployed. Without any mentoring from Black teachers and professors, Black 

athletes often faced the dilemmas with little advice from more mature sources. As an 

interesting byproduct of this dearth of counseling, Black athletes found themselves relying 

upon their own experiences and justifications for their actions. Torn between their culture 

and their relationship with athletics administrators and coaches, Black athletes struggled to 

bridge those loyalties at predominantly white institutions.44 Black athletes fought 

themselves, one another, and the established power structures in universities in attempts to 

forge a stronger identity and gain ground in the fight for equality.45 Gerald Early used sport 

as a vehicle to depict these inner conflicts of Black males in society, composing insightful 

and scholarly essays regarding how athletics in a contemporary context influence Black 

masculinity as a whole.46 He captured the essence of just how tenuous the psyche of a Black 

male athlete was in American society during the 1950s and 1960s. Black athletes surrounded 

by hundreds and thousands of white faces on college campuses and communities found 

themselves isolated from both their culture and their identity. Often, their only method of 

escape was on the fields of play. With a semblance of racial anonymity offered by a football 
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helmet or, less so, under the jersey of a basketball uniform, these Black athletes still 

managed to find identity in their performance within the lines of competition.  

Young men have been able to rediscover those lost identities while competing in 

sport. Through athletics, a sense of community and belonging can be created, allowing, even 

if only for a brief moment, an escape from burdens experienced because of their race. John 

Bloom, through his extensive use of oral interviews and exhaustive research on Native 

American boarding schools, illustrated how sports programs assisted youths in their pursuit 

of an identity.47 The ability to athletically outperform others, he argued, enabled youth to 

find an identity. “To race or shoot a puck is not only to exercise a skill, but to embody, 

express, and elaborate a complex code about self and culture—in short, to acquire an 

identity.”48 He asserted that as one finds his identity, an inner strength follows and thus, a 

foundation for future growth can theoretically follow. With that inner strength, the ability of 

Black athletes to successfully navigate the sea of racism and discrimination can open 

dialogue and begin to challenge how communities and individuals think. Sport and play 

have an innate ability to permeate a minority culture, even under the most extreme 

conditions, and provide a vehicle for expression.49 While the previous scholars successfully 

identified a collective mentality, the individual expressions would be addressed by later 

research.  

Although scholars provided a clear image of the collective issues facing Black 

athletes and racial relations, other than brief generalizations, they largely ignored individual 
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communities. For example, using only secondary sources (newspapers, periodicals, etc.), 

Steven Riess examined how sport impacted the evolution of urban centers as well, weaving 

a cogent argument defining class, racial and ethnic issues facing athletes and overall 

society.50 However, while arguing how the rise of urban America impacted the development 

of sport, he fails to provide a contrasting view of smaller, more closely knit communities.  

Rita Liberti51 and Bob Ruck52 laid the foundation for this model through their 

examination of the sports traditions of historically Black universities and Black 

neighborhoods of eastern cities. More concerned with how cities and the social network of 

individual communities and their institutions dealt with the question of integration and sport, 

these scholars pored through newspapers and periodicals of specific eras and conducted oral 

interviews of actual participants, in order to better research their subject matter.  

Sports at this smaller, more intimate level, required its participants’ submission to 

the overall societal and racial rules of both Black and white America.53 Local traditions and 

values also played a role in how a specific community valued its sports teams, with both 

positive and negative results. While Liberti championed the notion that intercollegiate sports 

promoted a level of social consciousness, Ruck countered by illustrating that individuals 

influenced by a community can fixate on a sport “at the expense of the pursuit of other 

educational, cultural and vocational opportunities.”54 Additionally, communities influenced 

                                                 
50 Steven Riess, City Games. 
51 Rita Liberti. “Fostering Community Consciousness: The Role of Women’s Basketball at Black Colleges 

and Universities, 1900-1950,” in Charles K. Ross, ed. Race and Sport: The Struggle for Equality On and Off 

the Field (Oxford, Mississippi: University Press of Mississippi, 2004) 40-58. 
52 Bob Ruck. Sandlot Seasons: Sport in Black Pittsburgh (Champaign-Urbana, IL: University of Illinois 

Press, 1987). 
53 Liberti, “Fostering Community Consciousness.” 
54 Ruck, Sandlot Seasons, 7. 



108 

by nation-states55 and their power structures can create perceived “opportunities” for 

minorities56 to participate through the notion of integration, sports, and colonization, but 

primarily those avenues remain under the careful control of the existing (white) power 

structure.57   

These community values would shape how the town’s elite chose to integrate as 

well. Richard Pierce and Andrew Ramsey differed from previous scholars in that their scope 

was much more limited: Indianapolis, Indiana, and its immediate response to the first all-

Black high school to capture the state basketball championship in the mid-1950s. In 

realizing both the realities and the limitations of that seminal moment, Pierce summed up the 

moment: “[Despite] brilliant basketball [succeeding] where religion, reason and education 

[had] failed, one can find little immediate improvement in the laboring, housing and political 

conditions that Blacks endured.”58  

Athletic success did not directly translate into increased civil rights, especially in 

racially divided states during racially divided times. Ramsey added a different spin: that 

integration would be fast tracked because it would eliminate an all-Black school from 

winning a state championship ever again.59 Ramsey and Pierce ultimately argued that rather 

than realizing any other larger social obligation, Indianapolis responded to this perceived 

outrage by integrating its schools, dividing up its talented Black basketball players among 
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the other white schools, and thereby preserving the hegemony of whiteness and ultimate 

sanctity of its beloved basketball courts. Critically viewing the dynamics of day-to-day 

behavior embedded within individual communities and how they chose to respond to 

integration is paramount to understanding larger, more regional differences.  

A movement towards a more representative social history has fostered a favorable 

environment in which historians, including sports historians, can make a much closer 

examination into the individual stories of everyday Black Americans who participated in 

sports. In these instances, these individuals’ stories reflect a unique view into their lives, 

thereby creating a fuller, more complete version of African American history, one with a 

sports thread running consistently throughout. Anthologies with cohesive themes, including 

Charles Ross’ Race and Sport, David Wiggins’ The Unlevel Playing Field and Glory Bound, 

and Patrick Miller’s Sport and the Color Line, have been most effective in illustrating these 

more individual stories, topics which run the gamut of semi-professional baseball in Jim 

Crow America to the impact of women’s basketball upon the Southern historically Black 

colleges and universities. These academic forays are more reflective and probing than 

standard biographical sketches, yet significant holes still exist in which future scholarship 

can be conducted.60 Charles H. Martin fills some of these gaps with his chronicling of 

integration of college basketball and football teams situated in former Confederate states in 

Benching Jim Crow: The Rise and Fall of the Color Line in Southern College Sports, 1890-
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1980.61 However, Martin’s study incorporates primarily the Southeastern, Atlantic Coast and 

Southwest Conferences and fails to fully address the Big Eight Conference and the antics of 

charter member, the University of Missouri. Although he highlighted several notable 

incidents illustrating how Missouri addressed its concerns around integrated competitions 

with fellow conference members and non-conference institutions, there still remained a 

considerable gap in examining the larger context of universities in former Border States.  

Missouri, particularly at the collegiate level, and even more so at the junior college 

level, is a perfect illustration of these gaps. Outside of events such as football star Leonard 

Bates’ failed attempt to integrate a 1940 football game between his New York University 

(NYU) squad and the University of Missouri, there are few records and little media coverage 

of interracial contests between or among Blacks and whites in pre-Brown Missouri.  

Donald Spivey summed up the outcome of this aborted movement: “The University 

of Missouri, as did most teams in the South, Southwest and Southeast, drew a staunch color-

line against interracial sporting events.”62 Further cementing the lack of integrated sporting 

opportunities, the Missouri State High School Athletics Association (MSHSAA) and the 

Missouri Negro Interscholastic Athletic Association (MNIAA) operated separate athletics 

associations until 1952 when MSHSAA removed its color barrier for membership.63 The 

MNIAA would continue to operate state basketball tournaments through 1955, the year in 

which most school districts had integrated across the state.  
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Interestingly, despite this official ban, there have been more recent suggestions about 

limited contests between all-white and all-Black high school teams in St. Louis during the 

1940s and 1950s. Clifton “Jerome” Nelson, senior captain at St. Louis’ Douglass High 

School, a perennial basketball powerhouse in the MNIAA, remembered competing against a 

few private and Catholic high schools in the area in the mid-1950s.64 Colvin McDonald of 

Wheatley High School in Poplar Bluff echoed similar memories: “Before Blacks and whites 

competed in sports together, we would occasionally scrimmage the Mules (Poplar Bluff’s 

white high school) out of the public eye.”65 However, there has been no record of these 

games found as of yet outside of the aforementioned anecdotal evidence. 

For the most part, outside of biographical studies of its more prominent Black 

citizens and the well-known Kansas City Monarchs and St. Louis Stars of the Negro 

Leagues as well as its rosters of celebrities, Missouri has been ignored.66 It is within this gap 

that significant stories lie aching to be told. Left in the shadows, Black “race men,” such as 

John McLendon, from Kansas City, Kansas, and the subject of historian Milton Katz’s 

Breaking Through, have many valuable and no less valid narratives waiting to be 

researched. Katz chronicled the story of McLendon, a man of many significant “firsts” in 

sports history: the first coach (Black or white) to capture three consecutive national 
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intercollegiate titles; the first Black coach of an integrated professional basketball team; the 

first Black coach at a predominantly white university; the first Black coach in the ABA; the 

first Black coach on the Olympic basketball staff; and the first Black coach inducted into the 

Basketball Hall of Fame.67 Katz framed the remarkable journey of Coach McLendon within 

the larger social trends of the era between the 1930s through the dawn of the twenty-first 

century, highlighting the civil rights pioneer’s efforts to coach the game as best he could. 

However, as both Katz and McLendon attempted to downplay the racial overtones, which 

were so readily apparent during the coach’s lifetime, they instead underscored just how 

important the actions of one man could be. McLendon knew early in his life that his actions 

and efforts would have far-reaching impact, well beyond the lines defining the basketball 

court and beyond the walls of the arena.  

In a twist of irony, Brown, although largely based upon legal theory addressing 

higher educational aspects in regard to admission of Black applicants, did not specifically 

require colleges and universities to integrate. It took further court cases and legislation, such 

as Florida ex rel. Hawkins v. Board of Control (1956) and Title VI of the Civil Rights Act 

of 1964 to effect any significant change.68 Depending upon their communities’ social norms 

and cultural traditions, Missouri’s colleges and universities integrated at varying speeds 

before the mid-1960s. However, that story remains largely hidden from scholarly works and 

instead is tucked neatly away in these communities for future disclosure.  
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How Sport Reflects and Refutes Race Relations in Communities 

Scholars, who have only relatively recently begun to thoroughly investigate the 

impact of sport upon societal and economic relationships between and within communal 

groupings, are breaking new ground in academia. However, decades of bland, biographical 

work written about elite athletes, void of any true substance or academic context, have 

created a difficult environment in which these sport historians must work. Coupled with the 

subject matter being historically viewed as a leisure activity unworthy of in-depth analytical 

study, as well as an extremely limited amount of information that reveals sport and its social 

impact, scholars who choose to delve into this area will almost certainly have to overcome 

initial concerns of legitimacy on the academic stage. Those electing to pursue such avenues 

will need to approach their focus of attention in an interdisciplinary manner. However, as 

scholars begin to chip away at the stereotypes that have befallen this subject of thought, 

sport history will have the potential to shed light in an area that very easily captures the 

nation’s attention and admiration with predictable regularity. If current and future scholars 

can capitalize upon these sentiments, it shall, perhaps, open the door for many more 

insightful works, such as the masters thesis published by Christopher Jannings, who 

examined the racial dynamics of a high school boys basketball team in Michigan during the 

years of the Civil Rights Movement.  

It is within these rural communities where the most interesting and personal stories 

can actually occur. Typically, scholars who look at individual communities have some sort 

of intimate tie to the area, a condition that can be a very important strength, but also be a 

glaring weakness. Regardless, the information from these smaller communities provides a 

glimpse into an area of scholarship that has been lacking, particularly in studies of racial 
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relations and sport in rural and Midwestern areas. Jannings tackled these problems head on 

in his thesis, “White Rules, Black Stars: Race, Sport, Community, and the Emergence of 

Integrated Boys’ High School Basketball in Benton Harbor, Michigan, 1945-1965.” Similar 

to many Northern cities during the mid-twentieth century, Benton Harbor, Michigan, located 

between the two major metropolitan areas of Detroit and Chicago, experienced a huge influx 

of African Americans from the Deep South, a shift which would dramatically and 

fundamentally alter its social, economic, and political climate. However, instead of using 

professional baseball as a primary mode of study, Jannings examined a high school and its 

basketball teams over a more compact and limited twenty-year period, positing that it served 

as a temporary respite from racial tension rather than a guiding force or microcosm of a 

larger society. 

Because these types of studies (i.e., in-depth forays into smaller communities’ 

histories) have inherently limited compilations of data due to a lack of true academic 

research, scholars who tackle these subjects must often be the vanguard into gathering 

information from limited primary and secondary sources. Jannings also had other obstacles, 

for as uncommon as studies of race relations and sport are for smaller (and rural) 

communities, the number of works on the historical impact of Blacks on the interscholastic 

level are even rarer. Despite these initial limitations, however, Jannings readily and capably 

moved forward and delved into Benton Harbor’s history to provide a meaningful glimpse 

into how race relations in a small, rural community can both impact and be shaped by sport 

and the ardent support of an integrated interscholastic basketball program.  

Jannings explored the themes of “intersection of race, community, education, 

housing/living conditions, demographics and labor practices to address white attitudes 
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towards Blacks.”69 Jannings relied upon a finite number of primary sources, including 

census reports, newspaper accounts, institutional records, and local and regional histories to 

reconstruct a solid contextual image of Benton Harbor during the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s.70 

These sources, while full of information, have the potential for a slanted perspective that 

leans heavily toward the predominant white elite of the city; none of the sources mentioned 

by Jannings included, from what one can infer, a minority point of view. To offset this lack 

of information, Jannings utilized previously ignored oral histories of actual participants that 

reveal new perspectives. Jannings’ other secondary sources, while useful in reconstructing a 

partial image of national race relations and sport during this time frame, do little to provide 

insight into Benton Harbor and smaller communities. To fill this gap, however, Jannings 

attempted to draw comparisons and construct models for his research using three academic 

papers: Hoosiers in a Different Light: Forces of Changes v. Power of Nostalgia, written by 

Troy Paino (2001); More Than a Game: The Political Meaning of High School Basketball in 

Indianapolis, written by Richard Pierce (2000); and Blocked Shot: The Development of 

Basketball in the African American Community of Chicago, written by Gerald Gems (1995). 

However, the only work that approaches a rural picture of high school basketball (Paino) 

failed to substantially address race relations. Jannings had his work cut out for him.  

Because little information was available about race relations and sport at the 

interscholastic level, Jannings sought to establish a social context of Michigan and its state 

government based on how it assessed and managed race relations. Jannings relied heavily 

upon two major works: The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Postwar 
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Detroit, written by Thomas Sugrue (1996) and Expanding the Frontiers of Civil Rights, 

Michigan, 1948-1968, written by Sidney Fine (2000). One cannot fault Jannings for the 

absence of academic works written on his specific topic; they did not exist at the time of his 

research. Jannings acknowledged early in his thesis that he had major gaps in his research, 

due to the inability to secure published material from the local NAACP chapter and notes 

from school board meetings in Benton Harbor. Jannings also failed to incorporate another 

potentially insightful source: police blotters. Jannings could have also looked to other 

sources outside of his specific topic for models, utilizing sources that identified community 

histories and important events or defining characteristics. Despite having several significant 

informational gaps, Jannings postulated that “the arrival of integrated teams served as a 

positive force, not as a force of division in the Benton Harbor community, offering 

temporary relief from racial tension and other social problems.”71 

In order to present a social context for Benton Harbor, Jannings built an image of 

what daily life was like for African Americans through census figures and housing patterns, 

thereby creating a richer understanding of spatial relations in the community. Where African 

Americans were allowed to live within Benton Harbor dramatically affected their access to 

larger society and its amenities. While noting the sheer demographic impact of the migration 

of thousands of southern Blacks upon Michigan and other states, Jannings failed to 

adequately denote the reasons why they left the Deep South and ventured into areas such as 

Benton Harbor. By leaving out this important piece of information, Jannings inadvertently 

removed the element of agency from these Black families. However, he clearly illustrated 

the difference between the original Black population, which had been accepted into the 
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social fabric of Benton Harbor and knew the social climate, and the newly arrived migrants. 

These migrants generally possessed a markedly different attitude of social reality, bringing 

an “array of problems unfamiliar to the larger white community” and a naïveté about what 

the status quo and proper living conditions should be in their new home.72 While Blacks 

from the Deep South were still quite poor by Northern white standards, the general 

consensus was:  

To us, life had taken a sharp turn for the better. We didn’t think about cars or new 
clothes. We didn’t think we were poor. Poor to us in Mississippi was having no food 
to eat, clothes to wear, the bank throwing you off your land.73  
 
This opinion was in stark contrast to established Black families who had developed 

strong ties to Benton Harbor and typically avoided conflict by “maintaining ethnic 

boundaries and ‘minding one’s own business.’”74 Jannings further stated, “it appears that in 

most areas of society whites maintained a relative peaceful relationship with Blacks, as long 

as neighborhoods and schools located in white districts remained segregated and everyone 

attended their own affairs.”75 However, the influx of hundreds of Blacks would extend the 

set boundaries of ethnic neighborhoods, creating tension as these three distinct groups 

bumped heads. Blacks were allowed a relatively limited amount of freedom, provided they 

did not threaten white hegemony in the community, exemplified in that “Blacks held minor 

leadership roles in the community, but few were elected to public office.”76 However, 

Jannings claimed that despite the presence of increasing racial tension in the community at 

large, “no evidence suggests that racial division and inequality carried over to high school 
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sports teams, a sanctuary that offered both Black and whites a unique place in the racial 

spectrum.”77 

African American participation in Benton Harbor interscholastic sports dated back to 

the late nineteenth century, according to Jannings’ research. Using the high school 

yearbooks, Jannings discovered only “a few Black high school boys distinguished 

themselves or tried out for high school teams before World War II.”78 Such realizations are 

quite believable as the number of African Americans in secondary education was extremely 

small, according to figures presented by Jannings earlier in his paper and augmented later: 

“the problems with Blacks participating in high school sports revolved around not talent 

levels but low enrollment numbers.”79 With a limited number of Black participants at 

Benton Harbor High School, Jannings cited these individuals and listed their 

accomplishments, thereby curiously ignoring his early warning in the introduction: most 

“books written on Blacks and sport have been overwhelmingly narrative, largely devoid of 

theory, rarely path-breaking and often behind the curve.”80 

As Jannings approached the late 1940s and early 1950s, he told the story of Benton 

Harbor basketball teams, using the voice of actual participants, fans, and administrators. One 

of the pitfalls of interviewing subjects decades after their initial experiences is that the 

researcher runs the risk that they might romanticize their memories or color them just 

enough to reflect a contemporary interpretation of an event that occurred some time ago. 

Without presenting a standardized list of questions posed to his interview subjects, Jannings 

did not allow for critical analysis of his interviews, nor did he offer transcriptions to fill the 
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gaps in his research. However, the predominant line of thinking from the interviews revealed 

that while a majority recollected few memories of racial tension in the school and 

community as a whole, they did, in fact, clearly remember a separation of races outside of 

school and interscholastic events, including basketball.  

Such a belief permeates much of Jannings’ research and supports his original thesis, 

which states that basketball provided a temporary respite from the racial tension that 

prevailed in the community of Benton Harbor from the mid-1940s through the mid-1960s. 

While the relative success of the boys’ basketball team may have temporarily diverted 

attention from the widespread social ills of Benton Harbor, it ultimately failed to 

overshadow and overcome the racial inequalities throughout the turbulent decades of the 

1950s and 1960s:  

In most cases, relationships among Black and white players, students and fans began 
and ended at the high school gymnasium. Periods of intense loyalty for athletic 
teams at times paled in comparison to deeper issues of race and other social 
injustices going on in the community.81  
 
Jannings’ work does not lead the reader to the proverbial happy ending that we see 

so much in Hollywood where the team members fight among themselves early on, often 

along racial lines, with a leader from each racial demographic representing this pent-up 

anger. Yet, in less than a span of two hours, this team, forced together, somehow overcomes 

those deep-seated racial animosities that has woven itself in and around their upbringings 

and instead turns their collective focus against a common opponent in a climactic moment. 

The camera fades away with the two former combatant leaders embracing one another in a 

moment of triumph, not only over a vanquished opponent, but in essence, over the entire 

institutionalized racism of society as well. With a sense of victory, the audience is meant to 

                                                 
81 Ibid., 182. 
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feel good about themselves and believe that winning does cure all. But that rarely is the case 

in the real world, and was certainly not the case in Moberly, Missouri. And while it may not 

be as neat and tidy as a slick Hollywood production, the story and the primary actors in this 

town were much more nuanced, developed, and reflective. The result is not only much more 

entertaining and enlightening, but valuable because we can look back upon our roots as well.  

While certainly within these lines several noteworthy milestones in the road for civil 

rights eventually occurred throughout a number of gymnasiums in Missouri, it would be 

outside these walls where the most impact would occur. Perhaps the integration of a town’s 

restaurants may have been as simple and unremarkable as in Moberly, when in the late 

1950s, a young, brash head coach by the name of Cotton Fitzsimmons quietly and discreetly 

pulled a local owner aside and told him that if he wanted to have his Greyhound basketball 

team continue to dine at his eatery, then he would have to serve the Black players in the 

main area, not in the kitchen, as had been done under the previous coach.82 And from that 

moment on, the restaurants in Moberly were integrated. No fanfare, no media. The word and 

the strength of character from one influential basketball coach was all it took to forever 

transform the racial landscape of something as mundane as eating a meal. That a basketball 

coach could effect such change requires a deeper look into what athletics, particularly 

basketball, meant to small-town Missouri.  

Basketball in Missouri—rural Missouri in particular—has had a special place in the 

hearts and minds of its citizens. According to Joel Vance, one of Missouri’s most prolific 

contemporary writers: 

                                                 
82 Lowell “Cotton” Fitzsimmons (former Head Coach, Moberly Greyhounds), interviewed by James 

F. Byland, November 15, 1997, Kansas City, Missouri.  
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Baseball season was short, a few games in the last chill of spring before the school 
year ended, then a few more during the summer with a pickup team…There was no 
football at Keytesville High School. Track was a joke. We had just two hurdles for 
the school’s premier hurdler to practice on…Basketball was the glamour sport. Any 
dinky little school could accumulate five starters and a couple of subs and launch a 
basketball team. There were towns in the area with a population of two hundred that 
were competitive in basketball.83  
 
If rural Missouri was indeed the heart of Missouri, then basketball fired its heartbeat. 

On any given Friday night during the winters of the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, the heat of the 

crackerbox gymnasiums reflected the action on the floor. It did not matter whether that 

action was quality or not; what mattered was the name on the front of the jersey—the 

hometown community. The representation of that jersey went far beyond the fabric, 

stitching, and number. The ritual of game demanded that it mean much more. By donning 

the jersey of one’s school, a teenager, who only moments before was any all-American boy, 

now embodied an entire community’s hopes and dreams. A small town’s collective breath 

rose and fell with every drive to the basket. The subtle differences in watching a sweet 

jumper fall softly through the net or bounce awkwardly off of the rim captivated and 

entranced all those in attendance. No matter the outcome, half would go home dejected and 

defeated; half would go home victorious, the champions until the next encounter. One 

magical season could leave an indelible mark in a community’s pedigree, forever encasing 

that moment in the annals of history and serving as fodder in the local barbershops for years 

to come. Small-town Missouri basketball put a twinkle in everyone’s eye on game day. 

                                                 
83 Joel M. Vance, Down Home Missouri: When Girls Were Scary and Basketball Was King 

(Columbia, Missouri: University of Missouri Press, 2000). 
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CHAPTER 5 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

Progress is often measured in starts, stops, false starts and wrong turns, and 

backtracking and retracing one’s steps—a process with which I can empathize. In my 

experiences in working toward determining a dissertation topic, I discovered the inspiration 

behind an idea for the dissertation is, more often than not, the proverbial “tip of the iceberg.” 

At the surface, an idea can at first seem relatively straightforward, yet lurking just beneath 

the water line lie a number of unforeseen obstacles and obstructions. While an idea typically 

originates from one’s interests in a certain area of study (which can be further augmented by 

a personal passion or career path), the genesis of that idea can foster an overwhelming sense 

of vagueness. Although an accurate representation of the subject matter can be daunting, the 

ultimate goal is to discover “truth” or at the very least, an entertaining story that positively 

contributes to a larger narrative. At first glance, there appears to be an infinite number of 

angles and a myriad of lenses through which to view this subject matter. One has to focus in 

a manner that satisfies both oneself (the author of the dissertation) as well as the scholarly 

questions posed by the academic community. 

It is this academic community and their demands (both perceived and real) that 

ultimately guide, shape, and mold a dissertation into its final form; without this guidance 

and influence, a dissertation runs a heightened (and almost definite) chance of losing its way 

in adding to that larger narrative. The journey to unearth this elusive storyline can be (and 

has been for me) a long road fraught with twists, turns, and the occasional dead-end. Despite 

these setbacks, however, the successful pursuit of a dissertation and, ultimately, a 
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noteworthy contribution to the existing scholarship, must remain paramount to the scholar. 

Pursuit of this can be quite tenuous and difficult at best, for that actual story can be neatly 

tucked away behind well-established traditional social mechanisms that distort reality and 

misrepresent life as it truly is, thereby heavily favoring those groups who maintain 

hegemony.  

Identifying these social mechanisms and securing a genuine understanding of how 

they operate (and often perpetuate themselves) is a vital step toward the realization of truth. 

Scholars must resist the urge to take issues at their face value and, instead, conduct focused 

and deliberate research in order to peel back the multiple layers of society’s well-entrenched 

mechanisms and structures to secure the most accurate representation possible of how life 

truly functions for the subjects and issues within the dissertation or narrative.  

It is vital to choose and develop this specific and focused approach. Many times, 

scholars have an unbridled excitement and almost naïveté when it comes to their dissertation 

subject because this idea is typically one that fuels their deep-seated passion. I have found 

that despite my best efforts, it can be nearly impossible to have an objective approach in the 

early stages because I feel I am an active participant in this area. While I may have, in fact, 

lived a portion of this subject matter, it does not exonerate me from the academic 

responsibility of discovering the most accurate history and representation of truth to the best 

of my capabilities.  

Every scholar who writes a dissertation has grappled with the question, among many 

others, of how to best locate and then establish truth. Our particular quest for truth took each 

of us through a myriad of explanations and viewpoints that were not always readily apparent 

in the early stages of research. In order to improve our potential for success, each of us had 
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to first choose effective techniques and approaches to the subject matter. In doing so, we 

each took the initial steps toward truth. As we attempted to sift through the immense 

amounts of data from numerous sources, each of which had its own slant or angle, we faced 

numerous challenges, which included but were not limited to: identifying the angle from 

which the author approached his or her subject matter; identifying the historical era in which 

the piece was written; identifying the academic and social background of the author; 

carefully studying the words utilized and how the author phrased their ideas; identifying the 

primary theories or agendas an author pushed forward; identifying not only the sources used 

by the author for his or her writings, but also examining their quality; ensuring all voices of 

the involved participants were represented, not just the voices of those who hold the power 

and effect change. As each of us pondered these questions and the subsequent ones that 

would inevitably surface, we had to address them individually without losing the ability to 

tie them all together. Quite a daunting task, especially considering the breadth of this 

dissertation topic, which by its interdisciplinary nature, covers the gamut of so many 

academic topics: historical, sociological, educational, all brought together by the actions of a 

basketball team.  

This dissertation is designed to examine the relationship between Moberly 

Greyhound supporters, which was reflective of the community at large, and its Black 

basketball players, in hopes of establishing a more comprehensive barometer of the racial 

climate in Moberly during the 1950s and 1960s. Using Moberly as a case study, I 

hypothesized the degree of racial integration within the community’s elite during the 1950s 

and 1960s reflected more paternalistic endeavors rather than embracing the true spirit of 

equality. The community leaders wanted to field the best basketball team possible and 
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compete for the national championship every year. No different than most owners of 

professional sport organizations who began their careers on the outside looking in, the 

Moberly elite used basketball success as a means to establish their importance and to signify 

their ascension as a community that mattered beyond their city limits. They sought the civic 

recognition and respect that often accompanied athletic success. And relentless pursuit of 

that recognition meant recruiting and retaining the best players, regardless of color, but in a 

carefully prescribed manner. In doing so, they could reflect enough diversity and inclusion 

so as to be appealing to players of color and reflect a gradual movement of the proverbial 

needle toward integration, but without ever truly challenging the status quo as it pertained to 

racial balance and power. In echoing Major League Baseball’s re-integration moves in the 

late 1940s, which saw Branch Rickey installing racial pioneer Jackie Robinson as first 

baseman for his Brooklyn Dodgers, what was arguably more of a baseball and economic 

decision than social experiment was conveniently packaged under the guise of integration 

and racial justice. Moberly was no different. Ultimately, the quest for basketball 

immortality, not an overall sense of social equality, largely drove Moberly’s push toward 

integration on the court.  

Although the Civil Rights Movement and success of the basketball program 

impacted the town, the community elite created other structures by which they could 

maintain that control. As a result, Moberly, while appearing to move forward with 

integration, did so on paper at a slower pace and with a set of carefully crafted rules 

indicative of a reluctance to relinquish its well-established racial hegemony.  

Ultimately, this research sheds light on the climate of racial relations in “out-state” 

Missouri during the Civil Rights Era, providing a clearer picture of how an institution of 
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higher education, its intercollegiate basketball team, and its fans both impacted and operated 

within the social fabric of a small Missouri community. As a microcosm reflecting other 

rural communities throughout the state, Moberly, with its strong identification with sport 

and its struggle with race relations, provides fresh insight into and a better understanding of 

how racial relations progressed during the Civil Rights Era outside of the urban core.  

The scholars who examined smaller communities and the level to which sport 

impacted those communities’ paths of integration and methods of interaction provide a 

framework around which I built my research. While a majority of scholars studied 

metropolitan areas located in the Eastern and Midwestern United States, no one has viewed 

smaller communities within Missouri and examined how relationships between Black and 

white citizens evolved during the Civil Rights Era using the vehicle of sport to tell the story.  

Process 

According to the Oral History Association, “oral history is a field of study and a 

method of gathering, preserving and interpreting the voices and memories of people, 

communities and participants in past events.”1 Essentially, I followed the tenets of oral 

history research, as outlined by the Oral History Association. In contacting potential sources, 

I clearly defined the purpose of the interview, how it would be utilized in academic circles, 

and roughly the time the interviewee would need to set aside for an interview. I provided a 

brief contextual statement regarding the questions I would be asking well ahead of time so 

that they could begin the recollection process. Prior to the 2019 pandemic, in-person 

interviews were the mode of choice; however, once the pandemic had wreaked havoc with 

most everything around us, I relied on recording telephone calls. In both methods, I first 

                                                 
1 “Oral History Defined,” Oral History Association, 2021. https://www.oralhistory.org/about/do-oral-

history/. 
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established rapport with the subjects to help get them primed to speak more comfortably, 

along with securing their approval for the interview. During the interviews, I asked as many 

open-ended questions as possible with follow-up questions as needed for clarity.2 

Using these varied oral histories and weaving them within the narratives of the 

basketball seasons and historical context can be challenging. “For all their considerable 

value, oral history interviews are not an unproblematic source. Although narrators speak for 

themselves, what they have to say does not. Paradoxically, oral history's very concreteness, 

its very immediacy, seduces us into taking it literally.”3 Just because someone said it and did 

so in a very colorful fashion does not mean that it is necessarily true or that they fully 

comprehend what they saw transpiring before their eyes. As a result, the interviews were an 

exercise more as an attempt to discover context and more fully investigate the overarching 

feelings and social memories collected than a fact-finding mission. That being said, some of 

the stories opened doors through which I have not yet found time to walk, but they were able 

to better frame the era that I examined. Their words— their stories—all come together to 

create a wonderful qualitative study that shares just a piece of the larger puzzle that was 

Moberly, Missouri, and Greyhound Basketball. 

The topics of the subject matter from the research materials and accounts I have read 

and the conversations presented ranged from ones with global and national implications 

down to the inner sanctum of a classroom setting. Regardless of the subject matter and its 

scope, however, I began this research with the same dilemma: how to address and then solve 

the ontological (what constitutes social reality and how ideas truly exist), epistemological 

                                                 
2 “Principles and Best Practices: Principles for Oral History and Best Practices for Oral History,” Oral 

History Association. https://www.oralhistory.org/about/principles-and-practices-revised-2009/. 
3 Linda Shopes, “Making Sense of Oral History,” History Matters: The U.S. Survey Course on the 

Web. http://historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/oral/, February 2002. 
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(how those ideas are understood to exist conceptually and how they can be used to truthfully 

represent social reality), and rhetorical (how ideas are expressed or communicated) 

problems they each encountered.  

As I mentioned earlier, sport has the innate ability to capture people’s attention much 

more readily than other subjects. America’s idolization of its athletes is reflected in an 

audience that relentlessly consumes information about sport. In times of uncertainty and 

fear, sports can unite us by providing a sense of normalcy and ritual. However, the field and 

the scholars who work within it must continue to break down stereotypes and decades of 

watered-down scholarship in order to realize its full potential as a viable academic area of 

study.  

As I began researching and evaluating the material for this dissertation, I realized the 

number of obstacles I would face. It was my responsibility to think through each of these 

obstacles from the outset so that as I encountered them during the research, I had a better 

chance at overcoming them, along with the unforeseen complications that were inevitable. It 

created some uncomfortable conversations on human nature and made both me and my 

subjects reevaluate our penchant for whitewashing or romanticizing the past to fit 

contemporary beliefs and norms.  

Additionally, like Jannings, I already knew that I would experience a lack of 

unbiased primary sources and, despite a sense of loyalty to the people and history of 

Moberly, Missouri, I recognized I must also detach myself from that emotional response in 

order to present an accurate, truthful representation of what daily life was like for its 

citizenry. I also had to overcome that emotional response in order to illustrate more 

truthfully how Moberly’s intercollegiate basketball program impacted and shaped the 
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community around it and vice versa. Because I already knew many of the people whom I 

interviewed and studied by their first names, keeping a sense of academic integrity and 

unbiased scholarship was under constant threat. Yet that inherent threat also proved to be 

one of the strengths of the dissertation. Even before beginning the formal process of writing 

the dissertation, I had established significant inroads to the community and, because of the 

town’s support of the intercollegiate basketball program, I knew that I would be granted 

access and privileges not typically extended to outsiders.  

With that privilege, however, came great responsibility. Interspersed between the 

research stages and based upon research progress and the information gathered, I conducted 

interviews of Black and white students of varying ages as they experienced Moberly’s shift 

to integrated educational spaces. I also interviewed those associated directly with the 

Moberly Greyhound basketball program, including players, coaches, and family hosts. With 

such a significant amount of my dissertation hinging upon oral interviews, I took great pains 

to create a set of questions that probed each subject’s memories without guiding them to 

“fit” the story that I had in my mind; I needed to avoid the pitfalls of being so close to the 

subject and allow it to unfold in real time. I was also wary of subjects who wanted to 

romanticize the timeframe by glossing over any periods of unrest by viewing their 

recollections of the Civil Rights Era through the modern lens, replete with over a half 

century of hindsight, a contemporary sensitivity to political correctness, and the recent 

emergence of “cancel culture.”  

To aid in those interviews, I established a contextual setting early in order to take the 

subject back in time so they would more likely tell their story as they lived it, not as they 

reflected upon it. In successfully doing that, I ensured that I had completed a solid research 
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of Moberly’s history (or at least as close to as possible) during this era. I familiarized myself 

with how the community was founded and evolved and brought in bits and pieces of other 

interviews that both corroborated and challenged the current conversation as it evolved in 

real time. Still, there exist gaps in the scholarship, as I was able to interview only those who 

agreed to share their memories with me, which excluded those individuals who may believe 

that they still have something to lose by sharing their story, even over a half century later. 

Additionally, the voices and recollections of those men and women who have since passed 

away have been missed in this dissertation. Nonetheless, using the voices and images from 

these conversations provided a wealth of information upon which I built my dissertation.  

In preparation for the interviews, I had to first establish a contextual understanding 

of the racial climate of Moberly in the 1950s. To accomplish this, I went to great lengths to 

construct a solid understanding of the history of Little Dixie as well as Moberly. To aid my 

research, I examined the many periodicals of the town, primarily the Moberly Monitor-Index 

(the daily community newspaper), the Mojuco (the yearbook of Moberly Junior College), 

contemporary and reflective histories of the community’s founding, and the recollections of 

those who lived during the time of study. In the Monitor-Index, I searched editions for 

content that provided insight into the community, including editorials, letters to the editor, 

photographs, and articles referencing national and local civil rights topics, the primary actors 

(i.e., police chiefs, sheriffs, political office holders) as well as their locations within the 

paper.  

I examined community and school (both Black and white) events and the coverage of 

the men’s basketball team. In studying reporters’ word choices, semantics, and perceived 

slants, how the editors formatted the newspaper and what the newspaper said (or did not 
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say), I discovered relationships between the Black and white citizens, as well as the men’s 

basketball team and coupled that with how the community viewed racial relations in both a 

local and national context. For example, that civil rights stories, particularly those centered 

around the lynchings of the late 1890s and the 1920s, received front page status versus being 

buried in another area of the paper, helped shed light on how the newspaper and its editors 

conveyed information to its readership, both overtly and subtly. I also focused upon key 

local events, including the creation of the junior college in the late 1920s and early 1930s; 

coverage and response to the Brown v. Board of Education decision; the actions of and 

reactions to the school district’s integration committee; the African American community’s 

responses to the closing of the local Black school; the school district’s subsequent firing of 

the African American teaching staff; and the daily coverage of the Greyhound basketball 

team, including the national championship title runs of 1954, 1955, and eventually 1966 and 

1967. 

The Monitor-Index and other local periodicals represented the voice of the 

conservative power structure, which sought to continue its hegemony and influence over the 

community. It was augmented by other sources from the junior college: The Moberly 

Mojuco, not surprisingly, provided little contrast to the Monitor-Index. Nor did that voice 

change much in the copious notes from school board meetings. To provide that contrast, I 

had to rely upon oral interviews with those who lived through these moments in history and 

hope that those subjects could honestly and transparently reflect an accurate picture of what 

racial relations entailed and how the community’s power structure responded to those 

realities in the midst of the Civil Rights Movement.  
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The interviews with the former players were perhaps the most enjoyable of the entire 

process. Where they readily admitted to me that they, at times, had difficulty in 

remembering everyday things such as phone numbers or where they may have parked the 

car, they were able recall single moments in history decades ago. Their ability to accurately 

remember scores, times, and situations from games as well as the stories from off the court 

was uncanny. I had access to the newspaper articles and the game recaps, and when 

comparing their recordings to the actual results, more often than not, they were extremely 

close to the game details. Watching their eyes light up when talking about the “good ol’ 

days” and fondly remembering big games or big performances added to the richness of the 

experience. The challenge in collecting these interviews was that some of the individuals 

discussed in the newspaper and interviews had passed away. In those gaps, I attempted to 

provide them with a voice through their teammates, the ones who shared spaces with them. I 

hope that I was able to provide that invaluable insight in a manner befitting these men.  

The other challenge I faced was simply establishing a rapport with some of the 

former players. I had not met many from the teams prior to 1966, and with some topics 

being rather sensitive in nature, it was vital that I find ways to build trust so they would feel 

more comfortable in sharing some challenging moments in their formative years. Some 

readers will find these stories to be a surprise, while others may simply nod their heads in 

agreement. But having these stories come out now, before they disappear, provides a much 

more complete and honest view of what being a Moberly Greyhound and African American 

truly meant.  

While I had significant access to former players, coaches, and those most intimately 

associated with the program in the mid- to late 1960s, I did not have as strong a connection 
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within the Moberly community as a whole, at least not early in the process. Conveying a 

sense of what actually transpired leading up to and immediately following the integration of 

the public schools was a major component of the dissertation. Because the pandemic also 

created some significant travel challenges as the research and writing process came to a 

close, I was unable to delve into archives or make any campus visits. 

In order to address this significant gap, I utilized some non-traditional sources. 

Moberly has a robust online community group on Facebook. I used that source to send out 

feelers to those interested in assisting me in my research. As a result, I connected with 

multiple individuals on different sides of the racial divide in order to provide a fuller 

community discussion around the timeframe. Each person knew in advance of the topic at 

hand and was provided a general sense of how the conversation would evolve. Not 

surprisingly given their eagerness to participate, they each were quite amenable and open to 

the topic. Following the interview, I provided the subject with a transcript of the interview 

so they had the opportunity to evaluate and clarify any statements made during the course of 

the conversation. The interviews provided a richness to the subject at hand and have been 

woven into the dissertation. The oral interviews occurred as convenience, technology, and 

time allowed, rather than waiting for the proverbial right moment based upon the current 

status of my research. That in and of itself provided a challenge, because it created many 

instances during which I would learn a new tidbit or have a question of context requiring a 

follow-up with a subject well after the original interview transpired. At times, that approach 

was successful as several were agreeable to follow-up interviews and delighted to touch base 

again. But given the age of some of the interviewees, some had passed during the writing of 

the dissertation and were no longer available to fill in those gaps.  
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The research culminated in a chronicling of the history of Moberly during the Civil 

Rights Era and how the Moberly Greyhound men’s basketball players interacted within the 

established social fabric of the community. Moberly, similar to other communities in the 

region, has its own history and institutions (particularly the railroad industry and Moberly 

Community College, formerly Moberly Junior College) that allowed it to develop along its 

own unique path. The influx of intercollegiate athletes from across the state of Missouri and 

the nation, each complete with their own background and experiences, joined with a group 

of closely-knit citizens to forge a strong sense of community where even today, basketball 

players from over five decades ago and those community members involved come together 

at every opportunity to celebrate past and present accomplishments. The “Magic City” holds 

a valuable story that until now was waiting to be told.  

How Blacks and whites jostled for social positioning during the Civil Rights Era in 

this community reflects a larger story—one that is reflective of the struggle that occurred in 

many communities. Yet, the events and accomplishments that took place in Moberly go 

significantly beyond what was to have been expected. National championships, the federal 

district’s judicial involvement during legislated public school integration, and the basketball 

players and coaches who would go on to successful collegiate and professional basketball 

careers, set Moberly apart from a number of communities. 

I utilized the theories of Geertz and Turner, coupled with the existing scholarship on 

the histories of the state and the sport (particularly as it addresses the racial undercurrents 

inherent in Missouri’s rural regions), in order to clearly illustrate how communities and their 

notions of space and place through institutions of higher education and intercollegiate 

athletics, reacted to the Civil Rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s. As Geertz and 
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Turner eloquently state, one’s ritual can often both reflect and challenge the status quo of a 

town. Within this liminal space, a basketball gymnasium and related spaces of locker rooms, 

restaurants, and residences became a vehicle for change, if only for a moment. Daily 

struggles and momentous occasions each played a vital role in just how the ritual of small-

town basketball influenced (and was influenced by) the larger community. 

During the 1950s, Black and white Americans changed many of the ways in which 

they interacted on a daily basis. While existing research has been done on sports and how 

they impacted larger cities, particularly in the eastern United States, few studies have 

ventured beyond those regions. Small communities across the Midwest experienced their 

own social changes as well.  

Woven within a fabric of a community, each vehicle of social change maintained its 

own identity, contingent upon the town’s dynamics. Moberly, Missouri, was no different. 

On any given day during the competitive season, the rhythmic bouncing of basketballs 

inside the confines of the gymnasium reflected the pulse of the town’s elite. With several 

national basketball championships filling its impressive résumé, many of Moberly’s citizens 

devoted themselves to following the men’s team. Moberly Junior College and its nationally 

renowned basketball program served as the primary vehicle of social interaction between 

young men from diverse ethnic, economic, and cultural backgrounds and the community at 

large. Their story is remarkable and its telling is long overdue.  
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CHAPTER 6 

RANDOLPH COUNTY AND THE RISE OF THE MAGIC CITY 

The Founding of Randolph County 

It is important to delineate the story of the founding of Randolph County and, 

subsequently, Moberly. The economic, cultural, and social structural systems enmeshed in 

the tenets of slavery paved the way for how Moberly’s racial relationships evolved. The 

history of Moberly must first be explored through the lens of the founding of Randolph 

County and the people who settled there. The roots of what would eventually become the 

city of Moberly were firmly entrenched within Little Dixie; the vast number of its settlers 

emigrated from the Upper South seeking to establish their homestead. Echoing Missouri’s 

larger emigration patterns, specifically those inherent to Little Dixie, Randolph County’s 

residents arrived predominantly from four states: Tennessee, North Carolina, Virginia, and 

Kentucky. A vast majority of settlers followed in the initial footsteps of James Dysart and 

John Viley, two patriarchs whose respective familial lines historically have served as 

bookends of the Moberly experience since the 1800s. Not only did these original settlers 

pack their belongings and transport them to the area, but they also brought their values and 

ideals decisively engrained within the stereotypical Southern way of life and its racist tenets, 

among them clearly defined customs that dictated how Blacks and whites were supposed to 

interact. Records indicate that the Viley and Dysart families held enslaved people dating 

back to the 1830 census, bringing them with them from Kentucky (Viley) and Tennessee 

(Dysart).  

