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COMMENTARY / CULTURE 

Hey readers, with African Ameri-
can history top of mind, does the name 
“Barbara Johns” ring a familiar bell with 
you? If not don’t feel bad, you’re not 
alone. You see, when African American 
history comes up there are two realities; 
first, it gets compressed into February 
(or recently Juneteenth) and, second, it 
typically cites the well-deserved names 
as its founder Carter G. Woodson, Dr. 
Charles Drew, Rosa Parks, George Wash-
ington Carver, W. E. B. DuBois Dr. King 
and others. So, I figured that perhaps the 
Barbara Johns’ story of profound unprec-
edented courage, the focus of this narra-
tive, may pique your interest.  

But first for context, consider the fol-
lowing imaginary scenario.

Imagine that you, a 16-year-old, was 
shaken awake early one morning by your 
parents who told you to get dressed im-
mediately and ready to leave the house. 
Within 30 minutes they took you to the 
bus station and whisked you off to live 
with relatives in another state 500 miles 
away. Why? Because the student protest 
you organized and led in opposition to 
the recent Supreme Court’s striking down 
legal abortions led to a fierce backlash, in-
cluding vile phone threats to your parents 
and vandalism to your house. 

Now put that image aside for now. 
Let’s shift back to Barbara Johns. 

Barbara Johns Powell was born in 
New York City in 1935. Her family had 
roots in Prince Edward County, Virgin-
ia, where they returned to live. Powell’s 
uncle Vernon Johns was an activist and 
minister best known as the pastor who 
succeeded Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. at 

Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Bir-
mingham. Vernon was widely known for 
his scholarship in the classics, intellect, 
and outspoken sermons on race, which 
were ahead of his time. When he visited 
the family in Virginia, he would ask the 
children questions about Black history 
which motivated Barbara to study Black 
history.

In 1951, 16-year-old Barbara Johns 
was a junior at the all-Black Moton High 
School in Farmville. Across town was 
another school, open exclusively to white 
students. The resources available to each 
school and the quality of the facilities 
were unequal. Barbara’s sister Joan de-
scribed the conditions at the Black school.

“In winter the school was very cold. 
And a lot of times we had to put on our 
jackets. When it rained, we would get 
water through the ceiling. It was a very 
difficult setting for trying to learn.” 

Parents of the Black students ap-
pealed to the all-white school board to 
provide a larger and properly equipped 
facility. As a stopgap measure, the board 
erected several tar paper shacks to handle 
the overflow of Moton students. 

After years of frustration Barbara 
took her concerns to a teacher who asked, 
“Why don’t you do something about it?” 
After months of contemplation, she for-
mulated a plan and met with classmates 
who agreed to a student strike. On April 
23, 1951, the plan Johns initiated was put 
into action. 

They marched to the county court-
house to make officials aware of the dif-
ferences in quality between the schools 
and picketed with placards proclaiming, 
“We want a new school or none at all” 
and “Down with tar-paper shacks.” 

That year lawyers from the NAACP 
(National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People) arrived to help 
the students. A month later, the NAACP 
filed Davis v. County School Board of 
Prince Edward County in federal court. 
However, the court upheld segregation 
in Prince Edward County. Not to be de-
terred, the NAACP appealed successfully 
to the U.S. Supreme Court, a decision that 
contributed to the civil rights movement. 

For her part in the movement, Johns 
was harassed and the Ku Klux Klan 
burned a cross in her yard. Her parents, 
fearing for her safety, sent her to Mont-
gomery, Alabama to live with her uncle 
Vernon. 

After the strike Barbara later re-
ceived a degree from Drexel University, 
married, raised five children and lived for 
the rest of her life in Philadelphia. She 
died in September 1991.

The Library of Virginia honored Bar-
bara in 2005 by naming her one of their 
Virginia Women in History. In a 2017 

interview with CBS 
This Morning, Gov-
ernor Terry McAu-
liffe spoke about the 
Unite the Right rally 
in Charlottesville, 
Virginia, with a por-
trait of Barbara Johns 
in the background. 
He called the white 
supremacists cow-
ards and said:

“Over my shoul-
der is Barbara Johns 
who at 16 years 
old led the revolt at 
Prince Edward Coun-
ty, Virginia, when we 
had white schools 
and Black schools. 
She said, “Our 
schools are inferior,” 
and led a revolt of 
400 students in the 
‘50s. That is what we 
need as leaders.”

