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⬤ Feb. 12, 1946: Isaac Woodard, a decorated 26-year-old Army sergeant, is severely 
beaten by white police offi  cers while taking a bus to meet his wife. He is still wearing 
his uniform. Accused of drinking with other soldiers on the bus, Woodard is 
arrested on a charge of drunk and disorderly conduct and denied medical assistance. 
The attack leaves him permanently blind.

By Jacqueline Woodson

Keep an eye on the restrooms. They’ve always come for us through 
them. ’Cuz who doesn’t ever have to use one? Straight peeps and 
trans peeps, black peeps and white peeps, we all have to go sometime. 
And back in the day, if the Colored Only signs didn’t work or weren’t 
enough, or still had black folks having the audacity to put on a uniform 
and go fight in a war — let’s call this one World War II — they found 
other ways to come for us.

Feb. 12, 1946, 17 years to the day before I was born — and when I was 
born, know those Colored Only signs were still up all over the South 
— a South I would live in until I was 7 years old — Sgt. Isaac Woodard, 
in full uniform, boarded a bus in Georgia, heading home to his wife in 
Winnsboro, S.C. Ninety- eight miles away from the town in which I was 
raised, Sergeant Woodard asked the driver if there was time to use the 
restroom. This was near Augusta, S.C., where the driver said, ‘‘Hell no.’’ 
And then there was an argument. And the driver conceding with a ‘‘Go 
ahead then, but hurry back.’’ 

Keep an eye on the history of black veterans in America. On the 
thousands that were attacked, assaulted, killed. Because they were 
black. Because they were in uniform. Because they had the audacity to 
believe that leaving this country to fight for it would indeed make it a 
better place for them to return to. 

Keep an eye on a white Southern bus driver conceding to a black 
man. At a later stop, Sergeant Woodard was ordered off the bus by 
the local chief of police, Lynwood Shull, and another officer. Lynwood 
beat him blind. Two months later, Woodard’s family moved him from 
the V.A. hospital in Columbia, S.C., to New York City. At trial, Shull 
admitted to blinding Woodard. After 30 minutes of deliberation, an 
all-white jury acquitted him.

Keep an eye on the long, bleak legacy of police brutality against 
black men. It happened in America. It happened when many of us 
were living. It happened again and again. And as Woodard himself 
said, ‘‘Negro veterans that fought in this war … don’t realize that the 
real battle has just begun in America.’’ 

It happened on a Greyhound bus. To a man who was just trying to 
get himself home.