Judge John Viley arrived in Randolph County in 1824 from Kentucky, where his 

father had founded his personal fortune upon land and enslaved people. Following in those 



137 

footsteps, Judge Viley sought the same in Randolph County. By the late 1830s, Viley had 

assumed control of more than a thousand acres of land, and he had erected the first cotton 

gin and carding machine in the county.4 Elected county judge in 1840, Viley expanded his 

holdings to over twenty thousand acres and commanded the labor of seventy enslaved 

persons, a very large number in comparison to the size of most slaveholdings in Missouri at 

that time. That number of bondsmen was vital in running the cotton and tobacco farms and 

presses, where his enslaved people prepared that cotton and tobacco for markets across the 

Midwest and beyond.5 Shifting his focus to retail and manufacturing, Viley partnered with 

the Dameron brothers, whose family opened the first tobacco factory in the county. 

Together, these men established their business in Glasgow, an important port along the 

Missouri River less than a day’s ride from Viley’s homestead in southwest Randolph 

County. According to the 1850 census, Viley’s slaveholdings had decreased, a direct 

reflection of his increased business dealings and political responsibilities, as well as a desire 

to move away from his tobacco interests, but by 1860, just before the Civil War, Viley still 

remained the largest slaveholder in the county with thirty enslaved persons.6  

Generally recognized as the first settler in what would become Randolph County, 

James Dysart arrived from Tennessee with his son, William, and his stepson, Joseph 

Holman, in 1818. Similar to Viley, Dysart arrived as a man of wealth, bringing a number of 

enslaved people to his homestead near Huntsville. Huntsville, the oldest settlement in the 

                                                 
4 Alexander Waller, History of Randolph County, Missouri (Topeka, Kansas: Historical Publishing 

Company, 1920), 196. DOI: 1046523150.  
5 History of Randolph and Macon Counties, Missouri (St. Louis, Missouri: National Historical 

Company, 1884), 581. It must be acknowledged that it is extremely likely that Viley did not own all of the 
seventy enslaved persons who worked in the factory. What is more likely is that he utilized the hiring out 
system to augment his actual slaveholdings.  

6 Rudi Keller, “Mid-Missouri’s Top Slave Owners in 1861,” Columbia Daily Tribune, February 2011, 
https://www.columbiatribune.com/article/20110220/news/302209799. 
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county, is located about six miles west of where Moberly was eventually founded. Dysart 

established the first school in the county in 1822. By the mid-nineteenth century, Huntsville 

was the second largest leaf tobacco market in Missouri; Dysart played no small role in this 

accomplishment. When he passed away in 1853, James’ son Nicholas inherited his father’s 

holdings and expanded them to upwards of four hundred acres, replete with twenty enslaved 

people.7  

 

Figure 2. Public Notice of Enslaved Sale. (Source: The Randolph 

County Citizen, Huntsville, Missouri, 27, 1860, p. 2) 
 
 

The Viley and Dysart families were among the vanguard in Randolph County and as 

prominent landholders, slaveowners, businessmen, and civic leaders, they helped set the 

tone for the rest of the county’s culture as settlers streamed into the area prior to the Civil  

                                                 
7 History of Randolph and Macon Counties, Missouri, 673. 
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Table 1: Little Dixie Population Characteristics (Source: 
https://civilwaronthewesternborder.org/islandora/object/civilwar%253A4947) 
 

County Owners Whites Enslaved 
Free 
Blacks 

Total 
% 
Enslaved 

Enslaved 
Per 
Owner 

Audrain 327 6909 1166 0 8075 14.4% 3.6 

Boone 885 14399 5034 53 19486 25.8% 5.7 

Callaway 855 12895 4523 31 17449 25.9% 5.3 

Carroll 262 8692 1068 3 9763 10.9% 4.1 

Chariton 410 9672 2839 51 12562 22.6% 6.9 

Clay 651 9525 3455 43 13023 26.5% 5.3 

Cooper 732 13528 3800 28 17356 21.9% 5.2 

Howard 801 9986 5886 74 15946 36.9% 7.3 

Jackson 898 18882 3944 70 22896 17.2% 4.4 

Lafayette 909 13688 6374 36 20098 31.7% 7.0 

Monroe 733 11722 3021 42 14785 20.4% 4.1 

Pike 871 14302 4055 60 18417 22.0% 4.7 

Platte 674 14981 3313 56 18350 18.1% 4.9 

Ralls 378 6788 1791 13 8592 20.8% 4.7 

Randolph 504 8777 2619 11 11407 23.0% 5.2 

Ray 475 12038 2047 7 14092 14.5% 4.3 

Saline 693 9800 4876 23 14699 33.2% 7.0 

Totals 11,058 196,584 59,811 601 256,996 23.2% 5.4 

County 
Average 

650.5 11564 3518 35 15117 22.7% 5.3 

 

War. That Southern sentiment permeated the county, and much like the rest of Little Dixie, 

the division in the county mirrored much of the region’s overall sentiment as the country 

raced toward open conflict. Randolph County was one of the larger slave-holding counties 

in the state at the beginning of the war, claiming nearly two million dollars’ worth of 

enslaved people—just over twenty-six hundred men, women, and children distributed across 

over five hundred owners.8  

                                                 
8Population of the United States in 1860: Missouri, 

https://www2.census.gov/library/publications/decennial/1860/population/1860a-23.pdf, 288; Rudi Keller, 
“Mid-Missouri’s Top Slave Owners in 1861.” 
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Figure 3. Public Notice of Land Sales in Moberly, circa 1860. (Source: The Randolph 

County Citizen, Huntsville, Missouri, December 27, 1860, 1) 
 

A culture saturated with Southern sentimentalities and a penchant toward a frontier 

character had an unending need to maintain economic ties to the more industrialized North. 

The most established landowners had much to lose as the status quo upon which they had 

built their wealth and prestige began to waver. Their best bet lay in keeping the institution of 

slavery while remaining politically and economically tied to the Union. A daunting enough 

prospect in peacetime, it would ultimately prove impossible during war. Shifting loyalties 

and opportunities became the new normal as conflict commenced. From the ashes of that 

conflagration would rise a new opportunity on the prairies of Randolph County.  

The Magic City: A Phoenix Rises from the Ashes Overnight 

According to prominent resident and politician of the latter half of the nineteenth 

century, Will A. Rothwell, Moberly, far removed from river access to either the Missouri or 

Mississippi Rivers, was, from its inception, first and foremost a railroad town:  

Moberly was situated on the Wabash (formerly the Chariton & Randolph and North 
Missouri Railroads) and Missouri, Kansas & Texas Railways…[and is] the junction 
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point of the main line of the Wabash Railroad system from St. Louis to Kansas City, 
the north branch of the same system from Moberly to Des Moines, Iowa, and the 
main line of the Missouri, Kansas & Texas Railway. The city holds a commanding 
view over all the surrounding country and is remarkable for its healthy 
environments.9 
 

Following the Civil War, the railroad became the epicenter that drove the economy of the 

United States. Never before had goods, services, and people been able to travel such great 

distances in such a short amount of time. Their economic value was obvious. Railroad towns 

became the mechanism via which railroad corporations, speculators, and politicians 

attempted to promote and control business up and down the line. Noted geographer John C. 

Hudson postulated: 

every railroad that promoted agricultural settlement also wanted to bring prospective 
business people to their new towns. There was little disagreement over how the 
system should work: farmers expected that trade-center towns would be created and 
merchants expected that there would be a surrounding population to support the 
trade.10  
 

As once waterway access drove the founding of centers of commerce prior to 

industrialization, notable access to the rails became the new prerequisite for economic 

prosperity and helped provide a strong foundation upon which future railroad towns, 

including Moberly, would be built.  

Moberly’s early history was synonymous with much of the history of the two major 

railroads of northern Missouri, the Hannibal & St. Joseph Railroad, chartered in 1847, and 

the North Missouri Railroad, chartered in 1851, which connected St. Louis to Des Moines.11 

Those two railroads junctioned in Macon, Missouri, just a few miles to the north of what 

                                                 
9 Howard Conard, Encyclopedia of the History of Missouri (Louisville, Kentucky: The Southern 

History Company, 1901), 442. 
10 John C. Hudson, “Towns of the Western Railroads,” Great Plains Quarterly (Winter 1982), 41-4.  
11 William Swartz, “The Wabash Railroad,” Railroad History 133 (Fall 1975), 8; Steven E. Mitchell, 

and Mary Aue Mitchell, “Survey Report: Moberly, Randolph County,” Architectural/Historical Survey (April 
2007).  
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would become Moberly. In 1859, Missouri’s General Assembly chartered and authorized a 

smaller railroad, the Missouri River Valley Railroad, to build a line from Macon through 

Randolph and Chariton counties, where it would eventually connect to the North Missouri 

Railroad, thereby linking the Kansas City area with the line servicing central Iowa and 

St. Louis. Following the Grand Divide, a geographical boundary that split tributaries 

between the Missouri and Mississippi Rivers, allowed for fewer bridges to be built along the 

elevated and flat prairie terrain.12 A fortunate and enterprising man by the name of William 

Roberts owned a significant amount of land near the best options for this proposed junction. 

In July 1860, he and the Chariton & Randolph Railroad entered into an agreement by which 

the railroad would locate the junction of the Chariton & Randolph with the North Missouri 

on Roberts’ land. The two entities agreed to share in the auction sales of the future town’s 

lots, which were to be surveyed and platted as quickly as possible over the next year.  

Prior to the founding of Moberly, the closest settlement to the proposed junction was 

Allen, described by Rothwell as a “sleepy little hamlet with hot summer suns and deep 

winter muds, located in the midst of a wide prairie and about one mile north.”13 In order to 

populate and spur interest in the new railroad town, which existed solely in the minds and 

maps of Roberts and the railroad company, they eagerly solicited the residents of Allen to 

                                                 
12 According to Ralph Gerhard, noted Randolph County and Moberly historian, the Grand Divide “is 

a high ridge of land that runs out at an angle from east of Columbia and south of Mexico on a northwesterly 
course until it reaches the vicinity of Renick (Boone County), where it turns almost due north and crosses 
Randolph County and then traverses northern Missouri River all the way into southern Iowa” Ralph 
E. Gerhard, The Early Day History of Moberly, Missouri (and the Village of Allen): 1870-1872 (United 
States: Randolph County Historical Society, 1991, 3). Precipitation that falls on the west side of the divide 
eventually flows into the Missouri while everything east of the divide flows into the Mississippi River. The 
elevated plateau, or divide, meant that no waterways crossed it, thereby being a less costly path to follow when 
constructing a railroad.  

13 Howard Conard, Encyclopedia of the History of Missouri, 442. 
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resettle closer to the new junction by promising them an equal amount of land in the 

proposed settlement as they currently owned in Allen.  

 But, for whatever unknown reasons, whether it was a 

lack of confidence in the railroad company to complete a 

railway as the specter of war loomed on the horizon or 

whether they simply thought their prospects to be better by 

remaining in Allen, all but one of the residents spurned the 

proposition. Only one man, Patrick Lynch, a “thirty-six year 

old Irish laborer, placed his domicile on rollers, took a yoke 

of oxen and drew it down” to the proposed junction of the 

two railways.14 The intersection of those two primary lines 

and the proposed town lots, of which Lynch was the inaugural owner in the summer of 

1861, would eventually become the birthplace of Moberly.15 All Lynch and the railroad 

company would have to do is wait for the anticipated flood of settlers to pour into the area as 

the construction of the lines began. But despite the intriguing storyline, Lynch and the 

railroads were left waiting for quite some time as other, more pressing events would take 

center stage.  

 History derailed the progress of the iron horses of the North Missouri and Chariton 

& Randolph companies in the first half of the 1860s. While Randolph County was spared 

much of the wanton destruction of the Civil War, the railroads that traversed the area were a 

                                                 
14Steven E. Mitchell, and Mary Aue Mitchell, “Survey Report, 5; History of Randolph and Macon 

Counties, Missouri, 180. 
15 “About Moberly,” Visit Moberly, http://moberly.com/aboutmoberly/; Steven E. Mitchell, and Mary 

Aue Mitchell, “Survey Report, 5; Howard Conard, Encyclopedia of the History of Missouri, 442. 
 
 

Figure 4. Patrick Lynch, 
circa 1866. (Source: Moberly 

Art Souvenir) 
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prime target of Confederate troops due to their strategic importance to the Union army and 

its supply lines of men and materiel. Following an order from rebel General Sterling Price 

issued in the summer of 1861 (just on the heels of Lynch’s “settlement” of what would 

become Moberly), Captain Bill Anderson and a select group of his men spearheaded this 

effort by successfully disabling or destroying every single bridge along a one hundred mile 

stretch of the North Missouri. Tracks, freight cars, and engines, as well as fuel supplies, 

fared no better and succumbed to Anderson’s guerrilla efforts.16 However, Lynch and his 

tiny fiefdom was luckily spared from Anderson’s wrath, and he improved his homestead 

unmolested by Union or Confederate soldiers.  

As the war slowly died down and hostilities ceased, the railroads returned their 

attention back to what had been previously deferred in Randolph County. Left to his own 

devices and plow, Lynch was soon rewarded for his steadfastness, if not his so-called 

heroism. The area was resurveyed, and the original town of Moberly was finally platted. A 

sale of the lots occurred in September 1866.17 While the average price of the lots ranged 

between forty-five and fifty dollars, Isaac Sturgeon, the president of the North Missouri 

Railroad (which had absorbed the Chariton & Randolph in 1864), deeded two lots to Lynch 

at the cost of but one dollar (the recorder’s fee) since he had “stood solitary guard at the 

doorway of his humble dwelling during all the long years from 1861 to 1865, while red-

handed war ran riot with sword and flame through the frightened and stricken land” and 

“held the city during the war without the loss of life or a house.”18 And with that stroke of a 

pen, Moberly, so named for Colonel William E. Moberly, the first president of the now-

                                                 
16 William Swartz, “The Wabash Railroad,” 9. 
17 History of Randolph and Macon Counties, Missouri, 181. 
18 Howard Conard, Encyclopedia of the History of Missouri, 443; History of Randolph and Macon 

Counties, Missouri, 181. 
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defunct Chariton & Randolph Railroad Company, was born. But it would take some time for 

it to come of age.  

Most railroad towns that sprang up after the war were not idyllic havens of honor and 

virtue. Instead,  

[they] were the personal creations of railroad builders and their companions, 
everyone’s favorite symbols of greed and corruption in the Gilded Age. The towns 
themselves were symbols of civilization’s westward expansion. Along with some of 
the other unromantic aspects of pioneering, they shocked the educated and the 
refined, but they were absolutely irresistible to others. Soon a steady stream of young 
men and women began arriving on the muddy townsites to bargain over quality 
building lots in the grid of wooden stakes poking up through the prairie grass.19  
 
Moberly began no differently. After the incorporation of the town in May 1868, 

enterprising men, enticed by the prospect of prosperity, flocked to the newly born town.20 

There was a general feeling that “times were good, work was plentiful and money was 

abundant.”21 However, with that promise of quick and easy fortune also came violence and 

vice. According to Martin Curry, who emigrated to Moberly from Macon: 

I came down from Macon and bought, sold and traded a good deal in Moberly lots in 
those days. I ran a saloon, too, and made lots of money and spent it freely. We used 
to say, “What’s the use of keeping it; it might get stolen.” So we always stayed up at 
night till all was spent and everybody was broke, and then went cheerfully to bed, 
knowing we could not be robbed while asleep. And we could make more money 
(the) next day.22  
 
 

 

                                                 
19 Marieke Van Ophem, “Railroad Towns,” American History: From Revolution to Reconstruction, 

http://www.let.rug.nl/usa/essays/1801-1900/the-iron-horse/railroad-
towns.php#:~:text=Railroad%20towns%20were%20founded%20according,fabric%20of%20the%20settlement
%20system. 

20 “About Moberly,” http://moberly.com/aboutmoberly/  
21 Howard Conard, Encyclopedia of the History of Missouri, 444. 
22 Ibid., 445. 
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Table 2. Population of Moberly, Missouri, 1870–196023 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By 1870, just four years after the first sales of lots, the population had grown from 

one individual to a booming town of just over fifteen hundred souls.24 The city’s founders 

                                                 
23 Population of Moberly, MO, 2016, https://population.us/mo/moberly/; multiple U.S. Census reports 

1870-1960 as noted in the Bibliography. 
  
 

Year 
Total 

Population 
Black Population / 

Overall % 

1870 1,514 113 / 7.4% 

1880 6,108 788 / 9.3% 

1890 8,215 996 / 12.9% 

1900 8,012 923 / 11.5% 

1910 10,923 988 / 9.0% 

1920 12,821 821 / 6.4% 

1930 13,772 1,024 / 7.4% 

1940 12,920 896 / 6.9% 

1950 13,115 825 / 6.3% 

1960 13,170 809 / 6.1%  

Figure 5. Moberly Business District, Clark and Reed Streets, 1867; 
1 – Grocery Store built by Lynch; 2 – Randolph Hotel built by Lynch; 3 – 
Lynch Original Homestead; 4 – Butcher Shop; 5 – Hardware Store. 
(Source: https://www.moberlymonitor.com/news/201609) 
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and civic leaders, acutely aware of the boom-and-bust cycle of many railroad towns, sought 

to diversify and expand their nascent town’s power and influence so as to better provide 

increased immunity from the roller coaster of economic uncertainty that plagued the Union 

following the war. Following the first slate of elections in April 1869 (with each of the 

participants dutifully following the Drake Constitution oath requirements), the political 

leaders moved to solidify the relationship with the railroads and initiated negotiations to 

locate the North Missouri’s machine shops in Moberly. The initial offers gave the railroad 

the choice of three tracts of sixty acres each, which the city increased to one hundred acres 

in late 1869. Although initially rebuffed by the North Missouri, who went bankrupt as a 

result of the Panic of 1872, the city leaders continued their pursuit over the next three years, 

sweetening the deal to two hundred acres of land for the construction of machine shops to 

the St. Louis, Kansas City and Northern Railroad (which had assumed the operations of the 

North Missouri) as well as an additional 618-acre plot that would be exempt from city taxes 

for twenty years. The cherry on top was that the latter offer lay directly upon what was 

believed to be an “inexhaustible bed of coal” that would drive the engines built in the 

machine shops.25 This time, the railroad company jumped at the offer and construction 

began at once: 

The roundhouse was 300 feet in diameter and had stalls for sixty locomotives. The 
machine shops, where engines and cars were built and repaired was 120 [by] 216 feet 
in dimension. In the rear of this building was the brass foundry, 30 [by] 50 feet. A 
two-story building, 60 [by] 200 feet housed the general offices of the master 
mechanic and master car builder. There was also a paint shop, a car shop, and the 
planing mill. Beyond these were the carpenter shops where railroad bridges 
were fabricated. The buildings were all of brick, capped and finished with Grafton 

                                                                                                                                                      
24 Ninth Census—Volume I. The Statistics of the Population of the United States (Washington, D.C.: 

Government Printing Office, 1872), 193. 
25 “Randolph County, Missouri History,” Genealogy Trails, 2008, 

http://genealogytrails.com/mo/randolph/townships-2.html 
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stone, and covered with slate. These shops employed twelve hundred laborers at this 
time.26 
 

“At an average salary of fifty dollars per month, the total amount of money paid to railroad 

employees here [Moberly] will reach the nice sum of twenty-five thousand dollars a 

month,”27 a tidy sum when one considers that amount translates into nearly seven hundred 

thousand dollars in today’s money. Nearly every facet of a railroad’s needs, save the rails 

and wheels, was manufactured in Moberly’s machine shops. “Engines, coaches, passenger, 

freight and stock cars, velocipedes, cabooses and everything that moves on the track are 

made.”28  

Further cementing Moberly’s importance as a railway nexus, the Missouri, Kansas & 

Texas Railroad (MKT) constructed a line from Sedalia, Missouri, reaching Moberly in 1872, 

and eventually connecting Texas with Chicago. By the end of the 1870s, the St. Louis, 

Kansas City and Northern merged with another railroad company to create the Wabash 

Railroad. These mergers were instrumental in Moberly’s present and future as they 

established Moberly with two major railways: the MKT and the Wabash Railroads. Within a 

decade of its founding on the empty prairie, Moberly had become the central spoke (and 

headquarters of Wabash Railroad west of the Mississippi) to several significant Midwestern 

industrial and agricultural hubs, including Chicago, Kansas City, St. Louis, and Omaha. 

Moberly had indeed cemented its importance to the railroads and became a vital partner in 

the industry, and, once its future had been secured, more would soon follow. By the end of 

the 1870s, the population of Moberly had exploded to over six thousand people, an increase 

                                                 
26 “About Moberly,.” http://moberly.com/aboutmoberly/. 
27 G.F. Rothwell, Randolph County,” in History of Northeast Missouri: Volume I, ed. Walter 

Williams (New York, NY: The Lewis Publishing Company, 1913), 548. 
28 History of Randolph and Macon Counties, Missouri, 188. 
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of over three hundred percent in just ten years. That meteoric rise in population, coupled 

with the business and industry that followed, quickly earned Moberly the moniker, “The 

Magic City.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Moberly’s African American Population and Its Early Pursuit of Education 

African Americans received their introduction to the region about the same time as 

whites, yet the choices offered to them were strikingly different. Instead of voluntary 

migration, they were forced to follow the slaveholding families, the largest ones being 

headed by Viley and Dysart clans, and build a new home in this vast prairie area. Once the 

shackles of slavery fell to the ground near the end of the Civil War, some of these 

Figure 6. Railroad Connections within 400 
Mile Radius of Moberly. Source: Truman 
Library Government Maps (Source: 
https://www.trumanlibrary.gov/maps/m183-
01-map-railroad-connections-moberly-
missouri). 

Figure 7. Wabash Railroad Western 
Headquarters and Union Station, 
Moberly, 1902. (Source: 
https://digital.shsmo.org/digital/collecti

on/imc/id/15410/) 
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bondsmen, much like their white farming brethren, remained tethered to the land; others 

went to towns scattered about Little Dixie and beyond. As settlers from other parts of the 

United States continued to stream into the region seeking their own way, they may have 

succeeded in diluting the Southern culture to a degree; however, their overall outlook on 

race relations was not much different.  

Following emancipation, African Americans primarily faced a few choices: leave the 

area to find a new life in larger Missouri communities such as Columbia, Jefferson City, 

St. Louis, and Kansas City, each of which offered employment opportunities not afforded on 

the prairies of Randolph County; attempt to reconnect with family members scattered across 

Little Dixie in smaller, more insular Black communities such as Yates or Higbee, both of 

which were located in the southwest corner of the county; or remain tied to the land (and 

their former owner) upon which they had toiled for most of their lives. But very soon, 

another option became available: the promise of gainful employment as a section gang 

member or a serviceman with the burgeoning railroad industry or with the other service 

industries that arose around them, such as working within hotels and saw mills.29 Factors 

that played major roles in determining whether an individual stayed or left included the 

familiarity of the land, its people, the lifestyle of the region, and the overarching fear of 

racial violence. Certainly, the threads of racism and prejudice ran deep across the region, but 

it had been their land in a sense as well.  

In Randolph County, African Americans were not limited to living in just one 

specific area of Moberly; this was a unique quirk of the town that juxtaposed against the 

backdrop of segregation well into the twentieth century.  

                                                 
29 Benjamin Quarles, The Negro in the Making of America (Springfield, Ohio: Collier Books, 1973), 

158.  
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In Moberly we are sprinkled rather generously over the whole city’s site. In some 
sections on well-paved streets, in commodious, but modest homes, boasting of some 
modern conveniences; in other areas, we live in filthy shacks absolutely unsanitary, a 
shame to any decent community.30  
 

It is unclear why this development would occur when most other towns had explicitly 

defined neighborhoods where African Americans were confined, particularly given 

Moberly’s acquiescence to a more Southern style of life that still permeated the town in the 

late 1800s and early 1900s. That being said, there were pockets where Black families would 

gather; many of the newly freed African Americans who found their way to Moberly 

concentrated their residences just outside the original downtown footprint along south 

Fourth Street.31 Interestingly, it was in this neighborhood along East Coates Street where 

Virgil Williams, the city’s first African American police officer, would “enforce order 

occupied by a great number of the colored population.” Williams earned his post certainly 

due to the white officers’ concerns about policing the predominantly Black neighborhoods, 

but also possibly in response to a community outcry to the lynching of John Hughes, an 

African American man from St. Charles, Missouri, a few months earlier inside the Moberly 

jail.32  

According to The Salt Lake Herald and Mexico (MO) Weekly Ledger, Hughes, a 

“coal black negro,” had made “insulting advances to a young lady on the street.” Upon 

arrest, he spent the night in the Moberly jail. The following morning, after the attention of  

 

                                                 
30 “Ministers Hear Dr. C.B. Johnson,” Moberly Monitor Index, January 14, 1936, 2.  
31 Ralph E. Gerhard, The Early Day History of Moberly, Missouri (and the Village of Allen): 1870-

1872 (United States: Randolph County Historical Society, 1991), 36-8. 
32 Interview by author, Regina Vaughn Lee, March 17, 2020. In The Red Record, Ida Wells recounted 

the lynchings made across the country following Reconstruction, including those where Black men and women 
had been guilty of “being saucy to white people..”  
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the guard on duty was diverted, the brothers of the offended young lady “entered the cell 

room and literally showered bullets at the negro.” Hughes, a young Black man from 

St. Charles, Missouri who was studying for the ministry, was shot four times, one passing 

through his mouth. Hughes was moved to the county jail in Huntsville where he would 

eventually succumb to his injuries. According to the Weekly Ledger, “public sentiment (was) 

highly wrought up and somewhat divided” as to how “justice” had been meted out by the 

brothers.33 Hughes’ death was the first recorded lynching in Moberly; it would not be the 

last.  

On Sunday, November 16, 1919, a mob of one hundred men attempted to lynch four 

Black men from Chicago who had been accused of assaulting and robbing a white farmer 

                                                 
33 “Shot In Prison,” The Salt Lake Herald, February 19, 1893, 2; “Shot In His Cell,” Mexico Weekly 

Ledger, February 23, 1893, 2. 

Figure 8. Virgil Williams was the First Black Policeman in Moberly History. 
(Source: Regina Vaughn Lee Personal Collection) 
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who lived three miles outside of Moberly. The four men were held in the Huntsville County 

Jail before being transported to nearby Macon County to avoid the large gathering of what 

could be best described as a lynch mob. The mob followed the prisoners to Macon, where 

they demanded that the sheriff turn over the men to the masked mob for “justice.” The mob 

then returned the prisoners to Moberly’s Forest (now Rothwell) Park, where they proceeded 

to make preparations for hanging. The group placed nooses around the necks of George 

Adams, 18; Halley Richardson, 18; Sanford Taylor, 20; and James Anderson, and hoisted 

them into the air. The limb, however, broke under the weight of the four men. Upon hitting 

the ground, the four men attempted to flee for their lives. Three were able to briefly evade 

capture. The fourth man, Adams, however, was murdered by the mob. As he stood up to run, 

in his underwear and with his hands still bound, the group fired four bullets into his head at 

point blank range, killing him instantly. The other three prisoners were apprehended a short 

time later. The special grand jury appointed to review the lynching would not find sufficient 

evidence upon which to base either an indictment or a written report. 

 These lynchings dramatically illustrate how racial violence was meted out in 

Moberly, at least for Black men from beyond Little Dixie who stepped outside of the 

established social and cultural norms of the area. Each of these men were outsiders—one 

from the St. Louis area and the other four from Chicago. They were men who were using the 

railroad to pass through the town on their way to other destinations. To most Moberlyans, 

they were anonymous and faceless, and their death did not mean much at all to the larger 

white community other than an action to be celebrated or condemned. As time passed, it 

became just another story whispered behind closed doors. But the impact of their deaths 

would be felt within the local Black community for years to come. Those lynchings served 
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as stark examples to the Black community of Moberly as reminders of what would happen 

should anyone step outside of the lines of socially acceptable and expected behavior. As a 

result, this Black community turned inward and looked to itself for protection and safety.  

Along the railroad tracks, this small, burgeoning Black community settled down with 

the hope of creating lasting bonds and traditions, as well as a safe space to forge their new 

identities. In a short time, the Black townspeople took the first steps, organizing several 

institutions both within the city limits and on the outskirts of town. Emphasizing religion as 

one of the cornerstones of the African American community, the Second Baptist Church and 

Grant Chapel A.M.E. Church began services in the mid-1860s and early 1870s, respectively. 

Regina Vaughn Lee, granddaughter of H.C. Vaughn, noted that the predominant religion of 

newly freed enslaved people in Randolph County leaned heavily toward the Disciples of 

Christ. As a result, the few Baptists gathered in Wallace McCampbell’s pasture in the spring 

of 1866 before moving inside members’ homes as the weather turned. The Second Baptist 

Church was formally organized on the first Sunday in May 1867, inside a blacksmith shop 

in old Allen with the Reverend Thomas Clark presiding. Four years later, in 1871, the 

denomination moved south to Moberly in order to be closer to the heart of its congregation. 

Second Baptist, from which a split created Pilgrims Rest Baptist Church in 1900, would 

continue operation with its services both inside members’ homes as well as in Moberly’s 

First Christian Church until a permanent structure was completed in 1906. Perhaps inspired 

by Huntsville’s successful A.M.E. Church, which was co-founded by Clark Dysart, a former 

enslaved man of Nicholas Dysart, Grant Chapel A.M.E. Church was organized in the home 

of Lucile Thomas with the Reverend Madison Corbin of Macon presiding. Although both 

were small in congregation size (Grant Chapel had but two inaugural members), these 
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churches became cornerstones of their communities. Religion served as a foundation upon 

which African Americans could begin to exercise their nascent freedom. Church leaders 

provided the moral compass for their communities, and these churches would become the 

nexus for a number of community activities, offering a certain level of protection from the 

larger white populace. 

  

Figure 9. Second Baptist Church Congregation – undated. (Source: 
Regina Vaughn Lee Personal Collection) 
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Figure 10. Pilgrims Rest Baptist Church (Source: Regina Vaughn Lee Personal Collection) 

 

Over the next few years, other societal organizations slowly materialized as well. 

Like their white counterparts, local Black chapters of fraternal organizations provided 

another source of social interaction and bonding, though Moberly’s African Americans 

would often have to travel to larger cities such as Columbia, Kansas City, and St. Louis to 

participate. As the adults came together and exchanged ideas about how best to serve the 

community, they helped spark a movement for educating Black students.  

As more and more Black families connected in Moberly, it became readily apparent, 

much as it did across many Black communities across the Midwest and South following 

emancipation, that through education African Americans would need to forge a path for 

themselves in order to assert themselves in the socioeconomic world around them. The first 
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formal effort at educating Moberly’s young Black boys and girls began in the mid-1870s 

inside a home located at the corner of Burkart and Brinkerhoff Streets under the tutelage of 

Miss Fry.34  

By the early 1880s, there were enough students to necessitate a move to a larger 

space. In 1884, the first formal mention of Lincoln School appears, its name attached to a 

wooden two-room home at the corner of Bedford Street and Fisk Avenue. The husband and 

wife team of Mr. and Mrs. C.C. Ferrier led classroom one and two, respectively.35 The 

location of the original school, however, was peculiar in that it was within a neighborhood 

known for its “uneasiness” towards African Americans.36 The following year in the fall of 

1885, Lincoln secured its first principal, J.B. Coleman. Under the guidance of Coleman, the 

growth and importance of Lincoln School in the Black community of Moberly was 

demonstrated multiple times throughout its early history, and not just through the increased 

attendance of its students. In the summer of 1896, curiously on July 4, the most American of 

holidays, the wooden structure succumbed to fire and burned to the ground.37 The 

neighborhood moved on this opportunity and successfully led an effort to resist rebuilding 

Lincoln on the same site. In fact, it would take nearly twenty years before the city’s 

residents would approve a measure to build a more permanent—not wooden—structure for 

its Black students, despite Missouri law requiring separate but equal facilities.  

Forced to rely upon their own community’s assets to continue providing education 

for Black students, Moberly’s African Americans rallied and established a reincarnation of 

                                                 
34 Interview by author, Regina Lee Vaughn, March 17, 2020. Efforts to secure the first name of Miss 

Fry were exhausted.  
35 Ibid. 
36 Interview by author, Ralph Gerhard, November 12, 1997. 
37 Interview by author, Regina Vaughn Lee, March 26, 2021. 
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Lincoln School inside another wooden structure at the corner of Franklin and Horner Streets 

in time for the fall semester. Less than a year later, two additional rooms were added to the 

facility, bringing the total rooms up to four. Coleman served as principal of Lincoln School 

for nearly a decade before resigning his post in 1898 when he accepted a commission as first 

lieutenant in one of the “Immune” regiments of the Spanish-American War.38 Following the 

war, Coleman returned to Little Dixie and assumed the principalship of Fred Douglas High 

School, where he transformed the school into a three-year secondary institution so that more 

young African American boys and girls could find their way into post-secondary 

programs.39 

Replacing Coleman in the fall of 1898 was 

Henry Clay Vaughn, a graduate of Lincoln Institute 

in Jefferson City. Vaughn, one of Lincoln’s earliest 

students, beginning his education in 1871, was born 

into slavery in Monroe County in 1852. Sold to 

Steve Scoby in the fall of 1863, Vaughn took 

advantage of the war’s social upheaval and 

successfully escaped in the fall of 1864 after several 

failed attempts. Finding refuge with the Union 

Army’s General Smart, stationed near Mexico, 

                                                 
38 “J.B. Coleman, 76, Former Lincoln Principal, Dies,” Moberly Monitor Index, February 16, 1935, 4. 

The Immunes were so named due to the unfounded and incorrect belief that African American troops were 
“immune” to the tropical diseases found along the front lines in Cuba. 

39 Bennito Kelty, “As Renovations Finish, Old Douglass School is Remembered,” Columbia 
Missourian, September 6, 2017. In 1898, the school’s name was changed from Cummings Academy to Fred 
Douglas—Fred, not Frederick—and until the 1920s, Douglas had one “s.”  

Figure 11. Henry Clay Vaughn, 
circa 1900. (Source: Regina Vaughn 
Lee Personal Collection) 
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Missouri, Vaughn received his first exposure to formal education. While in the general’s 

care, he attended school over the winter of 1864.40 Following his graduation in 1878, 

Vaughn traversed the Little Dixie region for nearly two decades, simultaneously serving as a 

Baptist preacher and public school principal and teacher for many different Black 

congregations and communities in Paris, Ashley, Mexico, Palmyra, Canton, LaGrange, 

Boonville, Rock Spring, New Franklin, and Columbia before settling down in Moberly in 

1898.41 

Vaughn headed Lincoln School in Moberly for seventeen years. As enrollment, 

which included Black students from nearby districts without Black high schools, surpassed 

two hundred students by 1910, the four-room wooden structure built prior to the turn of the 

century was wholly unsuitable in promoting an educational environment. Although the 

entire enrollment did not attend school at any given time, particularly due to the distance 

many had to travel as well as familial responsibilities usually not required of some white 

students, the school was still simply bursting at the seams.42 Lincoln typically held around 

93% overall daily attendance as compared to more than 97% for the white schools.43 The 

other challenge not faced by the white students and teachers was the fact that Lincoln School 

housed children from kindergarten through high school from Moberly and areas beyond 

Randolph County; the white schools in Moberly were broken down into multiple elementary 

schools, a junior and senior high school—each with specific teachers for specific grade 

                                                 
40 H.C. Vaughn Diary and Photographs, personal collection of Regina Vaughn. 
41 Ibid. 
42 “An Interesting Report: Superintendent Lilly’s Report for November Shows the Schools in Good 

Shape,” Moberly Weekly Monitor, December 10, 1912, 1.  
43 Ibid. 
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levels. Further, whereas it was the norm for Black educators, it would be unimaginable to 

teach in a room of fifty or more children who ranged in ages from five to eighteen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12. Lincoln School Class Photo – undated; Henry Clay Vaughn is 
the man in the second row on the far left. (Source: Regina Vaughn Lee 
Personal Collection) 
 

Figure 13. Lincoln School Class Photo – undated; Henry Clay Vaughn is the 
man in the back row on the far left. (Source: Regina Vaughn Lee Personal 

Collection) 
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As mentioned previously, Moberly had resisted rebuilding Lincoln in the  

predominantly white neighborhood of Bedford following the fire of 1896. In the first three 

elections following the blaze, the city attempted to pass bonds in order to finance the 

construction of another school, all of which failed resoundingly. Meanwhile, white students 

had more permanent brick school facilities built for the specific purpose of educating youth. 

Marshalling the Black population and pushing the white school board and community at 

large, Vaughn achieved his arguably most notable accomplishment: spearheading the drive 

to construct a more permanent schoolhouse for Black students. But Vaughn and his allies 

within the Black (and white) community had to lay out a more effective strategy that would 

allow them to hold a successful city-wide vote. In exchange for the support of the white 

community, the city and school board agreed to rebuild the school closer to the 

predominantly Black sections of town. In the next election, the bond passed 

overwhelmingly. In 1912, the school board completed plans for the construction of a modern 

two-story, eight-room brick structure to be located at the corner of Franklin and Johnson 

Streets, just north of downtown, for its more than two hundred Black students. This 

accomplishment indicated two things: the value that the Black community placed upon 

education and the influence that African Americans held within the city. The Black 

community further demonstrated their commitment to education during the construction 

process. While the new school was being completed at a cost of nearly $22,000 (valued at 

over $600,000 in 2020), Black churches continued to serve their community and agreed to 

house its students’ education: Grant Chapel A.M.E. Church provided two classrooms and 
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Pilgrims Rest Baptist Church equaled A.M.E.’s allowance and donated two classrooms as 

well. 44 

After serving as principal for nearly two decades, Vaughn stepped down in 1914 to 

pursue other interests. Upon his death in December 1935, the Monitor-Index and Democrat 

remembered Vaughn as “one of Moberly’s oldest and best known negro residents.”45 

Vaughn had called Moberly home for nearly fifty-four years.  

Despite the Monitor-Index’s relatively warm remembrance of Vaughn, the local 

newspaper coverage of Moberly’s Black society throughout much of the early twentieth 

century was limited to crime, sports and entertainment, the annual coverage of the year-end 

graduating ceremonies, and occasional goings-on within Lincoln School.46 Interestingly, 

while there was coverage of graduation ceremonies by the Weekly Monitor in May 1901, 

based upon the final line, the article does not appear to have been written by a white 

reporter: 

If any one [sic] was skeptical as to the progress being made by the young, colored 
people of this community, all such doubt would have been dispelled by hearing the 
various performances of these young people. That they compared favorably with 
their white brothers and sisters in many features…is simply the truth and unfortunate 
that the exercises of our colored schools are not attended more frequently by the 
white people of the town as it would be a valuable object lesson to them and put 
them more in sympathy with all efforts to raise the moral and intellectual standard of 
the colored people. They are worthy of special notice, and would receive it had we 
the time and space.47  
 

                                                 
44 “West Park, Built in 1888, and East Park, 1890, Are Oldest Moberly School Buildings,” Moberly 

Weekly Monitor, April 25, 1929, 2; “Plans for Colored Schools,” Moberly Weekly Monitor, September 10, 
1912, 4. 

45 “H.C. Vaughn, 83, Negro Educator and Minister, Dies,” Monitor Index and Democrat, December 
19, 1935, 9.  
 

47 “Lincoln School: Closing Exercises at Hegarty’s Opera House Saturday Afternoon,” Moberly 

Weekly Monitor, May 30, 1901, 5. 
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These words, arguably written by Vaughn as he would have been among the most educated 

to attend and one with connections to the newspaper due to his principalship, echo a 

common theme of Black communities across Little Dixie and beyond: invisibleness. In the 

1896 publication, Moberly Art Souvenir, written as a homage to the founding and 

community leaders, there was no indication of any Black citizens, no mention of their 

contributions or even presence. As a result, it would be easy to assume that African 

Americans were of little import to Moberly’s elite.  

Moberly’s Dual Communities: Black and White 

For the most part, the separate communities of 

Moberly grew up together, yet definitively apart. The 

Moberly Monitor-Index, which began running its 

presses in 1873, helped orchestrate this separation under 

the guidance of Col. George B. “Buck” Kelly. From 

1873 to 1901, Kelly reigned over local, regional, and, 

eventually, state politics for nearly thirty years, serving 

as chief editor of Moberly’s oldest and most dominant 

newspaper. In an opinion piece written by an editor from 

a rival newspaper, Kelly was described as follows:  

[H]e has followed and held up many of our citizens from the cradle to the grave. He 
has heralded their advent into the world, has given them a good send off on the 
matrimonial sea, and has covered up their faults and points out their virtue when they 
came to die. He has seen Moberly grow from an unsightly collection of shanties to a 
well-built, modern city with all the conveniences and luxuries of our civilization. He 
has laid the foundation for many a snug private fortune by backing this or that man 
for office and has spent of this time and money freely for his friends.48  
 

                                                 
48 “Editorial Notes,” Moberly Weekly Monitor, April 19, 1900, 2.  

Figure 14. George “Buck” Kelly, 
circa 1896. (Source: Moberly Art 

Souvenir) 
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Upon his retirement as chief editor of the Monitor in June 1901, local and regional 

newspapers alike continued to wax poetic on his influence in Moberly as well as the Little 

Dixie region—none more so, ironically, than the Republican-leaning Moberly Headlight (as 

submitted to the Moberly Weekly Monitor):  

Howsoever it is also well remembered by many, that through his personal efforts and 
untiring energy the Monitor was started and built up until it was a power that for a 
good many years assumed to dictate the policy to be pursued by all Democrats in the 
State as well as local affairs.49  
 

His words, not to mention his wide reach across the political, social, and economic 

spectrums, exhibited tremendous influence. As a result of his adherence to the status quo of 

racial relations, articles involving African Americans were often filled with derogatory 

statements and unmistakably slanted coverage. To be sure, when some roughhousing or 

disturbances occurred near the Black sections of town, it would be splashed across the front 

page the following day. Ralph Gerhard, noted Moberly historian and devoted follower of the 

Greyhounds, found several examples of this negative press in his research on the 

community. “Often the paper would have reference to ‘the ‘coons on South Fourth Street 

had quite an uproar last night,’ or would go out of its way to talk about the Black prostitutes 

down around Sturgeon Street near the railroad tracks.”50 But Kelly did not limit his attacks 

to African Americans.  

Several ethnic groups settled in Moberly in search of employment with the railroad 

as well as the rising coal mining industry centered near Bevier, and like African Americans, 

became targets of hostilities, both verbal and physical. In times of coal mine and railroad 

strikes, the two mighty industries brought in immigrant and African American workers to 

                                                 
49 “Press Comments: Retires From Journalism,” Moberly Weekly Monitor, June 27, 1901, 6.  
50 Interview by author, Ralph Gerhard, November 12, 1997.  
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fill the vacancies. Needless to say, scabbing did not contribute to any semblance of racial or 

cultural harmony. For sport, several disgruntled white coal miners and railroaders used to 

take potshots at these scabs one by one as they rode in on railcars. Although Italians 

comprised most of the immigrant workers, they were not as conspicuous as men with black 

skin. And these white strikers found an unusual ally in Kelly, who, along with the railroad 

and the local police, tended to look the other way upon reports of violence. It was an odd 

coupling of these two entities, which normally sat at either end of the capitalistic spectrum, 

both of whom simmered with disdain for both the Italian and African American scabs. But 

time and time again, Kelly reserved his most venomous attacks for African Americans. Even 

in writing seemingly innocuous pieces, his coverage and tone were rather condescending.51 

However, Kelly was not the sole spokesperson for those who allowed the festering of racial 

stereotypes to permeate daily discourse.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

African Americans operated within and among white society daily; however, that 

interaction was, most often, transactional and overwhelmingly in a capacity of service. 