In 2020, Virginia’s 
Commission on Histor-
ical Statues voted to recommend that a 
statue of Barbara Johns represent Virginia 
in the National Statuary Hall in place of 
the one of Robert E. Lee.  

Now… back to the imaginary sce-
nario presented at the beginning. Imagine 
that that 16-year-old depicted is today 
your daughter, potentially the next Barba-
ra Johns, who is about to lead a protest 
against, say, the National Rifle Associ-
ation; violence against Jews; Muslims; 
gay people; or appear before millions as a 
witness to the January 2021 violent insur-

rection at the nation’s capitol. 
Humm, let that soak in for a minute!
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By Robin Smith 
Have you ever heard of the 

slave who voluntarily enlisted in 
America’s fight for independence 
and was a critically valuable spy?

Once independence was de-
clared by the 13 original colonies 
in 1776, the Revolutionary War 
was fought until 1783. The battle 
had commenced in 1775, a year 
earlier, as British troops stationed 
in Massachusetts had engaged 
with militias mobilized in Lexing-
ton and Concord. 

King George III liked the co-
lonial annexes for taxes collect-
ed, the lucrative trade, and British 
power. But he didn’t tolerate any 
notion of representative govern-
ment, as suggested by the Decla-
ration of Independence by advanc-
ing the “consent of the governed.” 

Economic oppression over-
whelmed the colonists. England’s 
new territories brought rich re-
sources and new reasons to tax 
their consumption for the Crown. 
Soaring taxes commenced in 1763 
to help England pay its debt and 
continued for over a decade with 
no colonial representation within 
the British government. 

In 1770, citizens of Boston 
(population of 16,000 at the time) 
fed up with 2,000 British troops 
roaming their streets enforcing the 
tax laws, witnessed a brawl es-
calate to a riot called the Boston 
Massacre. Economic oppressions, 
met with colonists’ anger, moved 
the British government to disarm 
the colonists. 

In this churn of conflict, or-
dinary men and women stepped 

up, regardless of station in life, to 
do their part in establishing these 
United States of America. One 
such individual was James Armi-
stead Lafayette. 

Born into slavery in 1748, in 
New Kent, Virginia, James Armi-
stead offered his service during the 
Revolutionary War. The Continen-
tal Army stationed Armistead in 
1781 to his post, not as a valet or 
servant, but as a spy.

Stationed within the allied 
units from France, which joined 
the colonists to fight Britain for 
America’s independence, Armi-
stead was under the command of 
a young man who volunteered his 
own services to the Continental 
Army in 1777 as a 19-year-old. His 
aristocratic name was shortened to 
Marquis de Lafayette, yet he grew 
as one of the closest confidantes of 
General George Washington, who 
led America to victory.

Armistead was sent by Lafay-
ette directly into the ranks of the 
British, posing as a runaway slave 
who was supposed to be spying 
on the foes of America. Armistead 
used his masquerade to feed false 
information directly to the inner 
circle of General Charles Corn-
wallis to trick the British, as well 
as to freely travel back to his own 
original camp bringing valuable 
details. 

Critical information provided 
by Armistead to George Washing-
ton and Lafayette of British move-
ments led to victory at the Battle of 
Yorktown, the turning point of the 
Revolutionary War. James Armi-
stead’s acts of bravery were very 

much part of America’s victory to 
be an independent republic.

Following the Revolutionary 
War, Armistead petitioned the Vir-
ginia General Assembly for his 
freedom. Upon learning of his ef-
fort, Marquis de Lafayette penned 
a testimonial in gratitude for his 

faithful service. After receiving 
his freedom-- for which he person-
ally fought and established--James 
Armistead, in tribute, took the sur-
name of Lafayette which he used 
until his death.

What a patriot!

Little Known Revolutionary Patriot - 
James Armistead Lafayette
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The Virginia Civil Rights Memorial opened in 2008, with Barbara Johns and several other young students 
prominently featured on one side.


