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Preface 

This oral history of Cecil A. Partee's service in the Illinois General 
Assembly is a product of the Illinois Legislative Council's General 
Assembly Oral History Program. The oral history technique adds a 
distinctive new dimension to the council's statutory responsibility 
for performing research and collecting information concerning the govern- 
ment of 'the state. 

Cecil A. Partee was born in Blytheville, Arkansas, in 1921. The story 
of his youth is typical of black middle class life in Blytheville during 
the 1920's and 1930's. After completing his undergraduate work at 
Tennessee State University, he was denied entry to law school at the 
University of Arkansas. Instead the state of Arkansas paid his tuition 
at Northwestern University where he attained his law degree. 

Upon admission to the Illinois bar, Mr. Partee started practice in 
Chicago. With the idea of widening contacts for his practice, he 
requested committeeman William L. Dawson to assign him a precinct. This 
precinct captain assignment started his long-term association with the 
regular Democratic organization in Chicago. He was soon offered, and 
accepted, a position as an assistant state's attorney. 

In 1955, two significant events occurred. First, he married Paris 
Angelina Bradley and, second, reapportionment increased Chicago's 
representation in the Illinois General Assembly. Mr. Partee was asked 
if he would run in 1956 for one of the new positions in the House of 
Representatives. He did so and continued in the House for five sessions, 
then moved on to serve five sessions in the Senate. While in the Senate, 
during the 77th and 79th General Assemblies when the Democrats held 
majorities, he served as Senate president. 

Mr. Partee's major legislative achievements were in the  fields of civil 
rights, consumer rights and crime and corrections. His memoir focuses on 
such subjects but also touches on many other fields. Particularly in- 
structive i s  h i s  recounting of techniques and problems of leadership. 



Mr. Bartee retired at the end of the 79th General Assembly, in 1977, to 
run unsuccessfully for attorney general a£ the state. He then accepted 
the position of commisioner in the Chicago Department of Human Services 
where he served until elected to his present position as Chicago city 
treasurer. 

Readers of this oral history should bear in mind that it is a transcript 
of the spoken word. Its informal, conversational style represents a 
deliberate attempt to encourage candor and to tap the narrator's memory. 
However, persons interested in listening to the tapes should understand 
that editorial considerations produced a text that differs somewhat from 
the original recordings. Both the recordings and this transcript should 
be regarded as a primary historical source, as no effort was made to 
correct or challenge the narrator. Neither the Illlnois Legislative 
Council nor Sangamon State University is responsible far the factual 
accuracy of the memoir, nor for views expressed therein; these are for the 
reader to judge. 

The tape recorded interviews were conducted by Horace Waggoner between 
the fall of 1979 and the spring of 1981. Mr. Waggoner was born in 1924 
near Waggoner, a small farm-service community in central Illinois. At 
age 18 he enlisted for military service in World War I1 and, as a U. S. 
Air Force commissio~ed officer, continued to serve until 1973. Upon 
leaving service, he resumed his formal education, achieving a masters 
degree in history at Sangamon State University in 1975. Specializing in 
the field of oral history, his association with the Sangamon State 
University Oral History Office dates from 1976. 

Florence Hardtn and Ulanda Buckhold transcribed the tapes. After the 
transcriptions were edited by Mr. Waggoner and reviewed by Mr. Partee, 
Mrs. Hardin prepared the typescript and compiled the index entries. 
Bernadette Emery and James Skufca developed the programming for the 
computerized sorting and typesetting used in finalizing the index. 
Dorothy Hopkins and Carol Marshall assisted in the pre-interview research. 
The Chicago Tribune provided valuable assistance in the research effort. 
Mention needs also to be made of Mr. Partee's secretary, Jewel Hodges, 
who made the sometimes frustrating task of interviewing an extremely 
busy man much more pleasant than it might have been. 