                                                 
51 Ibid. 

Figure 15. Railroaders on the Wabash, undated. 
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Rarely, if ever, did the larger white community acknowledge the day-to-day contributions, 

cultural events, or achievements of African Americans. Instead, the coverage reflected and 

reinforced existing stereotypes. When discussing local entertainers, even those who had 

achieved national acclaim, compliments in coverage was often backhanded. Pianist Walter 

“Dab” Hannah and his band traveled around the region during the 1910s and 1920s, playing 

for Black and white audiences alike. One of his most famous tunes was the forerunner of 

“The Missouri Waltz.”52 Hundreds of young people learned to dance at events where 

Hannah’s ragtime jazz music resounded about the venue. But rather than cover the man, his 

band, or their remarkable achievements, the newspaper’s coverage at the time spoke at 

greater length of his bouts of drunkenness and subsequent tirades.53 Further, in reviewing a 

performance of Wesley Pitts, the “humorous Huntsville negro” at a local show, the Moberly 

Democrat reverted to dialect as he retold his travails in stealing chickens from area residents 

under the cover of darkness: 

Yassuh, boss, eber since dat tied in Mob’ly I’s a changed negro and sleeps sound 
de’s nites with a clean conscience ob a day’s work well done, an’ no acts of nite 
walks to haunt me while I slumber. Some negroes don’t know ow to steal chickens 
widout gitten caught an’ don’t know when to reform. For a long time I tried to think 
how I could beat them Moberly hounds…but de told me dat dem hounds could smell 

                                                 
52 Interview by author, Ralph Gerhard, November 12, 1997. According to the Missouri Secretary of 

State’s website and partly corroborated by the Moberly Monitor Index and Missouri State Historical Society, 
one of the many versions of the song’s origins said Hannah learned the mysterious and haunting melody from 
Lee Edgar Settle, also of Moberly. Settle had allegedly picked up the old Negro spiritual tune while traveling 
in the Old South at the dawn of the twentieth century and taught it to his fellow townsman. Or he learned it 
from two sisters on his theatrical circuit. Take your pick. Both stories, however, have roots in the Old South 
and slavery. Hannah made the tune famous around Missouri and beyond by playing it consistently throughout 
his dances. Lyrics (the original ones being so racist—containing references to darkies and pickaninnies—that 
the Missouri State Legislature altered them prior to adopting the waltz as its state song in 1949) were added in 
1915. The song eventually was linked to President Harry S Truman when it was played at the 1944 Democratic 
National Convention upon his nomination as Vice President. Although some indicate the Missouri Waltz was 
one of Truman’s favorite tunes, that was far from the case. In a television interview years later, Truman shared 
his thoughts: ,”If you let me say what I think, I don’t give a damn about it, but I can’t say it out loud because 
it’s the song of Missouri. It’s as bad as The Star Spangled Banner as far as music is concerned.” 

53 Interview by author, Ralph Gerhard, November 12, 1997. 
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a n-word’s feet through a concrete wall an’ I dropped dem ebil thoughts an’ went off 
to sleep. I am a changed man now, boss, an’ must be gwinine.54 
 

Stereotypes, such as printed stories thick in dialect and coverage of watermelon eating 

contests at “negro church carnivals” served as newsworthy information and reinforced the 

notion of Blacks’ inferior status.55 In the text espoused by the local periodicals, African 

Americans were purveyors of sin, childish frivolity, and ignorance, incapable of behaving as 

good, decent, and upstanding white folks would. And that type of coverage became all the 

more effective at maintaining the status quo because there was a significant and intentional 

absence of stories to counteract it. Without any semblance of coverage balancing out the 

negative depictions, it was those very negative depictions that comprised the framework 

upon which whites built, sustained, and justified their racism. Those critical connotations 

became the perceived truth and thus the reality that African Americans fought against every 

single day.  

Moberly’s Dual Educational Systems: Black and White 

The reality of African 

Americans’ second class status 

would become obvious in 1929 

when a massive fire destroyed the 

white high school building 

(including the library and 

laboratories shared with the 

                                                 
54 “Wesley Pitts is Noted as Huntsville Humorist,” Moberly Democrat, February 26, 1922, 1.  
55 “Negro Church Has Carnival,” Moberly Monitor Index, September 29, 1922, 5.  

Figure 16. Moberly High School, circa 1896. (Source: 
Moberly Art Souvenir) 
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resource-starved junior college), with only the auditorium and gymnasium surviving. The 

school board pivoted quickly and used the fire as an opportunity to address some significant 

issues with its school facilities. Instead of simply rebuilding the high school (and 

accompanying junior college, which were still solely accessible by whites), the school 

district proposed a massive effort to update their aging educational system from top to 

bottom. In the spring of 1929, just a scant four months following the fire, the voters 

approved the issuance of nearly a half million dollars’ worth of school bonds. Additional 

funds were secured from state and federal sources. The district built two new grade schools 

and developed an addition on a third, completely rebuilt the junior high school, and 

constructed a combined senior high school and junior college facility. Totaling over a 

million dollars’ worth of additions, upgrades, and new builds, the Monitor-Index heralded 

the community’s efforts at establishing a complete educational path for its (white) students 

in a reflective piece written four years later in 1933:  

Any house is just as strong as its foundation, and when those sturdy pioneers who, 
forsaking birthplace and family ties came to Missouri to build an inland empire, they 
laid a foundation of strength upon which has been builded [sic] one of the strongest 
commonwealths of a nation. Outstanding in this structure has been the building of 
education institutions and the maintenance of educational agencies. The people of 
Moberly and Randolph County have shaped these institutions with care.56 
 
Reflecting the district’s evolving needs and growing enrollments, the grade schools 

became the initiation into public schooling for Moberly’s white population. West Park, built 

in 1888 at a cost of $25,000, had been added to and renovated in 1907 and 1920, 

respectively. A new building replaced West Park in 1930 at a cost of $90,000. East Park, 

                                                 
56 “Moberly’s Million-Dollar School Plant Among State’s Best, County System Good,” Moberly 

Monitor Index, March 28, 1933, 1, 4. 
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erected in 1890, cost the district $25,000. It was razed and replaced with a new structure in 

1930 for nearly $70,000. Central and Southeast Park were both built in 1918 for $30,000 

 

apiece, and both were generally considered to be modern enough that they did not require 

significant renovations or alterations during Moberly’s building spree in 1930. North Park, 

built in 1912 (the same year as Lincoln) at a cost of $25,000, had an auditorium added in 

1930 for $15,000. South Park, built in 1892 at a cost of $25,000, was renovated in 1930, 

along with the addition of an auditorium. Each of these elementary schools contained seven 

to eight classrooms, and all but two had an auditorium included as part of the facility. 

Certainly, these six elementary schools, along with the newly built junior high school 

(serving eighth, ninth, and tenth grades), senior high school, and junior college (serving 

Figure 17. West Park Elementary School, 
circa 1896. (Source: Moberly Art Souvenir) 

Figure 18. East Park Elementary 
School, circa 1896. (Source: Moberly 

Art Souvenir) 
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eleventh, twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth grades) deserved the lofty praise echoed in the 

Monitor Index: “(n)owhere in Missouri can a county system be found that excels the system 

in Randolph County.”57 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Glaringly absent from the acclaim (and money) bestowed upon the district’s 

revamped educational system was Lincoln School. Despite being less than two decades old, 

the school had been noted as deficient in several areas in 1929, including requiring 

additional sanitation and privacy for restroom facilities, provision of laboratory and other 

equipment required for science, industrial and home economics training, modern adjustable 

desks, and general landscaping and playground improvements.58 The bones of the building 

                                                 
57 Ibid.  
58 “Central Park is Best of Grade School Buildings; West and East Park the Worst,” Monitor Index, 

May 2, 1929, 12.  

Figure 19. South Park Elementary School, the oldest white school 
still in use in 1938, circa 1896 (Source: Moberly Art Souvenir) 
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were solid; however, the contents and equipment within had been woefully underfunded, if 

not wholly unprovided. Additionally, four of the original eight classrooms had been 

removed from circulation due to other pressing needs of the school district and adjacent 

businesses. By 1936, conditions had reached yet another breaking point. Dr. C.B. Johnson, 

pastor at Second Baptist Church, implored his fellow white ministers in Moberly:  

Lincoln School, our public school for Negro youth, is located near the Wabash shop 
yards. It has a faculty of eight teachers, all of whom are active members of our five 
churches, attempting to do eight grades of elementary training and four years of high 
school work. You may easily see they are carrying two or three grades apiece. Aside 
from a very unfavorable environment, our school is inadequately equipped to 
accomplish effectively the work attempted. Our teachers are trying to make brick 
without straw. We are sorely in need of an auditorium and gymnasium to facilitate 
assemblage at school programs, or to promote the necessary physical education and 
athletics.59  
 
Mirroring the social structure of the Black community, white churches were also 

seen as a conduit to effect economic and social change; an obvious place to begin a 

movement, social, political or otherwise. But Johnson’s words rang hollow, at least initially,  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
59 “Ministers Hear Dr. C.B. Johnson,” Moberly Monitor Index, January 14, 1936, 2. 

Figure 20. 1934 Graduating Class of Lincoln High School. (Source: 
Regina Vaughn Lee Personal Collection) 
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within Moberly’s white religious community. It would take another two years before the 

issue was broached again in such a formal and public manner. C.M. Hulen, a local white 

attorney who handled the district’s finances, kicked off the campaign for a school bond issue 

at a civic club luncheon, touching heavily upon the dire situation in Lincoln School:  

The work contemplates building of an auditorium and gymnasium and four 
additional classrooms for the colored schools in Moberly. Do you know that we have 
211 negro children in school in Moberly and that those 211 are taught in four rooms? 
School officials have been forced to use the basement of Lincoln School to provide 
necessary additional rooms. I think it is time the people of Moberly come to realize 
that we have dealt unfairly with the children of our colored schools.60 
 

Huler’s words resonated with school board member, Arthur B. Chamier, who pleaded with 

the Moberly community at-large in his op-ed prior to the vote on the school bond issue: 

Our colored school has been sadly neglected because of the lack of funds. In 1929, 
nothing was done for the Lincoln School because of our financial condition. The 
surrounding cities have provided adequate facilities for their colored people and have 
built auditoriums and gymnasiums, and certainly our colored school boys and girls 

                                                 
60 “Hulen Gives Complete Report on School Finances; Says 8-Cent Levy Would Retire New Bonds,” 

Moberly Monitor Index, September 1, 1938, 1. 

Figure 21. 1936 Graduating Class of Lincoln High School. (Source: 

Regina Vaughn Lee Personal Collection) 
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ought to be given opportunities equal to those of such cities as Mexico, Boonville, 
Columbia and others.61 
 

Chamier’s words were of consequence and, due to his stature in the community, carried 

significant weight. However, his evaluation of this situation was misleading and instead 

reflected the undercurrent of racism that permeated the town. Money, over one million 

dollars’ worth, was available in 1929, a portion of which could have been used to repair and 

address the concerns at Lincoln School. Those funds were instead allocated, in total, to the 

renovation and construction of the other elementary schools, the junior and senior high 

schools, and creation of a new junior college. It was not, as Chamier claimed, a lack of 

funding. It was instead a choice the district made at the expense of Lincoln School and its 

African American students, teachers, and staff.62  

Additionally, Chamier compared the plight of Moberly’s Black schoolchildren to the 

lot of Little Dixie’s Black students, not their fellow white students in the same town, 

indicating two likely scenarios: that Chamier either did not believe that Black students 

deserved the same accommodations and equipment as white students; or he understood the 

proverbial room in which he spoke, daring not to place Black and white students on equal 

footing with a voting electorate that believed otherwise. All paths leading to Lincoln were 

simply unpaved gravel roads that were thick with mud during the spring rains and choked 

with dust in times of drought. There were no sidewalks upon which to walk to school. Why 

should the students be considered equal when little, if anything, within Black society was 

                                                 
61 “Sponsors of City and School Bond Issues Give Summary of Reasons for Voting ‘Yes,’” Moberly 

Monitor Index, September 27, 1938, 1, 4.. 
62 Despite the snub from the district, Lincoln School continued to conduct outstanding work, 

evidenced by its achievement of first-class status recognition from the Missouri State Department of Education 
in 1932. This notable achievement resulted in the school board granting the construction contract for a 
fourteen-foot square library as noted in “Lincoln School Now First Class,” Moberly Monitor Index, January 7, 
1932, 5. 
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viewed as such?63 But by comparing Moberly’s Black students with the region’s other Black 

students, he could more effectively play to the town’s belief that it treated its Black citizens 

more benevolently than other towns and in doing so, helped reinforce the notion that 

Moberly was a better community that its neighbors. Regardless of Chamier’s true intentions 

and strategies, his words would prove effective the following day. The bond proposal, which 

required a two-thirds majority, easily passed, garnering nearly eighty percent of the overall 

vote.64  

By late November 1938, two months on the heels of the voter approval, the school 

board submitted their plans for Lincoln School auditorium, gymnasium, and four additional 

classrooms. The $50,000 project became the first in a series of five public school projects 

that totaled nearly $150,000 in additions at Lincoln, Southeast Park, and Central Elementary 

schools.65 Working closely with the Public Works Administration, which governed the 

school improvement program, the school board secured the final go-ahead and began 

soliciting bids in early December. By mid-December, the board awarded the contract for 

construction of the auditorium/gymnasium and four classrooms to Chester McElroy, “a local 

negro contractor,” who submitted the lowest of eight total bids, for $49,545. McElroy, a 

                                                 
63 According to a report in “Teachers’ Salaries Increased,” Moberly Monitor Index on June 23, 1938 

(pages 1 and 4), Lincoln’s teachers earned significantly less than their white counterparts. When the school 
board released a salary schedule for its district teaching staff in 1938, white teachers started out at $650 (Level 
I – 60 hours of college), $725 (II – 90 hours of college), $900 (III – bachelors degree), $1200 (IV – masters 
degree) and $1400 (V – doctoral degree), while Black teachers began at $550 (I), $650 (II) and $800 (III), 
respectively. The board classified white teachers into five categories, while Black teachers were limited to 
three, even if they held undergraduate, graduate, or doctoral degrees. Additionally, Black teachers were limited 
to an eight percent increase in salary at the adoption of the schedule, while white teachers were afforded a ten 
percent increase. Further, the brother of J.B. Coleman, W.B. Coleman, who was the former principal of the 
Lincoln School in Jackson, Missouri, and an instructor at Moberly’s Lincoln School, could only find gainful 
employment within white Moberly as a janitor of the local post office as reported in “Veteran Postoffice 
Janitor to Retire on Pension Soon,” Moberly Monitor Index, December 28, 1931, 4).  

64 “Both Bond Proposals Carry By 3 to 1 Vote,” Moberly Monitor Index, September 29, 1938, 1. 
65 “Plans Completed for Negro School,” Moberly Monitor Index, November 30, 1938, 3. 
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longtime resident of Moberly, had personal connections to the building, with his wife 

serving as president of the Lincoln P.T.A.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 22. Lincoln School following the 1939 expansion, undated. (Source: 
https://www.moberlymonitor.com/news/20170811/mystery-photo—education-series) 

 

The work McElroy completed became the framework upon which memories were 

built for the hundreds of young Black students who would attend assemblies, orations, plays, 

and basketball games over the next fifteen years. Lincoln School created and sustained a 

student community which was not limited to Moberly’s Black students, but comprised 

nearly fifty high school non-resident students yearly from nearby towns such as Clarence, 

Macon, Paris, Sturgeon, and Huntsville as late as 1954.66 Regina Vaughn Lee, who was 

among the last to graduate from Lincoln School in 1955, reminisced:  

Some of my fondest memories were the school assemblies. It was a beautiful 
gymnasium with a stage and the curtains—the big, velvet curtains. Each grade was 
responsible for presenting an assembly every year. When I was in the fourth and fifth 
grades, our teacher took the girls to a seamstress to be measured for crepe paper 
costumes. It was delightful wearing the pretty little paper dresses in the plays. We 
felt like little princesses. I can [still]) go through that school in my mind, step by 

                                                 
66 Moberly School Board Meeting Notes, March 17, 1954.  
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step, room by room, which I have done so many times. I really loved that place. I’m 
sure that the other Black students that attended there never forgot it either.67 
 

While the immediate surroundings of Lincoln may have not been as picturesque as the other 

white schools that had paved streets, parking lots, and sidewalks leading up to their 

welcoming doors, the bones of the building were indeed as solid as the community for 

which it was constructed.  

Brenda Oliver, a 1956 graduate of Moberly Senior High School and among the first 

Black students to graduate following integration, agreed: 

Let me say that Lincoln, along with the Black churches, was an integral segment of 
the Black community. We loved and respected our teachers. The teachers would 
actually take the time to talk to you about school and home. Being able to identify 
with a Black teacher is and was of the utmost importance in my educational 
experience.68 
 

 

Figure 23. Lincoln Graduating Class of 1954-1955. Regina Vaughn Lee is the 
Student on the Left in the First Row. (Source: Regina Vaughn Lee Personal 
Collection) 
 

                                                 
67 Interview by author, Regina Vaughn Lee, March 17, 2020.  
68 Interview by author, Brenda Oliver, March 16, 2020. 
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The experiences illustrated by Vaughn Lee and Oliver represent the transition that 

many Black students endured following Brown v. Board of Education. These collective 

experiences also serve as the basis for Vanessa Siddle-Walker’s theory of institutional 

caring, which calls attention specifically to the community support, caring, cultural 

affirmation, and interdependency.69 This community support was primarily driven by the 

fact that segregated facilities staffed by Black educators served Black students when the rest 

of the United States did not. Educated in a segregated environment forced upon them, Black 

educators and students alike forged a community in Moberly wholly separate from that 

beyond the school walls of Lincoln. Education became another venue in which African 

Americans would find safety, comfort, strength, and schooling that afforded them an 

opportunity to establish their own identity upon which they could build personal worth and 

value. With administrators, staff, and teachers, Black students had the means to create 

lasting relationships among others with whom they could readily bond. School leaders knew 

what it meant to be Black not only in Moberly or Little Dixie, but also in the country as a 

whole. They could provide the next generation of students with tools of resistance and 

coping mechanisms that would still allow them not just to learn facts and figures, but how to 

operate and navigate within a racist and segregated society and still maintain a sense of self. 

As the United States’ educational system raced (or meandered, depending upon 

one’s point of view) toward integration following Brown v. Board of Education, Moberly 

was certainly a town well set in its traditions and cultural norms as they pertained to race. 

Nita Enochs, a white 1956 graduate of Moberly Senior High School remembered:  

                                                 
69 Vanessa Siddle Walker, “Valued Segregated Schools for African American Children in the South, 

1935-1969: A Review of Common Themes and Characteristics,” Review of Educational Research 70, no. 3 
(September 1, 2000). https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543070003253.  
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There were two balconies at the [Grand] theater. The Black kids had to sit in the 
balcony at the theater. And not only just the balcony, they had to sit in the second 
balcony. And while I liked to sit in the balcony, I never had to sit in the second 
balcony.70  
 

Vaughn Lee echoed those memories: 

The movie theater, well, you couldn’t go in the front door and sit down front. You 
always had to sit in the back. If it was a good movie and it became crowded and 
spaces ran out for the whites, then they [the theater operators] would come and ask 
us to move. And we would have to move.71 
 

Michael Childers, a white 1964 graduate of Moberly Senior High School, expounded upon 

the social norms of Moberly pertaining to race at the dawn of the 1950s:  

African Americans were not permitted to sit anywhere but the [Grand] theater 
balcony until the sixties. They were not allowed to use the restrooms in the theater. 
And it would be years before they could dine in most Moberly restaurants.72 
 
Carol Gerhard, a lifelong Moberly resident who grew up during the 1940s and 1950s, 

recalled her family’s relationship with their African American neighbors. Gerhard spoke of a 

time in the late 1940s when the families used to converse over the fences that separated their 

yards, a normal everyday occurrence. One day, Carol’s mother invited the Black family into 

her house for a cup of coffee, but was politely refused with the response, “Oh, we couldn’t 

come in. The neighbors would make it hard for you.”73 Instances such as these clearly and 

dramatically illustrate that as long as interracial interactions remained on separate sides of a 

fence, they could be tolerated, if not expected and encouraged. However, once those 

physical and psychological barriers were either removed or crossed, such as those within a 

once-segregated classroom space, it immediately became cause for concern.  

                                                 
70 Interview by author, Nita Enochs, March 20, 2020.  
71 Interview by author, Regina Vaughn Lee, March 17, 2020. 
72 Moberly Old Stories, Michael Childers, Facebook, December 20, 2020. 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/235453583161974/permalink/3859548027419160. 
73 Interview by author, Carol Gerhard, November 12, 1997. 
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These social norms were well entrenched on both sides of Moberly, Black and white. 

When asked where these social norms came from and how knowledge of them came about, 

Vaughn Lee said kids were very aware of the lines and how those lines became much more 

noticeable as children grew up. She acknowledged: 

To a kid, everything is relative. That’s just the way it was. But as I got older…and 
that wasn’t very old…where I started noticing things. The white kids would call you 
the n-word. Or, of course, what made me really sit up and take notice was when we’d 
go downtown to the store that had a soda fountain. And I absolutely loved going 
downtown. I always wanted to get up, to sit at the counter and have an ice cream 
soda or something, but I just simply couldn’t do it.74  
 

There is no evidence that a sign existed that clearly stated that African Americans could not 

sit at the counter. But Vaughn Lee, even as a young child, was acutely aware of the behavior 

she as a young Black girl had to exhibit in Moberly’s public spaces. Not to say those lines 

never were challenged or crossed—because they were—but most Black parents had pointed 

conversations with their children specifically about race—conversations that most white 

parents never had to consider, let alone discuss within their families. Black parents had to 

have these exchanges with their children in order to equip them with the knowledge and 

understanding of how to safely navigate the social norms of society. Young Black girls, 

particularly when befriended by young white girls, also received cues of race relations from 

these childhood girlfriends who always vanished as playmates around the ages of nine and 

ten. In Vaughn Lee’s words, “they just stopped coming around—and you just knew why 

they changed in how they treated you.” Vaughn Lee continued:  

It was within our own world that we matriculated. It was our own world, our own 
space, because we knew the boundaries. We knew where we were welcome, and we 
knew where we weren’t. We knew what we could do. We knew what we couldn’t 
do. That’s the way it was.75  

                                                 
74 Interview by author, Regina Vaughn Lee, March 17, 2020. 
75 Interview by author, Regina Vaughn Lee, March 17, 2020. 
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Without those talks and lessons in childhood, Vaughn Lee and her brothers would have had 

a significantly more difficult task of growing up. Being Black was already a challenge; 

however, being Black and ignorant of Little Dixie’s social customs certainly would have 

proven to be extremely risky, if not worse.76 

Childhood in Moberly during the 1940s and early 1950s was one of upheaval and 

change, both from within the city as well as without. World War II and the effect it had upon 

Moberly, as well as the rest of the nation, filtered down into everyday life. Although the city 

would retain some remoteness from larger social and political events, no longer could 

Moberly exist completely isolated from the influence of national and international events. 

The war brought closer the world around them, and that world got even smaller as the 1950s 

dawned. The hypocrisy of fighting a war to keep the world safe for democracy all the while 

having systemic racism firmly entrenched within the very fabric of American society 

provided many progressive thinkers an opportunity to clamor for change at an intensity not 

seen before. Intermittent sparks of the idea of integration flashed around Missouri, 

particularly in the urban centers. The NAACP hosted their annual convention in St. Louis in 

1953, declaring that the organization had abandoned the “separate but equal theory.”77 

Nothing short of “total integration of Negroes and other minority groups” would be 

acceptable.78 But while the nation around them began to move the needle ever so slightly, it 

would take the Supreme Court to truly force Moberly to examine integration at the local 

level.  

                                                 
76 According to Vaughn Lee, African Americans held menial jobs around Moberly. The men typically 

worked as cooks or janitors; the exceptions found work in the hotel and railroad industries. Many women 
provided domestic services in white homes. 

77 “‘Total’ Integration of Negroes, Other Minorities Sought,” Moberly Monitor Index, June 23, 1953, 
6.  

78 Ibid.  
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CHAPTER 7 

INHERENTLY UNEQUAL: MOBERLY GRAPPLES WITH INTEGRATION 

Moberly Grapples with Brown v. Board of Education 

Emblazoned across the front page of the Moberly Monitor-Index on May 18, 1954, 

was a number of varying perspectives. Articles entitled, “Georgia Hints Open Defiance of 

U.S. Ban on Segregation”; “Will Lincoln U. Admit White Students? A Question of 

Segregation in Reverse Remains Unanswered”; “State’s Officials Denounce Ruling By High 

Court”; and “Satisfactory School Solution Predicted Here,” set the tone for how the city, the 

school district, and its citizens would operate during this transitional era. From the onset, the 

school board labeled “the problem of integrating Negro pupils into all Moberly schools” as 

an enormous undertaking.1 At the time of the Supreme Court’s decision, there were one 

hundred eighty-five Black students in Moberly schools—seventy-two at the high school and 

junior high division and one hundred thirteen at the elementary level. Nearly a quarter of 

those students were transported from outside of the district and even the county, particularly 

at the junior and high school levels, since neighboring districts did not offer education for 

their Black students beyond grade school.  

On June 9, 1954, the first formal meeting following Brown, the school board 

discussed, for the first time in its recorded history, the issue of “school non-segregation.”2 

The three-man committee, comprised of Richard J. Chamier (Randolph County’s 

prosecuting attorney and son of Arthur Chamier), Ralph Wallace, and J.H. Madden, began  

 

                                                 
1 “Georgia Hints Open Defiance of U.S. Ban on Segregation: ‘Satisfactory’ School Solution Predicted 

Here,” Moberly Monitor, June 9, 1954, 1. 
2 Moberly School Board Meeting Notes, June 9, 1955, 2.  
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Table 3. Moberly Elementary Student Enrollment – 1953-1954 (Source: First Integration 
Report 8/11/54) 
 

School Boys Girls Total 

Central 199 213 412 

East Park 161 164 325 

North Park 194 162 356 

South Park 122 132 254 

Southeast Park 164 161 325 

West Park 264 243 507 

Lincoln 82 106 188 

 
 
 
 
Table 4. Moberly Elementary Student Enrollment – 1954-1955 (Source: Second Integration 
Report 6/8/1955) 
 

School Boys Girls Total 

Central 193 197 390 

East Park 158 164 322 

North Park 198 170 368 

South Park 132 130 262 

Southeast Park 164 192 356 

West Park 266 247 513 

Lincoln 85 99 184 

 
 
their work in the summer of 1954 to “make a study of integrating the negro [sic] pupils into 

the Moberly schools in accordance with the recent Supreme Court ruling. Study to involve a 

probable redistricting of schools.”3  

As the dust began to settle from the fallout of Brown v. Board of Education, and 

advised by school board attorney, the newly appointed Arthur O’Keefe, the committee took 

a slow and methodical approach to their integration plan in order to better follow the 

guidance of the state attorney general. That guidance came swiftly, and by the first of July, 

Attorney General John Dalton posited that integration would be left to individual districts. 

                                                 
3 Ibid., 3.  
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“Districts may, at the present time, permit ‘white and colored children’ to attend the same 

schools.”4 However, as many districts chose, and as Attorney General Dalton suggested, 

until the Supreme Court ultimately determined the parameters and timetable of integration, 

any movement could be tabled until such court actions so ordered. In early August, just 

before the school year was scheduled to begin, Moberly’s Board of Education announced: 

after study of these decisions [Brown], [we] voted to end the practice of segregation, 
but at the same time, [we] also voted to postpone the implementation of the prior 
decisions until the Board could make a thorough study of all the local problems 
involved in a change of policy on a practice which had prevailed for more than three 
quarters of a century.5 
 

Moberly’s school board, in effect, punted on the immediate decision and gave itself an 

academic year in which to resolve the issue moving forward. Such a potentially explosive 

issue required taking the temperature of their community and carefully observing the 

communities surrounding it.  

As the fall of 1954 approached, school districts followed their respective local 

customs and accepted social norms as they related to integration. For forty-five of the one 

hundred fifteen Missouri counties, integration was not an issue; there simply were no Black 

students to consider.6 Some larger districts, including Springfield and St. Joseph, moved 

immediately toward some semblance of desegregation that would, to some degree, satisfy 

the Brown requirement of “all deliberate speed.” However, as mentioned before in depth, the 

levels of “desegregation” pursued by Missouri’s two largest districts, St. Louis and Kansas 

City, certainly did not live up to the ideals espoused in either the Supreme Court decision or 

subsequent rulings and had long lasting effects on its students. Columbia, just to the south of 

                                                 
4 “Missouri’s Schools Can Start Integration Now, Dalton Rules,” Moberly Monitor Index, July 1, 

1954, 1.  
5 Moberly School Board Meeting Notes, August 11, 1954.  
6 “Missouri’s Schools Can Start Integration Now, Dalton Rules,” 12.  



184 

Moberly, had followed the larger districts’ actions.7 As was the case in St. Louis and Kansas 

City, Columbia desegregation was mostly in theory only. Columbia’s residential patterns 

meant that districting along housing lines (and the subsequent redrawing of lines following 

Brown) kept schools mostly segregated in practice. Only six Black high school students 

attended the formerly all-white Hickman High School. Additionally, Columbia kept its 

segregated Douglass High School open, permitting Black students to continue attending that 

school if they so chose. One hundred ten Black high school students elected to do just that.8  

Smaller districts throughout Little Dixie handled their desegregation in varied 

fashion as well. Brunswick maintained segregation with continued dual enrollment as its 

Black students attended B.K. Bruce Negro School.9 Lexington also continued its practice of 

segregation through the 1954-1955 school year, although it would integrate only Douglass 

High School for the following year, electing to keep its junior high and elementary schools 

segregated.10 Not all schools, however, possessed segregated facilities, at least at the high 

school level. Vandalia, one of the smaller districts in Little Dixie, did not have a high school 

for its Black students. As a result, the district had traditionally sent its Black students out of 

the district to nearby Mexico. To help address budgetary concerns, Vandalia opened its high 

school doors to the fourteen area African American students within its district—a move that 

saved taxpayers nearly eighty five hundred dollars annually.11 In nearby Macon, another 

district that transported its Black high school students out of its district, the school board 

                                                 
7 “119 Negroes Enroll With Whites in Columbia Schools,” Moberly Monitor Index, September 10, 

1954, 6. 
8 “School Publication Reports On Integration in Missouri,” Moberly Monitor Index, December 23, 

1954, 2. 
9 “Schools Open At Brunswick This Monday,” Moberly Monitor Index, August 27, 1954, 2. 
10 Ibid., 5. 
11 Ibid. 
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elected to fully desegregate by the start of the school year. As in the case with Vandalia, one 

of the primary drivers behind the push for Macon’s immediate desegregation was to avoid 

paying the tuition bill for its Black high school students who attended Moberly’s Lincoln 

School, saving just over five thousand dollars per school year.12 Moberly continued to 

accept African American students from other area districts that lacked Black high schools, 

such as Clarence, Bevier, and Huntsville.13 

While accepting tuition students was a significant source of revenue, not every 

school district addressed the tuition question in the same manner. Tuition students from 

other districts were no longer accepted in the Mexico school district, although it would 

continue to accept Black students up through ninth grade at Garfield School, its public 

offering for African Americans.14 Keytesville, however, would hold off on integration until 

the 1958-1959 term, when the district closed its Dalton Wheatley and Lincoln schools.15  

Moberly had unique qualities that created some nuanced approaches to 

desegregation. As mentioned before, the residential housing patterns of larger cities, such as 

St. Louis, Kansas City, and even Columbia’s Black populations were not evident in 

Moberly. And while there were certainly pockets of the city where African Americans were 

more concentrated than others, the Black population was dispersed throughout most of the 

city. This meant that all elementary schools would be directly impacted by desegregation 

because African American students lived within the boundaries for each grade school. These 

boundaries had existed in their current state for  

                                                 
12 “Urge Macon High School to Admit Negroes,” Moberly Monitor Index, June 28, 1954, 3. 
13 Ibid. 
14 “Mexico High Won’t Take Segregated Tuition Students,” Moberly Monitor Index, August 12, 

1954, 5. 
15 “Keytesville Schools Plans Integration, Offers Contracts,” Moberly Monitor Index, April 12, 1958, 

4.  
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Figure 24. Moberly City Map. (Source: https://www.trumanlibrary.gov/maps/m183-map-
moberly-missouri) 

 

nearly four decades, with the last redistricting occurring in 1918.16 It would be this pressure 

point that would create the most tension between the school district and the parents, causing 

the integration committee to conclude, “the problem is so involved that it would be 

undesirable to attempt any piecemeal solution of the problem until it has the completed 

report and recommendations” ready to present to the board for action.17  

                                                 
16 “New District Is Recommended In School Desegregation Study,” Moberly Monitor Index, 

December 8, 1954, 8. 
17 Moberly School Board Meeting Notes, August 11, 1954.  
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The integration committee met throughout the second half of 1954—but by design 

only with one another, not with the Black and white parents whose children would be 

directly affected by their recommendations. That misstep would be realized quickly 

following the announcement of their seventeen-page report at a school board meeting in 

December of 1954. At the meeting, the integration committee presented four proposals for 

consideration:18  

• Close Lincoln School and send pupils to the school in the district in which they 
live. District lines would remain as present. 

• Retain Lincoln School as an elementary unit for all pupils in a new district 
created from portions of Central, South Park and West Park. All elementary 
pupils would attend school in the district in which they live. 

• Close Lincoln School and redistrict all Moberly, changing boundary lines where 
necessary to more nearly equalize enrollments. 

• Retain Lincoln School for Negro pupils who may choose to attend there. 
 

While it may have been implemented in Columbia, the committee pushed back on 

the fourth and final proposal to retain a segregated school within its district. The report 

stated, “Of all solutions considered, this would seem to be least satisfactory. It is not, in 

itself, an answer to the Supreme Court’s decision, and on the other hand it is certainly no 

solution for those favoring segregation.”19 As for their formal recommendation to the school 

board, the committee suggested the second option: that a new district be carved out of 

existing elementary school boundaries. That new district would continue to utilize Lincoln 

School, but instead of remaining segregated, it would now have both Black and white 

students in attendance.20  

                                                 
18 “Report of the Committee on Integration to the Board of Education,” December 7, 1954. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
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On paper, the second option made the most sense in the contemporary understanding 

of 1954, both logistically and financially. It addressed overcrowding issues in Central and 

West Park and kept one of its most expensive pieces of property, Lincoln School, in 

operation. Unfortunately, while it did achieve the goal of integrating Black students equally 

across all of the grade schools, that very approach fundamentally and incorrectly assumed 

that Black education was only valuable when white students were also in proximity. It also 

failed to acknowledge the value of the community Lincoln School had forged. Instead, the 

committee elected to focus on Lincoln’s dollar value to the school district over its intrinsic 

value for its Black students. Following the addition fifteen years earlier, Lincoln had been 

most recently appraised at over two hundred thousand dollars. A replacement cost for the 

eleven classrooms and gymnasium (including the land upon which the school was built) 

approached nearly a quarter of a million dollars, assessing Lincoln School just behind West 

Park as the most expensive among its elementary schools. To support that assessment, 

Chamier posited throughout the desegregation process that businessmen had shared with 

him and the other members of the board that the building (Lincoln School) was in the best 

condition of the eleven schools in town.21 The school board was loath to allow such valued 

property to stand idle, especially as enrollment in the grade schools was set to increase by 

nearly twenty-five percent over the next decade.22  

Meetings with the community were scheduled in the following weeks with both the 

white and Black communities, separately. Backlash from both communities was swift and 

pointed. The Monitor Index reported on a “protesting petition circulating among residents of 

                                                 
21 “Voluntary One-Race School Is Opposed,” Moberly Monitor Index, January 4, 1955, 1,2. Lincoln 

School’s late 1930s addition of the auditorium and classroom space was the primary driver in the valuation of 
the property.  

22 “Report of the Committee on Integration to the Board of Education,” December 7, 1954. 
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the newly proposed district and that objections heard by committee members appeared to be 

concerned principally with continued use of Lincoln School on an unsegregated basis.”23 

This report would prove to be accurate, as at the first meeting between the committee and 

the white residents of the newly formed district, it took over three hours for all residents’ 

concerns to be voiced: 

Speakers with no exception declared that they do not want their children to attend 
Lincoln School, even though its enrollment would be preponderantly white. 
Suggestions for improvements, an entrance on Johnson Street and a change in name 
[of the school] made no difference. If Lincoln cannot be continued as it is, they favor 
abandoning the building. Told that this would necessitate a bond issue to provide 
additional facilities, they favor the bond issue.24 
 

Speaker after speaker reiterated they had no objection to “Negro children attending school 

with white pupils in the present districts.” The venom was solely reserved for having white 

children forced to attend a school that had long been reserved for Black students, in essence 

acknowledging the second-class stigma attached to the school by the white community.  

One resident stated that in “all towns she had read about dealing with desegregation, 

‘not one took the white children out of the white school and put them in a colored 

neighborhood.’”25 Edgar Brooks, a resident of the new district, despite being continually 

asked for a viable alternative to the proposed solution, instead challenged the committee, 

stating, “It’s not up to us [residents] to give you the solution. We just don’t think we should 

be put in the colored [school] district,” referring to Lincoln School’s location and immediate 

                                                 
23 “Committee to Begin Meetings On Integration: First Discussion With White Residents of Proposed 

District,” Moberly Monitor Index, December 14, 1954, 1. 
 
24 “Opposition to New District Is Voiced at School Conference,” Moberly Monitor Index, December 

17, 1954, 1.  
25 Ibid., 11 
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surroundings as a “dirty, filthy hole.”26 As the meeting concluded, the attendees presented 

the committee with a petition signed by over four hundred residents of the newly proposed 

district. The last two points of the petition cemented their disdain for integrating Lincoln: 

The location and surroundings of the Lincoln School Building are not such that 
would be attractive, or even safe, to small [white—author’s insertion] children who 
would be compelled to attend there; [and] the prevailing prejudice against the school, 
which only time can overcome, is just too much for [white—author’s insertion] 
children to forbear.27 
 

In that petition the committee had their feedback from the white community. While they 

vehemently opposed any move towards making Lincoln a two-race school, they would, at 

least tacitly, support integration at all levels of the public schools. Lincoln, in their overall 

opinion, was simply not fit for white students to attend under any circumstances.  

However, the committee would find the road just as difficult within the Black 

community. Following the initial meeting with the white residents of the new district, the 

Lincoln PTA hosted its own meeting in response. “There is no foundation to the rumor that 

the Negroes are satisfied” and “they are not happier as they are,” as was falsely assumed by 

some white residents in the original protest meeting.28 But, ironically, the two disparate 

groups would find common ground in one of the more heated remarks uttered by Edgar 

Brooks. The PTA pointed out: 

the Negro citizen had been aware of this condition for many years and had tried to 
have something done about it. In the late 1940s, the “Better Community 
Association,” composed of Negro citizens, was successful in getting more than half 
of the property owners of Franklin and Horner Streets requesting the pavement of 
said same streets” only to be turned down by the city council due to poor form 
submission.29 

                                                 
26 Ibid. 
27 Moberly School Board Meeting Notes, December 10, 1954.  
28 Mary Tymony, “Not ‘Satisfied’ Say Members of Lincoln PTA,” Moberly Monitor Index, December 

21, 1954, 1. 
29 Ibid. 
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The PTA went even further in demonstrating the agency of the Black community, who 

railed against poor conditions around the school. Its students spearheaded a program entitled 

“Lift Us Out of the Mud!” In these publications, Lincoln students penned articles and drew 

cartoons about the dust, water, and mud that surrounded the school facilities.30 The notes 

from Lincoln’s PTA meeting, recorded by faculty member Mary Tymony, found their way 

onto the front page of the next day’s Monitor Index.  

By early January of 1955, the integration committee reached out to Reverend T.R. 

Sayles, pastor of Second Baptist Church, to schedule a meeting with the African American 

community. Sixty Black citizens, most of whom had children attending Lincoln and would 

be impacted by integration, met with the committee in the auditorium of the Lincoln 

School.31 Immediately following Reverend Sayles’ opening prayer, it became obvious that 

those in attendance were united in their overwhelming opposition to the continuation of 

Lincoln remaining a segregated school, even on a voluntary basis. Pauline Burgess, mother 

of six children across all grades in Lincoln, pressed the committee to reflect upon the 

growing movement that progress was inherently modern, adding her children were “entitled 

to the best.”32 Anita Angell echoed Burgess’ comments, stating, “There is not one of my 

race who would not want better things for our children.” Reverend A.L. Johnson, pastor of 

Grant A.M.E. Chapel, touched upon the potential symbolism that integrating the elementary 

schools at Lincoln held, stating, it was “the proper place to sew [sic] the seed of brotherly 

                                                 
30 Ibid. 
31 “Supplemental Report and Recommendations of the Committee on Integration to the Board of 

Education,” February 23, 1955, 2.  
32 “Voluntary One-Race School Is Opposed,” Moberly Monitor Index, January 4, 1955, 1, 2. 
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love.”33 In a vote taken during pre-registration of parents whose children attended Lincoln, 

only seven out of nearly fifty families representing over eighty students preferred Lincoln to 

remain as a one-race school.34  

But the African American community also understood all too well that despite the 

building’s solid construction and viability, the environs surrounding it told a different story. 

Pauline Burgess acknowledged this embarrassment, “I fully realize white people’s 

objections to this end of town. I myself am ashamed of it.”35 By pushing for Lincoln School 

to host seventh and eighth graders, at least Burgess hoped the advanced age of those 

attending would better equip them to handle the adverse conditions than the elementary 

students.36 However, these Black voices were few and far between, primarily driven by fear 

of retaliation. To those silent individuals, Elma Smith, former president of the Lincoln 

School PTA, authored an opinion piece in the Monitor Index in February 1955, 

acknowledging, “Many parents are disgusted with the ugly conditions existing around 

Lincoln School. Many of these dissatisfied parents are unable to express their dissatisfaction 

individually and are afraid to speak out.”37 Smith spoke for those who could not afford to 

actively support integration. There were others who followed in Smith’s footsteps. Another 

opinion piece submitted by Anita Angell later that week went even further:  

I wonder whether Mr. Henderson [superintendent of schools] has ever visited 
Lincoln School after the thawing of a heavy snowfall or after a shower of rain to see 
the deplorable conditions of the streets. I wonder whether Mr. Henderson would 
tolerate those conditions if his child attended school at Lincoln. The citizens of 

                                                 
33 Ibid. 
34 “Supplemental Report and Recommendations of the Committee on Integration,” 8, 9.  
35 “Voluntary One-Race School Is Opposed,” Moberly Monitor Index, January 4, 1955, 1, 2. 
36 Ibid.  
37 “Public Opinion: Protests One-Race School,” Moberly Monitor Index, February 15, 1955, 6.  
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Moberly are invited to WALK by Lincoln School AT ANY TIME and especially 
during bad weather to see what our children and teachers have to contend with.38 
 

The committee had their charge from the community. White parents would not tolerate their 

children traipsing through the mud, dust, and otherwise ill-suited neighborhood in which 

Lincoln stood, and Black parents would not stand to have Lincoln remain segregated as it 

meant their children would not have access to better educational supplies and facilities. The 

committee understood that neither community would support Lincoln School having 

elementary aged children attend, either Black or white.  

In a special board meeting held on February 22, 1955, which was closed to the 

public, the integration committee presented their final recommendations to the Board of 

Education inside the superintendent’s office with all members present.39 Guiding their 

findings, the committee prefaced their recommendations: 

As heretofore stated, it is known that the theory of integrated education presents 
serious problems, and places a grave strain upon the feelings and emotions of many 
of our citizens. The days to come will try the patience of members of both races. 
[S]ome have expressed their belief that this change will bring immediate and direct 
benefits to Negro children involved, and have also pointed out indirect benefits 
which they state will accrue to the entire community in future years. In addition, it 
may be that the end of segregation, like the end of any other practice or enterprise, 
will bring about inconveniences to a few, or will require some to make a sacrifice for 
the benefit of the greater number. Such situations cannot be avoided, and must be 
regarded as minor incidents to be endured if the Negro people are to properly 
progress to the place established for them by the United States Supreme Court.40  
 
The ultimate proposal would take effect in the 1955-1956 academic year and 

essentially abolished Lincoln School for any educational usage in the short term, sending 

Lincoln’s high school and eighth grade (junior high equivalent) students to their respective 

white facilities. Black students in grades one through seven would attend the school in the 

                                                 
38 “Public Opinion: Objects to Lincoln Questionnaire,” Moberly Monitor Index, February 16, 1955, 4.  
39 Moberly School Board Meeting Notes, February 22, 1955. 
40 “Supplemental Report and Recommendations of the Committee on Integration,” 3. 
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zone in which they resided after some minor tweaking to the attendance boundaries that 

would equalize Black students across each of the grade schools, a stated goal of the 

committee. As a result, “only one elementary grade is expected to have more than four 

Negro pupils. In the one exceptional grade, there would be six Negroes and 31 white 

pupils.”41 This effort around equal distribution of Black students throughout the district 

certainly was a direct result of the residential housing patterns in Moberly, but it also tacitly 

addressed earlier concerns of the white community about any school having an inordinate 

number of African Americans attend. White residents feared that such action would most 

likely cause that particular school to be labeled as “the Black school” and subsequently have 

adverse effects on the immediate area’s residential property value. Residents feared that 

white students residing in a potential Lincoln attendance zone would move into other 

elementary school boundaries and depress property values. In fact, this arguably was the 

primary reason why Lincoln was closed. Its historical ties to the Black community were 

viewed as undesirable by the larger surrounding white residents in an integrated 

environment; the supposed humiliation of living in the formerly segregated school’s 

attendance zone was simply too much for some white residents to bear.42  

Lincoln School would sit idle, although the committee reserved the right to revisit 

the matter as the school population was slated to increase over the next decade. At most, the 

school would be transitioned to a junior high, reflecting both communities’ desire to have 

                                                 
41 “Committee Plan Would End Segregation, Close Lincoln,” Moberly Monitor Index, February 23, 

1955, 1. 
42 In fact, a petition brought forth to the Moberly School Board following their first meeting with the 

integration committee in December, 1954, had over 431 signatures, most of whom resided near Lincoln. The 
residents’ vehement opposition to Lincoln’s integration was a primary driver behind the second effort at 
redistricting Moberly’s elementary schools.  
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older children attend rather than subject elementary school children to the underdeveloped 

surroundings of Lincoln’s immediate vicinity. 

