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Ray Ann Cramer, Dorothy Bilsky

Ray Ann Cramer:
1979.  This is Ray Ann Cramer with Metropolitan Interface Association on the Vollentine-Evergreen Neighborhood and Public Policy Project.  We are funded by a grant from Tennessee Committee for the Humanities, an affiliate of the National Endowment for the Humanities.



I am interviewing Mrs. Dorothy Bilsky, who has been a teacher at Cypress Junior High for how many years, Dot?

Dorothy Bilsky:
I taught approximately seven years.  I spend one year going from school to school, different schools.  But then I returned to Cypress and was there for a period of approximately seven years all told.
Ray Ann Cramer:
What years?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Oh started in 1969, and last year I was there was 1977 – spring of 1977.
Ray Ann Cramer:
All right.  Did you notice any changes during those years, or were all the years pretty much-

 [0:01:00]

Ray Ann Cramer:        -the same, as far as the way the school was?

Dorothy Bilsky:
Most of the changes came about because of the changes in the 
                                    school system and not the changes in the neighborhood.  When I                           first went there you had to sign in order to go to a minority situation that you would do     such a thing.  And I signed and I went there and there were three white teachers beside myself.
Ray Ann Cramer:
What do you mean, you had to sign?
Dorothy Bilsky:
You had to sign a sheet of paper -- 
Ray Ann Cramer:
When you were hired by the Board of Education?
Dorothy Bilsky:
If you would go to a school that was a minority for you – that meant a black person going to a white school too, you had to sign a piece of paper saying that you were doing this under your own consent in order to teach in that type of school.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Did they still have teachers doing that, or do they just assign you?
Dorothy Bilsky:
No.  Then it was two years later – oh and that's the other thing:  they told me absolutely at that interview-

[0:02:00]

                                     - that within two years I would be in a right situation, which meant I would be in a majority situation, where my color and the majority students color matched.  And that was going on in this city, not only white to black but black to white.  It was not just a white person [crosstalk 3w].
Ray Ann Cramer:
In other words, any new person the Board of Education hired pretty much had to sign a paper that they would teach in a minority situation but then they guaranteed them after a couple years they'd be moved?
Dorothy Bilsky:
No, that came along much later – two years later.  When I went, they would never have assigned me to a minority situation.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Oh really?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Uh uh.  Unless I signed a sheet saying that I wanted to go and I knew what I was doing and that type of thing, and then I learned to teach there.  I would never had been assigned to a black school, being a white person.
Ray Ann Cramer:
I see.
Dorothy Bilsky:
Then the next year they started that, and the first year I taught they _________ teach that way two years, and then move to a majority- 
[0:03:00]

 -situation.And then the following year they then started signing – that was a court order, desegregation thing – teachers came first.  And teachers walked in the front door and out the back.  The school you were paired with – we swapped teachers with them:  a white and a black school were paired, and then we just swapped teachers.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Well who was Cypress paired with?


Dorothy Bilsky:
Frasier.  And ____ Trezevant – two of them.  Trezevant was where we got our teachers from, and I believe for year there we didn't have a ________ -- I'm not positive, but we were not going to and we finally did.  But they sent a certain amount of teachers to us.  We were white and we had to send all our ninth grade teachers to them, who were all black at that point.  It was way up in North Carolina this year – I spoke there.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Was this 1969?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Yeah, I guess – 1969 or 1970 
 [0:04:00]

                                    – I think '69, when the teachers first had to – and again, when they signed their contracts it was with the understanding that they would only teach four years in a minority situations.That has just been forgotten – I don't think we ever saw any papers on those things, so they never [crosstalk 5w].
Ray Ann Cramer:
Right and they never -- 
Dorothy Bilsky:
________ came back four years later and said, "Hey, you wanna go someplace else now?" – they never did that to us.  And then ______ the children weren't bused until _____ the court ordered buses.  In all those years, the kids did not react to me that much differently.  When new white teachers came in, new white teachers left, I think the first wave we got, I guess about two out of – you can ___________ -- about two of twenty lasted, maybe three _____________ white teachers.  They didn't even last a whole semester.  ____________ came back ____________ -- I'd say two, maybe three.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Why didn't they last?
[0:05:00]

Dorothy Bilsky:
Well I'm not saying 

that we had any better ratio of teachers we sent from Cypress to Trezevant.  They didn't like it.  They came in with a terrible attitude.  We got two type of teachers:  one is young and she didn't have the longevity to stay, you know, to stay in the school she was in – that was done in those days by longevity.  And another thing we got was old teachers – older teachers who had been at that school for years and years and years, had no desire to move – all their friends were at that school.  And at that time nobody knew – when you went to school you stayed there forever, you know.  And so this was a completely new thing, took everybody by surprise.    The year before they had made white teachers in white schools into black situations and swapped out – the black teacher in a black situation into a very white school.  And they did that for two weeks.  At Cypress, I don't think many of them-

[0:06:00]

