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By Myrlie Evers-Williams

As we have stopped during
this month to honor the sig-
nificant contributions that Af-
rican-Americans have made
to our nation, it is a time fo re-
flect on the artists and vision-
aries, trailblazers and pioneers
who gave us the gift of their
passion.

Last year, we celebrated the
40th anniversary of the Civil
Rights Act and recalled 50

Civil rights widow

years since the Supreme Court
ruled to desegregate schools
in Brown vs. Board of Educa-
tion. Both were landmark vic-
tories in America’s pursuit of
civil rights and justice for all.

We still find ways to recog-
nize the struggle, including a
recently released stamp that
depicts a sculpture at the Na-
tional Civil Rights Museum
and reminds us of the lunch-
counter sit-ins of the 1960s.

You'd think we've come a
long way.

Yet | am humbled by the re-
ality of the world in"which 1
live, a world that still does not
embrace diversity on the level
that it should. Reminders con-
tinue to leap from the head-
lines. The recent news that Ed-
gar Ray Killen — the white
supremacist indicted for the
1964 murders of civil rights
workers Michael Schwerner,
James Chaney and Andrew
Goodman in Philadelphia,
Miss. — was released on a
$250,000 bond to await his
trial in freedom may not have
resonated with many. But to
see a man accused of the most
heinous of crimes walk away

on a mere pittance was a
flashback to the most un-
speakable nightmare of my life
— the day my children and [
watched their father die be-
fore our eyes.

Eventual justice

The 1990s forced us to
come face-to-face with events
in history that many of us
would rather forget. In 1994,
we finally saw Byron De La
Beckwith brought to justice
for the murder of my husband,
Medgar Evers, in 1963,

Since that trial, 27 civil
rights cases have been re-
opened, with 21 convictions.

And though we don’t know
whether Killen will be convict-
ed by a jury this year wiien he
once again stands trial for the
killing of those young men
more than 40 years ago, jus-
tice may be seived if his trial
provokes a larger, nationwide
discussion about race,

It is no secret that bigotry
and racism still run rampant in
our society. That it has taken
several decades to bring these
men to justice is proof
enough.

Perhaps we've lost previous
generations — some branded
‘with racist hatred, others vic-
tims of that branding — but fu-
ture generations can heal
these wounds once and for all.

We live in a world of contra-
dictions. Fortunately, not all of
them are disconcerting. Not
60 miles from the town of
Philadelphia stands the Boys &
Girls Clubs of East Mississippi,
a place where youth come to-
gether to celebrate their indi-
viduality, pursue their dreams
and encourage diversity.

Snapshots of struggle

The black-and-white photos you see here provide a win-
dow into this nation’s soul. The voices that accompany
them explore where we've been and where we're going:
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Newlyweds: Myrlie and Medgar Evers in Jackson, Miss., in 1951. A dozen years later, Medgar was gunned down at their home.

It is no secret that bigotry and racism
still run rampant in our society. That
it has taken several decades to bring
these men to justice is proof enough.

A few more miles down the
road is the Boys & Girls Clubs
of Mississippi Band of Choc-
taw Indians, a place that not
only shares in the differences
between black and white, but
between black, white, red and
brown.

Breal the pattern

Across the USA, communi-
ty-based programs are work-

ing to break down the very
contradictions that remain a
hindrance to our growth as a
nation, Experience has shown
that children who are exposed
to diversity and tolerance
grow up to be more accepting
and hope-filled adults, ulti-
mately bettering the popula-
tion.

Children who would other-
wise not know about the
lunch-counter sit-ins in

Greensboro, N.C., can and
should be made aware of his-
tory’s lessons, simply by look-
ing at the stamp on their mail.
Or perhaps by learning the
story behind the smiling cou-
ple — myself and Medgar — in
the black-and-white photo,
sitting hand-in-hand in Jack-
son, Miss., just days after our
wedding in 1951. And how
that story ended.

It is our job as educators
and parents to bring these
symbols to children’s atten-
tion, to show them why they
exist and why they're impor-
tant. We must show them the
scars of our past as a way of
healing current wounds — and
preventing new ones.

Changing perceptions and

contradictions must begin
with the young. If it can be
done in Mississippi, it can be
done anywhere. Let injustice
linger in the old, but let us
fuse our youth with hope and
the ability to believe in them-
selves as kind and tolerant
dividuals, each and every day.

Myrlie Evers-Williams is
chairman emeritus of the
NAACP and founder of the Med-
gar Evers Institute, She is a

member of g?s & Girls Clubs of

America’s (BGCA) National Di-
versity Advisory Council, and in
2004 worked with BGCA and
The Allstate Foundation to
launch “Youth for Unity,” a di-
versity education program to
fight prejudice and intolerance.

| Gauging
progress

Blacks have made great
strides since the civil
rights era, but much work
remains. (All data refer to
African-Americans.) =

Education

Attending four years or
more of college:

» 1970: 44%

»2003: 17.3%

Financial

Children living below
the poverty level: *
»1970: 41,5%
»2003:34.1%

Median family income:

» 1970: $26,662
(adjusted for inflation)

» 2002: §29,026

Unemployment rate:

»1970:7.3%

»2003: 10.8%

Home ownership:
1970:42.1%

» 2003: 47.6%

Health

Sources: The Statistical
Record of Black America,
2nd edition; Census Bu-
reau; Labor Department
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