This oral history may be read, quoted and cited freely. It may not be 
reproduced in whole or in part by any means, electronic or mechanical, 
without written permission from the Illinois Legislative Council, Room 107, 
Stratton Building, Springfield, Illinois, 62706. 
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Volume I 

SESSION 1, TAPE 1, SIDE 1 

Q: First of a11 we would like to get some background information, sir. Where 
were you born, sir? 

A: Blytheville, Arkansas. 

Q: And when were you born, sir? 

A: April 10, 1921. 

Q: How long did you live at that location, sir? 

A: Until I finished high school. I had just turned seventeen when I finished 
high school. Then I went away to college and I spent a couple of summers 
there since then, but that's about it. 

Q: What was your father's name, sir? 

A: Charles Cecil Partee. 

Q: And was he born in Blytheville also? 

A: No, he was born in Meridian, Mississippi* i 

Q: Could you give me scme background information about your father's f a d l  ? f 
A: My father was a twin and was one of four children. He came to ~rkansasl to 
live perhaps sme five or s i x  years prior to  my birth. He was a cotton 
classer. A cotton classer is one who determines the staple and value of 
cotton, once the seed has been removed, for the purpose of evaluating it for 
purchase. So cotton classers not only worked with cotton buyers, they would 
determine what the value of cotton was by the bale, on the basis of the quality 
of the cotton. 



Q: How d id  he go about doing t h i s ?  

A: P r e t t y  much a h igh ly  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  k ind  of knowledge t h a t  one gained,  I 
guess,  through experience,  H e  was probably one of t h e  f i r s t ,  and only b lack  
co t ton  c l a s s e r  t h a t  I knew, i n  t he  South. H e  s t a r t e d  working wi th  someone and 
l ea rned  i t  and apparent ly  learned  very w e l l ,  because I have seen men come t o  
our  house--two buyers would come t o  our  house wi th  a  bet as t o  t h e  va lue  of a 
p a r t i c u l a r  p iece  of co t ton  and on the  b a s i s  of h i s  eva lua t ion  and s tatement  
they  would pay o f f  t h e i r  b e t .  Which i n d i c a t e s  t o  me t h a t  he was p r e t t y  good. 

Q: H e  l earned  t h a t  i n  Mis s i s s ipp i?  

A: I th ink  probably he s t a r t e d  i n  Mis s i s s ipp i ,  then he moved up t o  Arkansas. 

Qj Did you know your grandfa ther ,  s i r ?  

A: I d id  no t  know my p a t e r n a l  grandfa ther ,  no, he died p r i o r  t o  my b i r t h .  I 
knew my p a t e r n a l  grandmother. She came t o  Arkansas t o  v i s i t  with us  when I 
was q u i t e  small. I j u s t  have a very dim memory of h e r  because I was very smal l ,  
bu t  I do remember he r .  

Q: What was your mother 's name, s i r ?  

A: My mother 's maiden name was Dupree. She w a s  one of t e n  ch i ld ren ,  she w a s  
t h e  e i g h t h  ch i ld .  Her f a t h e r  w a s  a drayman, which is l i k e  a hau le r ,  a mover, 
She was t h e  e i g h t h  c h i l d  out of ten .  

Q: And where w a s  she born, s i r ?  

A: Ripley, Tennessee. 

Q: Do you know anything f u r t h e r  about h e r  family background? 

A: Y e s ,  my mother f i n i s h e d  high school  at s i x t e e n  w i t h  a 98.6 average. She 
was t h e  onlv person i n  h e r  c l a s s  and commenced t o  teach school  immediately 
t h e r e a f t e r ,  a s  w a s  t h e  custom i n  those  days, and garnered a l l  of h e r  co l l ege  
t r a i n i n g  i n  summer schools  during t h e  per iod  of t ime t h a t  she was teaching .  
Finished college a year a f t e r  I f i n i s h e d  college. 

Q: Did she start teaching ,  then ,  i n  Tennessee? 