Dorothy Bilsky:          - lasted for two weeks – maybe one, maybe two.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Well how did they get out of it?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Any way possible.  First of all they take their sick leave – that was the number one way of doing it – just calling in sick.  And then second week, a lot of them just went back to their own schools and said they're needed there, and the principals – that's another thing, the principals had power in those days, which they do not have now.  When they were asked to give up teachers to go to minority situations, they did not give up the teachers they were pleased with.  And I know even at Cypress, where generally they had a surplus, he take a really terrible white teacher and transfer her someplace else.  She was happier – she couldn't handle teaching in her -- 
Seg 2 CUT[0:06:42]
Ray Ann Cramer:
Well why were the white teachers so unhappy?  Was it there were so few of them?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Well yes, that.  _______________ they were unhappy because they had left the other school they were at.  Most of them liked that school – they did not move because they wanted to move- 
[0:07:00]

                                    -and they wanted a new situation or wanted to try one.  First of all, 
when you come in with that kind of an attitude, it makes a big difference.  It makes a real big difference.  Second of all, now they're in a whole new situation – they don't know any teachers except each other, if they don't have the same lunch period they don't see each other, 'cause around there there's no lounge type thing where everybody would go and gather, you'd take a break from class or something you just don't see each other-
                                    - unless you have lunch together, or have a free period together, which is even more unusual.

So they were separated and then you'd get five new classes – 150 brand new kids in the middle of the year, all of them are black now – there are no white kids at that time – or there were none.  And they really couldn't handle the whole situation.  Then they started saying, "Well these kids are not as bright, and these children are not this," but really what had happened was that they had been teaching for example social studies – the man next door-

[0:08:00]

                                    - to me had taught social studies one semester.  He had not taught more than the person who was there, but he had taught entirely different, with a different textbook and everything else.  Now he was trying to pick up – like he had his own class and continued teaching, and the kids were not listening.  Plus they did not read – their reading skills for social studies were not as good, and now they're gonna sit and fight it out and see what other alternatives there are to teaching social studies to people who can't read an eighth or   ninth grade textbook when they're in the eighth grade.  He decided no, you know.  And he was good, he had ______________ skills.
Ray Ann Cramer:
A white man?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Mhm.
Ray Ann Cramer:
And who, because of the reading problems, couldn't teach social studies the way he was used to teaching it and just gave up?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Mhm.
Ray Ann Cramer:
What'd he do transfer out?  How'd he get out of it?


Dorothy Bilsky:
He transferred.  Some of them quit.  Some just quit the school system.  The man across the hall just never taught again.  He left then and he was elderly.
[0:09:00]

                                    I would say he was – not elderly, middle-aged.  He was late forties, early fifties.
Ray Ann Cramer:
And had been teaching a long time?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Mhm.
Ray Ann Cramer:
What were some of the other reasons people quit?


Dorothy Bilsky:
___________ about the children, primarily.  First of all it was an all-black school, so their ways are different a lot of time like use different expressions, and they have an accent and a way of speaking that a lot of times it takes you time to even understand what they're talking about.  When they come to ____ and say, "May I speak?"  First of all you never heard the expression before and second of all a lot of times you don't understand what they're saying.  Now when ________ say anything.  I know what they're saying, they want to speak to somebody in the class, and their expressions is "May I speak?"  It's not a bad one, but people don't understand,
  [0:10:00]

                                    and they'd get annoyed.  That's one, 'cause the difference in backgrounds, and the difference in the way of speaking.  Then at the end, the reading skills are really – and the English language, their grammar.  I imagine it would be easier to teach math.
Ray Ann Cramer:
And that's what you did teach?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Mhm.  And I assume it was easier.  I would get well I guess genuine arithmetic class.  Now no ______, I'll get perhaps five, maybe up to ten, tops out of 35 kids, who could not multiply, or didn't know their times tables.  That one or two could not add or subtract – that's tops.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Out of 45?
Dorothy Bilsky:
35, 45.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Well that's pretty many, though.  That's [crosstalk 2w] percentage of the class that [crosstalk 5w].
Dorothy Bilsky:
[Crosstalk 5w] you know they pulled out the ones that are gonna be ______ for algebra-

[0:11:00]                                

                                    - in eight grade already.  And so you have none of the – you know.  
And then there is resources take some, but they ____ the regular math class also.  So I have all those children I'm counting in.  Then _________________ a teacher and ______________.  They care and they do, lot of times ______________ junior high.  They have elementary school skills but ___________ junior high.  Not particularly dumb, slow, perception or anything, but ______________________.  

English is worse, and social studies is very difficult.  Science is easy 'cause there's a lot of labs, lot of explaining, you can do those kind of things.  I taught ________ too.  But any of the reading type classes are very difficult.  Their grammar is not what it should be, they don't hear it at home, it does not come naturally, and they have a whole manner-

 [0:12:00]                                     

                                    - of speaking.

