
As the three of them approach the hotel restaurant, the man-
ager emerges and says to the father, “You cannot bring him in
here.” The father replies, “He is a Special Assistant Attorney
General of the State and I am going to bring him in here.”

As they eat their very lengthy meal, the restaurant staff
smashes every glass and every dish by the side of the table. The

Brown v. Board of Education changed everything—and perhaps not enough.

On May 17, 1954, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in that historic case. Chief Justice Earl

Warren wrote for a unanimous court when he held, “In the field of public education the

doctrine of ‘separate but equal’ has no place. Separate facilities are inherently unequal.” As

such, those facilities violated the 14th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which guaran-

tees all citizens equal protection of the laws.

In important cases, Arizona led the Supreme Court rather than followed it. Before Brown

was decided, two superior court judges in Maricopa County had already held the same way.

Those judges—Fred Struckmeyer and Charles Bernstein—would go on to become justices

on the Arizona Supreme Court.

On the 50th anniversary of Brown, we provide some thoughts and memories of the dis-

mantling of discrimination right here in Arizona.

CIVIL RIGHTS FOR
BY HON. ELIZABETH FINN

Imagine a little girl who is 5 years old. Her mother
has taken her downtown to have lunch with her
father, a lawyer. Her father is physically a great big
man with a dynamic presence. He arrives at the San
Carlos Hotel with a friend, the first black lawyer in

the State of Arizona.

w w w. m y a z b a r. o r g14 A R I Z O N A  AT T O R N E Y S E P T E M B E R  2 0 0 4



little girl finally says to her father, “Why are they doing that?”
The father replies, “Our friend’s skin is a different color.” The
little girl responds, “But I do not understand.” And the father
says, “I do not understand either.”

The year is 1952. The father is my father, Herbert B. Finn. The
black lawyer is Hayzel B. Daniels. I am the little girl at age 5.

This was my first experience with discrimination. Though my
parents had meetings at our house that discussed these issues,
the breaking of the dishes drove home to me that these differ-
ences actually meant something to other people. They did not
mean anything to me because of how I had been raised:
Everyone is equal, special and unique, and these kinds of differ-
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Children at Kingsboro Federal Housing Project, Brooklyn, New York, 1940s.
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ences were to be cherished. I was shocked that anyone would
treat someone, especially someone I had known all my life, dif-
ferent just because of his skin.

Obviously, not everyone felt like my parents and the people
in the civil rights movement. Those who favored segregation
said, “You cannot legislate people’s minds.” In other words, it
was OK to discriminate based on the color of your skin or your
religion. “It’s not natural—having all these people be together.”
In other words, we do not know you people, and we are not
comfortable being around you. You might do something differ-
ent, so we choose to just make sure you are kept in your own lit-
tle area.

In the 1950s and 1960s, my parents, along with other fami-
lies, worked toward abolishing these archaic beliefs. I recall
events at our house where my mother, Ruth G. Finn, would

make a backyard dinner for 350 multiracial people planning the
next strategy. I also recall large parties at Bill and Alice

Mahoney’s house on Seventh Avenue
with plans of action being discussed.
Fran Waldman, a member of many
Jewish organizations, and Rabbi
Albert Plotkin of Temple Beth Israel
were always at the forefront of many
of these issues. They were very
aggressive at attacking issues of busi-
nesses discriminating against people
because of race or religion. Fran
worked diligently at bringing people
together of all faiths. Rabbi Plotkin
was outspoken even when his congre-
gation did not support him.

When asked why he worked so
hard against discrimination of all peo-
ple, he replied, “Because it was the
right thing to do.” Joe Stocker, who

was the public relations director of the Arizona Education
Association, and Fran worked tirelessly on issues of public
accommodations and events to bring people of all cultures
together. They recognized that a lot of discrimination stemmed
from people not knowing other cultures—being concerned
about the differences and not knowing how to overcome those
barriers.