Following their recommendation, the committee dissolved itself, as it had completed 

its responsibility in terms of how the district would go about integrating the students into its 

schools. While the path had been laid for students, the question of the status of Lincoln’s 

teaching staff remained unanswered.  

Unintended Consequences: Brooks v. Moberly School District 

The committee, while acknowledging the glaring omission from their report, pushed 

the matter of its eleven Black teachers back to the school board as a whole for later 

discussion. That lack of discussion sat uneasily on the Black teachers and staff. Lawrence 

Swisher, principal of Lincoln, noted in his report to the board on March 29, 1955: 

This year our enrollment in grade school is 110 pupils compared to 115 enrolled last 
year. Enrollment in high school is 51 students compared to 72 students last year. 
Attendance has been favorable.  
 
The building is in good shape. A new heating system was installed which has kept 
the building warm.  
 
Students have been taking part in various activities (assembly programs, play nites 
[sic], and class parties – tournaments).  
 
The Lincoln School Faculty has been doing a very good job of teaching in view of 
the fact we do not know that we are to be employed next year or not. We have not 
been able to make any plans ahead.43 
 

Swisher and his staff would have their answer soon enough. In an April special session, 

Superintendent Carl Henderson submitted his recommendations to the board, replete with 

documented educational and classroom experience on each and every teacher within the 

                                                 
43 Moberly School Board Meeting Notes, March 29, 1955.  
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district, white and Black.44 Summarily, and without dissension or discussion, the board 

rendered its decision: 

on the basis of present enrollment and indicated enrollment in each building next 
year, it appears that the present teaching staff in the other buildings is adequate to 
provide for enrollment in all schools next year. Therefore, the total number of 
teaching positions will need to be reduced. It is evident that contracts for some 
teachers can not [sic] be renewed. Since Lincoln School is to be closed, it appears 
that teaching positions in that building will need to be discontinued. The only 
method by which contracts for teachers now teaching at Lincoln can be renewed is to 
dismiss employees in comparable positions in other schools.45  
 

And with that final signature of Superintendent Henderson and a unanimous vote of the 

school board members, none of the eleven Black teachers were to be retained in the district. 

The school board moved quickly with its public relations, granting an interview with the 

Monitor Index where they shared the rationale for their decisions:  

The closing of Lincoln School and the subsequent transfer of pupils to other schools 
will increase the number of pupils per grade only slightly in any given grade, and 
this will require a smaller number of teachers. Because of this situation, the board 
used more than usual care in studying teachers’ contracts. Teachers were considered 
on the “basis of merit, determined by qualifications, training, experience, personality 
and ability to fulfill the requirements of the position” which has been the board 
policy for many years.46 

                                                 
44 Moberly School Board Meeting Notes, April 11, 1955. In his evaluations of teaching experience 

and qualifications, Superintendent Henderson noted, for example, that within the social studies department, 
minimum teaching qualifications stated that teachers must hold a B.S. in Education with a major in social 
studies. At the junior high school level, all three white instructors met this requirement and “each has had 
several years of teaching experience.” In English, “Miss Betty Johnson, lacks a few courses meeting fully 
certification requirements for English and has temporary approval,”,” but does not acknowledge that she holds 
a B.S. degree. White elementary teachers “with three exceptions fully meet requirements.” One was scheduled 
to retire following the next school year; one was slated to complete her degree by the end of the summer; while 
the third, Maye Anderson, “was approved for the position” without explanation. Three of Lincoln’s elementary 
school teachers held B.S. in Education degrees and had taught “several years.” Interestingly, the one Black 
teacher omitted from this exhaustive list was Naomi Brooks, Lincoln’s commerce teacher. Off the record, a 
source shared privately with me that Brooks had been offered a position within the school district, but not for a 
period of three to five years after integration. I found no additional evidence to this, save for one quote in the 
trial summary when Lotus Harris testified that the Elementary Supervisor Gilbert Brown told her “no colored 
teachers would be employed in Moberly for at least five years.”  

45 Ibid.  
46 “94 Moberly Teachers Offered Pay Increase: 14 Instructors, 11 at Lincoln, Not Awarded 1955-

1956 Contracts; Board of Education Sets New Minimum Starting Salary at $2,800,” Moberly Monitor Index, 
April 15, 1955, 1.  
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The reaction was swift. Lincoln School’s PTA, although essentially defunct as a 

formal organization, still voiced its condemnation: 

The Lincoln School PTA records with regret the action of the Moberly School Board 
in dispensing with the entire staff of the Lincoln School. It was thought that the 
move to integrate would include the entire system and not only part of it. We think 
that the teachers have been poorly treated, and the parents of the Lincoln PTA desire 
the Board to know how their decision has been received.47 
 
Yutha Hughes, one of the eleven teachers dismissed, stated that she and the other 

“teachers and workers received a one-sentence letter from the Moberly Board of Education 

saying that ‘your contract as a teacher in the Moberly Public Schools will…not be renewed.’ 

Not even a day of severance pay allowance was given to us.”48 In effect, those in Moberly’s 

Black community, as was the case throughout many of the integration efforts across the 

nation, were made to suffer discrimination as a price of doing away with another form of it. 

Integration usually meant that “somebody has to lose,” a phrase attributed to Chamier during 

a meeting with Lincoln’s Black teaching and building staff when he allegedly issued the 

ultimatum: either choose a one-race school or lose their positions with the district.49 What 

occurred in Moberly was not an aberration; it happened not only in Moberly and other 

schools throughout Little Dixie, but across the state, including St. Charles, Hannibal, and 

Slater.50 One hundred twenty-five Black teachers across central Missouri lost their jobs as 

well.51 

                                                 
47 “Lincoln Teachers’ Dismissal Protested by School’s PTA,” Moberly Monitor Index, April 12, 

1955, 2.  
48 “Public Opinion: In Behalf of Negro Teachers,” Moberly Monitor Index, July 29, 1955, 9. 
49 “Testimony Ended In Teachers’ Suit,” Moberly Monitor Index, August 23, 1956, 1.  
50 Hurley H. Doddy, “Desegregation and the Employment of Negro Teachers,” The Journal of Negro 

Education 24, no. 4 (Autumn, 1955), 405-8. 
51 Lorenzo J. Greene, Antonio F. Holland, and Gary R. Kremer, Missouri’s Black Heritage 

(Columbia, Missouri: University of Missouri Press, 1993), 174. According to Mutti-Burke, “This literally 
happened everywhere. There is a lot of evidence that the NAACP legal team knew this and pushed forward 
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Prior to Brown, seventeen states had segregated school systems. In those systems, an 

estimated thirty-five to fifty percent of the teaching force was Black.52 But integration would 

have its own casualties. According to one survey conducted by the state commissioner of 

education, Robert Wheeler, in the early fall of 1955, only sixty-five Black teachers were 

employed in newly integrated school districts outside of St. Louis and Kansas City, major 

metropolitan areas where the existing Black population could still sustain a higher number 

of African American educators.53 Moberly’s Black population was not as fortunate, and its 

African American teachers paid the price—with their jobs. 

The terminated teachers did not go quietly. In early September, four former teachers 

at Lincoln wrote to the school board, asking two pointed questions: “Why were teachers at 

Lincoln School not reemployed last spring?” and “are applications kept on file with the 

purpose of using applicants when vacancies occur which they are qualified to fill?”54 At 

first, the former teachers appeared to be holding out hope that they may find employment 

within the district again as the school aged population grew along with the subsequent need 

for experienced teachers. The teachers were, in fact, laying the groundwork for legal 

recourse; the board would ultimately have to answer these questions in a court of law.  

On November 21, 1955, eight of the eleven terminated Black teachers filed a suit in 

the United States District Court for the northern division of the eastern district of Missouri 

                                                                                                                                                      
with desegregation anyway (there were protests by teachers in some places because they understood the likely 
outcome). This outcome leans one to think there is a substantial gender dynamic at play. The mostly female 
teachers were collateral damage. That said, teaching jobs were among the best within the AA community and 
female teachers often contributed substantially to Black families bottom lines. Given this, the impact was great 
on many. 

52 Leslie Fenwick, Jim Crow’s Pink Slip: Public Policy and the Near Decimation of Black 

Educational Leadership After Brown (manuscript under review as of 2020). 
53 “Most of State’s Negro Students in Integrated School,” Moberly Monitor Index, September 9, 1955, 

5. 
54 Moberly School Board Meeting Notes, October 5, 1955.  
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against the district, seeking $32,000 in lost wages ($4,000 for each of the eight 

defendants).55 As mentioned earlier, this lawsuit was to become a test case in regard to how 

Black teachers’ rights were to be interpreted during the period of integration. By early 

December, the school board answered the lawsuit with the expected denial that these 

teachers had been terminated due to a school board “‘regulation, policy, custom, usage, 

conduct or practice’ in refusing to employ (or reemploy) Negro applicants as public school 

teachers, solely because of their race and color.”56 

On November 25, 1955, the school board met in a special session closed to the 

general public with all members in attendance, including former members as well. Scant 

notes from that meeting are available; however, it did appear that the board formally secured 

“Attorney, Mr. Austin Walden to assist Attorney, Mr. Arthur O’Keefe in handling of legal 

work in connection with the law suit [sic] filed by former Lincoln School Teachers.”57 

O’Keefe and his team would go up against nine lawyers representing the former teachers, 

“including three members of the legal staff of the National Association for the Advancement 

of Colored People from New York City. Three other attorneys are of Kansas City and three 

more of St. Louis.”58 

                                                 
55 “Former Teachers in Lincoln School File $32,000 Suit,” Moberly Monitor Index, November 26, 
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56 “Board Answers Suit By Negro Teachers,” Moberly Monitor Index, December 12, 1955, 1.  
57 Moberly School Board Meeting Notes, November 25, 1955.  
58 “Former Teachers in Lincoln School File $32,000 Suit,” 1. 
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Testimony began in late August of 1956 inside the 

Federal Court Building in St. Louis, Missouri, with 

Judge Roy Harper presiding. As Lincoln’s former 

teachers took the stand, it became readily apparent 

that the plaintiffs’ strategy was to discredit the 

evaluations upon which Superintendent Henderson 

had established his justifications for termination. 

Each teacher responded that they had rarely, if ever, 

had any sort of formal evaluation, either in person by 

a supervisor or by the superintendent. According to 

an article in the Moberly Monitor, Mary Ellen 

Tymony testified that “Superintendent Henderson had never been in [my] classroom in the 

1954-1955 school year except for once, and then for five minutes to adjust a shade and not 

in a supervisory capacity.”59 She added, “Henderson was not in [my] classroom the 

preceding year and...Lawrence Swisher, Lincoln’s principal, had visited [my] class only 

twice, and then at [my] request.”60 At no point, according to Tymony, had she ever been 

notified by either Henderson, Swisher—or any other previous supervisor, for that matter—

that they held concern for her classroom management and teaching performance. School 

board notes reflected that lack of supervision. The only formal mention of Tymony’s 

evaluation was in April to coincide with Henderson’s decision to terminate Tymony and the 

other ten Lincoln teachers. The extent of that evaluation disclosed: “Mary Ella [sic] 

                                                 
59 Ibid. 
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Figure 25. Mary Ellen Tymony 
(Source: Regina Vaughn Lee 
Personal Collection) 



201 

Tymony, the social studies teacher at Lincoln holds Master’s degree (in guidance) and has 

taught for a number of years.”61 Despite years of service, she was given a one-sentence 

explanation for termination. In summary, Tymony’s master’s degree in guidance was held 

against her because it was not in the social studies field. The fact that her name was not even 

spelled correctly in that evaluation further indicates a lack of attention to detail at best and 

an insincere, hurried rush to judgment at worst. On the stand, former Superintendent 

Henderson, who had since taken a similar position with the Kirkwood, Missouri, School 

District, provided additional context for his evaluation of Tymony:  

She was “quite forceful, outspoken in her opinions, and rather consistently over the 
years held a feeling of superiority over the other teachers, creating unpleasant 
relationships.” Henderson added, that while she was a “person with a great potential 
of teaching ability,” even going so far as to state “she could be a superior teacher,” 
she possessed “a resentful attitude toward those in positions of authority and 
responsibility.”62 
 

Much of Henderson’s testimony, which lasted for over a day, followed the same path: the 

lesser talented Lincoln teachers were explained away due to lack of qualifications and 

experience while the qualified and experienced teachers were assessed as having attitude 

problems and issues with authority. Chamier’s testimony echoed Henderson’s:  

when questioned about the personality and temperament of Tymony, Chamier said 
he considered Tymony “almost a neighbor,” living about a block from his own 
home, and that he knew she was “well-educated.” He gave it as his opinion, 
however, that Tymony “had difficulty in getting along with people in the system”; 
and was “a more or less troublesome member of our teaching family.”63 
 

                                                 
61 Moberly School Board Meeting Notes, April 11, 1955. The lack of evaluations ran across both 

white and Black teachers. According to the Monitor Index trial coverage on August 23, 1956, “The final action 
of the plaintiffs’ attorney was to introduce in evidence the personnel file of all Moberly teachers. A stipulation 
showed that the file of one teacher, not identified, contained a recommendation from the Junior High School 
principal. Otherwise, the information about all teachers followed the same exact form.” 

62 “Former Teachers At Lincoln Testify,” Moberly Monitor Index, August 22, 1956, 2. 
63 “Testimony Ended In Teachers’ Suit,” Moberly Monitor Index, August 23, 1956, 2. 
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It would be in this vein, these traits not easily measured, the intangibles, where the defense 

would anchor its approach. Certainly, they had precedent to do so. 

In Morris v. Williams, the court found that “intangibles may properly be considered” 

when evaluating teachers and that they do not violate the Fourteenth Amendment:  

Teaching is an art; and while skill in its practice can not [sic] be acquired without 
knowledge and experience, excellence does not depend upon these two factors alone. 
The processes of education involve leadership, and the success of the teacher 
depends not alone upon college degrees and length of service but also upon aptitude 
and the ability to excite interest and to arouse enthusiasm. 
 
The defense bolstered their approach by calling in an expert witness to corroborate 

Chamier’s and Henderson’s testimony. Dr. Ely Mittler, head of teacher placement for 

Kirksville State Teachers College (now Truman State University), ultimately provided the 

foundation upon which the judge’s decision was based. Mittler, who received his Ph.D. from 

the University of Missouri, reiterated time and again the role that intangibles played in 

predicting the success or lack thereof for teachers in the classroom, going so far as to state 

that these intangibles were of “equal or more importance” than a teacher’s training.64 These 

intangibles included discussions about personality, disciplinary ability, empathy, and the 

“ability to arouse interest in students.”65  

The trial concluded after four days of testimony, but the decision would be left up in 

the air until late June of 1958, nearly two years later. Coupled with the Morris precedent and 

Harper’s strict adherence to the Moberly School Board’s description of their hiring process 

for teachers, Mittler’s testimony cemented the outcome. In his ruling, Harper stated:  

The individual qualifications, capabilities, and abilities of each teacher must be 
considered, and human capabilities cannot be reduced to a mathematical formula. 
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Intangible factors, such as personality, character, disposition, industry, adaptability, 
vitally effect [sic] the work of any teacher.66 
 

While leaning heavily upon Mittler, Harper also mentioned the impact of Henderson’s 

testimony that left no doubt as to the implicit inequity that was allowed to exist within the 

Moberly School District. Mirroring the white community’s disdain for the environment of 

Lincoln School, what was good enough for Black students was never to be acceptable for its 

white students. Henderson had testified under oath that “he would not have rated Miss 

[Yutha] Hughes as highly for a job in an integrated school as for a job in a segregated 

school.”67 Harper would use Henderson’s testimony even further at the end of his ruling, 

underscoring a fundamental flaw in how whites viewed Lincoln’s eleven teachers:  

One’s hindsight is often better than one’s foresight, and while it does not enter into 
the decision in this matter, it is worthy of note that after the pupils in the system were 
integrated, it was found that virtually without exception for the first half of the year 
1955-1956, the Negro pupils had trouble keeping up in their classes, but that during 
the second half of the year they were able to do so. It was the opinion of the 
Superintendent that this was due to the fact that they were not as well grounded in 
fundamentals as the white pupils with whom they were in classes.68 
 
Both Henderson’s testimony and Harper’s ruling reflected the systemic imbalance 

that festered across many school districts and communities, not just in Moberly or Little 

Dixie or Missouri. They reinforced that Black students’ underperformance that first semester 

was indicative of the education and instruction received from their Black teachers rather 

than recognizing the impact of ripping them out of the environment of institutional caring 

that Lincoln School had nurtured. And rather than acknowledge that these Black students 

                                                 
66

 “Court Finds School Board Showed No Discrimination,” Moberly Monitor Index, June 27, 1958, 2; 
The position requirements in the Moberly School District stated: “All persons to be employed shall be 
recommended by the Superintendent and appointed by the Board of Education. Recommendations for 
appointment shall be made on the basis of merit, determined by Superintendent from the applicant’s 
qualifications, training, experience, personality and ability to fulfill the requirements of the position.” 

67 “Former Teachers At Lincoln Testify,” 1.  
68 “Court Finds School Board Showed No Discrimination,” 2. 



204 

learned coping mechanisms to help overcome the initial adversity of that first semester, 

school officials instead attributed their enhanced performance as a direct result of their 

superiorly qualified and experienced white teaching corps. Such actions and beliefs also 

reinforced the notion that education was only valuable or meaningful when there were white 

faces sitting at classroom desks or white faces leading the classroom instruction. It 

completely disregarded the agency that Black students, Black teachers, and Black educators 

possessed and further reasserted a false narrative of inferiority to which whites eagerly 

subscribed. This, in turn, systemically continued to reinforce the notion that African 

American students and their education were somehow second class.  

The plaintiffs although shaken, were undeterred and contested Harper’s ruling in late 

October 1958, in the Eighth U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals.69 However, Lincoln’s former 

teachers fared no better. Citing Bergmann v. Board of Education, a suit originating in 

Normandy (Missouri) School District, the U.S. Court of Appeals found that the eleven 

Lincoln teachers had no tenure rights and therefore “neither contractual nor statutory rights 

to continued employment.”70 The district was neither obligated by law to renew any 

teaching contract, nor should teachers expect such. But there was a glimmer of hope in the 

final decision. While the court determined that there was no direct evidence that warranted 

an overturning of Harper’s ruling, the judges did acknowledge some discomfort in their 

decision: 

We concede that the result is unusual and somewhat startling. In the usual situation 
considering the number of applicants involved, one would suppose that a fair 
application of standards would result in the reemployment of some of the Negro 
teachers. However, we cannot say with certainty here that there was no substantial 
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evidence to support the trial court’s finding and conclusion that the Board acted 
honestly pursuant to its rule in awarding teacher contracts.71 
 
That unease, coupled with the phrasing “direct evidence,” demonstrated that the 

court’s ruling did not fully close the door on the lawsuit, ultimately leaving the table set for 

a final appeal with the U.S. Supreme Court. In late 1959, the case was brought before the 

U.S. Supreme Court. The livelihood of an estimated 100,000 Negro teachers in the former 

Border and Southern states hung in the balance.72 “Adjudication of the issues raised in this 

question will have a crucial effect on the job security, hopes and aspirations of the entire 

Negro teaching profession,” stated the teachers’ attorneys, Robert Carter and Robert 

Witherspoon.73 A ruling by the Supreme Court would have potentially reversed the lower 

courts’ decisions and thus altered the trajectory of not only the thousands of African 

American teachers throughout the integrating districts, but also the hundreds of thousands, if 

not millions, of Black (and white) students. However, on November 16, 1959, the Supreme 

Court upheld the decisions of the district and circuit courts by denying certiorari.74 

Any hope for justice was extinguished at that moment. While integration was now 

the law of the land, it would ultimately be left to individual districts to determine their own 

path to integration. And the Supreme Court had just given them massive leeway to 

determine that path. As a result, at least in Border and Southern states—and beyond 

metropolitan areas—the nurturing relationship between Black students and Black teachers 
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was severed. Black students would be left to fend for themselves in a completely unfamiliar 

and unwelcoming environment.  

Differing Perspectives: The Ripple Effects of 

Integration Following Brown and Brooks 

For most white students, Moberly’s transition from segregated to integrated went 

fairly smoothly. Caroline Runyon remembered, “I was in fourth grade at Central School 

when our schools were integrated. We were told what was going to happen, but it was a 

non-event as far as we were concerned.”75 Laura Lovelace Richards echoed her classmate’s 

memory, confirming that it was “no big deal at Central.”76 Stacey Myers, also a Central 

School alumnus, remembered: 

I went to Central and was ten years old. Our principal, Miss [Louise] Stipp, came to 
our class and talked to us the day before. I remember our teacher asked me to sit by 
one [Black] student and help with reading and I was surprised the student was so far 
behind our class.77  
 

Most white students simply went on with their education; there was not much change in 

their day-to-day environment. “We went home in May and when we came back that fall, we 

were integrated,” said Carol Gerhard. She added, “with the students, there was no problem, 

but with the parents, some things were said.”78 

Some white parents and teachers had a different perspective on integration. Kaye 

Kellogg, a seventh grader at Central School during the 1955-56 school year, shared her 

experiences with integration and the general feelings that permeated parts of Moberly: 
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I had been a newspaper reader from an early age, so I understood there was a lot of 
debate going on in town and school board meetings, and awful, hateful, racist things 
were being said during those meetings by parents. My takeaway from that made me 
worry about how things would go. My cousin’s mother was quoted in the paper (her 
name included) saying she wouldn’t allow her children to go to school with “them.” I 
was embarrassed that anyone from my family would think like that, much less shout 
it to the town!79  
 

Susan Nichols Davis, who was a white sixth grader at the time of integration, commented:  

We had two Black students in our class, Beatrice [Garth] and George [Birch]. I don’t 
remember their last names. They were quiet and probably very uncomfortable being 
outnumbered by the white classmates. I befriended Beatrice and asked her to come 
home with me after school one day. My mother was appalled to have a “colored” girl 
over to play, [telling me that] “they lived over the tracks and stayed where they 
belonged.” I never invited her over again but she was always included when we 
played on the playground.80 
 

Michael Childers, a white classmate of Davis, was also in sixth grade when East Park was 

integrated. He recalled an instance when the personal feelings and adherence to the “old 

ways” entered his classroom as a youngster: 

Mrs. Rippel was our teacher and Beatrice Garth and George Birch were in my class. 
Miss Elsberry taught fifth grade. One day when Mrs. Rippel was absent, our sixth 
grade class sat in with Miss Elsberry’s fifth grade class. One of her African 
American students was Sterling Boone. During a history quiz Sterling raised his 
hand to respond to the question. Miss Elsberry called on him by saying, “You there, 
the darky.”81 
 
It was this type of overt racism, coupled with the ripple effects of prejudice, that 

permeated the classrooms and schools throughout Moberly. Very few white students noticed 

the upheaval African American students endured when they were forced to leave Lincoln. 

But that upheaval was felt each and every day by Moberly’s Black students, many of whom 
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would be the only face of color in their respective classrooms. Brenda Oliver, a former 

student at Lincoln, summed up her final year of high school:  

I still feel the resentment today that I had then about the removal of our Black 
teachers. Lincoln was like a big family with the teachers looking out for you. If you 
[sic] never been there, you [sic] don’t or won’t understand. To purposely remove [us 
like] that was like a jolt to me as a sixteen year old senior. Mary Ellen Tymony was 
one of my teachers and by far the best Black or white teacher ever. To say she was 
arrogant or uppity, yes, she was, but she knew her worth. The teachers should have 
been integrated first and not thrown us [the Black students] into a whites-only pool. 
We were just kinda thrown in with no expectations of what was to come. As a senior 
during the year of integration—the supposedly important senior year—meant no 
senior trip [for me]. I assume they had a prom that I didn’t go to. And I never 
attended my graduation. Black children, even today, need to identify with someone 
who looks like them.82 
 

It was fairly evident to Black students that they were unwelcome interlopers in a previously 

white-only space. The environment, while not always overtly hostile, contained 

undercurrents of racism. Childers acknowledged in retrospect: 

The perspectives of some of the Black students whom I knew were decidedly 
different from many of the white students. There was a big difference between doing 
nothing that was overtly unwelcoming versus something that truly was welcoming. 
For those [white students] who did make that effort, kudos to them. I’m afraid many 
did not. Sometimes just doing no harm is not enough.83  
 

Unfortunately, most whites, at any age level, in Moberly failed to grasp any semblance of 

Childers’ progressive stance. Moberly remained, by and large, staunchly tied to its 

segregated and prejudiced past, even as the world around them began to wrestle with social 

and racial change.  

Ripples of Change: The Civil Rights Movement Comes to Moberly 

Across the nation, small pockets of smoldering fires of dissent slowly spread during 

the early 1950s. However, for the most part, Moberly persisted as it always had, a result of 
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the physical distance from the events of the nascent civil rights movement in the South and 

because of the simple fact that most national news, particularly that which addressed civil 

rights and equity, had little to no immediate bearing upon the community’s daily life. Being 

apprised of events in the nation’s capital or in the Deep South did not pay the bills or ensure 

that crops were taken care of, so, for the most part, people viewed that type of news as 

irrelevant in favor of more pertinent tasks at hand. According to Ralph Gerhard, the general 

feeling was that those problems did not belong to or, as a result, belong in Moberly.84  

As the civil rights movement gained momentum and prominence, people of the 

Magic City began to take notice. Not so much on a grand scale, but some whites were 

knowledgeable about passing details and could speak somewhat intelligently on the matter. 

For instance, people knew of Martin Luther King, Jr. and his quest for equality, but his 

overarching message of how to achieve it was not something readily discussed or accessible 

for people in Moberly. There was no relative unrest or noticeable flashpoints that would 

challenge that belief (beyond the integration of the schools). In fact, most whites in Moberly 

felt they “treated their Blacks well.”85 The pervasive belief was that Blacks in Moberly held 

paying jobs, attended school and church, and could, in theory, live just about anywhere in 

the city. From the white perspective, what more could the Black community want? They 

certainly had it better than most African Americans in Little Dixie. To most whites in 

Moberly, there were few distinguishing correlations between African Americans of the 

South and those within their own community. As Alva Gaines had asserted during one of the 

school integration hearings, “The colored population is very well satisfied and would like to 

be left as they are now.” In her own perverted interpretation, she further argued that 
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maintaining segregation was actually constitutional because it “promotes the general 

welfare.”86  

Both races, albeit for wholly different reasons, did not readily welcome the 

outsiders’ upheaval of tradition, as evidenced by the integration committee’s final report: 

The decision to end the practice of segregation came from outside the State of 
Missouri. Your committee found no indication that any substantial element of the 
majority of the citizens of this District had any real enthusiasm for the change.87  
 

Whites felt (and in their minds, justifiably so, based upon what was happening in the South 

and in larger cities of the North and Midwest) that change would certainly spell unrest and 

tension for everyone; life was “good for everyone” and social norms were well entrenched 

and accepted. But at the root of that concern was the fear that acquiescing to integration 

would signal the end of their way of life. Taking a zero-sum approach, ceding full human 

rights to the African American community would come at a cost to their own position of 

privilege that whites had enjoyed for decades. In the Black community, the push for 

integration was essentially a continuation of a pursuit towards equality. But the path of that 

journey had been, time and time again, fraught with physical and mental peril. The visceral 

fear of retribution was felt by the Black community, in a manner unknown to the white 

community, particularly in outstate regions such as Little Dixie. Overt acts of violence—

such as lynchings, sundown towns, and burning crosses—had been a part of the overall 

African American experience throughout the region. That violence, meant to instill fear and 

to maintain the status quo of the Little Dixie social and racial order, seeped into everyday 

life as well.  
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In the cities and in the South where the movement had sparked some discord, the 

concentration of African Americans was much higher and thus, they were in a better 

position to fight the establishment. In contrast, African Americans comprised just over six 

percent of the entire population of Moberly and remained a relatively small fraction of the 

community with few leaders to organize any type of large protest.88 Further, as mentioned 

before, African Americans were scattered across the city with relatively few areas where 

Black households were concentrated. There was no environment that provided “safety in 

numbers.” If a push to deviate from the status quo were to occur from within the Black 

community, even mundane realities such as shopping for groceries or living around or 

working for whites would suddenly become more volatile. The ripples of change from the 

South and from the nation’s cities found resistance in Moberly. One could not simply erase 

over a century’s worth of systemic oppression with the wave of a hand. 

By the middle to late 1960s, most of the African American families in Randolph 

County, and more specifically, Moberly, lived out their entire lives in the same general area. 

According to census statistics from the late 1950s, just over fourteen hundred African 

Americans lived in Randolph County, and of those, eighty-six percent were born and raised 

in Missouri. Because most of the population was relatively stable (Moberly had been 

roughly consistent in size since the 1920s) and many of its residents, Black and white, called 

Moberly home throughout the course of their lives, it could be safely supposed that most 

people knew of one another, even across racial boundaries. Some actually founded solid 

friendships across racial lines. However, that is where the shared experiences ended. 
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Socially, economically, and educationally, the environments facing Blacks and whites were 

vastly different.  

Higher Education: The Founding of Moberly Junior College 

The earliest mention of a college for the Magic City appeared in the school board 

meeting minutes from May 1884, when Moberly was less than two decades old. However, 

the board took no recorded or visible action in pursuit of such a lofty goal until the 

mid-1920s. As previously mentioned, Moberly had aligned itself to the mighty railroad 

industry; the town lay at the junction of several vital rail lines connecting major Midwestern 

metropolitan areas. However, as railroad passenger traffic began to decline in the 1920s with 

the advent of the automobile and nascent state and highway systems, the economic fallout 

would find its way to Moberly soon enough. Further, Wabash relocated its hub of operations 

to Decatur, Iowa, in 1920, a move that signaled Moberly’s days as the primary crossroads 

for the Midwest were numbered.89 Waning in importance and influence, Moberly saw fewer 

locomotives head to its rail shop throughout the 1920s. Fewer locomotives meant fewer 

workers spending fewer dollars with area businesses. Consequently, city leaders were sent 

scrambling to prop up the financial viability of the Magic City.  

The city governance partnered with the school board to revive the possibility of a 

college as a means to lessen the economic hemorrhage. Buoyed by a 1927 state legislative 

bill granting secondary schools the ability to oversee courses for college credit, Moberly’s 

school leaders petitioned the state board of education for the right to offer college-level 

curriculum to its students.90 Permission was granted that same year, and later that fall, the 
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first classes of the newly minted junior college were held above the Piggly Wiggly and 

Griffith Store buildings in downtown Moberly with an enrollment of 49 students.91 With 

little real estate or resources specifically earmarked for the junior college, it utilized the 

nearby high school’s library and laboratories to augment its curriculum. Although not ideal 

quite yet, higher education, nonetheless became a much more viable option for area high 

school graduates. However, there were several other junior colleges in the state prior to 

1927, with one more established in 1928. With the educational market for junior colleges 

somewhat saturated, Moberly leaders sought to create their own niche within the state 

system. With no ideal educational facility for its emerging higher education offerings, that 

was truly a tall order. But an opening would present itself in 1929 when the high school’s 

primary structure burned to the ground.  

Seizing the opportunity, the school board embarked upon a massive bond request to 

the citizens of Moberly, involving its entire educational system from grade school through 

the junior college in 1929. Passing easily later that year, the unprecedented building spree 

resulted in new facilities for nearly every level of student in the district, with the junior 

college as its crown jewel. Upon completion, the junior college would be: 

[the] “only public junior college in Missouri housed in a building erected for that 
particular purpose. It is a building of which any community might well be proud. 
Moberly takes its place among those forward-looking cities which are housing their 
junior colleges in modern school plants,” lauded one professor from the University 
of Missouri’s School of Education.92  
 
The new college building was “an imposing structure about 300 by 165 feet in size. 

It will contain all facilities to be found in most modern college and high school building 
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[sic].”93 The thirty-two acre site chosen at the intersections of Reed, Rollins, and Fisk cost 

the city $12,500, and the building’s price tag would reach upward of a quarter of a million 

dollars.94 The extent of the plat afforded enough space for the educational building as well 

as a sizable area for a football field, complete with seating.95 With its physical structure 

assured, both city and board leaders reimagined its junior college as the capstone experience 

in its students’ curricular structure, and they partnered with the University of Missouri’s 

Dean of the School of Education, Dr. M.G. Neale, to turn that dream into a reality.  

Neale recommended the revolutionary format of combining the final two years of 

high school with the first two years of college (known as a 6-4-4 plan) only recently posited 

in 1925 by University of Chicago educator Dr. Leonard Koos. According to Neale, “the 

combined high school and junior college would be inexpensive to operate and would spur 

economic activity in the district.”96 To those ends, the curriculum wedded the transfer ideal 

with the vocational pursuit, thereby preparing and providing any student for either further 

educational aspirations or the ability to immediately enter the workforce. According to the 

Monitor Index, the passage of the school bond assured “every Moberly boy and girl an 

opportunity for at least two years of college while sparing their parents the expense of 

maintaining them in some other college city during the two years.”97  

Moberly was attempting to both stabilize and stimulate its local economy by 

investing heavily in the democratization of its education, a move that would provide training 

for both the white collar worker as well as the vocational working individual. Lofty as an 
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educational ideal, however, it did not apply to every Moberly boy and girl, as African 

Americans were not permitted to attend the junior college. As mentioned before, Moberly 

Junior College and the University of Missouri enjoyed a close relationship, initially founded 

upon the university’s heavy involvement with the creation of the 6-4-4 system and cemented 

by a memorandum of understanding allowing Moberly Junior College graduates seamless 

transfer into the flagship institution in Columbia. Carefully watching the university’s 

handling of both Gaines and Bluford in the late 1930s and early 1940s, the junior college 

could continue to operate as a whites-only school. And because Lincoln School provided 

educational opportunities only up through twelfth grade, any qualified African American 

student seeking enrollment into the school would be referred to Lincoln University.  

Segregation notwithstanding, the innovative idea and intentional effort in combining 

a high school and collegiate curriculum would be deemed a success, at least for those 

students matriculating into various four-year institutions, by the junior college’s Dean M.A. 

Spohrer: 

One important function of the Junior College is the preparation of students for 
advanced university or professional studies. The graduates of Moberly Junior 
College have been admitted to many leading universities such as Missouri, Chicago, 
St. Louis and Washington as well as smaller colleges without loss of credit.98 
 

But success was not only acknowledged by the quality of its graduates and their acceptance 

into prestigious institutions of higher learning. The individual behind the entire junior 

college ideal would provide that. At a surprise visit to the junior college in 1933, Leonard 

Koos shared the following thoughts with the Monitor Index: 

“Moberly apparently has solved the matter of uniting the two groups and seems to 
have accomplished more than most Junior Colleges,” [citing] the successful union of 
the heretofore two athletics departments into one, a problem that had proved to be a 
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stumbling block in most re-organizations of school systems into the four year Junior 
College plan.99 
 

From the perspective of the people of Moberly, there was no higher praise for such 

achievements. In the eyes of the men creating the very academic system upon which the 

junior college had been founded, Moberly had established itself as a formidable academic 

institution within just a few years of its formation. It would, however, take longer to 

establish that same prowess on the basketball court.  
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CHAPTER 8 

THE MAURY JOHN ERA: 1946-1958 

Laying the Foundation: Maurice John Arrives at Moberly Junior College 

In the summer of 1946, a nondescript hire by Dean James Chevalier brought an 

imposing, but relatively inexperienced basketball coach to lead Moberly Junior College’s 

physical education department and to coach both the high school boys’ and equally 

nondescript junior college men’s basketball teams. In fact, one could argue that “dormant” 

may be a much more appropriate description. According to the first year of the program, 

1927, the squad was “almost scoreless, but optimistic.”100 The team did not record their first 

victory as a program until well into their second season when they topped Kirksville 

Teachers College, 15-13.101 During those initial lean years when victories were few and far 

between, the teams went by the nickname Buccaneers. It would not be until 1931, when the 

new junior college building was completed, that the Greyhounds moniker would become 

official. But while the name may have changed, the results on the court did not; neither 

nickname did much to instill fear in their opponents. In fact, not much changed at all over 

the next fifteen years. During World War II, the program went dormant, as there were not 

enough male students to even field a team. To say that the cupboard was bare would be 

generous. Enter Maurice John, a twenty-seven-year-old recently discharged Air Force 

veteran of World War II.  
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Maurice (pronounced ‘Morris’) “Maury” John had 

but a scattered few seasons’ worth of experiences 

in coaching basketball: one high school season at 

Union, Missouri, and as a player-coach for two 

seasons while stationed at Lubbock Texas Air 

Force Base. Upon arrival in Moberly, he inherited 

a program whose members were not even the most 

dominant players on their own campus, let alone 

beyond the city limits. At the end of each 

basketball season, as part of an annual tradition at 

Moberly Junior College, the Beta Phi Sigmas 

(Betas) and the Lambda Phi Epsilons (Phi Lams) 

competed on the hardwood for campus supremacy. Overwhelmingly, the men’s basketball 

team typically stocked the rosters of the Phi Lams. However, in the spring of 1945, with 

both squads somewhat depleted from the global conflagration of World War II, the two 

fraternities split their doubleheader tilt, despite the “Greyhound varsity studded Phi 

Lams.”102 Things were so bad that John had to plead to have the administration permit him 

to even field a team in the 1946-1947 season.  

With little time to recruit and augment the two returning lettermen of note, John’s 

first season with the Greyhounds went about as well as could be expected, finishing with an 

inauspicious 6 and 15 record, punctuated by an eleven-game losing streak in the first half of 
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the season.103 It would take little time for John to right the ship and redirect the program. In 

the following 1947-1948 season, the Greyhounds won 28 games, highlighted by a first-ever 

trip to the National Junior College Athletics Association (NJCAA) postseason tournament in 

Hutchinson, Kansas. It would be a harbinger of things to come. John would rekindle 

memories of the early days of Moberly’s founding when it earned the nickname of the 

Magic City, overseeing the program’s meteoric rise in national prominence. In fact, John 

would spoil the Greyhound fan base by heading to Hutchinson nine of the next eleven 

seasons, rolling to a cumulative 280-79 record, winning nearly eighty percent of their games 

through the 1957-1958 season.104  

The gaudy record notwithstanding, what really captured the city’s attention was the 

1953-1954 season, capped by the school’s first national championship. The season began 

with much fanfare, likely a result of having three returning lettermen from the previous 22-9 

team that finished in eighth place at Hutchinson.105 To address those few gaps resulting from 

graduation, John brought in a pair of notable transfers who had seen previous action on other 

teams, including Ed Flynn (St. Louis University) and Bill Moran (Quincy College). When 

the recruiting was complete, the starting five averaged “nearly 6’4” and despite their size, 

every member can move,” trumpeted Stan Isle, the Greyhound beat writer for the Monitor 

Index.106 Isle also noted that this version of Greyhounds actually lived up to their mascot’s 

penchant for speed: “Coach Maurice John’s current squad is going to run at the drop of a hat 
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[and] try to capitalize on every opportunity to speed downcourt for the easy goals.”107 Such 

a combination of height and speed, coupled with an innate ability to score, was rare for 

teams up and down the roster in the early 1950s. John anticipated that this season’s squad 

would be one of his most talented, and he responded by building an imposing slate of 

games. John “described the schedule for the forthcoming season as the ‘most ambitious’ 

we’ve ever arranged.”108 

However, one of the challenges in building a team with a number of incoming 

players from various programs and incoming freshmen usually translates into some early 

season adjustments; teams with that many new parts tend to have sluggish starts, regardless 

of talent level. Ten games into the season, the Greyhounds had a less than impressive 7-3 

record as they prepared to take the floor against their heated rival, Hannibal-LaGrange. The 

significance of the game was not lost on either town, despite some projecting the one-loss 

Trojans as nearly twenty-point favorites.109 In fact, KHQA, the local television affiliate 

based in Hannibal, announced they would televise the “big game under the sponsorship of 

Moberly and Hannibal merchants. It undoubtedly is the first Junior College basketball game 

to be televised in Missouri and quite possibly the first such attempt in the middlewest.”110 

The spotlight of the television camera, however, proved to be too much for the Greyhounds, 

as they fell behind by nearly twenty points at halftime on their way to suffering a fourteen-

point defeat, 82-68.111 The lackluster performance resulted in further waning interest and 

attendance. By mid-February, the Greyhounds toiled near the middle of the pack in the 
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conference standings, looking up against the perennial champions from Hannibal, who had 

captured three consecutive league titles.112 Following their game against conference foe, 

St. Joseph, the Monitor Index noted that “fans are reasonably assured of seats. The 

gymnasium has been filled to capacity only once this season (just over fourteen hundred 

seats). There were plenty of vacant seats here Tuesday night.”113 The Greyhounds would 

continue their February swoon by losing at home to Hannibal-La Grange for the first time in 

John’s tenure. The Greyhounds plodded to a rather pedestrian 16-8 regular season record 

(5-5 in conference play) as they entered their defense of the postseason Region 16 title in 

March.114 Seeking some much-needed inspiration for his squad, as most coaches are wont to 

do, John “promised his players that he would run across the Missouri River bridge in 

Jefferson City if they won the regional.”115  

Perhaps that was just the motivation they needed. Seeded third of six teams in the 

regional tournament, the Greyhounds knocked off the second seeded Bears of Jefferson City 

78-76 in the semifinals.116 Facing the top seeded Lions of Joplin, who had knocked off the 

Greyhounds twice already in the season, Moberly finally played one of its most complete 

games of the season, defeating the Lions 67-59 to capture the regional championship.117 

John lived up to his promise and indeed ran across the bridge spanning the Missouri River in 

Jefferson City on the ride back home to Moberly. The win (and the subsequent jog) 

catapulted the Greyhounds to their fourth national tournament visit in the previous five 
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years, inspiring John to again tap into superstition following the regional victory, “jokingly 

promising that he would hitchhike back from Hutchison if they won the national 

tournament.”118 

But “not even their strongest boosters gave the Hounds a chance in the rugged 

national competition.”119 And after their “jittery” performance in the first round matchup 

against Centralia, Illinois, the Greyhounds still did not alter the narrative that they were not 

qualified to be there.120 In fact, John lamented often that these “1953-1954 Hounds [were] 

the most inconsistent team he had tutored in Moberly.”121 Despite the lackluster showing in 

the first round, John remained optimistic. “Now that we’re over the hump, I feel like we 

have a good chance of winning Thursday [their next game]. This showing today may have 

been a good thing as it’s a cinch the boys will be trying to give a better account of 

themselves against [Campbell College from] Buie’s Creek,” said John in the dressing 

room.122  

The Greyhounds did make a somewhat better account of themselves in the 

quarterfinal matchup against the Campbell College Camels, at least on the defensive side of 

the court. Holding the Camels to a frigid twenty-six percent from the field and just fifty 

points (the Camels averaged over eighty points per game coming into the tournament), the 

Greyhounds easily handled Campbell College on their way to a sixth consecutive victory.123  

The Hounds would need that momentum heading into the national semifinal tilt 

against heavy tournament favorite Lon Morris College out of Jacksonville, Texas. A nip and 
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tuck affair from the tip, the game witnessed fifteen tie scores and fifteen lead changes; no 

team held more than a nine-point advantage, that being by Lon Morris late in the second 

quarter.124 Moberly fought back to take a 41-40 advantage into halftime, setting the stage for 

a dramatic second half. And the second half did not disappoint. Both teams battled back and 

forth over the last twenty minutes of the game, particularly in the last few minutes of action. 