 Seg3 CUT[0:12:01]
Ray Ann Cramer:
Well why do you think you lasted and so many of those teachers didn't?

Dorothy Bilsky:
Two reasons:  first of all I had children that were near that age, and I like kids.  And they were not so different from my own kids.  You find very old teachers very intolerant, and you find new teachers, just out of college, just very very ill-prepared to handle an adolescent – this is junior high school, and they've got a way all their own.Young people have a difficult time and they _____ and they don't understand why they're so -- ____ they forget.  But they did it.  If you have children that are approaching that age, you remember, you remember that they don't sit down too well, that they do speak very very quickly, with no thought – from their head right to their mouth.  They'll say anything -- _____ children, they're different, they're – they will settle down, they will not always be-

[0:13:00]                                                        

                                    - jumpy and restless and daydreaming – that's another thing, big thing junior high kids do.  They will _______ off, look out that window, they are someplace else.  _______________.  They grow out of these types of things.  That's number one, I think, is adolescents, junior high school's very very difficult to teach.  And then of course so many people are transferred there and did not want to be there. Makes a big difference. They believe in these people in bells, you know, to ring in the class.  They believe that when the second bell rings everybody should be in their seat and seated like they were in the old days.  Times have changed, and again, junior high is very very difficult.  It is silly to  get angry when they're not doing what you think they should be doing. It accomplishes nothing.  And that's their reaction: 
[0:14:00]

 "Okay, so the self-fulfilling prophecy:  I don't want to  be here    and these kids aren't acting right, so I'm gonna scream, and they still don't do it, and so I'm gonna scream louder.  And they still don't do it and I'm gonna scream louder, and then ______ at that time nothing – the matter has passed.  That __________ nothing in a month has passed, then a week has passed and they know it.  They hate it.  They hated it after a while.  They hate the kids, they hate everything.  But meantime, they never try to change their own selves or change their own methods or change their own attitudes.
Ray Ann Cramer:
[Audio break] relationship with the black teachers?
Dorothy Bilsky:
At first it was very very difficult.  I didn't know it until the second year I came back.  What had happened was that the teachers that were there, black, it was not a color thing at all.  They had all come from Hyde Park together:  the principal, when he left-

[0:15:00]                     
                                    -Hyde Park to start Cypress it was only – it had only been open I guess about four or five years when I came there.  He had been able to hand pick the teachers he wanted to come with him.  So now these teachers had been together for a long time, and they really saw no reason – I don't think they were resentful or hated me or disliked me or anything, they just saw no reason to make a new friend when they had all their friends.  And they had all their eating places, etc., etc.
                                    As the years went on, they're probably the best friends I have             today.I became a friend of theirs just as the others had, just your time and working on      similar problems and working in the same school, same type of problems all the time.
Ray Ann Cramer:
And what about the principal?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Principal I adore.  He really felt that you had to teach your own class.  He gave very little direction, however he would support you in any direction-

[0:16:00]

                                    -you wanted to try or anything you wanted to attempt, which really really suited me for when I wanted to try it.  Every year I came back I tried different things with the children, trying to accelerate the slower ones with the accelerated classes, and he backed me, he supported me, he got me the materials I needed.  I really felt like it was a very supportive atmosphere.  It was not directive, however, and that too, I liked – I was able to discover for myself what I wanted to do and how it could be done.  Anything that   didn't work I could back off from, because it did not come from central office.  I felt a lot freer and really enjoyed the environment.  I'd teach there again in a minute.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Well I think it's interesting – this was a take that obviously the principal thought very highly of you, too, 'cause you were one of what, four people picked to do a study on math in the school?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Uh huh.
Seg4 CUT[0:17:00]
Ray Ann Cramer:
What exactly was that, briefly?


Dorothy Bilsky:
That was 
_______________ grant in the city to individualize mathematics.  And I was picked not so much from Dr. Barber but because I was trying at that time, on my own, with his support, an individualized program in the classroom, which meant that each child was tested and then where they were in math, that's what you taught them.  You just started with them, and they just – everybody turned to page seven any longer-

 – some could be on seven, some could be on page 12 of a very different book.  And he had gotten books and supplies to do such a thing.  I enjoy it.  And when this program came in they picked me to teach other teachers to teach.  There were fourteen of us in all.  We all had two schools.
Ray Ann Cramer:
And also then two years ago you got a sabbatical and you're working now on your PhD – you've gotten your Master's?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Uh huh.  Yeah.
 [0:18:00]

Ray Ann Cramer:
All right, what about discipline in the school – did you have problems disciplining?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Very very very rarely.  
Doctor Barber, again, used to say, "If I get the men out of the halls," which was a problem, "you'd better teach them something."  And I found that if you do teach them something, they will sit there and do it.  They are – again, it's the age.  They are at a very manipulative age.  They're not – you can't talk in platitudes, you can't talk in abstractions.  It has to be very concrete, and they have to have something to do with their hands and feet  and things like that.  You cannot lecture at the students – they will not listen.  And at that age they're also not disciplined enough so that they will be polite about it and do it anyhow and come out and say, "Oh, I hated that class."  They will let me know -- a class will frequently get restless.  You can tell when something you're doing is not working.  And again, the freedom to be able to change it up right then and there – it's really appreciated-

