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Leon’s Story 
Leon W. Tillage 

 

1. Leon’s father was a sharecropper.  What is that? 
Mr. Johnson, the owner of the farm, gave Leon’s father land to work.  He gave half his crop to 
Mr. Johnson.  Because the family needed to live and eat before the crops were harvested, the 
family was always in debt and could never get out of it. 

2. What were the two things that brought blacks and whites together during those years? 
Christmas or a death in the family 

3. What was Leon’s parents’ attitude about the way their life was? 
They thought that blacks would always be second best.  “You’ll never equal up to the whites.”  
Leon’s parents were strict, the children never questioned them. 

4. What did Leon learn in school when he was young? 
He learned the ABC’s, the times tables, and some reading in a big house with a teacher that had 
never gone to college. 

5. What often happened to the blacks while they were walking home from school? 
The bus driver from the white school would stop the bus.  The white kids would call them 
names and throw things at them. 

6. Who helped the black kids on their way home from school and how did he do it? 
Mr. Clark was a white man who rode a white horse.  When he walked with the children, the bus 
driver didn’t stop.  Miss Janie, his wife, helped them when they got hit and gave them cookies. 

7. What did Leon think white people taught their kids about blacks’ souls and feelings? 
Leon thought that white people taught their kids that blacks had no souls or feelings.  
Therefore, you couldn’t hurt them when you hit them. 

8. When the blacks wanted to go to the movies, shopping, or to a restaurant, what did they have 
to do? 
They had to enter a special back door marked “Colored”.  In some cases, they were not allowed 
in at all.  At the movie theater they would have to sit in the balcony. 

9. Why were the blacks so afraid of the KluKlux Klan? 
The KKK would kill or beat blacks for any reason.  The blacks couldn’t go to the police because 
many of them were Klansmen. 

10. What would Klansmen burn in the front yard of a black person? 
A cross 

11. What did Leon’s father do to warn the family that the Klansmen were coming? 
He would sit on the roof behind the chimney.  If the Klansmen came, the father would pound 
on the roof 3 times and the family would go to a hiding place until they left. 

12. What had the black man done to cause some white men to almost beat him to death with a 
tobacco drying stick? 
He drank out of a “whites only” fountain. 
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13.  What happened on Leon’s 15th birthday? 
When Leon’s parents were walking to town to buy Leon a birthday present, a carload of 
drunken white boys ran over Leon’s father.  They backed up and ran over him again and 
dragged him until he was dead.  Leon’s father had pushed his mother out of the way into a 
ditch.  The boys’ father came to Leon’s house to give them $100 saying “Boys will be boys.” 
Leon’s mother later went to court but the case was thrown out. 

14. When blacks rode the bus, where did they sit and how did they pay? 
The blacks would get on the bus and pay but were not allowed to walk through the white 
section of the bus to get to the back.  They had to get back off the bus and enter through the 
back door. 

15. What is the story Leon told about the pickup truck and the dogs? 
Leon was working for a man who owned a pickup truck.  The man stopped at a bar, Leon stayed 
in the truck.  Some men came out of the bar with 2 huge dogs.  They told Leon to get out of the 
truck and run and that if he made it to the tree he would be safe.  Two other white men came 
and saved Leon by threatening to kill the dogs if they did not let Leon go. 

16. When Leon got older, he joined the marches for equal rights for blacks.  What did they put on 
their bodies to protect themselves? 
They cut up inner tubes and put it around their bodies to protect themselves from dog bites.  
They put paper under cotton stockings on their heads to protect their heads from the beatings. 

17. Who told the blacks to be non-violent? 
Dr. Martin Luther King 

18. What are some things the whites would do to the marchers? 
They would throw eggs, milk bottles with urine in them, and human wastes at the marchers. 

19. Who motioned for the marchers to run into their businesses when they were being chased by 
the police or Klansmen? 
The Greek and Jewish business owners helped them. 

20. What is Black Marie? 
A Black Marie was a police van that took them to jail.  The marchers would try to go to jail 
because they would stay overnight and be safe. 

21. What did the mayor of Raleigh do to help marchers? 
The mayor called the National Guard to arrest anyone abusing or throwing things at the 
marchers. 

22. What did Leon say the marchers marched for and got beat up for? 
The marchers didn’t want the white to tell them what they could do or not do.  This was 
America, land of Freedom! 

23. Once all the marching was over, what was Leon’s job? 
Leon was a custodian at a school in Baltimore.  The school dedicated a yearbook to him and set 
up a scholarship in Leon and his brother’s names to help kids no matter what color they were.   