With the score tied in the waning seconds of the contest and the score tied at 73, Lon Morris 

guard Johnny Clark was whistled for a carry, turning the ball over to the Greyhounds with 

less than a minute to play in regulation. The Greyhounds worked the ball around each player 

before Gordon Sulltrop netted the winning jump shot with 42 seconds on the clock. The 

Greyhounds locked down Lon Morris’ feverish attack in the last few seconds and ultimately 

sealed the outcome after rebounding a Billy Tubbs (yes, that Billy Tubbs, the future head 

coach of the University of Oklahoma) miss. Fittingly, it was “Sully” who knocked down the 

jumper, as he had been relegated to the bench for most of the season. What other outcome 

from the roller coaster season could be expected: an unsung player on an unsung team 

catapulted them into Saturday night’s championship game. According to Stan Isle, Coach 

John admitted the team’s win “was the most important victory that any of his many fine 

teams had ever given him, as he yanked off his glasses and wiped away tears of joy.”125 

John and the rest of his Greyhounds would have little time to enjoy their hard-earned 

victory as they would take on Snow College out of Ephraim, Utah, the following night. The 

Badgers of Snow College were a Cinderella story as well. They had knocked off Moberly’s 

archrival and nemesis, Hannibal-LaGrange, in the other national semifinal game by the 
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score of 69-59.126 Both teams showed signs of nerves coupled with exhaustion. Playing for a 

national championship has its own level of stress, and the format of the tournament adds 

another layer of intrigue. The NJCAA Basketball Tournament was a grueling affair with 

championship teams playing four games in five days against the best competition the nation 

had to offer. To say it was a defensive struggle between the Greyhounds and Badgers would 

be an understatement; the teams shot a paltry 23 percent and 35 percent from the floor, 

respectively.127 It was obvious to everyone that the previous night’s semifinal games wore 

out both teams.  

However, simply because the teams shot poorly and the contest turned into a slugfest 

certainly did not portend any less dramatic finish to the championship game. Moberly held a 

commanding six-point lead with less than two minutes to play in regulation. But the Badgers 

clawed their way back and tied the game at 46 with just over thirty seconds remaining. The 

Hounds continued to crumble down the stretch as they turned the ball over with twelve 

seconds left on the clock, allowing Snow College to take the last shot. The Hounds, 

however, dug in their heels and forced a thirty-five footer as the horn sounded. As Badger 

guard Eddie Lewis’ shot bounced harmlessly away, the Greyhounds had withstood Snow 

College’s best haymaker punch and regrouped as the game headed into overtime. In the five-

minute extra period, the Greyhounds reestablished their offensive flow and outscored the 

Badgers 9-3 to capture their first-ever national basketball championship. John had been 

close before, finishing sixth in 1951, ninth in 1952, and eighth in 1953 before winning it all 

                                                 
126 In basketball lore, it is nearly impossible to defeat a team three times in a season; however, 

Moberly never was able to solve the riddle that was the Hannibal-LaGrange Trojans in the early 1950s. 
Ironically, Moberly’s last defeat in the 1953-1954 season was at the hands of the Trojans in mid-February.  

127 Stan Isle, “Greyhounds Slip Past Snow, 55-49; Bring Moberly First National Title,” Moberly 

Monitor Index, March 15, 1954, 9. 
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in 1954 with what was his most talented (and maddeningly inconsistent) team in his tenure 

up to that point.128  

Those Greyhound fans who had trekked over to Hutchinson were rewarded for their 

effort and commemorated the moment with their team: 

[Everyone] went wild as the tension of four days of campaigning was 
relieved in a back-slapping, arm-pumping victory celebration. When tourney 
officials finally restored order to begin the lengthy awards ceremony the 
Greyhounds began pinching themselves. They found it difficult to realize 
they were national champions. Tears flowed from Coach John’s eyes in one 
of the happiest moments of his life. The 34-year-old coach of the Greyhounds 
had taken five teams into the competition and finally hit the jackpot when it 
was least expected. He was so excited that his nose began to bleed. But it was 
only a minor annoyance during what might [emphasis added] be a once-in-a-
lifetime celebration.129 
 

The championship game had tipped off just after nine o’clock that fateful Saturday evening, 

but they did not leave the arena until well after midnight as a local restaurant feted the newly 

crowned champions with a steak dinner before they retired to the Beauty Rest Motel.130  

 To believe that the championship title meant something to the players goes without 

saying; however, Moberly celebrated alongside its newly crowned heroes upon their return 

Sunday afternoon. According to the Monitor-Index, “thousands of basketball fans roared a 

rousing welcome” to the victorious Greyhounds.131 A seven-mile-long procession joined up 

with the team in nearby Huntsville and followed them into Moberly, where another fifteen 

hundred packed the tiny campus gymnasium. And the party continued in Moberly over the 
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next eight days, climaxing at a dinner honoring the team on the following Monday 

evening.132  

Defending the Crown: The Greyhounds Pursue Basketball Immortality 

John capitalized on his 1954 title, immediately challenging the notion that that 

championship would be that “once-in-a-lifetime” achievement. Returning six lettermen, 

including three starters, John reloaded for another deep run into the 1954-1955 national 

tournament.133 The veteran squad breezed through the regular season and regional 

tournament, heading off to Hutchinson to defend their title sporting a gaudy 25-4 record. 

The Hounds blitzed past first-round opponent, Howard County out of Big Springs, Texas, 

111-66.134 But the Greyhounds’ hot touch would desert them as they headed into the 

quarterfinals. Despite a poor shooting performance, Moberly still managed to race past 

Coffeyville, Kansas, their next foe in the quarterfinals, 79-56.135 The cold shooting touch 

continued to haunt the Hounds in their semifinal matchup against Eveleth, Minnesota. But as 

good teams often do, they found a way to win. The Moberly squad fought off a furious 

second-half rally from the Tigers on their way to squeaking out a 61-57 nailbiter.136  

 The tenuous semifinal victory set the stage for Moberly’s second consecutive trip to 

the national championship game, scheduled to tip off at 9:15 p.m. on Saturday night. 

Appropriately, their archrival and perennial conference nemesis, Hannibal-LaGrange, 

awaited them. The Greyhounds and Trojans had met twice previously during the season, 
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with each team victorious on the home court. Both games were tight, with Moberly winning 

at home, 60-57, and the Trojans holding serve, 89-85, in Hannibal.137 The rubber match, 

however, held a much greater prize. The Trojans, despite their recent success, had yet to 

reach the championship game, let along capture the ultimate trophy. In 1954, the Trojans 

had bowed out in the national semifinals and had watched from the bleachers as the team 

they had handled both times during the regular season captured their first national 

championship. Hannibal-LaGrange had its motivation to redeem itself and prove its 

worthiness, while the Greyhounds, too, were driven in their desire to knock off their 

conference rival and repeat as national champions.  

 The two teams battled back and forth throughout regulation, with John’s strategy to 

direct a “slow motion control game and bristling defensive play [in order to] hold the run-

and-shoot Trojans to a walk.”138 The strategy worked to perfection as the score remained in 

the fifties through regulation. But the drama was just getting started. The Greyhounds 

overcame a four-point deficit in the last minute of the first overtime, sending the game into 

double overtime. The Greyhounds’ ferocious comeback in that first overtime period had the 

Trojans on their heels as the second overtime tipped off. Moberly held the Trojans scoreless 

for the first four minutes, extending their lead to as many as ten points over the last five 

minutes before eventually running away with a 71-64 victory. It was fitting that the 

Greyhounds won an unprecedented back-to-back national championship in unprecedented 
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fashion; no team had ever won consecutive titles, and no national championship game had 

ever gone into one overtime, let alone double overtime.139 

 Up to that point, most believed that the 1954-1955 squad was the best ever to don a 

Greyhound jersey. It would be difficult to argue that assertion, as not only did the team 

finish with the best record in school history, 29-4, but they also successfully defended their 

1954 championship with a target on their back for the entire season. But John was not 

afforded the opportunity to rest on his laurels, nor was he a man wont to do so. In the junior 

college basketball world, coaches have at most two seasons with a student-athlete, and, 

following the Greyhounds’ magical run in 1955, John would have to replace four of his five 

starters, returning only star guard Dan Callahan. In hopes of restocking his roster and in 

pursuit of yet another unprecedented goal of back-to-back-to-back championships, John 

would bring in fifteen new faces to compete for roster spots for the 1955-1956 season tipoff. 

Growing accustomed to the unprecedented, naturally, John would do this in unprecedented 

fashion as well; two of those faces were Black, the first African Americans to don a 

Greyhound jersey. Moberly Junior College had integrated. 

As part of the Moberly School District, the junior college fell under the auspices of 

the school board’s decision to delay action on Brown until the 1955-1956 school year as 

they sorted out how best to integrate the multiple elementary schools spread across the city. 

But with only one junior high and one high school, the issue of student integration was less 

volatile: everyone would attend, Black and white. African American students joined their 

white peers in the hallways and classrooms and on the fields of play. With Lincoln School 

closed and their sports programs shuttered, Black junior high and high school student 
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athletes joined the rosters of their new white teammates. The high school teachers and 

coaches alike were aware of this new reality and had time to prepare for it. Particularly with 

the influx of traditionally talented basketball players from Lincoln, which had been a solid 

program, and Missouri Negro Interscholastic Athletic Association state champion as 

recently as 1951, some coaches may have actually welcomed it.140 The junior college, 

however, was more significant.  

Holding Court: Albert “Skinny” Morton Integrates the Moberly Greyhounds 

Following the Greyhounds’ first title run in 1954 and a year before the Moberly 

schools became integrated, Maury John became a lot more popular in the country’s coaching 

circles. Because those circles were always tightly knit and a closed fraternity of sorts to 

outsiders, having a national championship on one’s resume helps grease the skids, so to 

speak, for induction. And once one becomes a part of that inner circle, the phone starts 

ringing with the prospect of players waiting on the other end of that phone. According to 

former Greyhound Rick Coughenour (1966-1968) and corroborated by Cotton Fitzsimmons, 

head coach of Moberly from 1959 to 1967, one such phone call led to an opportunity that 

John could not resist.141 Through that coaching grapevine, John caught wind of a talented, 

but academically struggling, freshman named Ruell Tucker from Duquesne University in 

Pittsburgh. John quickly did his basketball homework and discovered just how talented this 

6’4” player was. Because recruiting players is often an issue of timing, being the first coach 

to connect with a player (and maintaining that connection) often is the deciding factor in 

many players’ decisions. John moved fast to establish that loyalty. Without delay, John 
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wrote a letter to this young man’s home in Paris, Kentucky, championing the new 

possibilities that Moberly offered: a fresh start and an ability to reestablish academic 

standing at a junior college well capable of providing educational support needed to get back 

on track. The neatly tied bow on that enticing package was that Tucker could accomplish all 

of that with a national championship caliber program. The pitch worked. Tucker and John 

arranged for rail transportation to Moberly so they could get started. John knew that 

Tucker’s reputation as a gifted rebounder and scorer would fit well with his returning 

lettermen. John’s excitement as he headed to the train station was palpable. 

 John had done his basketball homework, but he had failed to ask one crucial 

question. As his prized recruit slowly disembarked from the train, John’s heart sank. 

Recalled Fitzsimmons, “off the train comes this Black guy, and they’d [Moberly] never had  

any Black players. And I guess he felt it would be a real dilemma.”142 Dilemma was right; 

although Brown v. Board had passed earlier in 1954, Moberly had yet to integrate its public 

school system, which included the junior college. So, despite winning a national 

championship just a few months earlier, John’s hands were tied; he did not feel it was the 

right time to force the hand of the administration, even with such a talented player within his 

grasp.143 If the most prominent, public-facing arm of the junior college would not press the 

issue, then the likelihood of integration in the 1954-1955 season was dead in the water.  

                                                 
142 Interview by author, Lowell “Cotton” Fitzsimmons (former Head Coach, Moberly Greyhounds). 

November 15, 1997. 
143 Instead of finding a place for him on the Greyhound roster, John found a ride for Tucker down to 
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flourished over the next three years as a consistent starter, finishing his career as the all-time leading scorer in 
Rockhurst University history with 1,334 points (in just three years) and garnering honorable mention All-
America honors as a senior in 1957. Tucker was drafted by the NBA’s Syracuse Nationals in the eighth round. 
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For most basketball programs, recruiting Black players in the mid-1950s was not 

even a topic of consideration, let alone conversation. Only about 10% of basketball 

programs for predominantly white institutions recruited Black players. “You could count the 

number of Black players on West Coast teams on the fingers of one hand,” said coach Pete 

Newell, who guided San Francisco (National Invitational Tournament in 1950) and 

California (National Collegiate Athletic Association in 1959) to national tournament 

titles.144 For Moberly, the first accidental attempt at integration reflected the town’s and 

institution’s unwillingness to challenge the existing status quo. However, with the 

integration of the entire public school system in the fall of the 1955-1956 academic year, the 

door to integration finally opened for John. He just had to find the right fit.  

 In mid-September, Stan Isle, Moberly Greyhounds’ beat writer, penned,  

Albert Norton, 6-2 freshman from St. Louis. Great things are expected of Morton, an 
All-District [and second team All-State (Class A)] selection at Vashon were [sic] he 
posted an average of 24 points a game. The 6-2 guard or forward will rebound with 
boys three inches taller, hits his jump shots consistently and is a polished ball 
handler.145 
 

To the average reader, Morton appeared to be just another talented cog in the John 

basketball machine. But if one was acutely aware of Missouri’s public school system, 

particularly in St. Louis, they would find an interesting clue that would foreshadow 

significant change. Vashon High School, St. Louis’ second oldest Black high school 

(Sumner being the first), was founded in 1927 and named for George Boyer Vashon.146  
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Morton was the only Black player to make the St. Louis All-District First Team 

following his senior year in 1954-1955. According to the St. Louis Post-Dispatch: 

Vashon’s Al (Skinny) Morton attained widespread attention when he led his team to 
a 62-60 victory over perennially powerful St. Louis U. High. Morton made 24 points 
in that game, despite the best efforts of the Junior Billikens’ defensivemen. Al is a 
heavy shouldered youth who no longer looks the part that his nickname of “Skinny” 
indicates.147  
 

Morton earned the moniker as a young boy growing up in the neighborhood of Compton 

Hill, just southwest of downtown St. Louis. As a youth, Morton learned how to play 

basketball on the playground at Buder Elementary School. However, one evening in 1946, 

the school, which was still segregated (although the playground was open to the public), was 

visited by the Ku Klux Klan. Following the KKK’s visit, which culminated in a cross 

burning, Morton’s mother stopped him from ever visiting Buder again. Instead, she enrolled 

him at Caroline Mission, a German Evangelical church located just north of Compton Hill. 

It was at Caroline Mission where Morton would receive his first experiences around 

integration in the mid- to late 1940s. “We were the only integrated [basketball] team in the 

city of St. Louis in 1946…1946,” recalled Morton.148  

The familiarity with growing up in an integrated educational and athletic 

environment, from elementary school up through high school, helped Morton somewhat 

prepare for what awaited him in Moberly. However, there were dramatic differences 
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between the experiences at Caroline Mission and Vashon High School in the city of 

St. Louis and those at Moberly Junior College:  

When I got up to Moberly, I was a cross between the Blacks and the whites. And at 
school, I was recognized and everything. But once I left school, the white people 
don’t [sic] recognize me. [And] the Black people don’t recognize me because I was 
out there with the white folks. [Now] the community, I can’t say enough about 
them…but they took me for what I was, nothing else: a basketball player. Once I left 
the school, I was a black person, and that was it.149 
 

In donning the red, grey, and white Greyhound uniform, Morton was easily identifiable on 

the court, even receiving accolades in the local paper hailing that he was “already acclaimed 

as the finest freshman cager to hit the MJC campus.”150 The jersey afforded him protection 

on the court. But once he took off that Greyhound jersey and walked home following 

practices and games, he became just another young Black man in Moberly. Morton was not 

alone; his experience was echoed by one of the most famous of basketball squads, the 

Harlem Globetrotters: 

In 1958, they had just played in front of 18,000 fans in northern Florida—most of 
them white—and tried to grab a bite to eat at a restaurant. The restaurant wouldn’t 
let the team in. Wouldn’t serve them. They went to a hotel next. They were turned 
away. Later, they found out that a performing chimpanzee sponsored by a local 
bowling alley got a big fancy suite. [African American] players provided 
entertainment on the court, but they were often reminded that they were Black men 
and suffered experiences that plagued other African Americans off of the court. 
Once the basketball games were over, they were prohibited from eating at certain 
restaurants, turned away from hotels because many were designated as “whites-
only” and were even falsely accused of robbery.151 
 
Caught in the middle between two cultures, straddling a tenuous color line, was an 

overwhelming prospect for a single eighteen-year-old, especially when all he really wanted 
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to do was to play basketball. The first African American basketball players to integrate the 

University of Louisville shared experiences similar to Morton’s:  

“It’s tough to have a broad view when you’re a teenager,” said Eddie Whitehead [the 
first of three Black players to sign with Louisville in 1962]. “We never had that 
Branch Rickey-Jackie Robinson moment where we sat down and talked about being 
a Black man in a white man’s world or anything like that. The only things we talked 
about were athletics and school. We didn’t set out to be pioneers. We just wanted to 
play some ball.”152  
 

The community in which Morton had grown up back home in St. Louis was markedly 

different than the one surrounding him in Moberly. While at both Caroline Mission and 

Vashon, he had a strong support system upon which he could readily depend as any young 

man would do. But now that support system was hundreds of miles away. A new reality 

dawned for Morton.  

 

Figure 27. Albert “Skinny” Morton (Source: Moberly Monitor Index) 
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In being the first (and only) Black player on the team, not to mention in the entire 

junior college, the weight of that reality set in quickly once classes began. “You had some 

teachers that didn’t care nothing, nothing about Blacks,” recalled Morton, continuing: 

They had schoolteachers, so prejudiced. She was a zoology teacher. They didn’t pull 
no bones about it; they let you know that they didn’t like you, that you shouldn’t be 
there. Well, some things had come up missing and a statement was made here and 
there by this teacher that “we didn’t have this until they came.” Well, hell, then a boy 
in one of my classes stole my watch. Somebody came back and told me he had it. So, 
Dean Chevalier called him in. In the meantime, this kid had scratched his initials on 
the back trying to show it was his. But his mother said she didn’t know where he got 
it from and that he didn’t get it from her. So finally, they gave me my watch back. But 
it didn’t get no better. I’d go and speak to them [teachers] and they’d hide everything. 
Some of them were discreet with it, and others weren’t. The ones that weren’t, I 
recognized it, so I stayed away from them, I stayed away from the ones that I knew 
were like that.153  
 

A community of caring did not exist for Morton off the court. In fact, oftentimes it was 

anything but a community and made little effort to welcome him. But on the court with the 

basketball and his teammates and in his coach’s office, Morton found some solace to help, at 

least momentarily, ease the burden: 

Well, me and Coach John, we would talk a lot of the time in his office. And he knew 
I knew the game. I used to call myself the “Old Pro” because I was raised under 
Jodie Bailey.154 Jodie Bailey was a teacher. And he had books, I read all them big-
time coaches’ books. I was a student of the game. And John, he had boys from small 
schools where somebody’s brother’s uncle was the basketball coach because he 
knew someone…but they couldn’t teach nothing. But I knew man defense, I knew 
all the zone defenses: three-two, two-three, two-one-two, one-three-one and all that. 
They didn’t know none of that stuff. We used to always have talks on the players 
and everything, and I appreciated that he would come to me for my opinion.155 
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Morton reflected kindly upon his relationship with Coach John. John would not be the only 

person in Morton’s corner and, while that coach-player relationship was important, it was 

just as vital, if not more so, to have the respect of his teammates.  

Morton found that respect in Dan Callahan, the captain, his backcourt mate and 

de facto leader of the Greyhounds (and the only returning starter on the previous year’s 

championship team). Callahan remembered: 

Skinny Morton came in, a Black kid from St. Louis. And me being from Chicago, 
well, I was not shocked or concerned or anything about him being on the team. 
When Skinny came in, all we players just went about our business playing 
basketball, getting in shape and getting the team together. Coach knew I was from 
Chicago, so he asked me to stay with Skinny on the road. So, Skinny and I, we 
roomed together. That first night we stayed together on the road, we were both in the 
room and it was really quiet. And I don’t know if one of us said goodnight or what, 
but that sort of broke the ice and we both laughed and talked after that. [Rooming 
with Skinny] wasn’t a problem for me. Skinny may have been a little apprehensive 
about what’s going to take place [rooming with a white teammate], but we just 
talked and slept.156 
 

It was moments like those, moments of humanity, where two young men, city boys, found a 

way to transcend race through something as mundane as a simple conversation. But most 

road trips were easy up and back affairs where no overnight stays were required during that 

first season. In those rare instances where an overnight stay at a hotel was required, 

however, Morton would be reminded of his skin color. “Coach, on the road, he’d always get 

us in [to a hotel]. But he’d always tell us, ‘don’t come back down to the lobby.’”157 To 

some, having a coach warn them about coming back down to the lobby would be associated 

with breaking curfew, but Morton knew what it meant for him: the hotel is doing us a favor 

by letting us stay here, so let’s not cause any trouble for them.  
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Figure 28. Albert “Skinny” Morton (Source: MOJUCO) 
 

Early in the season, Morton more than lived up to his “flashy” moniker. Morton 

burned the nets through the first two months, averaging over 22 points per game over his 

first eight contests. Coupled with Dan Callahan, who averaged 22.5 points per game, they 

totaled over half of the overall team’s offensive production and were an imposing one-two 

scoring punch as the team headed into the holiday break in late December.158 But the young 

Morton still struggled and sought out John to help provide a solution.  

It was an ongoing thing, this loneliness, and so I took Coach John outside, away 
from everyone, and said, “I don’t know how much more I can take of this.” I had 
Callahan help, too. He went and talked to Coach. Now, he was the leader, he was a 
Chicago boy, so Coach was gonna listen to him. And after that conversation, Coach 
told me, “Look, Skinny, go to St. Louis and get anybody who knows just a little bit 
about basketball and I’ll give them a scholarship…just so somebody will keep you 
company.”159 
 

                                                 
158 “John Bemoans Lack of Punch from Pivot Men.” Moberly Monitor Index, December 22, 1955, 9. 
159 Interview by author, Albert Skinny Morton, January 26, 2013. 
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Armed with a newfound directive, Morton had a few days over the holiday break to get to 

work on filling another roster spot. And in St. Louis, Morton quickly reestablished his 

connection within the basketball community.  

I found out about this fella [in St. Louis]. He [Richard Harvey] had been in the Army 
and been stationed over in Greenland. But his wife had already had one baby still in 
diapers and she was pregnant again, so he didn’t want to go back and was moving in 
with his mother. There he was, this guy, tearing up the Tandy League, rebounding 
and scoring.160 They loved him up there, man. And he was just tearing the rim down, 
doing everything.161  
 

Morton had discovered his new teammate and quickly set out to get him enrolled in 

Moberly, reaching out to Coach John to formalize admission into the school at midyear. 

What helped cement Harvey’s commitment, however, did not come from Coach John or 

from Morton. At some point prior to Harvey’s arrival, he received a phone call from a 

Greyhound booster. According to Morton, that phone call offered a “little bit extra 

incentive”: 

They paid good for him. They paid real good. They sent his wife $300 a week to 
Moberly. And they paid all the utilities. And every game he played on a roll, his wife 
got extra money. Every time he dunked, he got extra money. They kind of threw the 
money around up there.”162  
 

For a young man, fresh out of the military with a wife and child, that offer was too good to 

refuse. Harvey was on his way to Moberly.163  

                                                 
160 The Tandy League was an informal amateur basketball league that occurred at Tandy Recreation 

Center in St. Louis. The park (and league) was named for Captain Charlton Tandy, a free Black born in 
Kentucky, an Underground Railroad guide for enslaved persons, a Civil War veteran, educational pioneer, 
Exoduster and civil rights activist in St. Louis. (“Captain Charlton Tandy—Legendary St. Louis Civil Rights 
Pioneer.” Court Issues? February 9, 2020. https://court.rchp.com/captain-charlton-tandy-legendary-st-louis-
civil-rights-pioneer/) 

161 Interview by author, Albert Skinny Morton, January 26, 2013. 
162 Interview by author, Albert Skinny Morton, January 26, 2013. 
163 Moberly would be formally accused by fellow MJCA conference members of unscrupulous 

recruiting practices in 1957. While the claims were dismissed for lack of supporting evidence, beat writer Stan 
Isle pleaded with the Hounds’ followers, saying “[this accusation] should serve as a warning to some of our 
zealous fans who occasionally are carried away by the stimulation of a winning season. We must temper our 
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Figure 29. Richard Harvey (Source: MOJUCO) 
 

Harvey joined the Greyhound roster at the start of the second semester and 

immediately made an impact. In his first game, Harvey cracked the starting lineup, 

alongside a newly energized Morton, against the freshman squad from Drake University.164 

The 6’5” “lanky newcomer” took to his new position at the low post and averaged double 

figures in both scoring and rebounding, adding some much-needed punch to the one-two 

combination of Morton and Callahan.165 Harvey was not the only newcomer at semester; Joe 

Gummersbach, “a small red-headed addition to the Red and Grey kennel,” took his place in 

the backcourt alongside Callahan.166  

                                                                                                                                                      
enthusiasm, stay within the limits prescribed by school authorities. All conference schools are envious of the 
spirit generated in Moberly and the support given the Greyhounds. More than one coach has said that he’d 
enjoy working under such conditions. We have a good thing, so let’s protect it.” (Moberly Monitor Index, 
March 29, 1957, 9).  

164 “Hounds Win 83-70 Contest with Drake,” Moberly Monitor Index, January 19, 1956, 13. 
165 Ibid. 
166 “Hounds Lose 88-85 In Double Overtime to Powerful Bradley Freshmen,” Moberly Monitor 

Index, January 17, 1956, 11. 
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 Quickly, Harvey rounded into competitive basketball shape; the team responded in 

kind, upping their level of performance as well, both individually and as a team. With 

guards Callahan and Gummersbach in the backcourt alongside Morton and Harvey in the 

frontcourt, the Greyhounds began to find their stride. It could not have happened at a more 

ideal time: the tipoff of the Missouri Junior College Association conference basketball slate 

with their archrival was looming on the horizon. The Greyhounds had not won in Hannibal 

in over five years, and the Trojans were again at the top of the national junior college 

rankings that week. But heading into the first of their annual series matchup with Hannibal-

LaGrange, the Greyhounds were also riding high, tied with the Trojans at the top of the 

conference standings. However, that recent momentum unraveled quickly when Harvey 

went down with an ankle injury in the opening minutes of the game. The Hounds were on 

their heels at that point and found themselves down by thirteen points, 64-51, eight minutes 

into the second half.  

Somewhere within the squad’s frantic efforts to find someone to step up and fill the 

vacuum resulting from Harvey’s injury, along with his fourteen points per game scoring 

average, something finally clicked. Certainly, Harvey brought his own talents to the game, 

but he also provided the mechanism for the other role players to find their talents as well. 

His presence on the practice court (and perhaps the audacity of him cracking the starting 

lineup within the first few days of his arrival to campus) lit a fire in his fellow post players. 

That newfound confidence that had been sorely lacking earlier in the season helped set the 

stage for an historic furious rally; the Greyhounds fought their way back into the game. 

Behind Morton, who was “playing perhaps the greatest game of his freshman season,” and 

the steady production from Callahan, it was the newcomer Gummersbach and the utility 
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players who stepped up when called upon.167 No longer would the Greyhounds have to 

solely rely upon that dynamic duo. With the entire team finally firing on all cylinders, the 

Hounds held off the Hannibal-LaGrange’s last gasp efforts and headed back to Moberly with 

a 74-69 victory over the top-ranked Trojan squad and sole possession of first place in the 

conference.168  

Coach John put together that team, and it took us a while to get the other guys to 
play. We didn’t have a center. And then all of a sudden, we improved. And Coach 
John had that ability as a coach to develop players. If we were going to play in 
October and November, we may not have been a good team. But I think with Skinny 
(and he had talent), I mean, that guy, he could rebound and he could play. But it took 
a while for the other guys [around him] to develop.169 
 

But there remained some trepidation from the game: the extent of Harvey’s injury cast a 

shadow over the rest of the season. The diagnosis was rendered the following day: Harvey 

had suffered a severe ankle sprain, effectively sidelining him for nearly three weeks until the 

rematch of the Trojans and Greyhounds back at Moberly in late February.  

When the Greyhounds took to the court against Hannibal-LaGrange, they had been 

playing well, ranked fifth in the nation, despite losing Harvey for the previous three weeks. 

They still controlled their destiny in the conference race with the Trojans nipping at their 

heels. The Trojans, still smarting from the two-point loss earlier in February, had revenge on 

their mind. The two teams battled back and forth over the first five minutes of action, but 

after that, it was all Hannibal-LaGrange. At the final buzzer, the Trojans blitzed a stunned 

Moberly on their home court in front of their equally stunned crowd, 79-58.170 The loss sent 

                                                 
167 “Stirring Comeback Stuns Trojans, Gives Moberly MJCA Leadership,” Moberly Monitor Index, 

February 4, 1956, 7. 
168 “Hustling Hounds Surprise Hannibal-LaGrange, 75-73,” Moberly Monitor Index, February 4, 

1956, 7.  
169 Interview by author, Dan Callahan, March 23, 2021. 
170 “Trojans Outclass Hounds, 79-58,” Moberly Monitor Index, February 22, 1956, 11.  
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Moberly spiraling downward as the season wound down. Struggling to find a rhythm, the 

once-steady Greyhound squad sputtered on both ends of the court, offensively and 

defensively. John juggled lineups, looking for any combination of players to spark his club. 

His efforts, however, were in vain, at least in the record column. The Hounds headed into 

regional play losers of their last four regular season contests, somehow still ranked sixth 

nationally.171 At the regional tournament, though, John was able to right his flagging ship 

and capture a fifth consecutive regional championship. The Hounds were headed back to 

Hutchinson. But, despite the regional championship, the recent poor performances on the 

court were still fresh in everyone’s mind and only harbingers of things to come: three of the 

Greyhounds’ top performers had been also failing in the classroom. 

When students took their third quarter examinations the week prior to the NJCAA 

National Tournament, Morton and guard, C.L. Henke, “were on thin ice scholastically and 

might not be available [to travel and compete].”172 In fact, the situation appeared so bleak 

that the pair of players were left behind in Moberly while the rest of the team’s travel roster 

headed to Hutchinson, Kansas, on Sunday morning for the first round matchup against 

Eastern Arizona on the following Tuesday afternoon.173 The Monitor Index reported that 

“hopes for an 11th hour change in the status of the two players—through a special 

examination—had faded shortly after the rest of the team had left for Hutchinson [on 

Sunday].”174 However, in a fortunate twist of fate for the Moberly program and its fans, 

Henke and Morton were declared eligible early Monday morning by Hobart Bolerjack, the 

                                                 
171 “Greyhounds Try To Smooth Out Defensive Flaws,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 1, 1956, 15; 

”Hannibal-LaGrange Second, Moberly Sixth in Cage Poll,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 2, 1956, 9.  
172 “Morton, Henke Ruled Eligible for Tourney,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 19, 1956, 11. 
173 Ibid. 
174 Ibid. 
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eligibility officer for the NJCAA. According to sources close to the school, “the change in 

status stems from conflicting interpretations of the NJCAA eligibility rules. Bolerjack’s 

ruling is based upon semester status.”175 In the case of Morton and Henke, Moberly Junior 

College had proactively declared the players ineligible due to their third quarter 

performance. That determination, however, was ultimately irrelevant to the NJCAA because 

they followed semester performance. Since the second semester (Moberly’s third quarter) 

was still in progress and both players were technically passing based upon their fall semester 

performance, the NJCAA deemed the players immediately eligible to participate in the 

national tournament. However, only two of the three academically struggling Greyhounds 

made the trip to Hutchinson.  

Harvey, while excelling on the court, labored in the classroom his first semester in 

Moberly. And as Morton experienced, the classroom was not always the most welcoming 

and engaging environment for a struggling African American student, particularly for 

someone who had been out of school for quite some time. Whereas overcoming a double-

digit deficit in the waning minutes of a basketball game would be a daunting task for many, 

it was less of a challenge to Morton and Harvey than overcoming an insurmountable 

academic gap. Screaming fans and an opponent’s staunch defense was certainly formidable 

in the gymnasium, but it was something to which they were accustomed. Off the court and 

in the classroom, that hostile sporting environment was replaced by a harsh academic 

environment made more difficult by fellow students and a teaching corps that, at least in 

part, had their reservations about the very presence of Black students. That presence was 

exacerbated by a reality that any Black man taking classes at Moberly Junior College was 

                                                 
175 Ibid. 
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also a basketball player; there were no other Black students, male or female, in the 1955-

1956 academic year.  

Basketball was the sole driver for integration in the thirteenth and fourteenth grades 

on both sides of the racial divide. Morton, along with many other players interviewed (black 

and white), admitted that the only reason they were at Moberly was to play basketball; 

education was a distant second.176 John and the rest of Harvey’s teammates had invested in 

his presence and contributions to the team; they needed him to challenge for another 

national title run. Morton needed him around as a reminder of his own identity, someone 

with whom he could commiserate, at least on some level, of what it meant to be a Black 

Greyhound in Moberly. No one else could imagine what it felt like to come down the floor 

on offense to hear the opposing team call out, “Every time I came down the floor, they 

would yell, ‘Who’s got the n-word? Here’s that n-word over here.’”177 Those two 

individuals, Morton and Harvey, literally, were the only two people could possibly share 

that type of bond. Now, Harvey, with no first semester performance to fall back upon, was 

declared ineligible by the school prior to the regional tournament on March 7. In reality, this 

was before the end of the third academic quarter, so he had the caveat that “it might be 

                                                 
176 Interview by author, Albert Skinny Morton, January 26, 2013. 
177 Interview by author, Albert Skinny Morton, March 26, 2021. Following this incident on the court, 

Morton let Coach John know what was taking place. John called timeout and spoke to an official. The official 
walked over to the other team’s coach and informed him that if he heard those words again, he would 
immediately disqualify him from the game. Officials managing the integrated games appeared to have called 
the contests fairly for Morton throughout his career. Although he stood out on the court because of his color, he 
was not singled out based upon that color. If any official harbored any ill will or racist tenets, it was not 
reflected in how they called Morton’s games. He rarely fouled out and, in fact, held the Greyhound all-time 
record for most free throws attempted in a season (271) until the 2018-2019 season—a feat that stood for over 
sixty years (Moberly Greyhounds Men’s Basketball Top Ten Records, 
https://www.moberlygreyhounds.com/top-ten-mens).     
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possible for Harvey to do extra classroom work and be available for national tourney 

play.”178  

Given the nature of sport where so often the dominant mantra becomes “the ends 

justifies the means,” one would assume that an institution would be able to capitalize on that 

proverbial door left open for regaining eligibility—especially one where so many had 

invested their time (and money) in an individual. Curiously though, Harvey was not afforded 

the same opportunity to recover with the quarterly exams in mid-March, as were teammates 

Morton and Henke, and he officially withdrew from school on March 13. For some reason, 

Harvey was unable to recover academically and rejoin the team. Certainly, the classroom 

environment was not in his favor and negatively affected the quality of his work. But that, in 

and of itself, could not be the sole reason for his underperformance. Perhaps he was not fully 

prepared academically for the rigors of junior college. To the general public, it appeared 

through the grapevine and the Monitor Index that Harvey simply failed to achieve and 

sustain quality academic work and, as a result, was summarily removed from the team. 

Morton, however, suggested a different reason—one that had little to do with what 

transpired in the classroom.  

Upon his initial arrival in the fall, Morton was given four clear directives in order for 

him to be successful in Moberly:  

When I went up there, this was the very first thing they told me: if I knock a white 
boy down, pick him up and brush him off. That was a no-no. Then you had to beat 
Hannibal; you had to go to Hutchinson, Kansas; and, under no circumstances, mess 
with any white girls. He [Coach John] made it very blunt and to the point on that last 
one. He said, “They’re going to be watching you.”179  
 

                                                 
178 “Harvey Ineligible For Regional Play With Greyhounds,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 7, 1956, 

13. 
179 Interview by author, Albert Skinny Morton, January 26, 2013. 
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One could safely assume that “they’re” implied the basketball program boosters and the 

city’s power structure. It could also be assumed that the same type of conversation was had 

with Harvey when he set foot on campus in January. When John approached Morton about 

the expectations laid out before him, Morton said: 

You see, I had already told Coach, “You don’t have to worry about me because my 
girlfriend, she’s down at Lincoln [University]. And her parents got money, so if I 
want to, I’ll tell her to drive up here.” But they still tried to associate me with this 
one particular girl [in Moberly], so I had to tell her, “I better stay away, they’re 
talking.” 
 

However, Harvey reacted to that conversation with John in a much different manner than 

Morton. Morton recalled the last conversation he had with Coach John about Harvey near 

the end of the season.  

Coach pulled me to the side, and told me, “Look, Skinny, we got to send Rich 
Harvey home.” And I said, “Got to send him home?” He says, “Yeah, we found out 
he’s associating with a white girl.” And I says, “Aww, no.” He says, “You didn’t 
know nothing about it?” I says, “No. No, no, no.” 
 

Harvey’s time was done as a Greyhound. Before he took the train back home to St. Louis, 

Morton shared one last conversation with Harvey. Said Morton, “I told him that I was sorry 

to hear it. He [Harvey] said, ‘You don’t know nothing about what really went down.’”180 

With that, Morton winked, nodded and shrugged his shoulders during the interview before 

sharing: 

Man, we’d have walked through that [national] tournament with him. But they found 
out. How? Back then, we didn’t have dial phones. You’d just pick the phone up and 
the operator would say, “What number, please?” So, they got to know my voice to 
the point where they’d just say, “What number, Skinny?” And that’s how it was with 
him. They got to know Rich Harvey’s voice, too. So, you know they were listening 
in on his conversations—just like mine. And they snitched on him; they got him out 
of there real quick. They got him. But he [John] had his hands tied behind him up 
there in Moberly. And what made it so bad, some of the big boosters were racists. 
He couldn’t do too much. I don’t hold nothing against him. But I won’t lie, that hurt 

                                                 
180 Ibid. 
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me so bad to think that Maury had to give up another national championship because 
the boy was Black…because that boy didn’t go by the rules.181  
 

Morton was back by himself. But he could not dwell on Harvey’s plight for long; he had his 

own challenges to overcome. Once cleared by the NJCAA, Morton headed to Hutchinson in 

search of a national championship. He showed no ill effects from either the loss of Harvey 

or the uncertainty swirling about his grades, burning the nets for 32 points in the tournament 

opener against Thatcher of Eastern Arizona.182  

The Greyhounds would go on to make another impressive showing in Hutchinson in 

the 1956 tournament, defeating Boise, Idaho, in the quarterfinals and clearing the way to a 

third consecutive Final Four appearance. But the grueling road to the national semifinals 

wore down the battle-weary Greyhounds; both Morton and Callahan, Moberly’s leading 

scorers, limped into the game with injuries significantly slowing their normally fast-paced 

style. The Hounds succumbed to the heavily favored Kilgore Rangers, 68-61.183 Kilgore 

went on the capture the national championship game over Greyhound rival Hannibal-

LaGrange the following night, 68-65. Denied a third consecutive title and forced to watch 

their rival from Hannibal compete for the championship, Moberly bounced back the 

following night to capture third place over the Pueblo Indians, 72-66.184 Callahan, named to 

the NJCAA All-America second team, scored 30 points to lead the Greyhounds in his final 

game, capping off a stellar two-year campaign. But the curtain had dropped on his time at 

Moberly; Callahan, then Moberly’s all-time leading scorer, handed the keys over to John’s 

                                                 
181 Ibid. 
182 “Hounds Play Boise Tonight After Win Over Thatcher,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 21, 1956, 

13.  
183 “Hounds Gallant Rally Falls Short Against Tall Texans,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 24, 1956, 

9. 
184 “Hounds Stop Pueblo, 72-66, To Claim Third in National,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 26, 

1956, 9. 
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only two returners, the “feisty” Gummersbach and the “flashy” Morton, for their sophomore 

seasons. They would have big shoes to fill as they looked to extend Moberly’s impressive 

run of finishing in the top ten in the national rankings over the previous six seasons.  

Coming Full Circle: Morton Returns for His Sophomore Season 

Morton, narrowly avoiding the academic axe as the team headed to the national 

tournament in mid-March, wrapped up his inaugural season in fine fashion. However, he did 

not fare as well inside the classroom. Unable to make the grades in the last quarter of the 

second semester, Morton was declared ineligible for the first semester of the 1956-1957 

season and, as a result, lost his scholarship. However, Morton remained committed to the 

Greyhounds and his education, reenrolling in the fall semester.185 Gummersbach was a 

solid, reliable mid-season pickup for the Greyhounds and contributed to the third place 

finish in Hutchinson as well. John, with only two returners, one of whom would be out for 

several games, set out on the recruiting trail to restock his roster.  

Woefully short the year before, John filled that need by adding four post players 

6’5” and above: Jim Mudd, John Gilbert, Norm Peters, and Dave Terre. He also loaded up 

the backcourt, recruiting guards Ray Paschke, Bob Baer, and Jim Bush. Rounding out the 

roster at guard and forward, respectively, were Carson “Corky” Alderson, from Moberly’s 

Lincoln and Moberly High Schools, and Bob White out of Vashon High School in 

St. Louis.186 Morton now had two additional Black faces joining him on the court and, more 

importantly, off the court. And they both could play. Alderson was a second team All-State 

performer, and White, who joined the Greyhounds after a stint in the Army, was a former 

teammate of Morton’s. These last two roster additions were significant as it indicated that 

                                                 
185 Interview by author, Albert Skinny Morton, January 26, 2013. 
186 Stan Isle, “Over My Shoulder,” Moberly Monitor Index, November 16, 1956, 11. 
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John would continue to recruit African Americans into his Moberly Greyhound program 

despite some initial challenges. John had weathered the storm of losing Harvey to unwritten 

social rules and was losing Morton, albeit temporarily, to academic issues.  

 
Figure 30. Carson “Corky” Alderson (Source: MOJUCO) 

 

 
Figure 31. Bob White (Source: MOJUCO) 
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Both White and Alderson would begin the season slowly. White suffered an ankle 

injury in the first game, severely hampering his performance. White would contribute 

sparingly in the early games; he did not see the starting lineup until early January when his 

ankle returned to full strength.187 Alderson was also slow to take advantage of Morton’s 

early season absence. According to the Moberly Monitor Index, Coach John remarked that 

he “saw great improvement in the performance of Corky.” He added that he had “moved up 

a notch or two” after the few games.188 However, that initial positive review did not directly 

translate into meaningful playing time. Alderson, who had demonstrated flashes of his talent 

without stringing together consistent performances, only found the court in the waning 

moments of blowout victories. John did not give up on his promising freshman and pushed 

Alderson to be “more aggressive” in his play. Alderson responded in kind and cracked the 

starting lineup in early December as the second-ranked Greyhounds entered the St. Joseph 

Invitational Tournament.189 The hometown hero hit his stride in the tournament and would 

continue to challenge for a starting spot for the remainder of the season. By mid-December, 

the 5’7” Alderson had upped his scoring to nearly ten points a game and spearheaded the 

high-powered Greyhound offense.190  

Returning from the holiday break, Alderson and White teamed up to lead the 

Greyhounds to a 64-59 victory over Hannibal-LaGrange in the conference opener. White 

netted 17 points while Alderson scored 14 points. The duo was hitting their stride just as 

Morton regained his eligibility in mid-January. Morton would be ready immediately, since 
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he had been practicing with the team throughout the season. He appeared to be a changed 

man in responding to his academic adversity. In addition to his athletic duties, Morton was 

also keeping up in the classroom and working to pay for his education while off of his 

athletic scholarship during the fall semester.  

Morton’s decision to stay in Moberly following the declaration of his ineligibility 

did not come easily to him. Morton recollected, “A couple of the [Black] fellows said, ‘You 

know, you out there with those white people, you forgot who you are. You think you’re 

better than we are. Look in the mirror, you’ll see you’re just like one of us.”191 Never 

accepted by the white Moberly community, he was not fully accepted by the Black 

community at first. It took some time for Moberly’s Black community to embrace him. But 

Morton found some allies in the family with whom he lived:  

I stayed because I got up there the fellow who I was staying with, who took care of 
me, was a handyman, Claude Aster. He lived over on Winchester and worked down 
to the Merchant Hotel; he loved it down there. He would come home and bring me 
things to eat and everything. He’d leave every weekend and go to Columbia to visit 
his girl. But he’d always ask me, “Is there anything you need, Skinny, anything you 
want?” He also had a lady who did the cooking there, her name was Mary. She 
stayed out on Westin, a continuation of Winchester. And she was a cook; she took 
care of me, too. She was real nice and everything. Food-wise, anything I wanted, I 
got.192 
 

Morton’s dependence on the local Black population for a roof over his head was not out of 

the ordinary, nor was it an overt result of a segregated housing policy at Moberly Junior 

College; white players had to rely on the same type of relationship. Since the junior college 

did not have any dormitories or residence halls on its campus, John had to solicit rooms in 

the community and secure space for his out of town players. The hospitality of these 

basketball boosters provided the Greyhounds with homes during the academic year.  
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192 Interview by author, Albert Skinny Morton, January 26, 2013. 
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During John’s tenure, Black student athletes roomed with Black families and white 

student athletes stayed with white families. It became almost a privilege for local families to 

feed and house a member of the Greyhounds, and the townspeople proudly wore it as a 

badge of honor. According to Morton, they were also paid a little bit to help offset costs and 

minimize the inconvenience.193 The living conditions were not always ideal. “I wish you 

could’ve been up there when I was up there in the flats. I don’t see how those people survive 

into the morning. I mean cold and when I say cold, that’s what they were. They had no 

insulation, no nothing.”194 Oftentimes, even for white players, the spare room afforded to 

the players was either an attic or a space in the basement. In that sense, both Black and 

white players sacrificed comfort in order to play in Moberly. 