[0:19:00]

- by me. 
Ray Ann Cramer:
What made you say "to get the men out of the halls"?  What went on in the halls? 
Dorothy Bilsky:
The time the class begin they wouldn't be in the classroom, that's all.  They're still outside talking, still walking the halls.  Somebody'd yell down the hall, you know, "Get in the classrooms," and we had people walking the halls all the time.  There are discipline problems – now this is not a classroom problem – there are people – and if I knew them or knew I could deal with them or knew that they liked me I would call their house and find out where they were that day.  If not, if I did not feel secure enough in the relationship, I'd just let the central officer know, he'd take care of it, and not bother calling their house.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Did they use corporal punishment at that school?
Dorothy Bilsky:
All the time. All the time.  I'd never send anybody to the office for that reason – I'm opposed to hitting a child.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Who does it?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Assistant principals.  [Audio break].
[0:20:00]
                                     -No one was ever hurt, but they were hit for –I think too quickly and for things that were not necessarily so.  It takes time to counsel with a child, it takes time to talk to a child who is really growing up wrong.  And it's so much faster to beat him up – not beat him up, to hit on him and send him back to class.  And I'm sure that's the most expedient way.  Also, the other reason I'd never send anybody to the office I had one hit the whole time I was there and that was a mistake.  They teased me – it was a philosophical difference, I just don't believe in beating on children or even hitting them.  I think it's demeaning to an adult when you have to -
Ray Ann Cramer:
Did many of the teachers use it?  Did the other white teachers send kids to the office?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Oh white and black – they did.  Now people believe in that.  This is not – I don't hate anybody who hits a child. 
[0:21:00]

                                    This is something that people believe in – they believe that it's the only thing that will work, they believe that it's quicker, faster, and lets the child get back in the classroom and do better, they believe that the threat of it is there – even the threat is a good thing, a very positive thing for discipline.  I don't believe in it.  But that's philosophical, that is not something that I would not like somebody over, dislike them for.  I just believe there are better ways and it's gonna take more time [crosstalk 5w] -- 
Ray Ann Cramer:
What about vandalism and stealing?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Terrific.  [Laughs].
Ray Ann Cramer:
[Laughs].  Terrific what?
Dorothy Bilsky:
A terrific mess of vandalism and stealing.  Never in my classroom, per se, pencil stuff.  I kept sweaters there, I kept all supplies, my best – nobody took anything.  Stapler -- ___________ stapler, 15 kids, I don't know why. 
[0:22:00]                    

But they never took the stapler – stapler never left my drawer.  But in school as a whole:  copy machines and records are always breaking into guidance office – all the machines, the big machines that we had.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Were stolen?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Sure.  All the time – band uniforms, band instruments were vandalized.  _______________________ band instruments, for no reason at all. 
Ray Ann Cramer:
Well how does a school keep replacing big equipment like that?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Well that's one of the reasons for the inequities in school.  That's it in a nutshell-
                                     – that is not necessarily our students.  Now that's the whole neighborhood.  That could be almost anybody.  Lot of times our former students or our students, but that's the whole neighborhood.
Ray Ann Cramer:
I don't understand what you're saying.
Dorothy Bilsky:
Well if you are in a ghetto area or neighborhood where stealing is rampant and people are afraid to go out in the streets at night and ___________ curfew – if you're in one of those areas, that type of school gets vandalized.  Windows get broken.  
[0:23:00]

                                     It costs twice as much to run a school like that.  It's easily twice as much.  And then, the other end of it, is I hear out here we had a fire in the band room or something -- 
Ray Ann Cramer:
Where?
Dorothy Bilsky:
In the – Ridgeway High School.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Oh.  
Dorothy Bilsky:
And they can write a note home and say to the parents, "Oh, we've have this unfortunate accident and we could have a spaghetti dinner, but due to the, you know, the shortness of time we will not – just send your donations to—" and they send it.  And the band uniforms are replaced.  _________________ like that nothing would happen.  
                                    So it's double – you're double poor.  First of all because things keep getting stolen and vandalized --
Ray Ann Cramer:
And they ___________ replaced now?
Dorothy Bilsky:
A lot of times we do – we sell a lot more – a lot of times we replace things you think that we couldn't replace.  And we had one band director who really got a booster club together that did the whole school well – they didn't just use it for band.  A single teacher-

  [0:24:00]                

                                     - or somebody who's really interested can do a lot of good down there.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Okay --
Dorothy Bilsky:
A lot of good.  They can be leaders 
if they can work things for them.