A: She s t a r t e d  i n  Tennessee and came over  t o  Arkansas when she was about 
twenty and taught  i n  Arkansas u n t i l  she married and--well, she  taught  u n t i l  
she was sixty-five.  She taught  about for ty-nine,  f i f t y  years .  

Q: Then your mother and f a t h e r  m e t  i n  Arkansas? 

A: They met i n  A r k ~ n s a s ,  r i g h t .  

Q: What year were they  marr ied,  do you r e c a l l ?  

A: They must have been married about 1918 o r  something l i k e  t h a t .  



Q: You say she taught there  near Blythevi l le?  

A: Well, yes, she  taught near  Blythevi l le ,  then she taught i n  Blythevi l le  
the  last, probably, t h i r t y  years. She was a county supervisor for e i t h e r  one 
o r  two years,  county supervisor of schools. But she taught i n  Blythevi l le  
most of the  t i m e .  

4: A r e  you the  o ldes t  i n  your . . . 
A: I ' m  the only ch i ld  who survived. My mother and f a t h e r  had a son who w a s  
born probably around 1919 o r  1920 who l ived  t o  be eighteen months of age a d  
who expired with pneumonia j u s t  p r i o r  t o  my b i r th .  

Q: Oh. So you are an only ch i ld ,  then? 

A: That 's correc t .  

Q: k t ' s  see, was your b i r thp lace  i n  Blythevi l le?  

A: Blythevi l le ,  i n  Blythevi l le ,  yes. 

Q: In the  town i t s e l f ?  

A: I n  the town of Blythevi l le ,  yes. 

Q: What's your e a r l i e s t  remembrance of t h a t  home the re?  

A: Well, my earliest remembrance is t h a t  w e  had a house, about a f i v e  room 
house . in  which 1 w a s  born and, a t  t h a t  t i m e ,  there were no indoor toilets. 1 
can remember t h a t  because I could remember when I was nine years old we put i n  
a bathroom and water i n s i d e  the  house. We r e a l l y  d idn ' t  have sewers at t h a t  
time. We had a s e p t i c  tank, because there  w e r e  no sewers i n  t h a t  p a r t  of the  
town a t  t h a t  t i m e .  We had a l a r g e  yard,  about a l o t  and a h a l f ,  which I mowed 
from the  t i m e  I can remember u n t i l  the time I l e f t  there. 

Q: This was with a push mower, I presume. 

A: Oh, yes, the  push mower. W e  had a pagoda out the re  and a l o t  of flowers 
and had a garden i n  the  back. Chickens, no hogs, but  chickens and--%ode 
Is land Reds and Yellow Buffs. 

Q: Oh, is t h a t  r i g h t ?  

A: The f i n e s t  breeds, yes. They were just beau t i fu l  chickens. And we always 
had a garden. Some pear trees and some plum trees i n  the  back yard and a 
peach t ree .  Y e s .  

Q: Did you have charge of the  garden a f t e r  awhile? 

A: Well, yes. Not r e a l l y  i n  charge of it. My f a t h e r  took an  inordinate  
i n t e r e s t  i n  i t  but  I was c e r t a i n l y  a willing, and sometimes an unwilling, 



helper .  I n  t h a t  garden, w e  had a l l  of t h e  r e g u l a r  kinds of t h ings  l i k e  whi te  
pota toes  and sweet po ta toes  and b e l l  peppers and ho t  peppers and b e e t s  and 
l e t t u c e  and beans and a l l  k inds  of greens,  l i k e  c o l l a r d s  and mustard, 
t u r n i p s ,  squash. All t h e  r egu la r  vege tab les  i n  i t ;  very,  you know, i n c l u s i v e  
kind of garden. 

Q: Your mother w a s  i n  charge of t h e  f lowers ,  I guess,  around t h e  p lace .  

A: Yes, more o r  less. She was favored wi th  t h e  cannas, we used t o  have a l o t  
of b e a u t i f u l  cannas and we  had Caro l ina  poplar  t r e e s  along t h e  f r o n t  of t h e  
yard and hedges, of course,  as they do down South. 