But Morton, away from his family, away from his girlfriend, away from everyone 

and everything he knew, still found a connection in Moberly—a connection strong enough 

to make him want to stay despite all of the adversity he faced during his freshman year and 

into his sophomore season. That sense of community, of an adoptive family, so to speak, 

between an old Black man and woman from Moberly and a young Black man from 

St. Louis helped change the course of basketball lore for the Greyhounds. Those bonds were 

strong enough to help Morton change his mind and elect to remain a Greyhound. As a result, 

Morton overcame his challenges and emerged on the other side a tougher, wiser individual, 

ready to contribute on the court when his time came around again. He would not waste any 

time when he took the court in mid-January.   
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Still ranked second in the nation (just behind top-ranked Kilgore, the defending 

national champions) when he rejoined the team, a reenergized Morton quickly made his 

presence felt: 

The slick-passing Morton awed the crowd with his cat-like capers and was credited 
with at least six assists. Several passes were so clearly executed that they caught the 
intended receiver unaware. It was a welcome return to front-line duty after a 
semester of inactivity caused by scholastic difficulties.195 
 

News of Morton’s return rippled across the junior college basketball landscape and helped 

usher Moberly (13-2) into the top-ranked spot when the next poll was released.196  

Undefeated against junior college teams (only losing to the freshman squads of 

St. Louis University and Bradley University, which were both four-year schools), the 

Greyhounds were set to capitalize upon the trio of talented Black players sharing the court at 

the same time. In the first game where all three played together (Alderson had missed the 

previous two games due to a tooth infection), the Greyhounds ran over St. Joseph (now 

Missouri Western), 93-50. Morton headlined an impressive box score, netting 24 points and 

pulling down 21 rebounds; Alderson hit for 14 points; and White scored eight points with 11 

rebounds. Further illustrating Morton’s impact, the Greyhounds also avenged an earlier 

season three-point setback to St. Louis’ freshmen five, knocking off the Billikens, 74-50 

(the only other team to defeat Moberly, the Bradley freshmen, would visit the Greyhound 

home court at the end of the season). The Greyhounds were riding high as they headed into 

February and the final stretch run in the regular season.  

 Riding a double-digit game winning streak after Morton’s return, the Greyhounds 

remained atop the national rankings through the last week of February. Boasting a gaudy 
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23-2 record, the Hounds ran over most of their competition with few genuine challenges. 

The only bump in the road was an understandable, if not acceptable, 92-80 setback against 

the powerful Bradley freshman team. It was the first taste of defeat since Morton’s return in 

mid-January. However, they could take some solace in the loss; the Hounds had yet to go 

down to a junior college squad at any point during the season.  

At 24-3, they headed in regional play as the top-ranked team in the nation, MJCA 

conference champions, and the undisputed favorite in Region XVI.197 Moberly breezed 

through the normally competitive tournament, defeating Jefferson City, 81-45 in the 

quarterfinals; Southwest Baptist, 79-62 in the semifinals; and Highland, 91-47 in the 

championship. Leading the charge in the finals was Morton, who tallied the elusive 

triple/double, scoring 12 points, grabbing 23 rebounds, and dishing out 15 assists. Alderson 

chipped in with 16 points. The Moberly team was poised to challenge for basketball 

supremacy in Hutchinson more so than at any other time in John’s eleven seasons at the 

helm, this time with each of its primary contributors performing well on the court and in the 

classroom.  

 First round opponent Joliet, Illinois, awaited the top-ranked Hounds in Hutchinson. 

Led by Mudd, Alderson, and White’s 33, 24, and 10 points, respectively, Moberly discarded 

the overmatched Wolves, 97-85.198 In the quarterfinals, four Greyhounds players scored in 

double figures: Alderson (18), Gummersbach (16), Mudd (14), and Morton (12) as they 

overtook Tyler, Texas, 78-71.199 But midnight struck on the dream season in the semifinal 

tilt. The Hounds’ astounding run came to a crashing halt against Eastern Arizona of 
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Thatcher, a team that Moberly had defeated the previous year, 67-55. The Gila Monsters, 

boasting an impressive defensive strategy that handcuffed Moberly’s high-powered offense, 

dealt the Greyhounds their first loss against junior college competition for the 1956-1957 

season, an occurrence that happened at the worst possible time. The loss set up a third place 

rematch against Pueblo; as with Eastern Arizona the previous season, Moberly edged 

Pueblo 72-66 in the third place game. And just like Eastern Arizona, this time, the revenge-

minded Pueblo squad kept the Hounds at bay, running away with a 93-83 victory.  

The disappointing end to the season saw the Greyhounds finish sixth at the national 

tournament despite being ranked in the top two spots for most of the season. However, all 

was not lost: the only two sophomores on the squad, Gummersbach and Morton, each 

received national accolades for their efforts during the regular and post seasons. 

Gummersbach, the team’s leading scorer, was named as a first team All-America, the first in 

Greyhound history, while Morton received honorable mention despite playing only half of 

the season.200 Following the season, John would name both Morton and Gummersbach as 

honorary co-captains for the Greyhounds, a notable event in that Morton’s play and 

demeanor earned him such a tribute.201 Stan Isle, the sports editor of the Moberly Monitor 

Index, had this to say about Morton at the conclusion of his award-winning sophomore 

campaign: 

Moberly has produced some exceptional talent in the past decade, but no individual 
player has outshone Morton for all-around performance. The first Negro to wear the 
Red and Grey, Morton has been a credit to his race. Moberly school authorities 
believe that Morton is one reason integration was accomplished without a hitch. 
Morton must be commended for his fine comeback after being waylaid by scholastic 
difficulties in the second semester of his brilliant freshman season. Cut off the 
scholarship list because of Moberly’s academic standards, Morton returned to school 
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on his own, worked to regain his eligibility and rejoined the team with the start of 
the second semester of his sophomore season.202  
 

Certainly, Morton’s time at Moberly did not go “off without a hitch.” In fact, he faced and 

overcame a number of challenges throughout his two seasons, some very obvious and others 

behind the scenes. But such verbiage and thought from Morton, his teammates, and media 

coverage reminds us that African Americans athletes, not only those living in cities and 

towns of Little Dixie (including Moberly), experienced some level of invisibleness when 

they left the arena. Whereas the Monitor Index and its readership readily knew the stat lines 

of Morton and the other Black players, it would be safe to say that they did not know Albert 

Morton, the individual. And even some of Morton’s teammates echoed this lack of 

knowledge that extended beyond surface level. When I told Callahan about some of 

Morton’s experiences as a Black man, he responded: 

I can’t recall any problems that we had. I didn’t know that Skinny had any problems. 
We just played together. We were good teammates. He threw me the ball and I threw 
him the ball. One night after a game where we had come from behind to win, we 
were eating over at Reed’s Corner, and Skinny, he says, ‘You don’t give up; I don’t 
give up.’ And that was it.203 
 

To be sure, some of that overall lack of substantive conversation can be attributed to the 

social rules prescribed to men, both Black and white, of that era where sharing any type of 

emotional vulnerability was frowned upon. Additionally, most men at Moberly were there to 

play basketball, not pontificate about the social climate. How many whites, whether they 

were teachers, reporters, classmates, or even teammates, truly took the time to learn about 

these Black men, about their upbringing, about their thoughts around the social change 

occurring all around them, or even about what being Black in Moberly felt like. Morton 
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hinted multiple times that he had to modify his interactions, alter who he was and how he 

played, just because he was Black due to very real concerns about how his behavior might 

be interpreted by the whites around him. He had seen firsthand how it played out in the 

handling of Rich Harvey’s missteps. Imagine that pressure on a daily basis and the level of 

impact it had upon nearly every decision this young man made. It then becomes completely 

understandable how the basketball court was a welcome respite: it provided a sense of 

normalcy while the uncertain world swirled about.  

 Finding someone upon whom he could depend, someone who could be the 

proverbial rock of support, was vital for Morton. He discovered that community in the home 

where he stayed, from the food that was prepared for him; he had those relationships on the 

court where he knew his role on the team and how his teammates depended upon him; and, 

finally, he forged a lasting bond with Coach John over long talks about basketball and its 

myriad of nuanced teachings. By the end of his sophomore season, Morton had successfully 

carved out space to thrive on the court, punctuated by his All-America recognition, and 

survive off the court. But now it was time for him to move on from the program. After 

graduating from Moberly, he chose to end his playing career and head back to St. Louis, 

finding lifelong employment with the United States Postal Service. A few months later, 

Morton married his long-time girlfriend from Lincoln University and, together, started a 

new chapter with a growing family.204 When asked to reflect upon his time as a whole as a 

Moberly Greyhound, Morton did not mince words, offering: 

I can say I enjoyed myself, but it could’ve been a lot better. It could’ve been a hell of 
a lot better. The town never was integrated, you understand. Just the school, and 
that’s about it. But I don’t hold it against them. It’s part of them; it’s who they were. 
I was just a basketball player to them. And everybody’s trying to tell me, you have to 
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say something to them. I said, “No, I won’t.” I said, “I’m not missing nothing. I got 
more now than I ever had in my life.”205 
 

Morton’s words reflected a tension and plight that existed below the surface level 

relationships of Black student athletes and their white teammates, coaches, teachers, and 

supporters. Many of Morton’s African American contemporaries who were among the first 

to integrate their institutions and basketball programs echoed his experiences. And while his 

experiences did not truly reflect a legacy that “went off without a hitch,” Morton at least 

took solace in the fact that he was a trailblazer, a pioneer of sorts, who helped open the door 

for more Black players to come to Moberly.  

Leaving a Legacy: The Corky Alderson 

and Maury John Eras Come to a Close 

In the 1957-1958 season, Alderson came into his own as a player. Riding high on the 

confidence gained during his outstanding performance in the national tournament, Alderson 

led five other seasoned veterans, including Bob White, accompanied by a strong supporting 

cast of talented freshmen. One of those talented freshmen was Willie Johnson, a 6’1” 

forward from Vashon, Morton’s alma mater: 

Johnson comes here very highly recommended. He averaged 18 points a game and 
was the third high scorer of the St. Louis Public High League. “He has a world of 
natural ability, but has been slow to make the high school to college transition,” 
remarked John.206 

The general consensus around the team, including Coach John himself, was that this team 

“could be one of our finest.” High praise, considering his recent track record in the 1950s. 

Talent was enough, at least on paper, to entice John into staying at Moberly. His coaching 

prowess had been noticed by several other high school and collegiate programs, including 

North Chicago Community High and Texas A&M University. After giving “careful 
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consideration” to the “attractive offer” from North Chicago, John reportedly turned down a 

contract of nearly $8,000 to remain at the Greyhounds’ helm.207 John also interviewed at 

Texas A&M to become the head men’s basketball coach but was not offered the position.208  

 The rest of the junior college basketball world recognized the talent John had 

stockpiled in Moberly as well, bestowing the Greyhounds with the top ranking when the 

preseason polls were released in the fall. The Greyhounds did not disappoint during the 

regular season and captured their sixth consecutive regional championship.209 The Hounds 

headed into Hutchinson with a 25-3 record, one of the favorites to win it all.210 However, the 

mighty Kilgore Rangers, the eventual national champions, knocked off the Greyhounds, 

78-74 in the opening round. The loss sent Moberly into the unfamiliar consolation bracket 

where they met Broome Tech of Binghamton, New York, less than twelve hours later. The 

Hornets of Broome Tech ousted the Hounds, 69-64, handing John “the biggest 

disappointment in Coach Maurice John’s twelve seasons in Moberly.”211 Said Isle in his 

attempt to understand what went awry in Hutchinson:  

The Greyhounds simply lacked the fight and the determination that has marked the 
play of some Moberly teams in Hutchinson. Their floor play was ragged, their 
shooting was way below regular season standards and their defense, a trouble spot 
all season, was just plain lousy. We were just as disappointed as any Moberly 
follower, for we have known the glory of two national championships. Yet we ask 
you not be too severe in judging the team or its individual members. They took a 
more severe jolt than any of us. Several of them even dreaded coming home.212 
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Not to be lost in the two defeats was a set of dazzling performances by Alderson, who 

dropped thirty points in each loss. Alderson’s play over the course of the season (averaging 

nearly twenty points per game), coupled with his outbursts at Hutchinson, helped him garner 

NJCAA first team All-America honors.213 The accolades as first team All-America was just 

the second in Greyhound history, also making Alderson “the first Moberly-born athlete ever 

to earn the distinction.”214 His sparking sophomore season left no doubt that he could 

compete at the next level. Which school he would select, however, would not be determined 

until later that summer.  

 Drake University, whose freshman team was a regular opponent on the Moberly 

docket, lost its head coach, John Bennington, to St. Louis University in the early spring. 

Drake was also home to former Greyhound stars, Jim Carey, Phil “Red” Murrell, and Dan 

Callahan. The position was one generally considered to be one of the more difficult 

rebuilding jobs in college basketball, as only two of the previous sixteen head coaches in the 

program’s 53-year history finished their tenure with a winning record.215 Drake also 

competed in one of the strongest basketball conferences in the nation: the Missouri Valley. 

Six coaches made the first cut of interviews held in early June. Moving quickly, the 

university narrowed the search down to three candidates by mid-June. One of those on the 

list of finalists was Maury John. After Drake’s director of athletics, Dolph Stanley, visited 

Moberly as part of the interview process, it virtually assured the 38-year-old John would be 
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offered the position. Although terms were not released, the salary was estimated to be in the 

vicinity of $8,500.216  

At Drake, John would quietly build the Drake Bulldogs into first, a contender for the 

Missouri Valley Conference crown, and then, ultimately a contender for a national title. 

Following John to Des Moines were former Greyhounds Alderson and Terre. Together, they 

would help establish the culture that would ultimately transform Drake from a basketball 

backwater into a legitimate powerhouse. Among John’s achievements over his thirteen 

seasons as head coach included: 1) becoming the winningest basketball coach in Drake 

history with a 211-131 record; 2) being named as national coach of the year in 1969 and 

Missouri Valley coach of the year four times; 3) garnering a third place finish in the 1969 

Final Four, losing in the semifinals to eventual champion UCLA, 85-82; and 4) becoming 

one of the first coaches at a PWI to hire a Black assistant, Gus Guyton.217 Guyton, a former 

Bulldog standout, commented at the time upon his hire:  

As far as I know, I am the only Negro basketball assistant coach at a major 
university in this country. I don’t know if the reason I was hired was because of 
some kind of pressure, and I don’t want to know. But I do think it was a good move 
on Drake’s part.218  
 

Additionally, the Missouri Valley conference was primarily a basketball-centric conference. 

Because many of its conference members were situated in larger cities such as Cincinnati, 

St. Louis, Des Moines, Tulsa, Wichita, and Peoria—all cities boasting populations over one 

hundred thousand in the mid-twentieth century—they were also more multicultural than the 
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college towns of Columbia, Lawrence, Ames, Iowa City, Champaign, and Columbus. In 

those metropolitan areas, Valley schools could integrate their athletic teams at a much faster 

clip than the more homogenous Big Eight and Big Ten schools. As a result, the Valley had 

more than its share of talented Black basketball players, allowing its teams to compete at a 

very high national level through the late 1950s and 1960s.219 John rode that competitive 

wave throughout his time at Drake before moving on to Iowa State University in 1971. He 

would finish out his career in Ames, stepping down midway during the 1973-1974 season 

due to illness.  

John succumbed to cancer in 1974 at the age of 55, leaving behind quite the legacy 

begun in the confines of Moberly Junior College’s crackerbox gymnasium and finishing at 

the sparkling new Hilton Coliseum at Iowa State University. Sandwiched between those two 

institutions, however, was a lasting impact upon that Cinderella Drake team in 1969. Upon 

John’s posthumous election into the Iowa Sports Hall of Fame in 1995, Rick Brown of the 

Des Moines Register penned the following introduction: 

If a player is indeed a reflection of his coach, Willie McCarter and Dale Teeter 
remain at the heart of John’s coaching philosophy. McCarter was from Gary, Ind., 
and attended all-black Roosevelt High School. Dale Teeter was from Whittemore 
and attended all-white Algona (Ia.) High School.  
 
“Dale had never been around any minorities,” said McCarter. “At Gary Roosevelt I 
never had a white teacher. I teased people that my high school was so black we 
didn’t even have white toilet paper.” Conversely, the same was true with Teeter. 
“But Coach John took those two elements, brought us to Des Moines and molded us 
into one. When you see us together, it’s like we were brothers born and raised 
together.” When the two were teammates at Drake, in the late 1960s, racial tensions 
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were boiling over in many of the nation’s metropolitan centers. “But Coach John 
took racism out of the Drake vocabulary,” McCarter said.220  
 

At Drake, John found the conviction and ability to act upon his ideals around race. Hiring a 

Black assistant coach at the time of such social unrest in the late 1960s reflected mightily 

upon John’s character, tacit understanding of the game of basketball, and an innate ability to 

connect and identify on a personal level with his players. While John had “his hands tied” 

somewhat in Moberly, he successfully exercised his social capital in Des Moines, a much 

larger city with a more open social mindset. Perhaps those confidential conversations with 

Morton back in his cramped office in Moberly would later serve as inspiration for John as 

he continued to push racial boundaries through the 1960s in Des Moines. Moberly, on the 

other hand, still had some racial reckoning to address.  
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CHAPTER 9 

THE COTTON FITZSIMMONS ERA: 1958-1967 

Big Shoes to Fill: Moberly Hires Former Nemesis to 

Replace the Irreplaceable Maury John 

In 1953, Stan Isle lamented, somewhat tongue in cheek, “Moberly’s countless 

basketball fans breathed a sigh of relief when Cotton Fitzsimmons completed his eligibility 

last season.”1 During the two years Fitzsimmons competed for the high flying Trojans at 

Hannibal-LaGrange, he regularly burned the nets with a career scoring average of over 25 

points per game—scoring as many as 51 points in a game—which was almost unheard of in 

an era absent of a three-point line or shot clock.2 According to an article in the Kansas City 

Star following the 1967 season, Fitzsimmons shared, “as a 5’3” high school senior, I had a 

tryout with the Greyhounds but was told to ‘go home and grow up.’ John and I are good 

friends to this day, but I still kid him about that.”3 Instead, Fitzsimmons went to a school 

closer to his hometown of Bowling Green, Missouri, Hannibal-LaGrange, and used that 

slight as motivation. The diminutive All-America guard may have been short in stature, but 

he certainly made his presence felt, especially against his rival Greyhounds for whom he 

often saved his best performances.4 Recalled his former coach, Howard Dewell, “A couple 

of times during those games [against Moberly], Cotton would make his free throw and then 

walk over to [John] and tell him to have someone come out and finally try to guard 
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him.”5 Fitzsimmons had so much enmeshed himself within the psyche of Greyhound fans 

and media coverage that his name still resonated in the game coverage over a year after his 

departure from Hannibal. To say that he was a thorn in the side of the Greyhounds would be 

putting it mildly. Even a decade later, the memories were still fresh in the minds of many 

Moberly fans. Fitzsimmons discovered that “as a former rival, his appointment at Moberly 

was greeted with something less than widespread acclaim.”6  

 But the man was full of charisma to cozy 

up to boosters, to spin amazing tales in the media, 

and, more importantly, to recruit players into 

Moberly. Fitzsimmons was also a student of 

basketball and knew the game inside and out. So, 

it was to no one’s surprise when it was announced 

on July 3, 1958, less than two weeks following 

John’s resignation, that Lowell “Cotton” 

Fitzsimmons would become the Greyhounds’ new 

head coach and athletic director. At just 26 years 

of age, Fitzsimmons became one of the youngest 

coaches in the NJCAA. Dean Roy Buntin, who replaced James Chevalier in 1956, had 

actively recruited Cotton to fill John’s vacated spot, paying the newly appointed coach an 
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annual salary of $5,500.7 Fitzsimmons was serving as freshman coach and varsity assistant 

at Midwestern State University in Wichita Falls, Texas.8 Fitzsimmons nosed out ten other 

candidates for the coveted position, and, with little experience returning on his newfound 

roster, had to hit the recruiting trail quickly. But this late in the recruiting season, most 

talented players had long since signed their scholarship letters with other schools. To make 

matters more difficult, Fitzsimmons had but one returning letterman, Kay Tolen, from the 

team he inherited from John’s final season. As Isle put it bluntly, “how would you like to be 

in Cotton Fitzsimmons’ shoes as the junior college season approaches?”9 Cotton certainly 

had his work cut out for him. 

By the summer of 1958, when Fitzsimmons assumed the head coaching position at 

Moberly Junior College, times had indeed changed from earlier in the century. No longer 

was Moberly the Magic City; in fact, it was quite the opposite. Moberly had hitched its 

wagon to coal in its early days, the value of which closely rivaled the economic impact of 

agriculture in the county. The decline of coal, coupled with the farm crisis of the Great 

Depression, created two economic blows that weakened Moberly’s economic importance 

across the region beginning in the 1930s. Further, the railroad industry succumbed to 

massive changes as the nation switched from a railroad country to an automobile country 

following World War II. The construction of Interstate 70, a primary highway across the 

Midwest, left Moberly stranded, as it connected St. Louis, Kansas City, and other 

metropolitan areas via Columbia and shifted the all-important junction thirty miles south. No 
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longer was Moberly the nexus connecting the great cities of the Midwest. By 1958, with the 

loss of the railroads and coal, Moberly had become the typical sleepy, rural Midwestern 

town—a shadow of what it had once been. Morton’s words reflected this stark contrast from 

that bustling, growing “magic” city on the prairie of the early 1900s: 

There was nowhere to shop up there. When I say nothing, well, I mean they had this 
little strip that ran about two blocks. Only on one side of the street, that’s where all 
the stores were. That was downtown. That was it. There wasn’t anything. And that’s 
one reason why he lost some good boys. They’d come up there, there just wasn’t 
anything to do.10  
 

Fitzsimmons, though, was never one to back down from a challenge and completed his 

roster by the time the season rolled around.11 Morton was right about most of Moberly; there 

was not much to do, at least outside the walls of the crackerbox gymnasium on the campus 

of Moberly Junior College. Inside the gym, which would quickly become Fitzsimmons’ 

environs, however, would be a different story.  

When asked about how they would be able to compete over the course of the 1958-

1959 season, Fitzsimmons put forward,  

I don’t think any junior college team will run us out of the gym. On the other hand, 
those seven games with the four-year schools, well, we might be embarrassed. And 
while they may beat us, understand though, they’ll know they’ve been in a battle.12 
 

While the words were not quite a ringing endorsement for the Greyhounds’ upcoming play 

in his inaugural season, it did reflect the toughness of Fitzsimmons and the type of players 

he would recruit and coach.  

By the end of February, Fitzsimmons had cajoled the Greyhounds into challenging 

for the MJCA crown yet again. Isle commented,  
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[Even] the most skeptical fans point with pride to the vast improvement in the 
Greyhounds since December. Their aggressive play makes them one of the school’s 
most interesting teams and scrap and hustle has sometimes enabled them to 
overcome other shortcomings.13 
 

At the close of the season, Fitzsimmons had taken a hurriedly constructed roster and coaxed 

a winning season out of them, 16-15, finishing as co-champions of the MJCA and third in 

the region. Although the program’s six-year reign as regional champions came to an end, 

most basketball aficionados recognized that the Greyhounds would still be a force to be 

reckoned with under Fitzsimmons; if he could coach a team low on talent, but high on heart 

at that level, imagine what he could do with a full recruiting season.  

 That full recruiting season proved to be quite fruitful. Fitzsimmons looked to the 

1959-1960 season as another rung in the ladder to climb as the team sought to regain their 

lofty national status. At the start of practice, Fitzsimmons created a highly charged and 

competitive atmosphere by bringing twenty players to compete for roster spots. The sheer 

number of players also afforded Fitzsimmons the opportunity to create a “B” team of sorts 

that could have its own limited schedule to provide for those who did not make the varsity 

squad. Highest on his list of new talent was Roscoe White, a 6’4” All-State forward/center 

from Gilliam, Missouri (in 1960, a town in Little Dixie of just under 300), who played his 

high school ball at Slater. Joining White was a prolific scoring 6’3” forward from nearby 

Huntsville’s Westran High School, Lawrence Rucker.14 These two players would be the first 

Black student-athletes Fitzsimmons would bring into his young program. They would not be 

the last. However, in his recruitment of White,  

 

                                                 
13 Stan Isle, “Over My Shoulder,” Moberly Monitor Index, February 20, 1959, 8.  
14 Stan Isle, “Over My Shoulder,” Moberly Monitor Index, October 9, 1959, 8.  
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Cotton would “have his eyes opened up early” in the type of 

atmosphere his Black players had to endure: 

My first year, Roscoe White, when I recruited him, he was 
from a little town right out of Slater called Gilliam. And when 
I went looking for him, he was in this little dumpy, one-room 
grocery store type of place, having a soda pop. He’s back in 
the kitchen, but for me to recruit him, I had to go back there, 
too. They wouldn’t let him up front. So yeah, they had 
problems, there’s no doubt about that. Problems that you and I 
never had.15 
 
Although Fitzsimmons had grown up in Little Dixie in the 

small town of Bowling Green (Pike County) and attended his 

first two years of college in Hannibal, he was not acutely 

aware of race relations and how they shaped the lives of the 

players he would be recruiting. Graduating from Bowling Green in 1949, he did not play on 

integrated teams in high school or at Hannibal-LaGrange; thus he simply did not have that 

context…yet. Over the next decade, however, he would get a crash course in the nuances of 

Little Dixie and race relations. And in that training, he would also learn how to operate 

within that system and change it from the inside, bit by bit, using his bully pulpit on the 

Greyhound bench.  

 Later that year, when Fitzsimmons coached Rucker and White, the first two Black 

student athletes he had brought to Moberly, he faced a dilemma when it came to team 

meals. Prior to Cotton, John had elected either not to address this issue head on, or he 

simply was unable to move the social needle in Moberly during his coaching tenure, 

leaving it for Fitzsimmons to tackle: 

                                                 
15 Interview by author, Lowell Cotton Fitzsimmons, November 15, 1997. 

Figure 33. Roscoe White 
(Source: Monitor Index) 
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When I got there in ’58, it really wasn’t integrated. Yes, we had Black players on the 
team and there had been Skinny Morton and guys like that who had come earlier, but 
they [African American players] were still eating in the kitchen. I just couldn’t have 
that. That was very difficult for me, and I pretty much told the restaurants in 
Moberly that, “Hey, you all want to have a good team, well, it’s definitely going to 
take Black players, and I’m going to recruit them. And if they’re going to be here, 
they’re going to have to be treated like everybody else.” And that was one of the 
toughest times I had in Moberly in all honesty. So, I had to approach the different 
restaurants, and they didn’t want it all to occur at once. They told me, “Well, maybe 
all your guys can sit together at the counter.” I said, “No, that won’t get it. We’ve 
got to be able to eat at the tables and come and go as we please. And as long as we 
pay the money, we’ve got to be able to do it my way.” At that point, the people at 
Moberly finally accepted that. So yes, I did integrate the restaurants, but here’s the 
thing: I had a heck of a time getting the local Black folks to eat in the restaurants. 
That was more difficult. They didn’t have the same type of support as the 
Greyhounds did. It took some time.16  
 

Time it did indeed take. As Morton had shared, there was a noticeable difference, both in 

how Black Greyhounds and regular Black townspeople were viewed and how they were 

allowed to navigate the social customs of Moberly. Black Greyhounds, however, had more 

leeway in how they were initially able to operate (within reason, of course; Moberly was 

not about to completely shatter its status quo, not even for a few basketball victories here 

and there). However, the town did acquiesce in certain situations over time. Fitzsimmons 

likened his situation to those experienced by popular entertainers.  

That’s the way America operates. Some people are treated specially, whether they be 
athletes, entertainers, musicians. Musicians, we see in this country holding open a lot 
of doors. A lot of doors. And a lot of whites who performed with Black musicians 
and Black entertainers, well, they did their best to open a lot of doors for people. I 
know in Las Vegas, Frank Sinatra was so big that he said, “Hey, Sammy doesn’t 
perform, I don’t perform.” And that’s when you get the hammer, that’s what you do. 
And in all honesty, I felt in Moberly that I had the hammer because I knew that they 
wanted the team to eat there and the recognition that went along with that. All I was 
asking for was a chance for my guys. If you don’t like what I’m doing with it, then 
you can get rid of me as well as them.17 
 

                                                 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
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Even then, though, Fitzsimmons acknowledged he had limits, too. “As long as we won and 

the players didn’t get into trouble, it didn’t matter, Black or white.”18 Moberly had once 

seen first-hand how Fitzsimmons could control a situation on a basketball court, but now, 

less than a decade later, Moberly had experienced its first encounter with Fitzsimmons off 

the court. In both arenas, Cotton was the clear victor.  

In 1959, Fitzsimmons was just getting started with his Greyhound program, but he 

had yet to fully reach his potential as a head coach, both in compiling talent on the floor 

and in coaching that talent to victory; to be sure, potential on paper did not always translate 

into victories in the win column, particularly with younger teams. And while Fitzsimmons 

still was able to realize his young teams’ shortcomings, the national press did not. “‘I’m 

afraid we’re a little overrated,’ said Coach Cotton Fitzsimmons after looking over the 

preseason basketball ratings, which had Fitzsimmons’ Moberly Greyhounds ranked 10th in 

the initial poll.”19  

 

Figure 34. Lawrence Rucker (33) and Roscoe White (15). (Source: Moberly Monitor Index) 

                                                 
18 Ibid.  
19 Stan Isle, “Over My Shoulder,” Moberly Monitor Index, December 11, 1959, 10. 
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Nonetheless, Fitzsimmons capitalized upon the daily competition in practices to 

sharpen his skilled squad, particularly the duo of White and Rucker. Although they took 

their lumps early in the season, primarily due to their youthful inexperience, Cotton 

eventually fielded a team that won nine of its last eleven games, headed by White’s 

20-point average during that stretch. Rucker, although initially more inconsistent, also 

contributed heavily as the season wound down, particularly in rebounding the basketball.20 

The Hounds’ run carried them all the way to another MJCA title and, eventually into the 

regional championship game against highly touted Lindsey Wilson out of Columbia, 

Kentucky, where they fell 62-45.21 But the loss in the championship game only served to 

temporarily pause the momentum. With a core of talented players returning, Fitzsimmons 

was finally beginning to hit his stride. The 1960s would be the decade in which the 

Greyhounds found their way back to Hutchinson with regularity.  

A New Decade: The 1960s Ushers in Another Era of Success 

 One of the charges issued to Fitzsimmons at the outset of his hire in 1958 was to 

deliver on the Moberly Board of Education’s new adoption of “an M [or C] average 

requirement for a prep cager to receive a junior college scholarship.”22 The Board had been 

concerned with what they felt to be underperformance in the classroom over the previous 

decade. Several players, not just Morton and Harvey, had fallen to the academic ax under 

John’s watch. As a result, the Board moved to address the issue and renew the wedding of 

academics and athletics with the hope that they would more closely align with the 

excellence both departments sought to achieve. 

                                                 
20 Stan Isle, “Over My Shoulder,” Moberly Monitor Index, November 26, 1960, 8.  
21 Stan Isle, “Over My Shoulder,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 18, 1960, 6.  
22 Stan Isle, “Over My Shoulder,” Moberly Monitor Index, June 17, 1960, 8.  
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Before I took over, it was my understanding that very few of them graduated, Black 
or white. It didn’t matter, something like ten percent of the basketball players 
graduated. Maury had been there thirteen years and that [improve academics] was 
one of things the Board and Dean Buntin wanted to do. I thought to myself, “Well, 
that’s a little unrealistic,” but we did it that way. And once I was there awhile and 
started working with Dean Buntin, he knew I was going to bring in the right type of 
people to school. If there was one on the borderline, he would let the guy in and then 
we’d base everything on how he does from that day forward. And we did some great 
things. As long as they saw we were running the program right, there were no 
problems. Most of my players did graduate, 90% of them.23  
 

Fitzsimmons graduated all five sophomores at the end of the 1959-1960 season, his first at 

the helm. That trend continued throughout his stint at Moberly.  

 Academics were not the only area in which the program was bolstered in that initial 

season; the difficulty of opponents was addressed as well. Adding more four-year schools 

to the mix, along with the veteran-laden squad from Fort Leonard Wood, dramatically 

increased the quality of opponents that the Greyhounds had been facing in recent seasons. 

As a result, Fitzsimmons was forced to respond in kind on the recruiting trail. In his days 

back in Wichita Falls, Cotton came across coach Guy Lewis of Houston. Through that 

connection, Fitzsimmons heard about 6’6” center, McCoy McLemore. McLemore, a 

“highly regarded Texas All-Stater from Houston who had a 30 point average as a high 

school senior,” arguably was the “most outstanding freshman ever to reach the Moberly 

campus,” surpassing even Skinny Morton’s status.24 According to Fitzsimmons, 

“McLemore may provide the additional punch needed to return Moberly to the juco elite.”25  

                                                 
23 Interview by author, Lowell Cotton Fitzsimmons, November 15, 1997. 
24 Stan Isle, “Over My Shoulder,” Moberly Monitor Index, December 9, 1960, 8; Stan Isle, “Over My 

Shoulder,” Moberly Monitor Index, November 11, 1960, 6. 
25 Stan Isle, “Over My Shoulder,” Moberly Monitor Index, December 9, 1960, 8. 
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 Early into the 1960-1961 season, the Greyhounds 

had a long way to go to get back to that elite level, ranked 

just twenty-seventh in the first poll of the season. But there 

were signs that would quickly change. Through the early 

December games, Fitzsimmons had a trio of Black starters 

who led the team in both scoring and rebounding. 

McLemore led the Greyhounds at a 19.7 point scoring 

average, followed by White at 16.7 and Rucker at 12.7.26 

These three continued their high level of performance throughout the regular season and 

regional tournament, leading the Greyhounds to a glittering 24-3 record on their way to 

their first regional championship since 1957-1958. White, particularly, markedly increased 

his scoring output as the Hounds breezed through the regular season and regional 

tournament, hitting at a 22-point clip along with ten rebounds per game.27 Along the way, 

White and Rucker received Region XVI All-Tournament team honors, with McLemore 

earning Honorable Mention accolades.28 Fitzsimmons jokingly took full credit for lighting 

the spark that led to the three’s consistently outstanding performances throughout the 

season: 

We typically stayed four to a room on road trips [two men per bed], except for the 
three Black guys. They got their own room together. In these rooms were two beds, 
which meant one of them was going to be able to sleep by themselves, the other two 
had to sleep together in the same bed. So how did I determine who was going to get 
the single bed? Well, I figured I was a little selfish as a coach, so let’s determine it by 
who gets the most rebounds. Whoever got the most rebounds in the game got the 

                                                 
26 Ibid. 
27 Stan Isle, “Over My Shoulder,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 17, 1961, 8. 
28 “White, Rucker Named to Region 16 All-Stars,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 8, 1961, 12. 

Figure 35. McCoy 
McLemore (Source: Moberly 

Monitor Index) 
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single bed and what I loved about it, Rucker was the smallest, Roscoe White was tall 
but lanky and could jump, and Mac [McCoy McLemore], he was the tallest of them 
all [and the all-time leading rebounder in program history]. But when all was said and 
done, Rucker usually got the single bed. The other two scored a lot more, but Rucker 
got the bed for rebounding and they had a good time with that little competition.29  

No matter who provided the spark, who pulled down the most rebounds or scored the most 

points, there was no denying that those three were the catalysts for Moberly’s resurgence 

on the national stage. After a two-year hiatus, the Greyhounds headed back to Hutchinson 

and the national tournament, ranked second in the nation and undefeated against solely 

junior college teams yet again. White, Rucker, and McLemore had certainly delivered on 

their early promise.  

 At Hutchison, the Hounds easily dispensed with Bethany Lutheran of Mankato, 

Minnesota, 92-67. White led the way with 31 points, followed by the steady Ken Triplett 

and Cecil Hupper scoring 19 apiece. McLemore netted 14 in the easy first round victory.30 

But in the quarterfinals, the Greyhounds fumbled away a five-point lead over the last four 

minutes of action, falling to Flint, 67-64. McLemore led the way with 24 points and White 

followed up with 20 in the losing effort. Pushed to the consolation bracket, the Hounds 

faced off against Young Harris of Georgia. McLemore again headed the charge, scoring 19 

points in the 66-63 nail-biter. Rucker scored 13, sending the game into overtime by tipping 

in an offensive rebound with 28 seconds remaining. White, despite battling a severe cold, 

chipped in with 13 as well. Despite the illness, which had affected him throughout the 

tournament, White still managed to set a new all-time season scoring mark (649) at 

                                                 
29 Interview by author, Lowell Cotton Fitzsimmons, November 15, 1997. The rooming situation on 

the road, coupled with the racial breakdown of rosters, often created some issues between teams and the hotels 
and motels in which they stayed. Coaches of several sports, including baseball and football—-both 
professionally and collegiately—-would more often than not pair Black athletes together, and in doing so, 
found that having an even number of Black players made it easier to assign rooms. Having odd numbers of 
Black athletes would either necessitate white and Black teammates share a room (like Morton and Callahan) or 
create situations like those Cotton addresses above with Rucker, McLemore and White. 

30 Stan Isle, “Hounds Power Way Into Quarter-Finals,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 16, 1961, 14. 
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Moberly with one game remaining, supplanting the record set by Jim Mudd (647).31 For the 

first time in its history, Moberly’s all-time single season scoring record holder would be 

African American.32  

The Greyhounds expended a significant amount of energy in coming back to defeat 

Young Harris; the grueling effort further depleted the squad that was already suffering from 

illnesses and injuries. The tank was empty on the following night, and the Hounds only 

scored three points over the last ten minutes of their season, blowing an 18-point lead in the 

process. “You had to see it to believe it, but it happened to the Moberly Greyhounds before 

a dumbfounded crowd of some 3,500 persons in the Hutchison Sports Arena,” touted the 

Monitor Index.33 “It was a bitter disappointment for Coach Fitzsimmons and Moberly fans. 

Fitzsimmons, like everyone else, was unable to explain the almost unbelievable collapse.”34 

White finished the game with 25 points, giving him 674 for the season. Rucker added 15 

and McLemore 12 as the Hounds finished the tournament in seventh place and the season 

with a record of 27-4.35 White and McLemore earned Honorable Mention honors for the 

tournament; White was named as an Honorable Mention All-America for the season.36  

Tragically, the game against Parsons was the last time Roscoe White would ever see the 

court. White, along with teammate Cecil Hupper, signed with Texas Western University 

following a campus visit in early spring, and they were all set to attend classes in the fall.37 

However, on July 13, White, after a short hospital stay to address recent headaches, sore 

                                                 
31 ”Hounds Nip Georgians In Overtime, 66-63,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 18, 1961, 6. 
32 Since White initially set the single season scoring record, each subsequent player to break that 

record has been African American.  
33 “Parsons Edges Hounds On Late Surge, 61-57,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 20, 1961, 8. 
34 Ibid.  
35 Ibid. 
36 Stan Isle, “Over My Shoulder,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 24, 1961, 8. 
37 “Roscoe White Dies Suddenly At Slater Home,” Moberly Monitor Index, July 13, 1961, 7.  
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throat, and cold, awoke that morning and went into convulsions as a result of a cerebral 

hemorrhage.38 He died soon thereafter. Wrote Stan Isle on the following day’s edition of the 

Monitor Index: 

No one, to our knowledge, ever said an unkind word about Roscoe White. That in 
itself is a tribute to a youth who, at the age of 19, was totally unaffected by 
basketball success that earned him widespread recognition, even national acclaim. 
Roscoe was tremendously popular with students and faculty members. His 
teammates, opposing players and rival coaches recognized his unusual ability and 
treated him with the utmost respect. He was the heart of the Moberly team, 
offensively and defensively, for two seasons. Fitzsimmons described him as “the 
best liked boy I’ve ever coached. We won’t forget him.”39 
 

The funeral was held in White’s high school gymnasium in 

Slater. A crowd of nearly 600 Black and white friends and 

family filled the auditorium. Both his former teammates at 

Slater and Moberly, Black and white, served as pallbearers 

alongside one another as they laid their friend and teammate 

to rest.40 It would take some time for Fitzsimmons and 

White’s teammates to recover as they entered the 1961-1962 

season.  

 

Re-Centered: Fitzsimmons Rebuilds Around McCoy “The Tree” McLemore 

Despite the loss of four outstanding starters from a team that reenergized a hungry 

fan base, Fitzsimmons had the Hounds back in national title contention in 1961-1962. The 

only returning starter from that team: McLemore. His sturdy frame and steady scoring 

anchored the Greyhound squad throughout the season. Building around McLemore, 

                                                 
38 Ibid., p 1. 
39 Stan Isle, “Over My Shoulder,” Moberly Monitor Index, July 14, 1961, 8. 
40 “Roscoe White Funeral Fills Auditorium,” Moberly Monitor Index, July 17, 1961, 6. 

Figure 36. Roscoe White 
(Source: Moberly Monitor 

Index) 
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Figure 39. Danny 
McBride (Source: 
MOJUCO) 

Fitzsimmons brought in a corps of talented African American freshmen, including 

McLemore’s former teammate, Harold Cebrun, a 5’11” guard from Houston Yates High 

School; Danny McBride, a 6’3” All-State performer from Paris, Missouri; and Frank 

Bledsoe, a 6’5” rebounding forward from Kinloch in St. Louis. Fitzsimmons also loaded up 

on white talent, pulling in Walker Belcher, a 31-points-per-game scoring guard from 

Kentucky, and Joe Mimlitz, another All-State performer from St. Louis Mercy.41 

 

  

 

McLemore earned his nickname, “The Tree,” time and time again throughout the 

season, carrying the Greyhounds to a 21-7 record heading into regional action. McLemore 

averaged nearly 21 points a game, including a 36-point outburst against Southwest Baptist in 

the regional championship tilt to go along with a still school-record 30 rebounds and 9 

blocked shots.42 In the same game, where he set the school record for most rebounds in a 

                                                 
41 “Juco Hardwood Fans in Tizzy Over Prospects for 1961-62,” Moberly Monitor Index, October 12, 

1961, 13.  
42 At the conclusion of his career, McLemore set the school record for most points in a season (748), 

which is still good for sixth all-time in Moberly history, and career (1,294), good for fourth all-time. In total, 

Figure 37. Harold Cebrun 
(Source: MOJUCO) 

Figure 38. Frank Bledsoe 
(Source: MOJUCO) 
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game, McLemore also broke the total career scoring record set by White just a season 

earlier. “It was probably the greatest individual performance ever seen on this court,” said 

Fitzsimmons following McLemore’s unprecedented outburst.43 McLemore continued to add 

to both records’ totals throughout the postseason. By the end of the year, McLemore 

shattered the season total for rebounds as well, pulling down a phenomenal 743 missed 

shots, a 21.3 per game average, and he scored 752 points, good for a 21.5 per game 

average.44  

 In the first round at Hutchinson, the Hounds faced the undefeated and nation’s top 

ranked team, Young Harris, 74-58. In this game, which was never really close, the 

Greyhounds ran circles around the Mountain Lions and looked like the team to beat in 

Hutchinson. Behind 29 points from McLemore, who was quickly becoming known as 

“Mister Do Everything” by the fans in Hutchinson, 14 from the steady Mimlitz, who was 

well on his way to becoming one of the Moberly’s most prolific scorers in his own right, and 

13 from Cebrun, the Greyhounds advanced to the quarterfinals. 45 The next opponent on the 

docket for the Greyhounds was Flint, a team that had sent the Hounds to the consolation 

bracket in 1961. This year, however, would have a different outcome. McLemore again led 

the charge with 29 points, but it was Mimlitz providing the spark down the stretch as 

Moberly pulled away in the final minutes on their way to a 75-66 victory.46 With a day off 

                                                                                                                                                      
McLemore still holds seven records (career total rebounds, career season average rebounds, career average 
rebounds, single season total rebounds, single season average rebounds, most single game rebounds, single 
game blocked shots). 

43 “Hounds Down SWBC 90-81, Earn National Tourney Trip,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 12, 
1962, 8.  