Seg 5 CUT[0:24:12]
Ray Ann Cramer:
What about the students who were cutting class?  Do you feel that there were possibilities that they were going out into the neighborhood and causing trouble?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Oh they absolutely are.  Twice in the seven years I was there, it was during my class that somebody was stealing and caught by the police robbing a home, burglarizing a home. 
                                    Over on Vollentine – same set of apartments – different kids.  And they call you into the office with the policeman who caught this kid to say, "Do you testify that he was cutting your class, that he was not in your classroom?"  Meantime they have caught him in somebody's house [crosstalk 2w] you have to come and say, "No, he was not in my class at that hour."  And that's twice just by happenstance.  So yes, I'm sure that most of them were up to no good.  I have had children 
[0:25:00]                    

                                    -who were home babysitting – they'd tell me.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Well now which apartments were they robbing?  Are those the Vollentine Court?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Yeah.  
Ray Ann Cramer:
The ones that are now all vandalized and closed up?
Dorothy Bilsky:
That and those duplexes next to them.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Oh right – that's the university cabana – the ones that are turquoise and [crosstalk 5w] -- 
Dorothy Bilsky:
Uh huh – that's the one I'm talking about.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Yeah, those are pretty _____.  And then the duplexes right around there.
Dorothy Bilsky:
Uh huh.  But that's why I would say, 
 -yeah, many of them are up to no good.  Some of them have children, have to go home and sit with them that day, because whoever they had babysitting can't.  And some of them babysit their parents' children.  I've had two very good students who were absent too much for that.  When they call, you know, the parents cover for them.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Is there anyway, you think, that the vandalism and all that can be controlled?  Because I did go look at Cypress, 
[0:26:00]

                                    which is a new school – has a nice building with the letters that say "Cypress" hanging off, and I m mean you can just tell that it's –
Dorothy Bilsky:
Mhm.  And it's not due to an inefficient cleanup crew.  They just couldn't keep up with that, I don't think.  Yes, it could be:  it would take a lot more materials and it would take a lot more help or take a lot more social services down in that area.  They need much, much more in help than they have.  We stand out in the halls, the teachers, in between each class. That is strictly so those children won't knock off the clocks while they're walking down the hall, and fun – they don't mean to.  They jump and bang their fist against the clock – and they'll go right through it.  If there's a teacher there to say, "Hey, so-and-so, stop it," he'll jump right there and ________, keep on walking _____ -- didn't mean anything to him.  The other thing they'll not do is knock the panels out of the ceiling.  So there's one hall where --
[0:27:00]
Ray Ann Cramer:
Well now wait a minute – you say they love to do this, do you see the middle class kids doing that?
Dorothy Bilsky:
No, mm mm.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Well then why these children?
Dorothy Bilsky:

Now excuse me – middle class kids do do it, but not with such  regularity, and not with such acceptance.But they have problems out here at Ridgeway too – I'm positive of that, 'cause I've been in girls' rooms and they're all written up and everything.  When nobody's looking, yeah, they're gonna try something. Why do they do that?  Because they have not feeling of respect or anything about that school very few feelings about that school.
Ray Ann Cramer:
No school spirit there?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Yeah, school spirit, but no feeling of preserving a nice building.
Ray Ann Cramer:
No feeling of responsibility towards property or a building?
Dorothy Bilsky:
That's true.  That's true.  We had the riots – the year after Black Monday.
Ray Ann Cramer:
What year was that?


Dorothy Bilsky:
Oh, I'd say 1970 –
[0:28:00]

                                    - '69 – I'd say it was '69 again, when we had all of the – yes, it was.  The year we when they repaired the Trezevant and we were supposed to have gone and ______________ Frasier.  
Anyhow the kids came over to our school and they held _______ outside.  And our kids started rioting inside Cypress.  Then they were letting them out to lunch, which I didn't know 'cause I was the last lunch period.  The kids, instead of going to the lunchroom, were running up and down the halls and breaking things.  Our kids.  Cypress kids.  That's a total lack of concern for the school.  You'd think if they were gonna break something up they would go to somebody else's school and break it up, if they had any feeling about it at all.  They have none, as far as I can – or very little.  Those that want things nice are way outnumbered.  They are.  ___________________ normally, and they band together and they have their own groups, and they do not associate-

[0:29:00]
-with the others. But there's far too many just don't care.
Seg 6 CUT [0:29:04]
Ray Ann Cramer:
What about their respect for teachers?  Did you have problems with that, 
or how did you manage to – obviously you managed to relate to them and control them because you certainly lasted there a long time and gotten along.
Dorothy Bilsky:
Again, part of it is their training and their upbringing and part of it is adolescence.  Adolescents will not say "Yes ma'am," and "No ma'am," ___________________ anyhow.  These kids are no more now than ______ more vocal because there's more of them and they feel secure – the gang type thing.  They feel secure in a gang.  Part of their gang status comes from how big a man they are and how much they can talk back to teachers, get away with it, how bad they are at school.  You have to respect that because they've also got a gang-

[0:30:00]

