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- Suburban couple and children receive

mixed 31gnals from soc1ety on equality

By Ann and Robert Young
Guest contributors

Ann’s view

The calendar says this year is 1992, but it
could be, to some extent 1940, 1950, 1960 or
1980. I don’t include 1970 because that was
supposed to be the beginning of a better
world for all people.

Barriers that had oppressed my people
were sup: to have been eliminated. Dr.
King had marched and died for his dream of
a just society in which people would be

- judged by the mntmtoftlmrcharacter not

the color of their skin.

This was a dream in which most Ameri-
cans wanted to believe. As I look back on the
last 31 years of my life, I ask how I could
have believed that this dream would be real-
ized in my lifetime? As a people we are still
experiencing oppression today.

My first realization that all God’s children
in this couniry were not created equal - or, at
least, were not thought to be equal - began
in a small town in South Carolina some 46

years ago.

Looking back, I can say it was both the
safest and the most dangerous time for me
and my family. Safe because everyone in my
community looked like me, went to the same
churches and schools, and socialized with
their own kind. Dangerous because whites
had all the power and control and thierefore
made all the rules and decisions governing

us.

Black adults, as well as children, had to
learn the rules from a very early age in order
to survive in this sygtem. It generally was
difficult to do because the rules would
change to meet the needs of those in power.
This was my first understanding of how
resilient my community could be. Today, the
same is true for us who continue struggling
to survive: We must be resilient.

It saddens me to see that our young peo-
ple sometimes feel the same oppression I felt
at such a young age. For example, the first
day of school was a very exciting time for
me.

I can remember my mother going to
school with me on the first day. I couldn’t
understand all of the instructions she was
giving me about what route to take, what
houses to avoid and how I was never to
walk through certain parts of town unless 1
was with a group from my neighborhood.

Ilook at the climate in many communities
now and recognize that African-American
mothers still are giving their young some of
the same instructions I was given at the age
of six. I can still remember the fear of being
chased by white children who went to an all-

- white school that was closer to my home

than my own school. I can also remember
the white adults, with their dogs, waiting for
us to try to pass them without having them
unleash those animals upon us.

The dogs are no longer visible to our chil-
dren, but more subtle tools are in place to
chisel away at the innocence of our young. I
knew that if I was threatened or in danger, I
had only to run to someone who looked like
me to be protected as best that person could
manage in an oppressed situation.

Today, because of situations that have
caused us to confront each other, there are
even fewer safe places young people can
seek.

These experiences could have been more
traumatic if I had not been raised in a house-
hold with a very powerful woman, a grand-
mother who really did believe that all God’s
children were created in His own image and
were equal. She and my mother instilled in
me, at a very early age, a belief that the only
difference between me and any other person
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was attitude. My grandmother would say
that some people had a poor attitude toward
Negroes and some did not.

“Treat and respect people the way they
treat and you. This goes for Negroes
and whites alike,” she told me. Those words
have helped me through my 45 years of
much pain and suffering in a society that still
tends to judge me and my family by the
oolor of our skin.

I can remember learning more about my
culture and heritage in my teens and early
20s, and being so proud to come from a peo-
ple who have survived the atrocities of a
society that chooses not to see the value and
the beauty of our people and our culture.
We have survived in spite of the deliberate
attempt at the destruction of our heritage.

I also learned that if I encountered a prob-
lem - and it involved white people - I
always had to work through a process that
sometimes did not come to.a logical conclu-
sion. When that happened, I was faced with

myself whether race was sémeﬁmes
the motivating factor.

Some times it was. It dxdnotmakemefeel
good to be forced always to bring the ele-
ment of race into many aspects of my life. I
can remember, for example, when my hus-
band first came to Rochester during; the sum-
mer of 1964. This was the year of the infa-
mous urban uprising that was reported
thooughout the nation.

He had decided to stay at the YMCA until
he learned the demographics of the city so
that he could make a decision on where he
wanted to live. r

Although not rich by any means, he had
more than enough money to afford decent
housing. We were planning to get married,
and he wanted to be in place as we started
our life together.

I was working downstate and I can
remember the phone calls and the pain in his
voice when he would tell me about his trou-
bles. When he called to i about apart-
ments, they were always available. But when
he would appear in person, théy were
always rented.

Although we had been city dwellers, we
started our married life in the suburb of
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Greece as one of two black couplés in an
apartment complex. He was successful in
obtaining that apartment beca?se his
employer intervened on his behalf. |

How did I feel about this? Angry. This was
an adult male, educated, with some money,
and he needed a major corporation to assist
him in getting adequate housing. |

As I look around me now, very little has
changed for the majority of African-Ameri-
can people. We are still faced with living in

substandard neighborhoods with very few
services such as banks, supermarlqtets and
gas stations.

Back in 1964, I recognized that the only
difference between the North and the South
left no
doubt in your mind about how they felt
about you. In the North, laws existed that
said “no discrimination.” Yet I found and
still find myself in situations where someone
is always trying to tell me\thatlamasec-
ond-class citizen. E
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receiving a mixed message about
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Robert's perspective |

From my pel:spechve as a husband and
father for almost 28 years after settling in
Rochester, it has not been an easy task for us
to manage to raise two children mtp adult-
hood. We were fortunate to have a son and a
daughter, and this afforded us the opportu-
nity to view the racial situation from another
perspective.

We were parents who were forttmate and
unfortunate to reside in a suburban commu-
nity. We were fortunate to be able to offer all
the amenities and necessary financial
resources to su two growing children.
Parenting for us proved to be a j unto
1 . i

Our children were born when Ameri-
cans were trying to be assimilated into a

“white society.” The thinking of son'ipeople
was that the more we could make our differ-
ences invisible, the faster we could be
accepted in some circles — professional as
well as social. This meant , of course, that we

were expected to act, sound, think, and
behave as whites. Doing so afford
high degree of tolerance which created a
do-comfort level for many. L{
On one hand, we supposedly had expo-

sure to the best schools and communities
available. We owned property and things of
equal value to most people in our neighbor-
hood. Our children began to relate to their
undings and become shaped by the
eriences they encountered. They even
formed close personal fnendslups and
aquaintances to balance the relationships
ed as a result of their active involve-
t in the African-American co:
As our children began to grow an: stretch,
— like their parents before them - gradu-
bemmeaware thattheywemeréallynot
. m
' Our daughter had to really work hard to

involved as a serious partici in vari-

us school and community activities. I
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To her; things always fell apa
entered school. As a result, she
far below her capabilities. This |
tinued until she graduated. She
throughout her entire hlgh-sch
she never had a “boyfriend” |
opportumty was never there.

Somehow she felt she had t
outside of the circle of acceptan
one invisible standards because
look like: anyone else. She was
luck. This was not a happy time
to this day, she does not have pl
ories of her high-school experie
has managed to pull it together :
way to a promising career. Some
realize her dream to be a lawyer.
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of our daughter, although he c
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because he was an athlete. He n
been the mmost talented, but &
physical stature made him a fc
least noticed.

Even so0, he, too, suffered thro
fusion of ‘trying to understan
going on. He could not get play
the basketball court, even tho
competing against teammates ¢
or lesser talent than his own.

He was highly frustrated beca
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