One of the issues that concerned people in the movement was
the disparate treatment in housing practices. I recall Lincoln and
Eleanor Ragsdale trying to buy a home on Thomas Road, an
exclusive area of Phoenix at the time. Because they were black,
they were forbidden from even seeing it. They eventually had
someone buy the house for them. It was common practice to
have covenants in real estate contracts prohibit someone who
was Jewish or a person of color from buying residences in certain
areas. After all, a neighborhood had the right to control who

CIVIL RIGHTS FOR EVERY GENERATION
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The lessons learned
from my parents

and the other 
families in the

movement remain
alive in me today.



lived there. If they wanted an all-white
neighborhood, it was their right as prop-
erty owners to make that decision.

These kinds of issues continued in a
different format into the 1980s. I was liv-
ing in south Phoenix and had incurred
some homeowner’s insurance issues
because south Phoenix was rated as a
high-risk area. My insurance agent was
Manuel “Lito” Peña, someone from the
civil rights movement who was also in the
legislature. Manuel was unable to obtain
homeowner’s insurance for me. He was
very frustrated that even though he held a
position of power, he was unable to elimi-
nate the discriminatory practices by insur-
ance companies for people who lived in
that part of town.

The first successes in the movement
occurred in the schools. There was an ini-
tiative in 1952 that allowed citizens to
vote on whether schools should be segre-
gated. People within the civil rights move-
ment thought that this would pass. After
all, this was 1952: Racial barriers were
falling, and certainly the people of Arizona
would support desegregation. The initia-
tive lost 2 to 1.

It was surprising to learn that among
those who had opposed the initiative was
none other than Haze Daniels. My moth-
er, who thought so highly of Haze, asked
him why he opposed the initiative. What
he said was so profound that my mother
used the phrase in her speeches. She had
graduated at the top of the founding class
at ASU Law School in 1970 and received
the highest grade in her constitutional law
class. When she would make speeches
about constitutional issues, she would
hold up her dog-eared constitutional law
book and say, “I learned more about con-
stitutional rights from Haze than I did in
all of law school.” So what was Haze’s
profound statement of opposition?

“People do not have the right to vote
on my children’s constitutional rights.”

The next step toward desegregation
was the NAACP, Civic Unity and
other organizations raising money

to bring California lawyers to Arizona to
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file a federal lawsuit. That suit was dismissed, and the lawyers
returned to California with the money that had been raised.

My Dad and Haze did not want to let the issue drop. On July
12, 1952, they filed a lawsuit (without any financial backing) for
declaratory judgment against the Phoenix Union High School
District on behalf of Robert B. Phillips, Tolly Williams and David
Clark, Jr. On February 9, 1953, Judge Fred Struckmeyer grant-
ed the injunction restraining the school board from segregating
members of the African race from those of the Caucasian race.

In his ruling, Judge Struckmeyer talked about prior court rul-
ings holding that segregation was lawful as long as facilities were
equal. He disagreed:

Nonetheless, democracy rejects any theory of second class cit-
izenship. There are no second class citizens in Arizona. And
the trend from the time of their enunciation in the
Declaration of Independence of the principle ‘that all men are
created equal’ has been to constantly reconsider the status of
minority groups and their problems… . Even in this country
there have been many instances of oppression of such minor-
ity groups on racial, religious, cultural and economic back-
grounds. The history of this nation indicates a strong ten-
dency towards increasing insistence upon the reality of those
principles which form the basis of our democracy.
Ironically, Bill Mahoney, who was so involved in the move-

ment and opposed to segregation, had been elected county
attorney at the time the decision was rendered. The school
board, who was represented by the county attorney, decided to
appeal the decision. Bill advised the board that because he had
been opposed to segregation, the board should hire someone
else to represent them on appeal. The appeal was eventually dis-
missed because the board decided to desegregate.

A second lawsuit, on behalf of Carl and Frank Heard, Cynthia
Williams Myrna Williams, Pearlie Williams and Flenoy Williams

was filed against the Wilson
School District on
November 12, 1953. This
case challenged the segre-
gated elementary schools.
Dad and Haze, joined by
Carl Muecke, who later
went on to become a feder-
al district court judge for
Arizona, filed the lawsuit.

In that decision, Judge
Charles Bernstein truly
emphasized the importance
of the school in our lives:

Every society gets
encumbered with dead
wood from the past. The
school has the duty of
omitting such things
from the environment
which   it   supplies.  By

selecting the best for its exclusive use it strives to reinforce the
power of this best. As a society becomes more enlightened it
realizes that it is responsible not to transmit and conceive the
whole of its existing achievements but only such as make for
a better future society. The school is its chief agency for the
accomplishment of this end.
Later, he stated, “Furthermore, it provides public approval

and reinforcement of private privileges which has become the
primary symbol of the Negro’s inferiority.”