                                    -and they've got friends.  [Crosstalk 5w] --
Ray Ann Cramer:
So what did you do – just ignore?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Very very _____ does it come up unless you challenge them.  If 
you challenge them, you're going to hear something.  So generally no, you would not challenge them.  The other thing I would never get into was:  "Stop talking."  "I was not talking."  "Yes you were talking."  "No I wasn't."  You can argue with them just like an adolescent if you want to.  They'll – they can put you into that kind of a trick, but you sound like them after awhile.  There is no way that I would get into something like that.  A lot of people do – a lot of people fall for that.  They talk to them just like their children and kids talk back.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Were you ever involved in the neighborhood or did you get any support from the neighborhood at the school?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Yeah, well I was secretary treasurer of the PTA for I guess three or four years, and I was instrumental in the first – when we first organized it.  It is very difficult in that neighborhood, and mainly 'cause both parents work.  
[0:31:00]

                                    It is not an apathy, it is just tough.  We called one meeting and I guess about 15, 17 and that's with how 
many teachers calling parents.  I mean this was calls and flyers and letters and everything.  Must have gotten about 15 and one of them was Brother Green.  
They mainly let off steam about the neighborhood.  They were very dissatisfied with that neighborhood.  The lights [audio break].  Of course they always threaten to close it off.  They also asked the kids not to ride their bicycles, you know, individual homeowners would come out and ask these kids not to ride their bicycles through there.  It is lovely, it is an easy access for them to get over to the zoo or Audubon Park.  It's the fastest route for them.  And of course they were always antagonistic-

[0:32:00]

-because they felt that these people just didn't want black people coming through their street.  They didn't believe that they didn't want traffic through there and they didn't believe anything in the paper.  They really felt that they were trying to stop black kids from going over to the park.
Ray Ann Cramer:
What's Brother Green like?


Dorothy Bilsky:
He is vocal and entertaining and very very dedicated in what he's doing.  He is trying to upgrade that neighborhood, his view on the dissatisfaction of the people in there.  They feel like their neighborhood could be much more than it is.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Do you know what he does for a living?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Nothing.  Not now, not when I was in school he did not work.  We asked him.  He told us he got the name "Brother" from New York, he made it up when he went to New York, 'cause he didn't like people calling him by his first name.  He is very conscious of being black, and --
Ray Ann Cramer:
He's married to a white woman, isn't he?
Dorothy Bilsky:
I don't know.
Ray Ann Cramer:
The German lady.
Dorothy Bilsky:
Never met her.
[0:33:00]

Ray Ann Cramer:
Did you teach the kid?
Dorothy Bilsky:
No, they didn't go to Cypress – they go to _____________.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Oh Snowden?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Uh huh.  In fact I'm sure of that.  He used the school parking lot 
and backyards and things like that to have his rallies and pass out his flyers.
Ray Ann Cramer:
The school allowed him to do that?


Dorothy Bilsky:
Yes, the school allowed him to do that.  He had gotten that –Cypress Creek was one of his first big thrusts in that area.
Ray Ann Cramer:
What about Cypress Creek?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Cypress Creek used to back up into the auditorium and into the portion of the school.  Not into the classroom area.  The cafeteria and mainly the auditorium.  And we would spend, oh, a month at a time when we couldn't go near the auditorium, it smelled so bad.  The water had backed up and they had pumps in there and everything.  Takes a long time to get the water and smell out before we could use it again. 
[0:34:00]

                             He was the one that kept on Cypress Creek – he finally got it cleaned up.
Ray Ann Cramer:
How did that happen?
Dorothy Bilsky:
So the school was reluctant --
Ray Ann Cramer:
How did that happen, the Cypress Creek – how did he get it cleaned up?
Dorothy Bilsky:
The City Commissioner – he finally 
paid some kind of money to get that creek fixed.  And covered – he wanted it covered over, in case a child should fall in it.  I'd forgotten what all he did with it.
Ray Ann Cramer:
What years was that, do you remember when he was active about Cypress Creek?  'Cause I vaguely remember that flooding, too.  Were you there when it flooded?
Dorothy Bilsky:
________ odd thing – yeah, the same thing ___________ Ridgeway Elementary School.  That creek floods the elementary school.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Oh.
Dorothy Bilsky:
Dr. Jones is ______ plumber, he tells me, and he knows how to keep it down, he knows how to get the pumps working fast and other preventive measures, but he has the same problem we have, we discussed it with – years 
[0:35:00]

                                    – I don't know, it was the first year ________ -- when he first showed up in Memphis and first showed up at Cypress, and it was the first year of the PTA – I could look up my records and see --
Ray Ann Cramer:
Okay.
Seg7 CUT[0:35:11]
Dorothy Bilsky:
That was his very first thing.  
Everybody was reluctant to stop him because it seemed like he might do the school some good, as nutty as he appeared, and single-minded as he was, we might have reaped the benefits of it.  He sat on a PTA – the problem with the PTA that's not working is that people can come in and get their own platforms going, and that's really what we fought the whole we had a PTA --
Ray Ann Cramer:
You don't have one anymore?
Dorothy Bilsky:
We did all the years I was there, and it was a good struggle.  It was a good struggle.  We had three or four mothers that 
[0:36:00]

                                    --were active, and --
Ray Ann Cramer:
Who were they?


