
“It was time that 
Negroes were treated 
equally with whites, 
time that they had a 
decent school, time 
for the students 
themselves to do 
something about it. 
There wasn’t any fear. 
I just thought —  
this is your moment. 
Seize it!”
b a r b a r a  j o h n s ,  a g e  1 6

Johns’ case, Davis v. County School Board, was named 
for the first listed plaintiff: ninth-grader Dorothy Davis. 
She is front and center in this image of the Farmville 
students. Johns is not pictured. Harassed in Farmville, 
she finished high school in Alabama.

(Left to right) Martin A. Martin, Spottswood Robinson 
III, and Oliver Hill, lawyers for the Virginia NAACP, 
worked many long years to end segregation in the 
state. Hill later remembered receiving the phone call 
from Johns, recalling that she was “so insistent” that 
the NAACP take on the case.

African American schools, like this example in 
Fredericksburg, Virginia, had fewer resources than 
white schools. They were crowded, poorly built, lacked 
amenities, and forced to use outdated textbooks.

Of the five Brown v Board cases, Davis v County  
School Board was the only one initiated by the  
students themselves. Parents filed the others.

Johns was a courageous pioneer in the fight 
against school segregation. In 1951, the 
16-year-old led a student strike to protest the 
awful condition of her Farmville, Virginia high 
school. The Prince Edward County school board 
responded with threats. Undaunted, Johns 
contacted the Virginia chapter of the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP).

NAACP lawyers agreed to help. They bundled 
the Farmville case with four others, presenting 
them to the U.S. Supreme Court as Brown v 
Board of Education. On May 17, 1954, the court 
ruled that segregated schools were 
unconstitutional. 
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clarissa thompson

Senator Harry Flood Byrd (shown here) called 
for Virginia’s “Massive Resistance” to Brown v 
Board—defying the ruling by any means possible, 
including shutting down schools and changing 
the state’s constitution. 

Clarissa grew up to become a renowned artist. 
Her work often explores her family history—
what it was like for Clarissa and her siblings to 
be at the center of the battle for desegregation.  

NAACP lawyers Spottswood Robinson III 
and Oliver Hill arrive at federal court in 
Alexandria to argue the Arlington case. 
These brilliant champions of civil rights 
filed more than 75 school cases  
in Virginia.

Elected officials at every level were part of the Massive 
Resistance against desegregation.  Challenging such 
injustice took great strength and courage. Everyday 
men, women, and children—mostly African American 
but some white—fought hard for equal education. 

Virginia leaders pushed back against Brown v 
Board, refusing to desegregate schools. The 
National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP) swung into motion. In 
1956, NAACP lawyers filed suits against school 
boards in Arlington and five other counties.  

The first plaintiff listed in the Arlington case 
was Clarissa Thompson, daughter of activist 
Ethel Mozelle Thompson. Clarissa’s siblings 
were among the other plaintiffs. In January of 
1959, Thompson v School Board ended in victory 
for civil rights, when the Virginia Supreme 
Court ruled that segregation denied African 
American children their rights.

State of Change

Everyday Bravery

“I became part of a 
historical narrative when 
my mother entered me in 
a … school desegregation 
case…. I saw how the 
everyday actions and 
decisions of numerous 
unknown ordinary people 
are what change the course 
of history”
c l a r i s s a  t h o m p s o n  s l i g h ,  
a g e  1 5
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Deskins says goodbye to his mother as he 
heads to school on February 2. Newman  
later remembered that his own mother  
was a “nervous wreck” that morning—
”she was scared to death.”

Nearly 100 police officers stood guard in 
case of protests, but desegregation proved 
peaceful in Arlington. A local newsletter 
called it “The Day Nothing Happened.” 

Norfolk public schools (shown here) 
desegregated the afternoon of February 2. 
Alexandria and Newport News soon  
followed. However, it took another decade 
before all Virginia public schools districts 
ended segregation. 

A New Era Begins

“[The grown-ups] kind 
of impressed upon us the 
difficulties we might 
encounter and everything,  
but it didn’t daunt me
l a n c e  n e w m a n ,   a g e  1 3

At 8:45 a.m. on February 2, 1959, Jones, 
Thompson, Deskins, and Newman enrolled in 
this school, then known as Stratford Junior 
High. By doing so, the seventh graders became 
the first African American students in Virginia 
to attend a formerly all-white public school.

This moment represented the work of an entire 
community. The four were children of NAACP 
members or attended church with activist 
families. Thompson was the younger sister of 
Clarissa Thompson, lead plaintiff in the case 
that led to court-ordered desegregation. Black 
and white activists came together to help the 
youngsters prepare for the experience.

Ronald Deskins, Michael Jones, 

Lance Newman & Gloria Thompson

Jones, Deskins, and Newman reunite in this 2016 
photo. Being pioneers was not easy. The four endured 
slurs and “sneers.” Thompson called experience 
“isolating.” Yet even as children, they understood  
that desegregating the school was, in Jones’s words,  
“a good thing for us in the long run.”
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“How wonderful it is that 
nobody need wait a single 
moment before starting to 
improve the world.”
— A n n e  F r a n k ,  a g e  1 3  

In the early years of desegregation, some schools 
canceled sports and social events to discourage 
friendships between white and black students. Such 
policies were ancient history by 1998, when these 
diverse Woodbridge high schoolers attended prom. 

In 2019, the historic former Stratford Junior School 
was renamed the Dorothy Hamm Middle School. 
Hamm was a tireless civil rights activist in the 
Arlington community—and a mother who played  
a big role in helping desegregate schools.

In 2020, Arlington public schools came from 147 
nations and spoke 112 languages. Nearly 47 percent 
of students were white, with 28% Latinx, 10% African 
American, and 10% Asian. A full 6% identified as 
having multiple ethnic identities.

Many young people have followed in the footsteps of 
Barbara Johns, Michael Jones, Ronald Deskins, Lance 
Newman, and the Thompson sisters—taking action to 
solve problems and raise awareness. Climate justice is 
a big concern for many of today’s youth activists.

Desegregation of Virginia public schools was 
not the end of the story. After all, as Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. often said “desegregation is 
only a first step on the road to the good 
society.”The goal is ultimately integration:  
a truly equal experience for all. 

Arlington public schools have seen many 
changes since 1959. Today’s vision is for  
“an inclusive community that empowers all 
students to foster their dreams, explore  
their possibilities, and create their futures.” 
You can help fulfil this vision by standing up  
for your beliefs, challenging injustice, and 
daring to dream big.

Continuing the Fight
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A major force behind social change in Arlington, Dorothy Bigelow 
Hamm (1919–2004) was an activist, author, teacher, church leader, 
and elections officer. 

Determined that her three children have access to the best possible 
education, Hamm participated in the lawsuit that led to the peaceful 
desegregation of the Arlington public schools in 1959. She went onto 
fight discrimination in school athletics, theaters, and elections. She 
also wrote several plays celebrating African American heritage. In 
2019, this school building was renamed in Dorothy Hamm’s honor.
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