44 “McLemore Chosen on All-Tournament Team,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 26, 1962, 6. 
45 Ibid.;“Hounds Halt Young Harris Victory String at 30 Games,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 21, 

1962, 12. 
46 “Greyhounds Slap Flint 75-66 To Rumble Into Semi-Finals,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 22, 

1962, 14.  
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between the quarterfinals and semifinals, the Hounds used the opportunity to lick their 

wounds and heal their myriad of nagging injuries.  

 When the ball was tipped in the first semifinal matchup between the Greyhounds and 

Lon Morris out of Jacksonville, Texas, the Hounds fell behind quickly—the margin reaching 

as many as 15 in the first half—and faced an eight-point deficit at halftime. However, 

Moberly would recover gallantly, even taking a six-point lead midway through the second 

half. But it did not hold up for long. Lon Morris responded with a run of their own, 

regaining the lead in the last few minutes of action, a lead that they would not relinquish. 

Despite another outstanding performance from McLemore, it simply was not enough to 

stage one final rally; the Greyhounds fell to Lon Morris, 65-60. Given the bevy of injuries 

and maladies that had befallen his squad, Fitzsimmons, while disappointed, still thought 

highly of his players’ efforts. “There’s not much to say,” Fitzsimmons shared in the locker 

room following the game. “I’m real proud of these kids. They gave me everything they 

had.”47 According to Jim Collier, the new beat writer covering the Hounds, the “fans took 

the loss hard and the cheerleaders were in tears. After the game, however, many of the 

Moberly students lined up along the runway from the dressing rooms to cheer the Hounds.” 

Those students comprised a portion of the estimated several hundred Greyhound fans who 

had trekked over from Moberly to watch their team compete in the NJCAA Final Four on 

Friday and Saturday evenings. They made their presence felt throughout the game. A 

boisterous bunch, the Greyhound fans augmented their cheers “with trumpets, auto horns, a 

wild array of cowboy and other hats,” and most conspicuously [my emphasis], “a big 

                                                 
47 Jim Collier, “Greyhounds Rally, Then Fade As Lon Morris Wins 65-60,” Moberly Monitor Index, 

March 24, 1962, 6.  
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Confederate flag.”48 Yes, Moberly fans had brought a symbol of Little Dixie across state 

lines over to Hutchinson, using that flag to proudly support their beloved Greyhounds whose 

best player and several of his supporting cast were Black. That flag would find its way back 

into the arena the following night and leave in the most unlikely hands.  

 The next evening, the Greyhounds tackled Trinidad, Colorado, in the third place 

matchup. McLemore scored only a rather pedestrian 14 points in the contest, fouling out 

with nearly seven minutes remaining in the contest. With the game still in doubt, the 

Greyhounds had to regroup without their star center. It was Mimlitz who stole the show. The 

silky scoring guard, whom Fitzsimmons would later call the best shooter he ever had, netted 

28 points. During the game, Mimlitz also established the all-time freshman scoring record 

on his way to closing out the Greyhound victory, 83-66. Cebrun chipped in with ten points, 

rounding out the Greyhounds in double figures, as Moberly finished the year with a 26-9 

record.  

Despite the wide Greyhound margin in the final moments of the game and serving as 

the undercard for the later marquee matchup between Lon Morris and undefeated 

Coffeyville, the game still had an element of championship feel to it. Few teams get to end 

their year on a winning note, and the Hounds had not quite been at this level for several 

seasons. As the final buzzer sounded: 

The court swarmed with Moberly fans congratulating the team. McLemore was 
hoisted to the shoulders of the crowd and went to the dressing room with a big grin 
on his face and the huge Confederate flag in his hand. The joyous students then lined 
both sides of the corridor leading to the Moberly dressing room and kept up a solid 
stream of cheers until the Greyhounds and coach Fitzsimmons came out for a final 
curtain call to their fans.49 

                                                 
48 Ibid. 
49 Jim Collier, “Greyhounds Wheel Past Trinidad 83-66 To Carry Off Third in National Tourney, 

Moberly Monitor Index, March 26, 1962, 6.  
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As a Houston, Texas, native, perhaps that flag meant something different to him; perhaps he 

removed it from plain sight on his own accord; or perhaps he was simply a nineteen-year-old 

basketball player caught up in the moment of celebration and sheer joy. We can only 

hypothesize as to what crossed McLemore’s mind as he carried that Confederate flag into 

the raucous Moberly locker room that Saturday evening, for his thoughts have been lost to 

history.50  

 What has not been lost to history is McLemore’s impact upon the Greyhound faithful 

and, more importantly, the big Texas product’s wide ranging appeal to the college coaches 

watching his tournament performances unfold. “Mac would have to be regarded as the most 

complete player in the field. His size, speed, defensive ability and fine offensive moves are 

what college coaches went to Hutchinson to look for.”51 McLemore quickly realized his 

value to those coaches in attendance and understood how his accomplishments on the court 

had opened a number of doors for his blossoming career. To make that dream a reality, 

though, McLemore had to first graduate from Moberly Junior College. McLemore eschewed 

                                                 
50 According to John Colski, following the Civil War, the Confederate battle flag largely disappeared 

from the political and social landscape of the South. There it remained in relative obscurity until the mid-1940s 
when the Southern Dixiecrats adopted the rebellious and defiant symbolism of the Confederate flag as they 
pushed back against what they perceived to be federal overreach into its efforts at bringing the Jim Crow South 
to heel. The Dixiecrats, formed to protest the national Democratic party’s adoption of a civil rights plank, also 
took a hard stance against the nascent Civil Rights Movement as it began to stir across the region in the early 
1950s. As a result of these two actions, among others, the Confederate flag began to represent white 
supremacy. In college football, the Confederate flag was displayed by students wanting to demonstrate their 
regional identity and competitive sectionalism. John M. Colski, The Confederate Battle Flag: America's Most 

Embattled Emblem (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 2005). At the University of Missouri, the state’s flagship 
institution, enslaved people contributed to the campus construction during the 1830s. From 1935 to 1954, 
Frederick Middlebush, the school’s president, fought tooth and nail against integration (as represented by the 
Gaines and Bluford lawsuits). The culture that permeated the institution centered squarely in Little Dixie lasted 
well into the 1960s, where at football games, students waved Confederate flags following Tiger touchdowns, 
and the band played “Dixie.” Michael McKnight, “How the Missouri Football Protest Changed College Sports 
Forever,” Sports Illustrated, November 5, 2020, https://www.si.com/college/2020/11/05/missouri-protests-
daily-cover. In a state that never seceded from the Union but maintained strong cultural ties to the South, the 
Confederate flag was adopted by some student groups, including those at Moberly Junior College.  

51 “McLemore Chosen on All-Tournament Team,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 26, 1962, 6. 
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an invitation to play in the All-American Junior College Classic in Lawton, Oklahoma, 

which could have elevated his stock even more highly. “One thing that made me feel good,” 

boasted Fitzsimmons, “was that Mac made the decision entirely on his own. He knows that 

his schoolwork is the most important thing right now, and he’s determined to graduate from 

MJC.”52  

 The Greyhounds triumphantly returned to Moberly on Sunday afternoon, welcomed 

by a throng of enthusiastic supporters and enjoyed a parade through downtown. Indicative of 

his significant impact upon the Greyhound fans, McLemore was “presented with a red-

ribboned floral arrangement with ‘Mac’ emblazoned on it.”53 Showered with adoration, 

McLemore and the rest of his teammates basked in the day’s glory. With the dynamic 

partnership of Fitzsimmons and “The Tree,” the Greyhounds restored Moberly to national 

prominence and replanted their roots on the junior college basketball map.54  

Everything is Bigger in Texas: Fitzsimmons Reloads Roster 

with Lone Star Skills 

 
Fitzsimmons had a tall order, literally, awaiting him for the 1962-1963 season: 

replace McCoy McLemore. “Few people realize how much regrouping we have to do. Last 

year, Mac was 75 percent of our entire team. He led the scoring, rebounding and defense.”55 

Cebrun and Mimlitz returned, providing some stability to the projected lineup. However, 

Fitzsimmons, ever resourceful, went back to the well in Houston, Texas, to round out his 

                                                 
52 Ibid. 
53 “Moberly Fans Give Team Big Welcome,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 26, 1962, 6.  
54 McLemore went to Drake University, finishing his final two seasons in Des Moines, averaging 14.2 

points a game and helped Drake to a Missouri Valley co-championship. He was drafted into the NBA by the 
San Francisco Warriors in the third round (23rd overall pick), playing for eight seasons. McLemore won an 
NBA championship with Milwaukee. Staying with the NBA, McLemore was a color analyst in the 1980s for 
the Houston Rockets, his hometown team. He died of cancer in 2009 and was posthumously elected to the 
NJCAA Hall of Fame in 2011.  

55 Jim Collier, “The View From Here,” Moberly Monitor Index, December 28, 1962, 8. 
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roster. Cotton brought in Robert Johnson, a 6’4” Black freshman from Yates High School 

(he had played only one year of organized high school basketball), and Kenneth McCowan, 

a 6’3” twenty-year-old Black freshman who had received All-State honors in 1961 while 

playing for Wheatley High School.56 In the preseason workouts, the freshmen recruits 

impressed Fitzsimmons: “Our freshmen look good.” But he would heap the heaviest of 

praise on Johnson: “We’re going to have to put a lot of weight on his [Johnson’s] 

shoulders.57 A lot of pressure, indeed, as the Hounds were ranked second in the nation 

heading into the season, most of that based upon the previous season’s performance as well 

as having four experienced lettermen return.  

Fitzsimmons, like most coaches, was 

extremely wary of such lofty accolades that 

early in the season: 

The preseason rankings are a farce. Coaches 
polls are notoriously inaccurate. Here’s the 
reason: they send me a ballot, I rank the teams 
I’m going to play highly, so then if I knock 
them off during the season, it makes my squad 
look tough. The regions with the most coaches 
voting always have the biggest number of 
high ranked clubs. For those reasons, it gives 
the other team something to play for and it 
may give our boys a false sense of security.”58 
 
 

 

                                                 
56 “Meet the Hounds: Robert Johnson,” Moberly Monitor Index, December 4, 1962, 8; “Meet the 

Hounds; Kenneth McCowan,” Moberly Monitor Index, December 5, 1962, 10. Both young men roomed 
together with Mr. and Mrs. Herbert Brown, a local Black couple who lived at 709 South Sixth Street. Johnson 
worked for Ralph Kielch at Community Memorial Hospital while McCowan was employed by Ben Collier.  

57 “Fitzsimmons Opens Conditioning Drills,” Moberly Monitor Index, October 10, 1962, 12. 
58 “Greyhounds Rated Second in Nation,” Moberly Monitor Index, November 29, 1962, 13. 

Figure 40. Robert Johnson (#20). (Source: 
MOJUCO) 
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The Hounds were tested on that ranking in the first week of December when they 

hosted the top-ranked and defending national champions, the Coffeyville Red Ravens. The 

Red Ravens rode a thirty-six game winning streak into the highly anticipated early season 

clash.59 Although Johnson went out early due to a knee injury, only scoring six points, 

teammates McCowan (18), Mimlitz (17), and Cebrun (10) paced the Greyhounds. It was 

Walker Belcher, however, who earned the game’s most valuable player by hitting a corner 

jump shot with three seconds remaining to boost the Greyhounds to a hard fought one-point 

victory.60 The Hounds capitalized on the momentum from that big early season win, 

jumping out to an 8-1 record heading into the winter break. Leading the scoring for the 

Greyhounds were Mimlitz (15.7), Cebrun (13.6), and McCowan (13.4). Johnson, hobbled by 

an injury since the third game of the season, still came in fourth with a 9.6 point average.61  

 The Greyhounds rolled through the regular season and went into regional play as the 

favored team to win it all. But it would not be easy. The Hounds captured the regional 

championship, defeating Sue Bennett in overtime, 67-62. Moberly headed back to 

Hutchinson for their twelfth appearance in the tournament’s seventeen-year history. 

Knocking off the tournament’s tallest team, the South Texas Seahawks, out of Houston, in 

the first round, 75-61, the Greyhounds headed into the quarterfinals against Burlington. The 

Blackhawks were no match for the red-hot Greyhounds, who were riding a school-record 

14-game winning streak. Facing another Seahawks team, this one out of Wilmington, North 

Carolina, the Hounds again reached the national semifinals. The semifinal tilt between the 

                                                 
59 “Belcher’s Jump Shot Boosts Hounds by Coffeyville, 68-67,” Moberly Monitor Index, December 8, 

1962, 6. ’ 
60 ’Ibid. 
61 “Highly Regarded Ellsworth To Meet Hounds Saturday,” Moberly Monitor Index, January 10, 

1963, 12.  
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Hounds and Seahawks went into overtime before Moberly narrowly squeaked out a 78-76 

win. Moberly had once again reached the national championship game, a place they had not 

visited since 1955 under Maury John.  

 Moberly faced off against tournament favorite Independence Pirates out of Kansas in 

the title bout. “The Hounds will be giving away height again against an Independence team 

which has two 6’6” Negro boys who can also jump,” warned Monitor Index reporter Lloyd 

Brown, Jr. in his championship game preview.62 The vaunted Pirate zone, made all the more 

intimidating due to the sheer length of their defenders, stifled the Greyhounds into their 

worst shooting performance of the year. Mimlitz sloughed off Pirate defenders throughout 

the contest, scoring a game high 29 points; Johnson added 16 to cap a sterling sophomore 

season; and McCowan netted 13 points. Cebrun, however, a normally reliable double figure 

scorer, was affected the most, going scoreless in the game. “That wouldn’t happen again for 

a hundred years,” lamented Fitzsimmons in the locker room afterwards.63 Despite the frigid 

shooting, the Hounds still managed to send the game into overtime, primarily due to their 

sheer will and mental toughness, which Fitzsimmons praised: 

This basketball team was the best group of hustlers ever assembled under the red and 
grey since I’ve been coaching here in Moberly. They came as close as any team 
could have [losing 73-68], without winning, by forcing the champions into an 
overtime struggle. My heart goes out to them.”64  
 

Hustle they had to; it was a complete team effort up and down the roster. Only sophomore 

Joe Mimlitz was named to the All-Tournament team for his four-game performance, 

averaging nearly 28 points a game while at Hutchinson. No Greyhound, despite reaching the 

                                                 
62 Lloyd Brown, Jr., “Hounds Down Wilmington in Overtime; Seek Title Tonight,” Moberly Monitor 

Index, March 23, 1963, 8. 
63 “Greyhounds Had to Do Job the Hard Way….,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 25, 1963, 10. 
64 “Greyhounds Rated Second in Nation,” Moberly Monitor Index, November 29, 1962, 13. 
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championship game, received any other mention in the national accolades handed out after 

the season. Despite this fact, the Greyhounds were not completely devoid of desired talent; 

four Division I players on the roster signed in the spring: Mimlitz signed with Marquette 

University; Belcher headed to Western Kentucky and Cebrun went to the University of 

Nebraska. McCowan, although just wrapping up his freshman season, accepted an offer to 

play at Texas Southern University.65 

“Reading” is Fundamental: One Must Spell Hounds Using an “Aitch” 

In the 1963-1964 academic year, the number of Black students at Moberly Junior 

College remained very small, just five out of over 160 students (roughly three percent).66 

The numbers appear surprisingly low, but considering that few Black high school graduates 

pursued higher education at Moberly Junior College, even those graduating from Moberly 

High School, that number is actually higher than it would have been without the basketball 

program. So why the small numbers—even nearly ten years after integration? Regina 

Vaughn Lee, who graduated from Lincoln School prior to integration, shared that she would 

have jumped at the opportunity to attend the junior college. The dual appeal of being able to 

stay at home to save on the expenses of higher education, particularly room and board, 

combined with the ability to work in a town in which one grew up, would have been 

alluring. Her parents certainly wanted her to stay home for two more years as well. 

However, because the junior college had yet to integrate during Vaughn Lee’s freshman 

                                                 
65 “Where the John-Fitzsimmons Players Transferred. The John-Fitzsimmons Years: 1946-1967.” 

2016 Moberly Area Community College Game Program, 19.  
66 MOJUCO (Marceline, Missouri: Walsworth Publishing Company, 1964). That number remained 

constant up through the 1967 season, according to the yearbook photographs. Only one Black male student 
attending the junior college during that time was not a basketball player.  
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year in college, she attended Lincoln University in Jefferson City.67 A decade following 

Brown, most other Black Moberly High School graduates who pursued higher education 

followed the same path that Vaughn Lee traveled, also enrolling at other institutions that 

welcomed African American students. Integration failed to do much for Black access to 

higher education at Moberly Junior College unless one played basketball.  

Despite not being welcome at the junior college as a student, Vaughn Lee could still 

be a fan and has fond memories of listening to the Greyhound basketball games on the radio 

throughout her childhood and teenage years. Although she missed out on listening firsthand 

to the exciting exploits of Skinny Morton, hometown hero Corky Alderson, and McCoy 

McLemore, the significance of having Black athletes represent, locally and nationally, an 

institution to which she was denied access still resonated with her. Greyhounds such as 

Robert Johnson and Matthew Aitch, members of the 1963-1964 squad, made her proud even 

though she had long since moved away from Moberly.  

The following season, 1963-1964, Robert Johnson’s sophomore year, the 

Greyhounds, ranked first in the preseason polls, had their hopes of returning to Hutchinson 

dashed in the regional finals at season’s end. The Southwest Baptist Bearcats hit a clutch 

jump shot as time expired to send them to Hutchinson with a stunning 64-62 upset of 

Moberly, who finished the season at 24-5.68 Johnson scored 26 points in his final game as a 

Greyhound, parlaying his season into a scholarship offer from Washington University of 

St. Louis. But the disappointing finish highlighted the skills of two young freshmen who 

would help shape the upcoming 1964-1965 squad: Shannon Reading, an All-State performer 

                                                 
67 Interview by author, Regina Vaughn Lee, March 26, 2021. 
68 Lloyd Brown, Jr., “Bearcats Stun Hounds, 64-62 in Region Final,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 

9, 1964, 8. 
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and state champion while playing at Bowling Green High School (Fitzsimmons’ alma 

mater) and Matthew Aitch (pronounced simply as “H”), an All-State performer from 

Richmond Heights, Missouri, a suburb of St. Louis.69 Aitch, at 6’6” and 215 pounds, was the 

most physically imposing Greyhound since McLemore—and he was not yet done growing. 

Aitch had attended integrated Maplewood High School, where he averaged over 20 points a 

game.70 These two players, along with five other returning lettermen, used their freshman 

year to transition from the high school to the collegiate game. And, by the time their 

sophomore seasons tipped off in November 1964, they were more than ready to make 

amends for the previous year’s early postseason exit. 

 

Figure 41. Matthew Aitch (Source: MOJUCO) 
 

The Greyhound fan based was hungry as well. As new beat writer Jack Branscom 

keenly noted in his season opening entry: 

                                                 
69 “Meet the Hounds: Shannon Reading,” Moberly Monitor Index, November 20, 1963, 10.  
70 “Meet the Hounds: Matthew Aitch,” Moberly Monitor Index, November 19, 1963, 10.  
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From early November to late March, basketball is truly king in Moberly. During the 
early weeks of the season, the most often asked question around town is, “How do 
the Greyhounds look this year?”71 
 

This year, indeed, was no different; it was always “this year” in Moberly. Hopes were high 

early in the season; Aitch had grown over the summer, checking in a 6’7” and added nearly 

twenty pounds to his frame. His physical presence was not the only robust quality he 

brought to the court. During his freshman campaign, he scored nearly 18 points and pulled 

down 13 rebounds per contest, good enough to earn Third Team All-America honors, and 

was looking to build upon those statistics. Reading, his backcourt teammate, looked to 

expand his arsenal of skills as well. Reading, who had scored just under 14 points per game 

as a freshman, and Aitch were the two proverbial “locks” to break into the starting lineup. 

Glen Huff, another returning sophomore (and Aitch’s high school teammate), could score 

and rebound. But they had some talented freshmen joining the squad as well, including 

Larry Pierick (Union, Missouri); Jim Chapman (Sedalia, Missouri); as well as two African 

American recruits, Tom Johnson (St. Louis) and Billy Mozee (Clarksville, Missouri). 

According to Jack Branscom, in speaking of his team prior to its first game: 

Coach Cotton Fitzsimmons has allowed a bit of guarded optimism to creep into the 
conversation, “We will have an outstanding shooting team, we will have one of the 
most exciting teams ever to play here, and we have the best overall size ever.”72  
 

In the coaching lexicon, such lofty praise was rare, particularly that early in the year. 

However, Fitzsimmons was careful to predict only those team qualities that he would be 

able to directly control. Cotton demanded the best effort up and down the roster, day in and 

day out.  

                                                 
71 Jack Branscom, “1964-1965 Greyhounds Season Outlook,” Moberly Monitor Index, November 17, 

1964, 8. 
72 Ibid. 
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Figure 42. Tom Johnson (Source: MOJUCO) 
 

Along with fellow white high school teammate Danny Brown, freshman Billy Mozee 

came over to Moberly from Clopton High School in Clarksville, a river town in Pike County 

along the Mississippi River. In securing Mozee, who was also being recruited by the 

University of Missouri, Fitzsimmons used a tried and true approach employed by coaches: 

win over the mother (or in Mozee’s case, his great aunt who raised him) to secure the player. 

Mozee recalled: 

Cotton knew all the people in the communities (in that area of Missouri). One of the 
guys that I went to school, Danny Brown, we were really good friends. He’s the 
reason I went to Moberly. Cotton asked his father to go talk to my mother, who was 
an elderly lady, my great aunt who raised me. So, one day I came home from high 
school and I saw this little man with blond hair in my house, and I said, “Who is this 
cat?” And he had already talked to her before talking to me, saying he’d make sure I 
finish high school, and thought I could finish college. Then he’d make sure that I got 
a scholarship to another college. So, she liked all of that. I guess you could say that 
he basically recruited her.73 
 

                                                 
73 Interview by author, Bill Mozee, March 30, 2021. 
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Mozee had not really grown up around other African Americans in Clarksville (he 

mentioned only three others in his graduating class of nearly fifty), although he did recollect 

a few instances where race came into play in his early years. The first involved his grade 

school experience before integration where all the area Black students, regardless of grade 

or age, were forced to share a one-room classroom. At the time, however, those occurrences 

did not resonate as specific racial boundaries, but rather indicative more of “how things 

were” as compared to how things should be. Mozee grew up in a household under the close 

watch of his great aunt; he shared how her influence shaped his outlook.  

My mother was a main disciplinarian person. She was a teacher and she was a 
[principal] at the Black school system in Clarksville. She worked in education. She 
was very well-respected in both Black and white communities, and she knew how to 
get along with the white community. She had a lot of respect. She wouldn’t let me 
play baseball on Sunday. My classmates’ fathers used to beg her, “let him play.” 
Man, but she wouldn’t let me play. She wouldn’t let me play in the Negro Leagues on 
Sunday either. She was very strict.74  
 

But Mozee did not really have a full grasp of race relations in terms of how African 

Americans could express agency—or even that they had that option. He received his first 

education about race upon his arrival in Moberly. It did not occur in the classroom, but 

rather on the court from his Black teammates. At one point in an early season game during 

his freshman year, the Confederate flag reappeared in the student section of the Moberly 

crowd.  

Aitch and Tom Johnson, they came over and told me, said, “Mozee, you don’t go on 
that court. You sit down. We’re not going to play in front of that Confederate flag.” 
But see, I didn’t know any better. In high school, they [teachers and curriculum] 
didn’t really teach me about that. And the family that raised me, they never talked 
about differences.75 

                                                 
74 Ibid. 
75 Ibid. Aitch, Mozee, and Johnson refused to continue play until Coach Fitzsimmons went to the 

public address microphone and demanded that the students remove the flag immediately and to never bring it 
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Aitch and Johnson, being from St. Louis and more exposed to racial tensions than Mozee, 

helped begin to open his eyes to the injustices that occurred around them. Johnson, in his 

second season at Moberly, may not have been experienced in terms of social privilege (he 

mentioned that he never had eaten at a restaurant until Moberly or had even seen water come 

out of a wall in a home until high school), but he did have a solid understanding of how 

people should be treated.76 And that Confederate flag displayed by the hometown fans 

stepped over the line for both Aitch and Johnson. In speaking about his younger teammate, 

Johnson shared the following: 

With Billy, there was a big difference in him coming from a small country town. He 
was very accommodating to whites because of the culture that he grew up in. Billy 
could never look them in the eye. Whereas someone like me, I had somewhat of an 
attitude because I had a collection of all these experiences that I didn’t like growing 
up. And because of that––it wasn’t so much confrontational—it was just that I would 
not accept a lot of innuendos or things that weren’t desirable to me.77 
 

It was obvious to Johnson and Aitch that they took it upon themselves to help set some 

expectations for Mozee to have as he began to navigate the world around him—a world 

beyond Clarksville. But for Mozee, it would not be until he signed with Pepperdine 

University in Los Angeles when he would encounter the Civil Rights Movement in earnest.  

The folks that raised me never taught me anything about race relations. I didn’t 
understand it. I had to find all of that out on my own. I didn’t even find out that I was 
Black until I went to Los Angeles in 1966 and I met H. Rap Brown and Angela 
Davis. I went to Temple and I met Ali. But I didn’t understand all that at the time. 
So, I had to learn how to be Black, to be quite honest with you. My graduating class 
at Clopton was 46, and we had three blacks in our class.78 
 

                                                                                                                                                      
back inside his gymnasium again. Once the flag was removed, Aitch, Johnson and Mozee stepped back onto 
the court.  

76 Interview by author, Tom Johnson, January 26, 2013. 
77 Ibid. 
78 Interview by author, Bill Mozee, March 30, 2021. 
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Mozee, once he moved beyond Missouri, became acutely aware of how Black and white 

relations played a pivotal and powerful role in 1960s society. Instead of realizing firsthand 

the racism by which he was surrounded, Mozee learned it by reflecting on his childhood and 

teenage years after the fact.  

One of the other things—racially—that I realized later on was in Clarksville, one of 
my classmates’ father owned one of the service stations. If I went to the restaurant, I 
went through the back. But nobody said anything because that was my cousin that 
cooked there, so hell, I’d go back there, eat and go home. Another experience I had 
was when the girl from the neighboring farm—we had a farm, they had a farm—her 
mother told me you can’t play with her no more once she turned 13. But at the time, 
see, I just took it for what it was. I didn’t understand it being as a race thing.79 
 

While attending Pepperdine in multicultural and metropolitan Los Angeles, Mozee was 

surrounded by activists such Angela Davis, Kareem Abdul Jabbar, Tommy Smith, and John 

Carlos. Those individuals, in their conversations and speeches, reinforced what Aitch and 

Johnson had been trying to teach him in Moberly.80 Those activists were the heart and soul 

of the movement along the West Coast. But that realization was still a few years away while 

Mozee played in Moberly.  

For the time being, it was Matthew Aitch who was the heart and soul of the 

Greyhounds in 1964-1965. Heading into the regional tournament held at Brewer Fieldhouse 

on the campus of the University of Missouri, the Greyhounds sported a 22-3 record. But that 

record was a bit misleading; it could have very well been 24-1. Due to an injury suffered 

during the season, Aitch did not play in one of the losses and missed half of another loss. 

But when at full strength:  

[T]he Big H can do almost anything on a basketball court. [Heading into the regional 
tournament] he scores [16.2 per game], he leads the team in rebounds [nearly 15 per 
game], he plays tight defense. He even dribbles a little. Against Hannibal-LaGrange 

                                                 
79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid. 
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the sophomore all-star grabbed a defensive rebound, proceeded to dribble the ball 
the entire length of the court, much to the astonishment of the other nine players, and 
scored a layup. He was the McCoy McLemore of 1964.81 
 

Fitzsimmons, however, noted that despite Aitch’s high level of play on the floor, it might 

have been in the classroom where he was most proud of him.  

One guy, that I think back more than anyone else, was from Maplewood High 
School named Matthew Aitch, out of a St. Louis County suburb. If I recall right, he 
[at the time of admission to Moberly Junior College] read on a grade school level. 
Through special reading classes and everything, before he left us, he was reading 
over a high school level. He goes on to Michigan State and not only does he get his 
undergraduate degree, he gets his master’s degree [in education]. Those were the 
accomplishments that I take a lot of pride in.82 
 

With the added assistance and a relentless drive to produce in the classroom, Aitch more 

than held his own academically. He also was the indisputable king of the basketball 

hardwood, leading the Hounds back to the Region XVI championship game. Once there, the 

Greyhounds earned a rematch against Southwest Baptist, the team that had prematurely 

ended Moberly’s season a year earlier. 

 Inside Brewer Fieldhouse, the Hounds and Cats scratched and clawed throughout the 

forty minutes of action. At the final horn, however, the Greyhounds avenged the loss from 

the previous year, edging the Bearcats, 72-69. Reading (21), Chapman (14), and Peirick (14) 

led the Hounds in scoring. Aitch, hampered by foul trouble throughout the game, scored 11 

points in the win. As the Hounds began preparations for Hutchinson, expectations were 

high, both in Moberly and across the junior college basketball landscape. The Hounds were 

                                                 
81 Jack Branscom, “Greyhound Matthew Aitch Is Big Man Under Boards,” Moberly Monitor Index, 

March 9, 1965, 8. 
82 Interview by author, Lowell Cotton Fitzsimmons, November 15, 1997. 
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one of the top four teams considered to be legitimate contenders for the national title, 

according to The Hutchinson News.83  

 The Hounds faced the Northeastern Junior College Plainsmen (26-5) from Sterling, 

Colorado, in the first round. Moberly jumped out quickly to take an early lead in the first 

half, expanding the bulge to 15 with just over eleven minutes remaining. However, the 

Plainsmen, out of desperation, slapped a full court press on the Hounds. The usually sure-

handed Greyhounds began coughing up the ball under the heavy pressure, leading to easy 

buckets for Northeastern. With newfound hope, the Plainsmen steadily chipped away at the 

Greyhound lead, finally catching Moberly with 24 seconds left in regulation.84 Holding the 

ball for the last shot, the Greyhounds again misfired on their final possession, sending the 

game into overtime. On their heels, the Hounds were shorted by Reading and Johnson 

fouling out in regulation. But the nail in the coffin occurred when, with just under three 

minutes remaining, Aitch fouled out. With three primary scorers on the bench, the writing 

was on the wall: Moberly’s return trip to the championship game was over. Instead, the 

Hounds headed to the consolation bracket, where the best they could hope for would be a 

fifth place finish in the national tournament.  

 Moberly was not alone in what became a day of upsets. In fact, four tournaments 

favorites were beaten in the first day of action in Hutchinson. One of those teams would be 

the Greyhounds’ next opponent in the consolation bracket: Dodge City, Kansas, who was 

the defending national championship and top-ranked team heading into the tournament. In 

front of 7,000 spectators, an unheard of amount of people to watch a consolation game, 

                                                 
83 “Four ‘Greats’ Shine in NJCAA Tourney Field,” Hutchinson News, March 14, 1965, 19.  
84 Jack Branscom, “Hounds Surrender 15-Point Lead and Lose in Overtime,” Moberly Monitor Index, 

March 17, 1965, 15. 
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Dodge City ended the Hounds’ season, 79-64. “Our kids played hard, but not particularly 

well,” summed up a dejected Fitzsimmons. “We just did not have a good tournament. We 

played well all season, but not in this tournament.”85 Reading canned 18 points in his final 

Greyhound game. Aitch also capped his Greyhound career with 14 points, while freshman 

Tom Johnson added 10 in the loss.86  Aitch was named as Honorable Mention to the 1965 

NJCAA All-America team and accepted a scholarship offer from Michigan State in the 

spring, along with fellow Greyhound Shannon Reading.87  

With yet another disheartening end in his seventh season piloting the Greyhound 

program, the national championship trophy continued to elude Fitzsimmons. However, 

Fitzsimmons’ name had recently been tossed about as the coaching carousel continued 

among the junior college circuit. Most recently, Cotton had been tied to Burlington, Iowa, a 

rumor he had to dispel in an interview following the early exit from Hutchinson. He had 

unfinished business in Moberly.  

The Greyhounds are Back (to Back): 

Fitzsimmons Guides Moberly to the Pinnacle 

As the curtain rose on the 1965-1966 season, Fitzsimmons had an arsenal of talented 

sophomores returning to his squad. Four out of the five starters had been significant 

contributors in the previous year’s version of Greyhounds: Peirick, Chapman, Johnson, and 

Mozee. A lone freshman by the name of Harrison Stepter corralled the final starting spot at 

                                                 
85 Jack Branscom, “Dodge City Eliminates Greyhounds, 79-64,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 19, 

1965, 7. 
86 Ibid. 
87 While at Michigan State, the Moberly duo helped lead the Spartans to a Big Ten title with Aitch 

serving as team captain. That same season, Aitch was named to the second team All-Big Team squad and was 
the Spartans’ most valuable player. Graduating in 1967, Aitch was drafted by the Indiana Pacers of the NBA, 
where he played one season. Following his brief NBA career, Aitch headed back to Lansing to finish his 
master’s degree and serve as an assistant coach for the Spartans. “Matthew Aitch, Jr. Obituary,” St. Louis Post-

Dispatch, April 14, 2007. https://www.legacy.com/us/obituaries/stltoday/name/matthew-aitch-
obituary?pid=87082012. 
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guard. Stepter, a long and lanky 6’3” guard out of McKinley High School in St. Louis, had 

been a former teammate of Johnson. As a senior at McKinley, Stepter was named to the All-

Public League, All-St. Louis, All-District, and All-State teams—numerous accolades worthy 

of such a prized recruit who had been highly sought after by several institutions.88 

Fitzsimmons nabbed Stepter early, securing his services by late April 1965, in what would 

become the gem of his recruiting season. And Fitzsimmons earned his paycheck in 

recruiting Stepter: 

I worked on him for over a year, found him at 
McKinley High School. He played with Jo Jo 
White.89 Jo Jo was a midterm graduate 
[heading off to Kansas before the high school 
season ended]. Now, McKinley only had four 
games left and Stepter had always played 
around the basket at McKinley; Jo Jo dribbled 
the ball and shot outside. They never needed 
Stepter to handle the ball, but I knew he could 
handle the ball because I’d seen him on the 
playground. I played with him on the 
playground. Lo and behold, now that Jo Jo is 
gone, everybody decides to press McKinley 
and I look up and Stepter is out there handling 
the ball and I say to myself, “Oh yeah, 
everybody else is about to see what I already 
know and I’m going to lose this kid.” But I 
was so close to him, no matter what the other 
schools offered or anything else, I didn’t want 
to lose him, and I kept him. I just made him 

into a point guard and said, “It’s your team, now 
you run it.” He was sensational; he was just 
sensational for us.”90 

 

                                                 
88 Jack Branscom, “Hounds Nab St. Louis Star Harrison Stepter,” Moberly Monitor Index, April 26, 

1965, 8. 
89 Jo Jo White was one of the best basketball players ever to come out of St. Louis. White starred at 

the University of Kansas, earning second team NCAA All-America honors in both 1968 and 1969. White was 
also a member of the 1968 USA Olympic basketball team that won a gold medal. A first round draft pick (9th 
overall), White played twelve seasons in the NBA, including ten with the Boston Celtics, where he won two 
NBA championships and played in 488 consecutive games, a franchise record.  

90 Interview by author, Lowell Cotton Fitzsimmons, November 15, 1997. 

Figure 43. Harrison Stepter (Source: 
MOJUCO) 
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Fitzsimmons leaned heavily upon Stepter to fill the scoring gap left after Reading graduated 

and relied upon him to head up the team on the court as well. Stepter welcomed and 

embraced leadership; he was elected president of his senior class and student executive 

council while at McKinley.91  

 Stepter’s roommate in Moberly was Bernard Copeland, the only non-Missouri player 

on the roster. Copeland, a 6’6”, 210-pound forward, was easily the strongest, most physical 

player on the Hounds roster. Copeland may have been an imposing presence on the court, 

but his skills were not quite as polished as those of his roommate, Stepter. “Bernie’s been 

handicapped by being out of school for a while [instead working at a Chrysler plant in 

Detroit, Michigan],” said Fitzsimmons in the season preview. “He’s picked up some bad 

habits playing industrial league ball, mainly roughness, that he’s going to have to get 

over.”92 But Fitzsimmons also acknowledged that Copeland was up for the challenge and 

was constantly working on improving his game. Fitzsimmons later reflected upon the 

roommates’ work ethics: 

Bernie was kind of a killer, but Bernie was also one of my favorite players because 
he worked so hard. He worked hard. I’ve never had anybody work harder than 
Harrison Stepter and Bernie Copeland. Bernie was also very emotional. Whether it 
be laughing, whether it be getting mad and fighting, or whether it be crying, all of it, 
he showed emotion. And there’s nothing wrong with emotion. That’s a great 
characteristic, a great trait to have. And Step always stayed right there with him and 
I think that’s why Bernie and Step were so close.93 
 

Initially founded on the hardwood, the bond between two young Black men—one from 

Inkster, Michigan, one from St. Louis—was forged beyond the gymnasium walls, in their 

shared spaces outside the lines of the basketball court. Stepter and Copeland roomed with 

                                                 
91 “Introducing the ’65 Hounds: Harrison Stepter,” Moberly Monitor Index, November 6, 1965, 8.  
92 Sam Richardson, “Greyhound Cagers Sharpen Practices,” Moberly Monitor Index, October 28, 

1965, 15.  
93 Interview by author, Lowell Cotton Fitzsimmons, November 15, 1997. 
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the Browns, the same family who had boarded McCowan and Johnson a few seasons earlier. 

The pair roomed together in the following year as well when the team moved over to the 

Merchants Hotel. Rick Coughenour, a regular visitor to Stepter and Copeland’s room, shared 

insight as to the topic of conversation across the races:  

If there was nothing going on, I just go up there to their room, knock on the door and 
they’re in there doing homework or something, or just sitting around and talking. I 
always felt welcome. It was no big deal. We just sat around and talked about things 
at school, different girls and different things about practice. Maybe sometimes about 
how rough practice was and everything. Cotton was very organized and he didn’t 
make practice very easy. I realized right quick that my high school coach and the 
training that we did in high school was a complete joke compared to what Cotton 
was like my freshman year. That was a rude awakening. So, we definitely had that in 
common.94 
 

According to Coughenour, the conversations those three shared inside that Merchants’ Hotel 

room were ones that any typical nineteen- or twenty-year-old boy would have, Black or 

white. It echoed what Morton and Callahan had shared as well. The conversations were 

about what was most important (and most in common) to them at the time: sports, school, 

and the opposite sex. Rarely, if ever, did any of the discussions veer off into larger social 

issues or movements.95 Regardless of the topic at hand, what was obvious to Coughenour 

and Fitzsimmons was that Stepter and Copeland had a solid relationship that lasted 

throughout their time in Moberly.  

 The closeness of Stepter and Copeland helped vault the Greyhounds into the top slot 

when the national rankings were released just before the winter break in December. The 

Hounds (10-2) held that distinction until mid-January when they were bumped down to 

third, overtaken by powerful Burlington squad (8-2) and the Aggies from Cameron, 

                                                 
94 Interview by author, Rick Coughenour, March 31, 2021. 
95 Ibid. 
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Oklahoma (13-1). Despite the descent, Fitzsimmons was relieved to be out of that top slot, 

with the target on their back somewhat lessened: 

“I’m glad to be out from under that ranking. I think, though, it’s just being passed 
around to give several communities the chance for headline publicity. Cameron,” he 
suggested, “would probably be voted first next week.”96 
 

Fitzsimmons knew that in the junior college world, the only time that top ranking was 

meaningful was at the end of the season. That ultimate realization remained his goal.  

 Despite splitting their last four games of the regular season, the Hounds (22-5) 

remained in the top five of the national rankings heading into regional action stationed at 

Puckett Fieldhouse on the campus of Central Methodist College in Fayette, Missouri.97 The 

Greyhounds were still the team to beat, but two other teams in Region XVI were also ranked 

in the top fifteen: Mineral Area (eleventh) and Paducah (fourteenth).98 In the opening round, 

the Hounds handled Kansas City, Kansas, 74-51, before facing the Scotties out of Highland 

in the semifinals. Highland had handed Moberly one of its defeats just two weeks prior, 

defeating the Greyhounds on the road, 78-73. The Hounds avenged that earlier overtime loss 

to the Scotties, ironically taking the rematch by the same score, 78-73.99 Moberly reached 

the regional championship game, with only Paducah standing between the Hounds and 

Hutchison; Paducah reached the championship by knocking off mighty Mineral Area in the 

other semifinal matchup. The nip and tuck affair between Moberly and Paducah was close 

throughout the first forty minutes of regulation. Sophomore Larry Peirick hit one of two free 

throws with eleven seconds remaining to send the game into overtime.  

                                                 
96 Sam Richardson, “Greyhounds Drop in Rankings,” Moberly Monitor Index, January 20, 1966, 13.  
97 “Hounds Into Regional Play,” Moberly Monitor Index, Tuesday, March 1, 1966, 8. 
98 Ibid. 
99 Sam Richardson, “Highland Scotties Stubborn In Dropping 78-73 Decision,” Moberly Monitor 

Index, March 5, 1966, 10.  
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 The overtime period marked the emergence of sensational freshman Tom Thoenen. 

The 6’5” southpaw sank several buckets down the stretch on his way to a game-high 20 

points, securing the decisive offensive rebound in the extra session as well. The Greyhounds 

fended off Paducah, 63-62, to capture another regional championship. Stepter was the only 

other Greyhound in double figures with 13 points. Both Stepter and Thoenen, largely due to 

his outstanding play in the final game, were named to the regional All-Tournament team.100  

 The Hounds breezed past the Alpena Lumberjacks out of Michigan in the opening 

round of the national tournament, 78-69, with Stepter leading the charge and tallying 19 

points.101 Tyler, Texas, awaited the Hounds in the quarterfinals where they, too, would 

succumb to Moberly, 79-64, behind Johnson’s team-high 23 points.102 The Hounds were off 

to the national semifinals to face another Texas squad, Dallas Baptist College. Moberly, 

behind Stepter’s dazzling performance of 25 points and 10 rebounds, blazed the path to a 

64-60 victory. But he was not alone in padding his statistics against Dallas: Peirick (15/14) 

and Johnson (10/12) also reached double figures in both points and rebounds. The 

Greyhounds had fought their way back to the championship game, where they faced off 

against the third ranked Cameron Aggies out of Oklahoma.  

 Playing in their fourth national championship game (earlier visits were the title teams 

of 1954, 1955, and the second place finish of 1963), the Greyhounds were poised to take one 

more step. Their mentor, Fitzsimmons, had been ever so close three times before as well, 

both as a player with Hannibal-LaGrange and coach with the Greyhounds. “I wouldn’t mind 

                                                 
100 Sam Richardson, “Greyhounds Take Regional Title; On To Hutch,” Moberly Monitor Index, 
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101 Sam Richardson, “Hounds Win, Advance to Quarterfinals,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 16, 
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snagging one of those [national championship trophies],” Fitzsimmons shared with The 

Hutchison News in the tournament preview edition. Both he and his Hounds were hungry. 

The teams traded baskets throughout the first half, no team holding more than a five-point 

bulge in that tightly contested opening twenty minutes. But Moberly finally broke through 

as the first half wound down, taking a four-point lead, 36-32, into halftime. The remaining 

twenty minutes, however, would be a completely different story.  

 The Hutchinson News sports editor Fred Wendell shared the following explanation 

for what happened in the second half that resulted in a 90-66 walloping of the overmatched 

Aggies: 

The game story could have been written about the first five minutes after 
intermission. Moberly somehow acquired a new bomb sight and jet propulsion 
during intermission. Greyhounds Johnson, Bill Mozee and Larry Peirick hit the first 
three goals after the rest period and it was 42-32, just like that. With five minutes 
gone, it was 54-39. In that stretch, Harrison Stepter hit a field goal, and the running 
card followed with Thoenen, Peirick, Peirick, Peirick, Peirick, Stepter. Moberly 
moved on to a 21 point lead at 60-39 with 13 minutes remaining, and fans realized at 
this point that the winner was decided. It was just a matter of determining the final 
score. And best believe it wasn’t a Cameron collapse. It was a Moberly explosion. 
Peirick led Moberly scoring with 25 points, but the triumph was indeed a team effort 
built on a solid defense, sharp passing and brilliant play execution mixed with fast 
breaks that set up easy goals. Thoenen tallied 17, Stepter 16.103  
 

According to Fitzsimmons, the only thing he said at halftime was “go out there and break it 

open.”104 If coaching were only that easy all the time. The quirkiness of postseason 

basketball had seen stronger Fitzsimmons squads fall by the wayside, victims of poor 

shooting, poor ballhandling, or simply exhaustion. This year’s team, although nationally 

ranked throughout the season, was not considered the tournament favorite at the outset of the 
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week-long affair. But when it was all said and done, they were the only team walking away 

with the championship hardware.  