Dorothy Bilsky:
McAfee was one – she was the president for two years.
Ray Ann Cramer:
How do you spell that?
Dorothy Bilsky:
M-C-A-F-E-E – I think it's one "F".  She has three children when I 
talked to her, I think -- 
Ray Ann Cramer:
Do you where she lives?


Dorothy Bilsky:
No, but you can get it in the records.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Uh huh.
Dorothy Bilsky:
Plus I see her at _________________.  I can ask him.  I see _________.
Ray Ann Cramer:
They've gone on to Memphis State?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Uh huh.  Two of them are there now.  Anyway, she worked with me on that, and we worked hard, but scarcely _____________ was very very difficult.  But their instructor with the booster club was having a lot more success than we did.  

The other time I had a problem with the neighborhood is with the tennis team.  I took the tennis team over to John Rogers.  During the summer, fist of all, we had them go over there and take those lessons, the free lessons. 
[0:37:00]

 And now _______ come in the fall and work with them after school and __________ that they pushed.  After awhile it got to be too much and in truth a lot of times they did not need me there the whole time.  You can't give them a lesson for an hour or two hours.  Sometimes it's just a matter of hitting the ball for a while and getting used to it. 
I couldn't find Parent One to take those kids from John Rogers back to the neighborhood at night.  And finally we disbanded the tennis team.  I couldn't go every afternoon and wait for them and take them home so late.  I was willing to take them over there every afternoon and work with them for an hour or two, but it was just more than I could do – couldn't handle.  
And the other time of course was during the riots after Black Monday they had to hide the white teachers and then lead them out of the neighborhood.  That neighborhood was very proud of being black, and the black teachers lined the walk all the way down to Jackson, I guess.  And we all got in our cars and formed one line 
[0:38:00]

until we were out of the neighborhood.  There were teachers on the street, so that nobody would throw stones at us.
Ray Ann Cramer:
So you could get home?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Uh huh.
Ray Ann Cramer:
And that was during the Black Monday problem?


Dorothy Bilsky:
No a year after that -- we had other riots.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Uh huh.  But they did protect you to get you out of there?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Yeah, the teachers – yeah, I never felt threatened.  I never felt threatened by the children either.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Well now here this is so close to a very, you know, I mean Hyde Park and all of that, here they are having these riots.  What kind of effect do you think a school like Cypress has on that surrounding neighborhood, which is sort of racially integrated at this point, but in a balance?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Well they have Snowden, first of all ___________, as kind of a safety valve.  The people _______________________ integrated people for years – no white people sent their child to Cypress.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Have there been any white kids at Cypress?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Not until the integration.  We had-

[0:39:00]

                                     -one show up one year before the integration.
Ray Ann Cramer:
And then when was it really integrated?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Plan A came first and then Plan Z – whenever Plan A was.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Uh huh.
Dorothy Bilsky:
That year we got our first crew of white children.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Did you get many of them?
Dorothy Bilsky:
No.  And next year we -- 
Ray Ann Cramer:
Where did you get them from, do you know?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Well now we get from, I think it's from Kingsbury – we still get them from Trezevant and Treadwell – I think Frasier still, to this day – I'm not positive about Frasier.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Are there many white children there?
Dorothy Bilsky:
No.  I think many many white children come.  And then – actually I've done some homework:  they started closing down some private schools and they were all linked together-

[0:40:00]

                                    -somehow through some church, and they closed them all down.  We got a big wave back at Cypress.  That was our kids that those schools were effectively closing.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Right.  I remember that.
Dorothy Bilsky:
Well then it was very very difficult because these were children never wanted to come here in the first place, and when you call a 
white parent for that whole year, and you'd say you're child's not performing too well, could you come over and let's talk about it, and you know, she's irrespectful of the teachers and this, that and the other thing, and you just knew what the story would be:  "Well how can you expect her to be respectful in this school and how can you expect her to behave herself in this school and how can you expect her to learn anything in this school?"  And it was just ludicrous – it was just foolishness.
Seg 8  CUT [0:40:41]
Ray Ann Cramer:
What year was that?
Dorothy Bilsky:
That's the first year we bused --
Ray Ann Cramer:
No when the private school went down -
Dorothy Bilsky:
That was the first year of Plan Z.  One semester we had some kids and the next semester we got all the rest of them – or a lot more.  And that was – very few of them came in and said,
[0:41:00]

                                    "Oh, I'm so grateful to be in a school that's functioning" and would tell stories about the private school they'd been in.  It wasn't just one, it was a whole section of them.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Do you know where those people lived?  Were they more towards Frasier?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Yeah, ______________ where they live.
Ray Ann Cramer:
So that wasn't really the neighborhood kids.
Dorothy Bilsky:
Mhm, no, this was the bused kids.  The bused kids never showed up.  
Ray Ann Cramer:
Did they come back the next year?