Q: Yes, and you had t o  t r i m  the hedges, I presume. 

A: Oh, yes,  t r i m  t h e  hedges and . . . 
Q: Did you start t o  a k indergar ten  o r  d i d  you go r i g h t  i n t o  f i r s t  grade? 

A: I went i n t o  a summer school.  My mother taught  a t  a summer school  o u t  i n  
t h e  r u r a l  a r e a  one summer and t h a t  w a s  my f i r s t ,  beginning t h a t  swmner. Then 
I went i n t o  the  f i r s t  grade i n  September. 

Q: How Ear was t h e  school  house from your home? 

A: Oh, about a m i l e .  

Q: That f a r .  

A: J u s t  about a m i l e ,  yes. 

Q: Did your mother teach  a t  t h a t  school?  

A: She t aught  a t  t h e  same school ,  yes.  

Q: Did she  teach  first grade by any chance? 

A: No, she taught  f i f t h  grade and she  taught  j u n i o r  h igh  school  mathematics 
and jun io r  h igh  school  l i t e r a t u r e  and she  was i n  charge of t h e  music program 
a t  t h e  school .  

Q: Do you remember your f i r s t  grade t eache r?  

A: Yes, h e r  name w a s  Miss Luc i l l e  Tillman. 

Q: What do you remember about h e r ?  

A: That she  wrote a very f i n e  Spencerian hand and we were n o t  being taught: 
block letters as kids a r e  i n  t h e  f i r s t  grade now. We had t o  t r y  t o  l e a r n  t o  
wr i t e  a s  she  wrote,  which w a s  a little r i d i c u l o u s  f o r  kids i n  t h e  f i r s t  grade. 
I a l s o  remember my second grade teacher  had a handwri t ing s t y l e  q u i t e  h e r  own. 



The t h i r d  grade teacher taught  us the Cramer method of wr i t ing .  The four th  
grade teacher taught us the  Palmer system of wr i t ing .  And t h e  f i f t h  grade 
teacher taught  the  Zaner-Blosser system, a system t h a t  I 've  never even heard 
of s ince ,  bu t  i t ' s  much l i k e  Palmer. So, as a r e s u l t  of i t ,  when I got  t o  
the  s i x t h  grade, I had an admixture of f i v e  d i f f e r e n t  kinds of handwriting 
s t y l e s  and, although my wrf t ing  is f a i r l y  l eg fb le ,  i t ' s  r e a l l y  an amalgam of 
a l l  those systems. Sometimes I'll w r i t e  a Cramer "R" and a Palmer "R" when 
writing a,word l i k e  "hurry" o r  something. It happens. 

Q: Wonder why they d i d n ' t  have i t  standardized? 

A: I don' t  know. I ' m  not  s u r e  t h a t  they s tandardize  i t  today, I don' t  know. 
Each teacher j u s t  taught t h e i r  own wr i t ing  system a t  t h a t  time. I don' t  know. 
So, t h a t ' s  the  way i t  went down. 

Q: Were t he re  any p a r t i c u l a r  experiences i n  the  f i r s t  grade t h a t  you r e c a l l ?  

A: None r e a l l y  except t h e  wr i t ing  experience and learning t o  read. We had a 
book ca l l ed  a primer and i t  was the  s t o r y  of a young, l i t t l e  boy ca l l ed  Baby 
Ray who had one duck and two chickens and t h r e e  of this and four of t h a t  and 
a l l .  It was a combination of learning t o  read and ge t t ing  some mathematical 
o r i e n t a t i o n  a t  the  same time, wi th  numbers. 

Q: Was t h i s  an a l l  b lack  school?  

A: It was an a l l  black school. Through high school. 

Q: When d id  you s t a r t  h i s t o r y  i n  school? That would be the  f i f t h  grade? 