Desegregation came with some bitter sweetness. Teachers
and personnel from Carver, the black high school that
the district opted to close to accomplish desegregation,

did not all end up with jobs in their chosen profession. Calvin
Goode tells the story of how he was not considered for the man-
agement job at the PUHS Bookstore “because it might not be
acceptable to have a black man supervising white women.”

One success story from Carver was Eugene Grigsby. He
became one of the first black professors at Arizona State
University. Gene helped form the Coalition of Black Artists to
help youth of color express their heritage through art. He went
to big downtown financial institutions and had them agree to
display this vivid powerful art in their dry, sterile buildings. As
with many married couples in the movement, his wife,
Thomesena, was a nationally known writer featuring stories on
Arizona issues.

The school decisions, including Brown v. Board of Education,
though a very important first step, did not end all issues. Many
teachers at the desegregated schools were unprepared for this
new mix of multicultural students. Everyone had a lot to learn.
In addition, the decisions did not abolish desegregation. De
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American Bar Association Commission on Brown: www.abanet.org/brown

U.S. Department of Education Commission:
www.ed.gov/about/bdscomm/list/brownvboard50th

Howard University Law School resources: www.brownat50.org
National Park Service site that includes one of the four segregated elementary 
schools for African American children in Topeka: www.nps.gov/brvb
Special online edition (Spring 2004) of Teaching Tolerance magazine from the 
Southern Poverty Law Center:

www.tolerance.org/teach/expand/mag/
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facto segregation still exists today because residential patterns
help keep schools segregated.

The most important aspect of the school cases is that it
opened the door for other issues to be attacked, including the
major issue of public accommodations. There were many places
that did not allow Jews or people of color to use their business-
es. Signs were clearly posted that put us on notice: “We have the
right to refuse service based on race, creed or color.” After all,
these businesses were private, and if they did not want to serve
Blacks, Hispanics or Jews, it was their right to make that deci-
sion.

I had friends who belonged to the Phoenix Country Club,
and they would invite me to attend saying, “You do not look
Jewish. There won’t be a problem; just come along.” They did
not get it. As I had learned from my parents, the issue was not
“Could I pass?” but “Should people be able to discriminate
against me based on my religion?”

The lessons learned from my parents and the other families in

the movement remain
alive in me today. Not
only do I embrace what
they have taught me,
but I also have passed
the same lessons onto
my children. They
understand the impor-
tance of appreciating
diversity and of speak-
ing out against injus-
tices when so often oth-
ers are silent. I am
proud of both my
socially conscious chil-
dren just as I’m sure my
father was proud of me
at five when I ques-
tioned the actions of
those restaurant work-
ers. Only today, the
question I hear is not
“Why are they breaking
dishes?” but “Why
aren’t they allowed to
be married?”

Ironically, the excus-
es for opposing same-
sex marriages sound
just like the civil rights
issues of my youth. Just
as whites and blacks
should be treated
equal, all partnerships,
regardless of sexual ori-
entation, should be

treated equal. If not, we are creating second-class citizens, as
Judge Struckmeyer said when he struck down segregation as
unlawful.

I still recall that refrain from people, “You cannot legislate
people’s minds.” But what you can do is make sure that the law
treats all people equal. Minds will change as people learn to live
with and love one another. It is our duty to make sure that the
law and the government treat everyone the same. We need to
honor the legacy passed on to us, we need to pass the torch onto
our children and we need society to make true the basic belief
that all people are created equal.

Hon. Elizabeth Finn has been a judge for 25 years, the first 24 as
a Phoenix Municipal Court Judge and the last year as Presiding
Judge for Glendale City Court. 

Thurgood Marshall and John Davis: John Davis (left) and Thurgood Marshall argued for and against (respectively)
school segregation before the Supreme Court in Brown v. Board of Education. Marshall’s argument succeeded, and
he went on to become a Supreme Court Justice. Date photographed: December 9, 1952.
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