Transcription of Interview with Henry Wrens
October -':-\J 1935

My function was to implement decisicns that had already been

-

made uh. .. and of course I had. . I had been & principie in
Arlington county Wake Field High School which haa almost as many
students in that school as we had in the school as we had in the
school system here. It wasn't a big transition for me in terms
of size it was a major transition in terms of community
attitudes. Um... because ahh... There was a lot of hesita;ing as
what to expsct. I won't say there was apprehension because there
mad been & limited amount of integration in the several YEATS
prior. Their had been some white teachers who had gone into
predominately Black Schools and vice versa with the Black staff
coming into the white schools. Ah. .. Not a great deal of

ubly.  ARh. . student mixing, but in the decision among the
decisicons that were made a that were made a couple of things have
worked very mdﬁh to the advantage of the school system. Because
we had only five plants. . .3 of them were designated as primary
schools and they had basically . ARh. .. .. communities to sevrve
that were .. .We weren't evolved in a great deal of busing.
Because with only three grimary schools in the city and county
each had a rather substantial whh.. ... attendance area..... They
were all kept at basically the same size. There was some uhb. .
Bussing. Some students who reasonable should have gone to Matthew
Valey. Because it would be élﬁser to some students that live in
the grove community they were bussed to Wallsburg and that was

before 199 was in so they basically drove by 139 to get to



Wallsburg to bring up the ratioc of Black students at Wallsburg

because Wallsbturg was serving the subdivisions out this way

0

treferring to the location of his home) which are predominantly
white. .. uhbh. .. We had ocne upper slementary school . Everyonz in
the entire system Black or White went to that school. And we had
“one high School . Because we used a junior high school at that

point. S0 again it again served the entire community. And ths

11}

ame was true of the high school so being a relatively small

situation that helped as great deal......... ... . ..

My enfaist when school opened that fall .. . . and was basically

on that if we worked together we could basically dao anything we

wanted to do. And the focus had to be providing excellence in
2ducation for all people. Ahh. . . Things went well in the
beginning. In the fall we had one serious incident...Ahh.. the

feom my point of view it was the result of extremely poor
judgement by two White staff members.

Abk. .. it was following a football game ahb. . the athletic
director of the high school and the person who was responsible
for counting the receipts they were iﬁ an office. A group of
rather boisterous students they were predominately Black, but
their was some white students involved too. . as best I can

know. .Ahh. . Came down the hallway and the Athletic Director to
nones knowledge had a pistol and he drew the pistol. . .. .. Ahir.
This cased tremendous reaction in the community, but not what you

might expect. PBecause you live in a area where school systems



&ll over the county are taking very strong measures about weapons

ctually in Chicago when it happensd zn

in the schools, but I was a ;
the ahh. .. My Wife choose not to tell me. Sut we had direct
treats made against our children ahh My wife got phoned here at

the house saying that little red head son of yours won't come
home . . describing the kids to a T. It had become a pretiy bitter
situation. I took a very stirong position with respect to the
staff members involved as far as I was concarned. This behaviar
was totally unacceptable and inappropriate. Ahh it ended up with
2 mesting iﬁ the auditorium of Matthew Waley School where
basically and I don't know any other way to describe them. Upper
county red necks were there in force. Fortunately I had the full
support of the school board but ahbh. They were out for my scalp
there is mo question about it.  Because they were defEﬁding this
guy ‘s right to have this gun in schocl. and I at the meeting
proposed a policy which to my knowledge is still on the Books,
profibiting any staff or school member to carry any know of

weapon in the school system, which the board adapted. That

didn't solve everything . EBecause there was still the question
of disciplining the teacher. And this simmered in the community
for & while it was divisive issue.. A&h... the Black community was

very quite about it however. It was largely the vocal group was
the white male portion of the county. I think the black

community was quite primarily because they knew it was a
difficult situation. I think tﬁey supported what £he school

board was doing but there was no point getting into a shouting

match. It wasn't going to give any purpose for anyones. We



Zidn't finally get the thing settled urntil Carl Almesin C(name
perfaps misspelled?) who was the president of T .W. called a
meeting that was hold held in akbh. . cne af the meeting rooms in
the ahn. .. in the Williamsburg 777 motor house which involved
some the myself and some of the school board members and a Tew
cther people . ... in which it finally to what I had purposed.
Which was to move the man as athlstic director, but to a2llow
Pim. .. to continue to teach in the school. By the following vear
e had found & position else where and it was the best thing that

tould have happened, but it wouwld. ...

Then we hadn't gotten much beyond that than we got into a

controversy over gualificatieon of teachers. . .. ahh.... on this
one the Elack Community abh. . was akh. .. very vacal, . .. Because
anb. . There was a young women who was a graduated Bruton Heights

who had received her degree from one of the colleges in the area.
I don't know which Norfolk state or it wasn't Hampton. I'm sure
at any rate it was ahh. .. predominately Elack college in the
community abhh. . She did not have a masters degree which and she
was applying for a position as a visiting teacher ahh.... she had
a major in socioclogy. She had nor experience and did not meet
certification requirements for the visiting teachers position
ahfh. . there was a very strong feeling in the Black community that
she was gualified because she had the degree and I took the
position which I would have taken with any applicant that

the degree in itself does not certify vyou for a teachiﬁg



position.you have to mest certification requirements of the statb

1]

for the positicn. .. .. and for YT a visiting teacher reguired 3
years of teaching experience and advancsd training experience
ahh.  In that one we ended up in & mass meeiting in the Noarge

auditorium. . ..

(He talks at length abtout the segregation structure of

neighborhoods in Williamsburg)

(Some discussion about the first step for securing a spot for =
new schonl?

o when we got into the planning stages and of course a very
difficult part of in a lot of communities especially when you

haven't built a school for a number of vear is what arzs vou Soing

to name the school. ... .. Well the first suggestion was the
Williamsburg James City /County High School.  znd <he kids just

no body could except that. AhRh so we got evaived in community

but the kids basically came up wiinh
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watte High Schocl. Butb

is what is interesting abcut t=at =5 I'm sure both of Yo

probably think that ihe z:hool is named for ithe Margue de

Lafayette Decau

I

2 of ihe revolutionary war and what not in this

5 alsoc nmamed for James

(=5

incart is trus but it
—ataystie wh was a young bklack slave who spied on the Eritishk

3 vreported fack to Washingion's staff. ... and there was it wxs



= vevy olan that the school had be named for both these o the
riividuals and when they desigred the clzss rirg for Lafayeite

if youw look at it you have depicted ciasoed bands and this is

sSunposed o depict the Black and Whits.,  This naming of the
school did a great deal in this community to help bring peoois
together . ahb.  Since that time of course ahb, . two =f the

slementary schools have been named for prominent Blacks in the

community who have been in the school svsiszm .

part of integration processs

Ye ware dealing with such. . 2?7, . that in 82 an Elementary schaol

principle whonm I will not name abh. .. very much wanted to acquirs

bl

Bath tub so she could wash the Black children when they come to
schonl dirty that is the kind of attitude we were dealing
with.. . ah. . . and it wasn't she did this was not mean spirited on
her part ahh...by any means. Eecause she basically loved all
children very much. she was very sincere, but something like that
isn't s very inappropriate because it suggest abh..that the EBlack
parents weren't maintaining proper hygiene for their children
which was not the case. You got little things like that coming up

occasionally that ubh. .you just had to deal with.. ... ..
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