A: I suppose t h e  f i r s t  h i s t o r y  came about the  fifth grade. W e  had a bound 
book c a l l e d  Old Europe and Young America. And it was r e a l l y  a kaleidoscopic 
overview of the  h i s t o r y  of the  world. We went i n t o  the  Greeks and the  Greek 
gods, Janus and the  gods, t he  Greek gods and the  Egyptians and a l l  of the 
c u l t u r e s  on which modem h i s t o r y  i s  founded. But i t  was presented a t  a f i f t h  
grade l e v e l  so  t h a t  we did  have an understanding about it. I ' m  glad you 
should ask i t  because, i f  I could go very much progressively forward, t o  t e l l  
you how much t h a t  meant t o  me, I can remember about f i v e  years  ago being i n  
Spain and belng interviewed by about f i v e  t e l e v i s i o n  s t a t i o n s  and th i r ty - f ive  
newspaper r epor te r s .  I w a s  the re  with a group c a l l e d  the  I l l i n o i s  Association 
of Profess ional  Engineers. We were the re  on s o r t  of an inspect ional  v i s i t  and 
they s t ruc tu red  t h i s  program. 

So I made a speech t o  them the re  and before I made the  speech, we l l ,  these  
newspaper people wanted t o  come i n  t o  interview m e  and they asked a l o t  of 
p o l i t i c a l  quesfions which I was ab le  t o  handle. Then they asked me the  sim- 
p l e s t  quest ion i n  the world, which under the  circumstances was q u i t e  d i f f i c u l t ,  
and t h a t  was "What did I see  a s  the f u t u r e  of Spain." It happened t h a t  
Franco was s t i l l  a l i v e  then and the  place was, you know, very v o l a t i l e  and 
anythlng you s a i d  might c r e a t e  an i n t e r n a t i o n a l  inc ident .  So I answered them 
thusly,  I s a i d ,  "Well, i f  you don' t  mind, I w i l l  go back t o  the time I wasi I n  
f i f t h  grade and I had t h i s  book c a l l e d  Old Europe and Young America." I w i d ,  



"I remember reading about t h e  Greeks and t h e  Phoenicians and a l l  of t hese  
people,  but the most impressive p a r t ,  t h a t  I th ink  t h a t  has  some r e fe rence  t o  
where w e  a r e  today, i s  reading about a young man named Chris topher  Columbus 
who was from a town c a l l e d  Genoa, I t a l y ,  who had been all over t he  world 
t r y i n g  t o  s e l l  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  t h e  world was round and no t  f l a t ,  and he was 
r e j e c t e d  wherever he went. Except when he came t o  Spain and he t a lked  t o  your 
then King, King Ferdinand. And he was about t o  r e j e c t  him and then  h i s  Queen, 
Queen I s a b e l l a ,  came i n  and s a i d ,  ' L e t ' s  hear  t h i s  s t o r y  again!" And he gave 
he r  t h e  s t o r y  and she  bel ieved i n  i t  and hocked he r  jewelry t o  purchase and 
o u t f i t  t h r e e  boa t s  f o r  him, t h e  Nina, t h e  P i n t a ,  t h e  Santa Maria." I s a i d ,  
"Off he s a i l e d  and he  discovered t h e  country where I was born." I s a i d ,  "Now, 
t h a t ' s  a long  answer," I s a i d ,  "but t h e  p o i n t  I would l i k e  t o  make i n  d i r e c t  
r e f e rence  t o  your ques t ion  a s  t o  what do I see as t he  f u t u r e  of Spain, I can 
only t e l l  you t h a t  i f  everybody i n  t h e  world r e j e c t e d  Columbus' i dea  and you 
had a King and Queen a s  long ago as 1492 who be l ieved  i n  him, who had t h a t  
kind of v i s i o n  and t h a t  kind of f o r e s i g h t , "  I s a i d ,  "I would only th ink  t h a t  
your country i s  des t ined  t o  have a g r e a t  fu ture ."  Thereby obv ia t ing  t h e  ques- 
t i o n  as  t o  t he  p o l i t i c a l  answer they e x ~ e c t e d  a t  t h a t  moment, you see .  