Many attributed the Greyhounds’ success to the tremendous balance up, down, and 

across the talented roster, particularly among the seven players who registered significant 

playing time. No individual or team records were set during the 1965-1966 campaign, a 

strong indicator that the team itself was the difference maker from earlier Greyhound 

editions that fell short.105 To be sure, there was talent and others took notice. Individually, 

the Hounds managed to take away some of their own hardware as well. Harrison Stepter 

earned first team All-America honors, the thirteenth in Greyhound history, for his season’s 

résumé, and Fitzsimmons garnered the national coach of the year award. Upon receiving the 

award, the ever humble Stepter said the following:  

All-America is something I never thought about. Honors and things like this are just 
something that happens; I guess I was just lucky. Heck, without the rest of the guys, 
the team, I wouldn’t even have gone anywhere, even back in the regional. There 
were other guys on our team that deserved it just as much as me.106 
 

Following the national championship run in 1966, the Greyhounds sent four players to 

Division I schools: Mozee signed with Pepperdine, while the trio of Peirick, Johnson, and 

Chapman headed down the road to the University of Missouri. Fitzsimmons would return 

only three players who had received significant playing time: Stepter, Copeland, and 

Thoenen. Those three, however, proved to be a powerful foundation upon which to have a 
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“rebuilding year,” according to Fitzsimmons.107 Most coaches would love to have a 

rebuilding year like the one which would be experienced in Moberly.  

 

Figure 44. Harrison Stepter (L) and Billy Mozee (R). (Source: MOJUCO) 
   

Over the following spring and summer months, Fitzsimmons searched for 

complements to his talented trio of sophomores. The team was successful on the court, but 

the town’s social scene was anything but magical, despite the moniker’s historical reference. 

Fitzsimmons said about Moberly after dark, “In Moberly at nine o’clock, you rolled up the 

sidewalks. In St. Louis, New York, Detroit and Chicago, places like that, well, they’re just 

starting.”108 So, what was it about Moberly and the Greyhound program that persuaded them 
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to come? No matter one’s answer, somehow, some way, it always pointed back to Cotton 

and his innate ability to build lasting bonds with his players.  

Fitzsimmons’ penchant for empathy, combined with little bits of showmanship and 

huckster, topped off with transparency and honesty, made for a nearly unbeatable 

combination when recruiting. In sharing how he enticed players, Black or white, to come to 

Moberly, Fitzsimmons shared this insight: 

Well, you know, you start with tradition, you tell them it like it is. As a recruiter, I 
would like to think that I was honest, but I am also a salesman. I was very particular 
about how I recruited. In my nine years, I never took a New York kid, never took a 
Chicago kid. Basically, when I did take inner city kids, I took them [mostly] out of 
St. Louis. It was fairly close where they could still keep the relationship with their 
parents and everything. Now, in those instances when I brought a person from real 
far away, he had to be very careful. But I told them like it was. I told them they 
would be in private homes. But I did tell them that the people would love them. They 
would support them. I told them that if they went to class, worked hard, and if they 
needed special help, we’d help them. And we did.109  
 

Fitzsimmons touched upon two primary drivers as to how he, along with the community of 

supporters inside and outside of the institution, would be there for recruits: through a desire 

to help in any manner possible (even to the point of bending—read: breaking—rules) and 

through unwavering support. Many times, that assistance was misguided in nature and did 

not always address the underlying issues that led to the sharing of resources. Instead, it 

sustained and maintained a paternalistic relationship that kept whites in control of Black 

players’ daily lives. Black players needed the grades to play; they needed the money to 

make ends meet and also to send back home. So when money was quietly left in an envelope 

over in the corner of a local restaurant after a game, when access to personal vehicles for 

transportation was nearly always available and, at times, when grades always reflected 
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acceptable progress, it reinforced the fact that in order for Blacks to participate, they had to 

do so within the rules and expectations of the larger white power structure. 

Some Greyhounds did not come from particularly robust academic high school 

programs, and with the academic parameters placed upon the program, Fitzsimmons often 

had to rely upon his network of resources for assistance. Cathie Collier tutored several 

Greyhound players in the 1960s when she attended Moberly High School and, subsequently, 

Moberly Junior College: 

Coach got the best players regardless of what their GPA was and brought them to 
Moberly and made sure that the teachers and the tutors and everybody else be sure 
they passed. I ended up actually tutoring three of them [Greyhounds]. One day back 
then, I had a player tell me, “As soon as I was old enough to play basketball back 
home in the city, they started pushing me through the grades, whether I could do the 
work or not, knowing that I would get some kind of a scholarship somewhere.” And 
he said, “When I got here, I had no idea about the work.” He said, “I was ill-
prepared for being at college.” And for me, that wasn’t his fault. I mean, once they 
figured out he could play basketball in high school or junior high, they just shoved 
him on through.110  
 
During the recruiting process, Cotton could make promises of support and readily 

reinforced that a player’s classroom performance would be just as important as the 

performance on the court. At Moberly, he could follow through on those promises because 

of the intimate nature of the classroom environment: smaller class sizes and smaller faculty 

departments as compared to the larger colleges and universities that had originally recruited 

these players before they chose to become a Greyhound. Rick Coughenor, coming from a 

suburban St. Louis school shared his perspective of the curriculum and instruction while at 

Moberly:  

The teachers, like Ralph Gerard and Dorothy See, were very supportive and really 
good at explaining things if you had a problem or a question. Not just for the 
Greyhounds, but really for everybody. It wasn’t a great, big, huge class where the 
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teachers are down in front with a microphone in an auditorium like down at Mizzou. 
And you couldn’t hide; you had to show up because if you weren’t there, it would be 
noticed. Moberly was just like an extension of high school. And it was really good 
for me because, the kind of student I was, I needed that. I was probably a C plus or B 
minus guy, so I couldn’t have academically made it had I been at a big time school 
in my freshman year.111  
 

The classroom environment had evolved under the auspices of Dean Buntin and 

Fitzsimmons. The support system for Black (and, to a degree, white) players was much more 

hospitable to those playing later in Fitzsimmons’ tenure than those from John era. Even if 

the teachers still held on to their prejudicial beliefs, they appeared to have swallowed them 

to some degree when teaching Black student athletes. Some attributed that change to the 

success that the Greyhounds had on the basketball court, and the tacitly understood 

institutional desire to continue that athletic excellence most likely influenced the events in 

the classroom.  

 Similar examples occurred in Moberly, outside of campus, as well. The desire to 

associate with a winner and to be supportive of the only show in town permeated the social 

scene and afforded some bending of the normally rigid social rules at the time. And those 

parameters were fluid sometimes because many townspeople did love their Greyhound 

basketball and were willing to accommodate a little social change and look the other way. 

According to Jim Byland, a Moberly High School graduate and member of the 1965-1966 

and 1966-1967 teams:  

They were successful and that success, well, people liked to be associated with it. 
There wasn’t a whole lot of anything else. Columbia was there with the University 
of Missouri; the Cardinals were in St. Louis, and Kansas City had the Athletics. But 
for the most part, there wasn’t anything else in Moberly but Greyhound basketball, 
and it was year round. Even when we had recruits in on the offseason, there would 
be 50 or 100 people come out to watch them work out. So it was an exciting thing, a 
rallying point for the community. But I also think that had it not been successful and 
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not brought acclaim to the community, it probably would not have happened the 
same way.112  
 

John Thompson, a Moberly High School graduate and member of the 1966-1967 squad, 

shared that his infatuation with the Greyhounds began at a very early age. “It was exciting to 

attend the Greyhound games. My dad would take me out when McCoy McLemore, Rucker, 

and Roscoe White all played together. They had a packed house for every game and it was 

just a big deal to be there.”113  

Byland, Thompson, and Thonen had played on integrated teams in high school and 

summer youth leagues before enrolling at Moberly Junior College; Thompson and Byland 

spent most of their high school years in Moberly. For them, from a white perspective, the 

transition from an integrated Moberly Pups high school squad to becoming a Greyhound 

was a smooth one. They did not have to deal with the differing social rules, nor, for the most 

part, did they even become aware of them. It simply was not something they had to 

experience. 

Thoenen, also from Little Dixie, expanded on that perspective. His hometown was 

Mexico, Missouri, about forty miles southeast of Moberly. He first played on integrated 

sports teams his freshman year at the public high school in Mexico. Although Mexico had a 

nominal Black population at the time, Thoenen did not truly interact with African 

Americans until his participation in sports, as was the case with many other white kids at the 

time. Even then, however, that interaction was limited. “To me, African Americans were 

just people I played sports with or against, but never really socialized with other than on the 
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playing field or in school.”114 Admittedly having a sheltered life as it pertained to racial 

issues, Thoenen did not really have to pay much attention to color differences growing up, 

nor to the racial climate in either Mexico or Missouri. This was the reality for many white 

people whose lives did not intersect with African Americans on a personal level. He said,  

I knew some of what was going on with the civil rights marches but being in a small 
town and not in the South, I do not think that it really registered with me about the 
problems faced by African Americans until talking with Frank Price [a freshman 
recruit on the 1966-1967 team] and Copeland about Detroit.115 
 

Mexico, an older town with significant ties to slavery, had definite color lines in every facet 

of society, even down to the housing, according to Thoenen. In having that specific section 

of town, that physical distancing and space lessened the potential for interracial activities 

other than scholastic or athletic. Once in Moberly, Thoenen did not see much difference 

between the two towns; both treated African Americans similarly, but he did acknowledge 

that winning seemed to allow the Black athletes to rise a rung or two on the social ladder.116  

But there still remained a palpable difference in how Blacks and whites were treated 

in Moberly. Simply wearing a Greyhound jersey did not relieve one of the social parameters 

along racial lines that still existed. Coughenour recalled an altercation between Copeland 

and a white junior college student that had two very different outcomes when it first played 

out in public versus how it ended behind the scenes: 

Bernie was a very proud guy; he didn’t want to be treated poorly just because he was 
Black. I was with Bernie out at Bike’s Burger Bar and one of the Moberly students 
sarcastically asked, “Hey, Bernie, how’s your hoodlum friends back in Detroit?” Just 
some things that really embarrassed Bernie in front of a bunch of other people. 
Bernie played it off and swallowed his pride a bit, saying, “Oh, everything’s fine,” 
and just kind of sloughed it off; didn’t say much back to him at the time. But this kid 
was showing off and just wouldn’t stop embarrassing Bernie. Well, later on that 
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night, the kid that had said all that stuff came by the Merchant’s Hotel to visit with 
some of the other guys. Bernie came right up to him and said, “Don’t you ever 
embarrass me like that in public again. Don’t be asking me about my hoodlum 
friends, like if they’re going to jail now or something like that. Next time, you’re 
going to get worse than what I just gave to you.” And he smacked that guy a couple 
of good ones. Bernie really taught him a lesson: don’t disrespect somebody in public 
like that. Bernie knew better than to do that kind of thing out in public. He waited 
until he got him alone and taught him a lesson that kid remembered for quite a 
while.117  
 

Not every interaction was quite as physical or as dramatic as the one involving Copeland, 

but it served as a very real reminder that those parameters were still applicable to African 

Americans, even if they played for the Greyhounds. Running afoul of those lines was a 

dangerous proposition, because it would place their scholarship and their trajectory in 

danger.  

 Even Cotton was not immune to his own privilege; he still made some egregious 

mistakes. Again, Copeland was front and center. 

One time, at either at a banquet or in front of other people, Cotton was talking about 
when he found Bernie, he said something about what the environment was around 
Copeland, that it was poor and backward. That embarrassed Bernie and really made 
him mad. He went to the Brown’s house, where he stayed his freshman year, and just 
holed up in that house for several days. He was looking for a ride trying to get back 
to Detroit; he was ready to leave. Just went AWOL. Nobody knew where he was for 
several days. Then finally, I think Mr. Brown, who was a preacher in town, he kept 
talking to him, counseling him, working with him, talking to him. And I think finally 
they patched it up and helped Bernie realize that if he did leave, he’d probably be 
making a mistake. He wouldn’t be able to further his education. To this day, I don’t 
know if there were any apologies or if him and Cotton got together and talked about 
it. I don’t know. And that was a mistake that Cotton made. You know, he shouldn’t 
have said something to make him feel like a second class citizen. So here he stays 
even with those struggles, does good enough, works hard in the summertime, comes 
back a completely different player. He ends up being one of those big reasons why 
we won another championship.118 
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Cotton had broken his trust with Copeland, not to mention he had also stepped on one of his 

own values when it came to recruiting players and creating a solid relationship with them:  

You can talk about integration and you can say somebody can go to school, you can 
say somebody can eat in a restaurant, but if the majority doesn’t want you there, 
you’re going to feel uncomfortable. And that was the thing I was trying to avoid. I 
know a lot of my black players made sacrifices to come and play at Moberly, and I 
know some of them certainly were insulted from time to time, but they handled it 
like true men and made it through. 
 

Cotton had inadvertently been the source of that insult. Whether he and Copeland did indeed 

hash it out remains unknown. But it is safe to say that Fitzsimmons would have actively 

sought to repair the damage his statement had done to Copeland had he been aware. It also 

would be safe to say that Copeland’s track record would signal that he would eventually tell 

his coach about how those words had hurt him. The incident illustrated just how quickly a 

coach can have his own coachable moment when it came to dealing with socioeconomic and 

racial issues. Both would continue to push themselves and one another as they each made 

their own contributions to the team. How the two moved on from that tenuous moment 

reflected more highly upon Copeland, clearly demonstrating that he was strong enough and 

mature enough to remain at Moberly, play out his eligibility, lead the team, and complete his 

education. Whether he apologized or not, Fitzsimmons focused his attention on putting 

together another talented team for the upcoming season.  

Fitzsimmons did not rebuild so much as he reloaded, deftly mixing in-state talent 

with a few out-of-state stars as well. Joining Stepter, Thoenen, and Copeland were high 

school All-America, Frank Price, out of River Rouge, Michigan, a Detroit suburb, and 

David Lawrence, a 6’6” All-Atlantic Coast performer out of Chadborn, North Carolina. 
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Hailing from Missouri was scorer and future sixth man, Rick Coughenour, a 6’5” shooter 

from Maplewood High School.  

Price may have been the first high school All-America to attend Moberly Junior 

College.119 In addition to the All-America recognition, Price was also a two-time All-

Michigan honoree (on the gridiron as well) and a three-time all-conference player.120 David 

Lawrence, a native of Chadburn, North Carolina, reminded many of Roscoe White’s 

abilities earlier in the decade.121 Lawrence, despite being 6’5”, 190 pounds through his high 

school years, had played organized basketball for only four years. His first love was music 

(earning two-time All-State honors), and it took the coaxing of his scholastic coaches to get 

him on the court. Once there, however, he thrived, averaging almost twenty points and 

twenty rebounds a game during his senior season.122 Rounding out the top recruits was Rick 

Coughenour, a lanky 6’5” sharpshooter, who was the third Maplewood Leaf star to sign with 

the Hounds in the 1960s (Matthew Aitch and Glen Huff preceded him) out of St. Louis. 

Coughenour averaged nearly twenty points and ten rebounds per game during his senior 

season.123 Those six players—three returning lettermen and three gifted freshmen—formed 

the core of the 1966-1967 squad.  

The Greyhounds, ranked as preseason favorites in the first NJCAA national poll, 

lived up to their lofty billing throughout the season, having but two bumps in the road while 

playing on the road: a back and forth affair at Mineral Area, 70-69, and a forgettable loss at 

Vincennes, 70-58. However, even after those defeats, the Hounds still held on to their top 

                                                 
119 “Getting to Know the Hounds: Frank Price,” Moberly Monitor Index, January 26, 1967, 11.  
120 Ibid. 
121 “Getting to Know the Hounds: Dave Lawrence,” Moberly Monitor Index, December 9, 1966, 8. 
122 Ibid. 
123 “Getting to Know the Hounds: Rick Coughenour,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 10, 1967, 9. 
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ranked spot—something arguably unprecedented in the annals of junior college basketball 

(or any level to that point). The Hounds avenged the earlier loss to Mineral Area when they 

knocked off the Cardinals for the Region XVI crown in Fayette, 68-50.124  

For the fifteenth time, Hutchinson hosted the Hounds in March. This time, however, 

Moberly entered the tournament as the clear-cut favorite: “top rated Moberly, the defending 

national champions, has the physical talents that go with its almost pristine 27-2 record and 

top national ranking.”125 Opposite on the top half of the tournament bracket loomed the one 

true challenge to Greyhound hardwood supremacy: San Jacinto, Texas (39-4), a team that 

had been closing on the Hounds’ heels all season as the second ranked team. The stage was 

set for a Moberly Greyhound-San Jacinto Raven final. All that remained was just how the 

drama would unfold over the next week’s grueling action. 

                                                 
124 Sam Richardson, “Hutchinson Will Greet Hounds for 15th Time,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 

4, 1967, 8. 
125 “Juco Tourney Brings Convention of Tall Men,” The Hutchison News, March 12, 1967, 11. 
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CHAPTER 10 

CONCLUSION 

Champions: The Hounds Retake Hutchinson Title 

Senior guard Harrison Stepter had just been fouled by San Jacinto as he dribbled 

across the midcourt line with just fourteen seconds left to play in the 1967 NJCAA national 

championship game against the San Jacinto Ravens.1 “Step,” as he was called by his coach 

and teammates alike, walked confidently to the free throw line for two free throws. The 

gravity of the moment did not escape him, resting squarely on his capable shoulders: the 

score knotted at 55, a title on the line, and an opportunity to achieve basketball immortality 

in the hearts and minds of Greyhound fans forever. On this Saturday evening in Hutchinson, 

inside a raucous arena filled to the rafters with spectators and fans, this nineteen-year-old 

African American guard from St. Louis had nearly every eye in the place fixated upon him. 

Literally in the palm of his hand, Step held the immediate future of his coach and 

teammates, five hundred loyal Greyhound fans (many of whom had made the trek to 

Hutchinson that very day), and hundreds of others tuned in to listen to Kermit Womack’s 

play-by-play description of the game back in Moberly on the local radio station.  

For Stepter, being in a position of leadership was comfortable. He had been the on- 

(and off) court leader for the Greyhounds for the past two seasons, and the squad placed 

their utmost confidence in him. Fitzsimmons had done the same, even on the grandest of 

stages. Without an assistant coach, Fitzsimmons was forced to scout their opponents over 

                                                 
1 Game recaps are from the following sources: Moberly Greyhounds v. San Jacinto—NJCAA 

Basketball Championship, DVD, National Junior College Athletic Association (Hutchinson, Kansas, 1967); 
Moberly Monitor-Index and The Hutchinson News newspapers during the 1967 National Junior College Men’s 
Basketball Tournament.’ 
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the course of the week’s tournament. That meant that no coach was supervising the team 

back at the hotel. Fitzsimmons, however, was not concerned in the least:  

Step and Cope, they ran the team for me. I remember at Hutch in ’67, I never ate a 
meal with the team and I was never with the team outside of the arena. I was always 
out scouting our opponents while they were back at the hotel resting and when they 
had their meals. I never worried about what they were going to eat because I knew I 
had Stepter and Copeland there. I remember one story they shared with me on the 
way back to Moberly, I think it might’ve been Frank Price, he came to the first 
morning in the cafeteria there. He had all kinds of [junk] food on his plate. But Step 
and Cope, they were waiting for him at the end of the buffet line and asked him, 
“Frank, what are you trying to eat there?” Frank started to point at his tray full of 
food, “Oh, I’m going to eat this, this, this and this.” But Step and Cope stopped him, 
“No, you ain’t gonna eat any of that,” they said. “Come Sunday morning after we 
win the tournament, then you can have all that.” They wouldn’t let him eat it. Nope, 
they ran the show for me. I didn’t have to worry about them at all.2  
 
Stepter definitely held sway over his teammates off the court. He also had the 

unwavering trust of Fitzsimmons. Stepter had picked up his fourth foul with just over 

thirteen minutes left to play. The Greyhounds did not have much depth beyond sixth man, 

Rick Coughenour.3 Had Stepter fouled out, the momentum would have clearly swung to the 

Ravens’ advantage. But Cotton kept him in the game, confident that the cagey sophomore 

would find a way to remain in the game and avoid a disastrous fifth foul. Sam Richardson 

quoted Fitzsimmons: 

“When Stepter picked up his fourth foul, I knew that there was no tomorrow, there 
was going to be a lot of time between that night [March 18] and when the next 
season opens in November. I didn’t want to take Stepter out because I felt we needed 
him there every minute. So the responsibility of not having to leave the game on 
fouls was left up to Step himself—a very intelligent basketball player,” lauded 
Fitzsimmons.4  
 

                                                 
2 Interview by author, Lowell Cotton Fitzsimmons, November 15, 1997.  
3 The starting five of Thoenen, Stepter, Copeland, Price, and Lawrence each averaged over thirty 

minutes played per game. Coughenour averaged sixteen minutes per game. No other Greyhound played more 
than eight minutes per contest. 

4 Sam Richardson, “‘Everything Was Real Nice,’” Moberly Monitor Index, March 21, 1967, 9. 
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Stepter repaid that trust in kind, wholly comfortable in running a sharp floor game as the 

outcome hung in the balance.  

Stepter was in a familiar place. The previous year, he had led the Greyhounds to the 

national title in a 90-66 runaway victory over Cameron. This year, however, was different. 

The Ravens had been nipping at the Greyhounds’ heels throughout the season as the second 

ranked team in the NJCAA national polls. It was only fitting that they square off in the final 

game to determine basketball supremacy. The game had gone back and forth throughout the 

first 39 minutes, and the 40th minute would not be any different.  

Coaxing the first free throw through the net, Stepter gave the Greyhounds a one-

point lead. Should he knock the second free throw, it would all but assure overtime at the 

very worst, as San Jacinto would have just fourteen seconds left in regulation to try to tie the 

game on their final possession. Stepter indeed did miss the back end of the pair of free 

throws; the ball caromed off the rim and into the hands of San Jacinto center Percy 

Anderson. Raven head coach Tom Sewell immediately called timeout with ten seconds left, 

drawing up the final play that would secure the best opportunity to score the last bucket and 

clinch the Ravens’ first championship in school history.  

Most observers figured the Ravens would eventually try to get the basketball into the 

skilled hands of Anderson, who had scored sixteen tallies up to that point. Throughout the 

game, he had had his way against the Greyhound big men, Copeland and Lawrence, scoring 

whenever his team needed a bucket. Nothing had seemed to work for the Greyhounds as 

they attempted to match up with him man to man. So, Fitzsimmons went against one of his 

most established coaching tenets and employed a zone defense in hopes that the new look 

would confuse the Ravens’ guards just enough to slow their advance up the court. Initially 
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disguising the zone by having Price and Stepter pick up in a full court man defense, it forced 

Raven guard Richard Vasquez to take valuable time off the clock as he attempted to advance 

the ball up the court. Once Vasquez crossed half court, Price handed off defensive 

responsibility to Stepter; the zone was in effect. The ruse had worked; the Moberly duo 

hounded him into wasting nearly six seconds before he could enter the offense.  

 

Figure 45. Bernie Copeland (41) and David Lawrence (35). (Source: MOJUCO) 
 

But Anderson had planted himself on the left low block, calling for the ball with 

freshman David Lawrence playing behind him defensively; Copeland and Price denied any 

hope for a high post entry. Stepter’s pressure on the ball forced Vasquez to put a little more 

air under the basketball as he lofted it toward Anderson’s outstretched right hand. Three 
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seconds remained, the outcome still up in the air. Tom Thoenen, who had scored 22 

points—12 in the decisive second half—to lead the Hounds up to this point, raced across the 

lane from the opposite low block and intercepted Vasquez’s post pass and dribbled out the 

clock, sealing the Greyhound’s one-point victory, 56-55. The Hounds were back-to-back 

champions once again, sitting alone atop the junior college basketball pinnacle. Penned Sam 

Richardson in the Monitor Index, “The victory finished the greatest season in Moberly 

basketball history, a 31-2 record that bettered the 30-4 mark of the MJC team of 1966 and 

the 29-4 record of the 1954-1955 ball club coached by Maurice John.”5 For his exploits 

during the tournament and the season overall, Thoenen was named as first team All-America 

and the NJCAA Tournament Most Valuable Player. Stepter received All-America 

Honorable Mention recognition as well as the distinction of first team All-National 

Tournament. Fitzsimmons repeated as National Coach of the Year, the first coach in NJCAA 

history to receive the honor twice. Upon their triumphant return to Moberly on Sunday 

evening, nearly two thousand eager fans packed the city auditorium for the two-hour 

celebratory program. The party was on.  

End of the Road: The Curtain Closes on a Magical John-Fitzsimmons Era 

According to Peter Vecsey, Cotton had foreshadowed his own departure from the 

Greyhounds during an interview when he first arrived as the new Moberly head coach:  

One of the first questions posed to Fitzsimmons by Moberly Monitor Index 
sportswriter Stan Isle was, how long did he think he’d stay? “I gave him the dumbest 
answer I ever gave anyone,” Cotton reminisced. “I told him I’d be there till we won 
two titles in a row.” Nine seasons later, he’d accomplished his goal.6  
 

                                                 
5 Sam Richardson, “No Doubt About It; Hounds Are No. 1,” Moberly Monitor Index, March 19, 

1967, 1.  
6 Peter Vecsey, “Cotton: Been There, Won That.” New York Post, June 9, 2004. 

https://nypost.com/2004/06/09/cotton-been-there-won-that/. 
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By honoring one of the first statements he had ever uttered as the Greyhound coach, 

Fitzsimmons had been released from any reservations he may have felt in accepting the top 

assistant coaching position at Kansas State University under Hall of Fame Coach Tex 

Winter. After all, it was a “big-time program,” one worthy of consideration, and 

Fitzsimmons had previously hinted at the effectiveness of such temptations.7 Said Winter, 

who had led the Wildcats to seven Big 8 championships and the top national ranking in both 

1958 and 1959, “To be able to attract a man of his stature is a great boost to Kansas State 

University.”8 The exodus would continue. While Fitzsimmons’ departure may have been 

surprising, not so were those of his three sensational sophomores. Copeland and Stepter 

continued their basketball careers together, signing with the Spartans of Michigan State 

(Stepter excelled at Michigan State before joining the Harlem Globetrotters from 1969 to 

1971). Thoenen inked a scholarship with the University of Missouri. Freshmen Lawrence 

and Coughenour also left Moberly with Division I offers on the table: Coughenour headed to 

Memphis State University, and Lawrence followed Fitzsimmons to Kansas State University. 

The John-Fitzsimmons era had come to a close at Moberly after four national championships 

and numerous team and individual honors throughout that two-decade run.  

  

                                                 
7 Fritz Kreisler, “Moberly: A Giant in Juco Basketball.” The Kansas City Star, March 26, 1967, 5S.  
8 Sam Richardson, “Basketball Dynasty Ends,” Moberly Monitor Index, June 22, 1967, 1. 
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Figure 46. Left to right: Bernie Copeland, Tom Thoenen, 

Cotton Fitzsimmons, and Harrison Stepter. (Source: The Kansas City Star) 
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Table 5. Where Did They Go – Greyhounds After Moberly* (Source: “The John-
Fitzsimmons Years, 1946–1967,” 2016 Moberly Area Community College Game Program) 
 

Year Players Institution  

1954 Ed Flynn 
Jim Withrow 

Western Illinois 
Saint Louis University 

1955 Jim Carey 
Red Murrell 
Bill Wynn  

Drake 
Drake 
Saint Louis University 

1956 Dan Callahan Drake 

1957 Joe Gummersbach Memphis State 

1958 Corky Alderson 
Dave Terre 
Jim Mudd 
Darrell Reitzel 

Drake 
Drake 
North Texas State 
North Texas State 

1959 Kay Tolen Texas – El Paso 

1960 Paul Hines 
Bill Howard 

Arizona 
Houston 

1962 McCoy McLemore Drake 

1963 Walker Belcher 
Harold Cebrun 
Joe Mimlitz 

Western Kentucky  
Nebraska 
Marquette 

1964 Robert Johnson Washington 

1965 Matthew Aitch 
Glen Huff 
Shannon Reading 

Michigan State 
Missouri 
Michigan State 

1966 Jim Chapman 
Tom Johnson 
Larry Pierick 
Billy Mozee 

Missouri 
Missouri 
Missouri 
Pepperdine 

1967 Bernie Copeland 
Harrison Stepter 
Tom Thoenen  
Rick Coughenour 
Dave Lawrence 

Michigan State 
Michigan State 
Missouri  
Memphis State 
Kansas State 

* Division I Universities Only  
  



323 

Diverging Paths: The Legacy in Black and White 

The legacy for both men as well as their championship teams, was assured, but the 

legacy of race relations at Moberly Junior College and the town around it remain clouded. It 

became evident through the ensuing evolution of this research that there existed a starkly 

drawn line between the overall experiences of whites as compared to those of African 

Americans. These perceptions of life in Moberly were just as distinctly varied. And this 

summation is not surprising. Moberly was a microcosm of our nation during this era, a 

window through which we could view the larger social structures at play. As it pertained to 

race, many Moberlyans represented the tenet that race rarely affected how they operated on 

a day-to day-basis. It was just how they lived, how things were, and how they were 

understood to be. This transparency phenomenon—the invisibility of whiteness to white 

people—distinctly affected the way in which many Moberlyans navigated their interactions 

with others outside of their race. As a result, the manner in which those in power made 

decisions was not fully inclusive, because it relied heavily on a reality perceived by those 

decision makers as race-neutral when in fact, it mirrored white, race-specific norms.9  

The first research question asked me to paint an accurate depiction of the economic, 

political, social, and educational environment of Little Dixie and Moberly, in particular, 

through the 1960s. My research led me to discover that white Moberlyans sat at the table of 

power, disproportionately controlling the city’s social, cultural, political, economic, and 

educational structures, which benefited most everyone who could identify as white. This 

advantage played out in everyday life situations and within the city’s institutions as well.  

                                                 
9 Barbara J. Flagg, “Was Blind, but Now I See”: White Race Consciousness and the Requirement of 

Discriminatory Intent, Michigan Law Review. 91 Mich. L. Rev. 953 (1993). Available from 
https://repository.law.umich.edu/mlr/vol91/iss5/5 
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The power structure and all its institutions in Moberly were built to protect and 

sustain those norms. Anything that diverged from these widely held customs was considered 

to be aberrant, a threat to the status quo. Most white Moberlyans did not have to give race 

much thought because they were so completely entangled within it that they could not see 

how they were buoyed by the privilege that surrounded them. This allowed whites to create 

a playing field that achieved some semblance of level in their own minds, despite its 

construction on a social structure that was anything but level. For many, race was simply an 

issue that belonged to the “others.” Whites were privileged because they never needed to 

justify their way of doing things, why they were there, or even simply existing as a human 

being. The effects of privileging a people whose power is primarily based upon race—even 

absent the in-your-face discrimination and tangible racial animus—is extremely harmful. 

This power allowed whites to occupy a majority of the narrative and pushed the voices of 

these young Black men (as well as those of the African Americans living in Moberly) to the 

periphery. Without a true representation of those voices—by denying them the opportunity 

to share their stories—there were gaps in the understanding of these African American 

players and the Black community at large. Whites filled those gaps with their own 

interpretations, lacking the full context, understanding, or appreciation of what these young 

Black men had to offer beyond the basketball court. With that notion came stereotypes of 

how those players were to behave, based predominantly upon their race. That was the 

narrative, or the playbook, so to speak, of how many whites would interact with African 

American basketball players in Moberly.  

In this context, I unveiled the answer to my second and third research questions, 

addressing how African Americans navigated the economic, political, social, and 
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educational obstacles in their pursuit to fully participate and exhibit agency within the larger 

fabric of society; how Black Greyhounds adjusted to the duality of being Black males and 

student athletes in a PWI embedded within a white power social structure in Moberly; and 

how their uniforms allowed them to move between prescribed societal roles. Prejudice and 

discrimination were manifested inside the classroom walls in a very real and tangible 

manner. Morton knew he was not welcome or wanted in that space in the 1950s (Johnson 

mentioned as well that at least a teacher or two still harbored the last vestiges of ill-will 

toward people who looked like him). For Morton, it even lasted into the 1990s, revealing 

itself again during a visit to Moberly: 

This was in ’92. And we had the whole first [starting] five back there [to be 
recognized]. And this one particular booster had them all over for breakfast, the night 
after the ceremony. There was one person missing who didn’t get an invitation. I still 
can’t eat under their table, you understand. They didn’t invite me. And I said, after 
all these years, they still think I’m not good enough to eat with my foot under their 
table. But I don’t hold it against them. It’s part of them. And everybody’s trying to 
tell me, you have to say something to them. I said, “No, I won’t. I’m not missing 
nothing. I got more now than I ever had in my life.”10  
 
Bias and discrimination were nuanced, however. They could do all of these heinous 

and covert things to people of color. They could rear their ugly heads and lash out at the 

marginalized. They could prevent the courtesy of extending a breakfast invitation to a 

person of color. But bias and racism were malleable enough to allow Moberlyans to 

celebrate the accomplishments of those marginalized Black athletes as well. Flagg exposed 

this phenomenon: 

We [whites] define our position on the continuum of racism by the degree of our 
commitment to colorblindness; the more certain we are that race is never relevant to 
any assessment of an individual’s abilities or achievements, the more certain we are 
that we have overcome racism as we conceive of it.11 

                                                 
10 Interview by author, Albert Skinny Morton, January 26, 2013. 
11 Barbara J. Flagg, ”Was Blind, but Now I See”: White Race Consciousness, 953. 
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The fatal flaw in colorblindness, however, is if that is truly the ultimate goal, it fails entirely 

to acknowledge Black identity and history. African Americans occupied and navigated a 

very different social reality than did whites in the 1950s and 1960s. In failing to 

acknowledge that context, they unconsciously expected those marginalized to change their 

behaviors, to change who they were, and to assimilate in order to survive and advance.  

Such was the foundational thought upon which Moberly could both honor its team 

and its Black athletes but simultaneously maintain the structures of discrimination. Honoring 

and celebrating the on-court exploits of a Skinny Morton, a McCoy McLemore, a Roscoe 

White, or a Harrison Stepter, satisfied any concern that racism ran just below the surface of 

the town, leading to the faulty concept that one cannot be racist because they cheered for the 

Greyhounds, Black and white. It is much easier to be an anonymous part of a crowd 

cheering for a Black athlete than to look him in the eye. It was much easier to honor a Black 

athlete’s achievements on the court rather than to delve into his personal life and engage 

beyond a surface level conversation. It was much easier to retire a jersey or induct someone 

into a Hall of Fame than it was to explore and deconstruct Black social, economic, or 

political concerns. Instead, it created a false sense of social liberalism that saw Black 

Greyhounds as acceptable, that these Black players, as Stan Isle had once said of Morton, 

were the so-called “good ones, the credits to their race,” who represented the junior college 

as well as the town itself. But only when these Black athletes donned the Red and Grey 

jersey. Black players on opposing teams were not afforded that same level of welcome. “To 

many,” said Ralph Gerhard, “it was our good Blacks versus your n-word.”12  

                                                 
12 Interview by author, Ralph Gerhard, November 12, 1997.  
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John Thompson recalled an uncomfortable moment with his mother when he asked 

her about having David Lawrence stay overnight before they headed out to Manhattan, 

Kansas: 

David and I were real good friends. I flew out to K-State with David, and Cotton got 
it lined up for me to be a manager there. David had come back to Moberly that 
summer that we were getting ready to leave. He didn’t have a car so he was going to 
ride with me. And I said something to my mom about him staying all night at our 
house so we could just get up and leave early the next morning, and she said, “Well, 
I don’t think that would be a good idea. I don’t know what the neighbors would 
think.” And I said, “Well if he doesn’t stay here the last night before I go to college, 
I’m not either. I’ll go stay wherever he’s staying.” She said, “Well, all right, that’s 
fine,” and finally gave in and let him come over.13  
 
Thoenen also recalled when a townsperson inquired as to how he felt being the only 

white player on the court at times. The individual continued to lament that it was a shame 

that more and more Blacks were playing on the team. It was at that point where Thoenen 

realized that there indeed existed bias and racial perceptions in Moberly.14 Greyhound fans 

and Moberly as a whole still used color to define others. And while many whites applied 

discrimination in order to protect the status quo and strengthen their hold on the community, 

it instead ultimately weakened their community.  

Regina Vaughn Lee, who left Moberly following her graduation from Lincoln 

School in 1955, reflected upon this feeling of being pushed out: 

Lincoln was where we went in as little five- and six-year-old kids and came out 
ready to take on the world. But Moberly wanted us to leave. So, that’s what the 
young [Black] people did. They left, just like me and my three brothers. I went to 
Lincoln University and became a teacher in Michigan. When my brothers left, they 
all went to universities in Michigan. One became a pediatrician, one a dentist, and 

                                                 
13 Interview by author, John Thompson, November 16, 1997. Thompson continued to share that, 

“Lawrence came from a large family where all of his brothers and sisters had college degrees. There were a 
couple doctors, and his sister was a Major in the Air Force. He was one of the younger ones, and you could just 
tell he had a real solid family background. He had brothers that were teachers and one teacher was a teacher at 
Duke.” 

14 Interview by author, Tom Thoenen, November 10, 1997.  
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one was the supervisor at a Chrysler factory. So, I mean, our kids [from Lincoln] had 
a lot to offer, if only they would have been given the chance to grow, like they 
should have been, to be a part of this town. We didn’t have that sense here; that’s 
why we left. We had to go somewhere else. In Michigan, we could have different 
jobs that we wanted, and it was just a different world. We were not invisible 
anymore.15 

 
Vaughn Lee’s powerful words sum up what it meant to be young and Black in Moberly. 

Those who possessed the agency and desire to leave did just that. The talent and the 

ingenuity that left Moberly behind did so because they were not welcome. They were denied 

the opportunity to contribute to their hometown in the manner in which they wanted. 

Vaughn Lee taught schoolchildren for over four decades. Her voice, had it been in Moberly, 

could have changed hundreds of young children’s outlooks with a new and valuable 

perspective. If only she had been allowed, she could have made Moberly stronger in her 

classroom. Instead, her voice, abilities, and skills, along with those of many other African 

Americans, found a home elsewhere in communities who embraced them. Even Black 

Greyhounds, for the most part, did not remain in Moberly after exhausting their eligibility. 

They instead continued their athletic careers at other universities or began their professional 

careers outside of basketball.  

On the court, inside the lines, Black Greyhounds were, for the most part, allowed to 

operate more closely to their authentic selves because they were recruited for a specific 

purpose: to contribute their basketball skills to the team with the hope of postseason success. 

It was a transactional exchange, one not meant to make any wide, sweeping social 

statements. Their roles as basketball players were clearly demarcated. But as John and 

Fitzsimmons began recruiting Black players, it required them to take responsibility for the 

                                                 
15 Interview by author, Regina Vaughn Lee, March 17, 2020.  
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environment in which these Black players had to live. If they failed to attempt to move the 

social needle, they ran the risk of not being able to attract top talent in the future.  

Black Greyhounds also realized that they needed white assistance in order to secure 

their degree and have the opportunity to matriculate beyond Moberly and improve their own 

lot in life. There were no Black coaches, administrators, teachers, or political leaders. Most 

often, Black Greyhounds were surrounded by a sea of white faces in the arena and out in the 

city. As a result, they had to continually view themselves through the lens of the larger white 

community. Within this reality, they had to tailor their behavior according to the rules set in 

place by a predominantly white society in a socially acceptable manner based largely upon 

the local customs regarding race. Provided their behavior fit inside these neat and tidy 

spaces beyond the arena, few had concerns about the activities of Black players off the 

court—provided they still delivered on the court. To this end, Black players were “known to 

be seen” on the hardwood but “not seen to be known” off the court.16 This phrase implied 

that many could recite how many points Stepter scored the night before or how tall he was; 

however, few, if any, knew him for who he was as a person—acknowledging him as a 

person beyond an athlete, framing his existence beyond the basketball court, and discovering 

his legacy.  

This pursuit of legacy remained in the forefront of Fitzsimmons’ mind nearly thirty 

years after he left Moberly. Despite winning two national championships and finishing his 

Greyhound tenure with a 223-59 record (79%), Fitzsimmons had one other legacy he wanted 

to leave with the Black community in Moberly: 

                                                 
16 Edward Ward, Life in the Valley of Death: Some Aspects of Race in Men’s Basketball in the 

Missouri Valley Conference, 1959-1960 to 1963-1964 (West Chicago, Illinois: Graphix Productions, 2007), 79. 
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I think we did open up some doors in Moberly. I think it did make African 
Americans feel more comfortable eventually. I think our Black players gave them 
some role models to look up to as well. I think the young Black people that were 
growing up in Moberly could see these guys and they would number one, stay in 
school longer and not drop out. And number two realize, “Hey, maybe if I can do 
this, this, and this, you know, some good things can happen to me, too.” Because 
when you think of all these little towns in the Midwest or across the state of Missouri 
with Black people growing up, I mean, what hope did they have unless they got out, 
right? So, I think it gave them that.17 
 
And there it was: even with the tremendous successes, this amazing program loaded 

with incredible talent and piloted by gifted coaches who, together, reached the pinnacles of 

the basketball world, still could not fully overcome the ill effects of racial discrimination 

that plague our society yet today. Certainly, they had momentary glimpses of the ideal—

brief flashes of truth and integrity amid the scourge of bigotry and intolerance. Inside the 

lines, on the court, they made sincere friendships that have endured nearly six decades later. 

They both earned and gave respect to one another as a direct result of their daily battles 

against themselves, one another, and worthy opponents. In that sense, in those moments, 

Moberly Greyhound basketball and its successes transcended race while the players donned 

the jerseys. It gave some a sense of promise, of hope, that things could be better. If only 

those relationships could exist outside the lines, beyond the arena, with that same level of 

authenticity, humanity and respect, would not the world be much better off, a better place? 

We have a lot to learn from these Greyhounds. We need only to listen a little bit more 

closely.  

  

                                                 
17 Interview by author, Cotton Fitzsimmons, November 15, 1997.  
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Moberly Greyhounds Team Photos, 1953-1967 

 

 

Figure 47. 1953-1954 Moberly Greyhounds National Champions (22-9). (Source: “The 
John-Fitzsimmons Years: 1946-1967,” 2016 Moberly Area Community College Game 

Program) 
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Figure 48. 1954-1955 Moberly Greyhounds National Champions (29-4). (Source: “The 
John-Fitzsimmons Years: 1946-1967,” 2016 Moberly Area Community College Game 

Program) 
 

 

Figure 49. 1955-1956 Moberly Greyhounds 3rd in Nation (21-9). (Source: “The John-
Fitzsimmons Years: 1946-1967,” 2016 Moberly Area Community College Game Program) 
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Figure 50. 1956-1957 Moberly Greyhounds National Champions (29-5). (Source: “The 
John-Fitzsimmons Years: 1946-1967,” 2016 Moberly Area Community College Game 

Program) 
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Figure 51. 1957-1958 Moberly Greyhounds National Tourney Appearance (25-5). (Source: 
“The John-Fitzsimmons Years: 1946-1967,” 2016 Moberly Area Community College Game 

Program) 
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Figure 52. 1958-1959 Moberly Greyhounds (16-15). (Source: “The John-Fitzsimmons 
Years: 1946-1967,” 2016 Moberly Area Community College Game Program) 
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Figure 53. 1959-1960 Moberly Greyhounds (19-8). (Source: “The John-Fitzsimmons Years: 
1946-1967,” 2016 Moberly Area Community College Game Program) 

 

 

Figure 54. 1960-1961 Moberly Greyhounds 7th in Nation (27-4). (Source: “The John-
Fitzsimmons Years: 1946-1967,” 2016 Moberly Area Community College Game Program) 
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Figure 55. 1961-1962 Moberly Greyhounds 3rd in Nation (26-9). (Source: “The John-
Fitzsimmons Years: 1946-1967,” 2016 Moberly Area Community College Game Program) 
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Figure 56. 1962-1963 Moberly Greyhounds 2nd in Nation (26-6). (Source: “The John-
Fitzsimmons Years: 1946-1967,” 2016 Moberly Area Community College Game Program) 
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Figure 57. 1963-1964 Moberly Greyhounds (24-5). (Source: “The John-Fitzsimmons Years: 
1946-1967,” 2016 Moberly Area Community College Game Program) 
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Figure 58. 1964-1965 Moberly Greyhounds National Tourney Appearance (24-5). (Source: 
“The John-Fitzsimmons Years: 1946-1967,” 2016 Moberly Area Community College Game 

Program) 
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Figure 59. 1965-1966 Moberly Greyhounds National Champions (29-5). (Source: “The 
John-Fitzsimmons Years: 1946-1967,” 2016 Moberly Area Community College Game 

Program) 
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Figure 60. 1966-1967 Moberly Greyhounds National Champions (31-2). (Source: “The 
John-Fitzsimmons Years: 1946-1967,” 2016 Moberly Area Community College Game 

Program) 
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