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It is the little things — the small incidents that grow in importance through the years, taking on weighted
significance -- that shape lives.

For me, it was a high school counselor doing her best to steer me away from college, and instead insisting
that girls like me -- meaning black — should aim to be secretaries.

For Cleve Overton, it was an incident involving a faux gold ring, dropped by accident in the South Beach
sand at an amusement park which was snatched up by another youth.

A white man's intercession -- "It belongs to him, it belongs to the colored kid," which resulted in Overton
having his gold ring returned - that is not only the basis for his book, "In the Shadow of the Statue of
Liberty," but the impetus for the rest of his life.

"I had become a colored kid: it was the first time | remember being referred to as such. Being a 'colored kid'
had no other definition for me then. it made me feel special, until race became the defining characteristic of
what | was, rather than what | wanted to be."

And so begins the book, written by one of Staten Island's own, which throughout its 206 pages, paints a
racial picture of a Staten Island, and America that convulsed. His life spans the racial history of this country
- the good, the bad and the decidedly ugly over 70 years.

"l grew up here [Staten Island in Mariners Harbor], and as a kid who was still a 'kid' when | joined the
military, did not understand racism until | became a soldier in the segregated army," Overton explained to
me during a series of interviews and correspondence.

He recalls vividly the "colored" men being separated from whites at the recruiting station on Whitehall Street
in lower Manhattan in the 1940s: "A soldier escorted me and the other colored guys down two flights of
stairs to an unmarked door and room.

"Deep down each of us was probably aware that something different was going on because we were
colored recruits. But we were hoping that if we ignored our apprehensions, they would go away. In
retrospect, there was shame that we were accepting a 'separate status."

He was filled with rage reading his official military papers: "l was Private First Class Clarence Overton (n)
Regular Army 1222-3969, blood type O, religion stamped "P" on my dog tags. | entered the military a
Negro, but the other men said the (n) meant nigger. But | knew that | was a bona fide "Negro Man," and
decided that the "p" was going to mean protester.”

When his time was up, Overton mustered out, and returned to Staten Island. He held menial jobs, but
always searched for opportunities to better himself. One of those was at the old Bethlehem Steel.
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"It would become my first battle in the war against discrimination on Staten Island,” Overton said.
Negroes were not allowed to work certain jobs, which led to Overton and the others forming a group.

"The State Commission Against Discrimination (SCAD) agreed to meet with us and the steel yard
supervisor. Three months passed before we heard anything from the SCAD team.

"Bethlehem Steel would allow Negroes in all positions. Shortly afterwards, Bethlehem announced its
intention to close the yard on Staten Island. Whether or not the plant closed because of the racial issue, the
favorable settlement of the case hardly seemed like a victory, and there was much evidence of racism on
this little island in the shadow of the Statute of Liberty."

But there were other things going on Overton's life.

He had come home to a changed world -- outside of Staten Island -- in Manhattan where he dated white
women, smoked pot, went on a quest to educate himself using the G.1. Bill, hung out in jazz clubs and went
to Broadway shows.

It was enlightenment at minimum costs, but enlightening with a price tag he soon was unwilling to pay. His
white friends in the city, although accepting, were seemingly deaf to the first rumblings of the civil rights
movement and the condition of blacks. He increasingly wasn't.

He met and married a Jewish woman from Todt Hill whose father was a rabbi. The bloom of happiness
wilted and died, although the union produced children.

Overton joined the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), and could be found often at its office on Jewett
Avenue and Richmond Terrace. He flirted with Communism; attempted to rally other blacks; protested the
Vietnam War; appeared in local plays; taught and lectured at the College of Staten Island and Baruch
College; opened several businesses, was spied on by the FBI, and grew increasingly frustrated at blacks
who seemed too complacent and whites who refused to help right the wrongs he so clearly saw.

Disillusionment set like concrete, and he abandoned the Island and traveled the world, returning to the
borough only when his wanderlust had been quenched.

He took up the mantle of race once again in the late 1980s. His return was to, in his words, "complete
unfinished business," the removal of the controversial murals at Borough Hall depicting a "happy” black
slave boy.

"The murals became for me a metaphor for the black community on Staten Island — silent and
misunderstood, if not ignored, by everyone, even blacks themselves," he writes.

His best efforts failed.

"l had decided initially not to ask whites for any assistance on the murals issue, assuming that the black
community would become involved. In the end, neither community helped.”

Overton left again, vowing never to retumn to live, only to visit. He cites many reasons, most having to do
with the black community's "unwillingness" to preserve its own history and failure to advocate for equality on
its own behalf.

Overton writes: "As a black Staten Islander, color me confused. Staten Island with a rich black history is
being lost, and there is no effective organization promoting or preserving it. Anyone my age can peel back a
few layers of history to view the effects and missed opportunities of the black community. We will leave
behind no markers or monuments, no archives of black voices or accomplishments of men and women who
however briefly were the 19th and 20th century standard bearers of racial freedom and respect.”

The last few pages of his book are a mixture of bitterness and prophecy:

"Some folks wallow in stagnation, others drift off, living as distant planets in white or black space on the
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Island. My coterie of white friends, once so dedicated to racial justice, live with denials and obfuscation."

White political leaders, he says, are only willing to fund and be masters-of-ceremonies at Black History
Month celebrations and give awards to blacks.

"After the benediction of the day, | sit alone with the old memories, dissected and discarded. Hopefully,
others will not fall for the myths of those who serve up symbolic results rather than real ones. The new
memories gathered together recently, churned up and mixed with the old to become this book."

And what a book it is ... 2 man's search not only for himself, but for those like him. A book about the search
for a gold ring in the shadow of the symbol of freedom -- the Statue of Liberty. TAG: Editor's note: Cleve
Overton's book, "In the Shadow of the Statue of Liberty: A Memoir of a Black American," is available on
amazon. com. The author is currently writing a book tracing the lives of black/Staten Islanders, and a novel.

Stevie Lacy-Pendleton is the deputy Editorial Page editor and an Advance senior news columnist.
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