
Sitting in, Standing up, and Fighting the cuts at UNO 
Katy Reckdahl chiseled a piece of New Orleans history into the paper of public record recently 

by commemorating the Canal Street lunch counter sit-ins of 50 years ago that sparked a civil rights case 
which went all the way to the Supreme Court.  

As students engaged in the 
fight to stop university budget cuts 
in Louisiana, the similarities jumped 
off the page at us as we read the 
tale of young people standing up 
against the powerful interests of 
their time in pursuit of justice and 
equality.  

In the memories of sit-in 
participants, we recognized the 
same emotions and battles we are 
going through right now.  We felt 
the clear parallels to our own fight 
at UNO. And keeping in mind that 
the outcome of the sit-in 
movement was far from a certainty at the time it was happening, we find the inspiration and 
determination to continue our own fight in the face of an uncertain outcome.  

“We were fed up,” said Rudy Lombard, an early leader of the local chapter of the Congress of 
Racial Equality, or CORE, as he explained why they sat-in. At UNO today, we are also fed up. In fact, 200 
of us were fed up enough to walk out of class and march through the administration building against the 
cuts, which have been going on for 2 years now. Eight of us were so fed up we took over Milneburg Hall 
in protest.  

The sit-in tactic was an idea that began in other parts of the country and spread to New Orleans, 
just as the student occupation of Milneburg Hall was an idea that began in other parts of the country 
that we brought here to New Orleans. Student occupations have been occurring at dozens of campuses 
across the U.S., especially in California, in the last few years, and that’s how we picked up the idea.  

Rudy Lombard recalled reading about the first sit-ins in other cities and said to himself 'That will 
never happen here. These people here are too mean-spirited, too volatile.’ We also questioned whether 
an occupation could gain the support of other students and the wider community. We were pleasantly 
surprised by just how positive the reactions were, overall.  

Though support grew over time, not everyone supported CORE’s sit-ins at the beginning. For 
weeks afterward, when the phone rang, Lanny Goldfinch, then 21, would listen to the epithets. Then 
he'd tell the callers that his goal had been simple. "I just wanted to have coffee with my friends," he'd 
say. After the protests at UNO, we read plenty of unsupportive online comments, blog posts, and 
opinions. Like Lanny, we’ve had a simple response: “We just want to be able to have an affordable, 
quality education.” 

Despite the support they eventually garnered, the anger over the actions taken by the CORE 
students wasn’t just coming from pro-segregationists. There was plenty of anger from within the 
African-American community too; people told the activists that what they had done was irresponsible, it 
was too soon, too drastic, and done with too few people. Even one of the black protestors’ own parents, 
though against segregation, came to the store to try to get his son to leave and end that first sit-in. We 
have also faced similar responses from a few people at UNO who are against the budget cuts but think 
we are misguided. 



Government officials in 1960 denounced the demonstrations as being carried out "by a small 
group of misguided white and Negro students." This sounds pretty familiar to the statements made by 
Adam Norris and Tim Ryan about the September 1st protests. To paraphrase them, ‘we agree with their 
goals, we just think there is a better way to go about it.’ Well, we’ve been waiting to see that “better 
way” for 2 years now, and got fed up. We sincerely wish there was a better way, but in the immortal 
words of Fredrick Douglass: “Power concedes nothing without a demand. Without struggle, there is no 
progress.” We know that unless the powerful fear the consequences of the cuts more than the political 
and economic benefits of them to their own careers, they won’t end them. 

The CORE students, 3 black and 1 white, saw their sit-in arrest case go all the way to the 
Supreme Court, and they became known as the CORE four. We have seen the arrests of 3 UNO students 
so far in our movement, and we will take the civil suits against the police for false arrests and police 
brutality as high as they must go, too, just like the CORE students did with their case. We refuse to be 
overcome by the legal threats and obstructions being thrown in our path. 

Rudy Lombard said that the hard work of 
creating a movement was done by New Orleans 
CORE, a small group that was "courageous to the 
bone.” There was a real fear of reprisals being taken 
against those who helped the CORE students, and 
even the lawyers working on their case feared being 
disbarred for their legal assistance. Right now at 
UNO, there is a small, growing group of students 
“courageous to the bone” who are not afraid to 
speak out, to organize, to protest, and to disrupt 
business as usual if that’s what it takes to stop the 
cuts. Like the sit-in activists, we continue to fight the 
cuts despite the arrests against us, despite the fear 

of losing one’s job that has successfully silenced many faculty members, despite the fact that staff angry 
about the cutbacks are too scared to even be seen talking with us in public, despite the fact that some 
students are too scared to come to a protest and speak out against the cuts, despite all of this, we 
continue and we are growing. 

UNO’s small group has learned the important lessons from our forbearers’ history that 
organizing, speaking out, protesting, and standing up fiercely for each other and anyone else targeted is 
the best, and only, way to break the grip of fear John Lombardi and his goon squad have on many on our 
campus right now. We’ve learned the lesson that we can’t let fear, criticism, or powerful interests stop 
us, and that eventually, if we are determined, if we are united, and if we are courageous, we are 
stronger than any repercussions they can throw at us, and we might just be able to change history for 
the better. The legacy of the CORE activists has benefited everyone in New Orleans for the last 50 years. 
 

Now it’s our turn to ensure progress continues for the next 50! 
Please get involved, together we are unstoppable: 

http://occupyla.wordpress.com 
 

The article about the sit-ins is worth reading, and can be read online at: 
http://www.nola.com/politics/index.ssf/2010/09/sit-ins_at_canal_street_lunch.html 
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