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It’s hard to believe that it has been almost 50 years since I first met Paul Zuber.  It was the summer of 1959 and I was 12 and had just graduated from 6th grade PS. 133 in Harlem. I went to summer camp twice that year but when September came my parents became a part of a community group know as the “Harlem 24” that refused to send their children to the inferior defacto segregated junior high schools they had been assigned  and chose instead to take the NYC Board of Education to court for a reassignment.  Paul Zuber was our lawyer.

We need to put this event into the context of its time. 1959 was just 4 years after the 1954 Brown decision in the Supreme Court ruled that de jure segregated schools unconstitutional.  This decision had been followed up in the following year 1955 with a Supreme Court directive to the Board of Education in Topeka, Kansas to adhere to it earlier decision and the to desegregate “with all deliberate speed”. In both case Thurgood Marshal was the NAACP led attorney. Paul Zuber was our Thurgood Marshall. 
A young Martin Luther King had just successful competed the Montgomery bus boycott in December 1956.  We were about to engage in a school boycott that kept me out of junior high for most of 7th grade. Paul Zuber was our Martin Luther King. Two years earlier, in 1957 President Eisenhower had sent the National Guard into Little Rock Arkansas to segregate their public schools. The students in this case were known as the “the Little Rock 7”. A just the year before, in 1958, Paul Zuber had successfully advocated for a group of Harlem students, “the Harlem 9” led by Shirley Rector, and gained access for them into high performing schools. 
This was the world that I was living in when Paul Zuber burst into my life in Lincoln Project and suddenly I was a part of something that was far bigger than I was. This was a pivotal event for me…an eye opening event. The children, the parents and the community were all part of a movement. We were educated as to why were involved, why we were not going to school and in fact prepared literature to hand out to the community to explain our cause. I believe you call that political organizing. We taught the appropriate protocols, behaviors a dress for our court appearances. And I still remember how we all stood up when the judge entered the court room. 
And when the case took longer than expected and pressure mounted on us to give up and return to school and cease our home schooling our adversaries accused our parents of denying us our right to education, In response, Congressman Adam Clayton Powell opened the Abyssinia Baptist Church to us and we established our own “Freedom School” where parents and other supporters came in and taught us following the established curriculum. I remember Paul Zuber teaching us. I remember him inspiring us. He was the first person that vividly described what the excitement of college life would be like. He used his own experience at NYU, I believe. He really made me look forward to going to college. And when I got there I said, “So this is what Paul was talking about”.

Because of Paul education and politics have always been a central part of my being.  Paul had vision. He taught me leadership.  When I got to Syracuse I in was only natural that I became the founder of the Martin Luther King Library and the prime mover for the establishment of the African–American Studies Department. While still in college I was drawn first to the NAACP and then I was pulled to CORE because of its campaign the late sixties to establish an Independent School Board for Harlem. And I snuck into a graduate course so I could write a paper on that effort which brought me to Albany for the last two weeks of the 1969 State legislative session where the NYC school decentralization plan was adopted. This all started with Paul. 
I went on to become the Director of Political Affairs of CORE at the national level and helped to prepare amicus curie briefs for the United States Supreme Court in the school desegregation cases involving Charlotte-Mecklenburg North Carolina and Richmond Virginia. I also did community work for educational improvements in Atlanta, Mobil, Georgia and other places, acted as a health educator in New York City public schools and ran for the local school board in Harlem in 1977. That was all Paul. 

Then after earning a living as a health professional for 20 with NYSDOH, and thinking I was out of the education and politics business,  Paul Webster asked me to run for the Albany School Board 2002.  After I was elected to the Board I and then elected by my colleagues to the Board presidency I realized this wasn’t just a coincidence. I had just got my Pauls confused. It was really Paul Zuber not Paul Webster that caused me to respond in the positive to the draft.

Education and politics have been a recurrent theme in my life for a half of a century.  This is because Paul Zuber planted the seed of community service and leadership very deep and early into my being. And nothing, not even a temporary setback of a recent election, can ever take that away from me. He gave me a sense of purpose and significance early in life. He taught me that my actions can make a difference not only for my personal destiny but in determining the destiny of my people. And for that I am eternally grateful

It is indeed an honor and personal privilege for me to make this presentation to honor a man who was a visionary and a great leader.  My first lawyer, advocate, role model and boyhood hero, Paul Zuber.   