Dorothy Bilsky:
No.  Some did, some didn't, but mainly no.  Uh uh.
Ray Ann Cramer:
So as far as even last year, was there any number of white kids there?
Dorothy Bilsky:
I would say 100 or 200.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Out of how many students?
Dorothy Bilsky:
Last year I was there we have over 900 children.  When I first went to Cypress we were up to 1,200 and 1,400 children.  We never got up over 1,000 again, once busing started.  I'd forgotten how many children we were supposed to get, and we got about 100 or 200 out of the original-

[0:42:00]

                                    -white group.  Some did show up.  But we never got the numbers that we were supposed to ______ again.
Ray Ann Cramer:
So it's certainly not an overcrowded school.
Dorothy Bilsky:
No, downstairs – I think there's two halls – yeah, there's two halls that are not used at all, which of course again adds to vandalism and things to that effect.  It's difficult to operate a school with halls closed like that.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Could you tell any interesting stories that might related to the neighborhood?  I mean --
Dorothy Bilsky:
The best picture I got of the neighborhood was through the PTA.  The people that came out were very very hardworking, they were very belligerent, they were very upset about their neighborhood.  Lot of times, too – transportation is a big problem.  If you would go and pick them up, as many people as you could carry in your car, a lot of times you could raise attendance that way and that's what we were doing at the end.  
[0:43:00]

Ray Ann Cramer:
Where were you picking them up?
Dorothy Bilsky:
From the neighborhood – it's just too far to walk _____________.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Oh well see now that's really not our neighborhood.
Dorothy Bilsky:
Uh huh.  Oh, I'm – yeah _____________________.
Ray Ann Cramer:
I'm talking about probably kids who are a little bit better off than 
some of these kids that live between Watkins and Trezevant and the Creek and North Parkway.  And they're – you know, there are a number of black people that live in there.
Dorothy Bilsky:
Are they all going to Cypress?
Ray Ann Cramer:
Probably  not.  There are a lot of them who go – a lot of kids who are going to Little Falls, and I guess – I don't know where all the kids are going, the Bellevue optional program?
Dorothy Bilsky:
I would assume so.  I don't think they'd go that far west, but _________________________ the boundaries that far.
Ray Ann Cramer:
I think ________________________.
Dorothy Bilsky:
Uh huh.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Uh huh.  So you could go to Vollentine.?


Dorothy Bilsky:
That's right.  And we don't do we?  I don't think any of those kids go there.
[0:44:00]

Ray Ann Cramer:
I don't know – you said Brother Green's kids didn't go.
Dorothy Bilsky:
No, uh uh.  They really try not to, really.
Ray Ann Cramer:
[Audio break] even the kids who live north of Vollentine who didn't want to go to Cypress had an out.
Dorothy Bilsky:
I think Snowden has always been the safety valve there.  It's an optional school now, and before busing I know they went there, to Snowden.  Many ________ didn't even want to send their child to Cypress than in Snowden.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Well how would you describe Cypress Junior High now?
Dorothy Bilsky:
I have not been there in two years – well I've been there, just in the halls, etc.  It's – well a tad more happy, and there was confusion – a happy confusion.  I believe teaching was going on in some classrooms and teaching is not going on-

[0:45:00]

                                    -in some classrooms.  It has calmed down a great deal as teachers got more used to teaching at Cypress, and the teachers who were not used to it got out and transferred to other schools.  I think that it could be a great, a terrific learning center.  The year that we tried to _____ some achievement tests and did ______ objectives.  We did those for three years.  It seemed to work – the achievement tests came up.  We hit the city median one year and we were very proud.  I think, as I say, that we just need more backup people, we need more resource people, we need – not so much ______, we need people to care for these kids, to talk to each other.  That's takes a lot of time and a lot of money.
Ray Ann Cramer:
[Audio break].  Well thank you very much.  [Audio break].  The neighborhood is what?
[0:46:00]

Dorothy Bilsky:
The neighborhood is – we have some very middle class people there and you have very very fine – the mother's a teacher and the father's a teacher.  And you have some children who are strictly no economic class with very little ____________ very little static.  And there doesn't seem to be a middle group.  

The children from high class or middle class families stick together and they go together and they're dressed well and they do maintain decorum and they are responsible for the school.  Then you have an element that are just not – they are not responsible for the school or anybody else, as far as I can tell.  And they are from lower economic backgrounds and they do not care.  The middle ground, the melting pot is not there – it's not even there among the black children.
Ray Ann Cramer:
They find other places to go?
Dorothy Bilsky:
I guess so.  I guess so.
Ray Ann Cramer:
Okay.  Thank you again.
 [End of Audio]
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