Q: Yes. 

A: But i t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  how t h e  backwood p a r t s  of your l i f e  a r e  t he re .  We 
have a l o t  of f a c t s ,  I th ink ,  i n  our minds, and i t  j u s t  s o r t  of lanquishes  i n  
t h e  r eces ses  of our  minds, t h a t  we don ' t  t h ink  about from time t o  t ime u n t i l  
t h e r e  i s  an abso lu t e  need f o r  them t o  exp la in  o r  t o  make a p o i n t  a t  t he  cur- 
r e n t  time. And you sometimes a r e  very  su rp r i s ed  what 's  i n  t h e  back p f  your 
mind, what 's  t h e r e ,  you know. 

There 's  another  example of t h a t  I would sha re  wi th  you. About e i g h t  years  ago, 
maybe s i x ,  I went t o  Arkansas, back t o  v i s i t ,  and t h e  then governor, who i s  
now t h e  United S t a t e s  s ena to r ,  found I was coming and he  had a s t a t e  policeman 
t o  meet m e .  H e  t o l d  me t h e  governor canceled my r e se rva t ion  a t  t h e  h o t e l  
because he ,  t he  governor, wanted m e  t o  stay a t  t h e  governor 's  mansion. And I 
thought i t  w a s  very  i n t e r e s t i n g ,  you know, going back and having l i v e d  t h e r e  
when i t  was segregated and a l l  and now I'm t h e  gues t  of t h e  governor. And when 
I was s tanding  on t h e  f r o n t  porch a t  t h e  governor 's  mansion wa i t i ng  t o  be 
admit ted,  an i n c i d e n t  came back t o  me ,  which had happened some fo r ty - f ive ,  
f i f t y  yea r s  before ,  of when I was e i g h t  o r  n ine  years  old and I went t o  t h i s  
l a d y ' s  house i n  Ripley,  Tennessee, a t  t h e  r eques t  of my grandmother t o  pick up 
something. And i t  was a whi te  woman and she  s a i d ,  "Who a r e  you?" And I s a i d ,  
" I ' m  M r s .  Dupree Lee's grandson." And she s a i d ,  "Well, boy, g e t  your l i t t l e  
b u t t  around t o  my back door." She s a i d ,  "No n igge r s  come t o  my f r o n t  door." 
Now, I had fo rgo t t en  t h a t  u n t i l  I was s tanding  on t h e  f r o n t  door of t h e  
governor 's  mansion, fo r ty - f ive ,  fifty years  l a t e r  and I remembered the inc i - -  
dent .  That was the  f i r s t  time I ' d  ever  remembered i t  s i n c e  i t  happened. 
I t 's  j u s t  very--kind of i n t e r e s t i n g .  

9: Yes, sir. Are t h e r e  any o t h e r  i n c i d e n t s  from your school  l i f e  t h a t  have 
popped up l i k e  t h a t  i n  l a t e r  l i f e ?  



A: No. None as dramatic a s  t h a t .  Had a normal kind of background, a small  
town k id .  I always had some kind of a l i t t l e  job e i t h e r  c leaning  up an 
insurance  o f f i c e  o r  working i n  a h o t e l  o r  sh in ing  shoes o r  p ick ing  c o t t o n  
o r  working i n  t h e  new ground o r  whatever w a s  honest  and l e g i t i m a t e ,  I had 
some s o r t  of job. 

I de l ive red  newspapers, both t h e  d a i l i e s  and t h e  weeklies.  I do remember 
t h a t  when I go t  t h e  f i r s t  job as a d a i l y  c a r r i e r  i n  my hometown, I was t h e  
f i r s t  black kid who had been given oppor tuni ty  t o  d e l i v e r  them. But they 
d i d  a th ing  t o  me t h a t  w a s ,  wel l ,  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  s ay  the  l e a s t .  There is 
another  way of cha rac t e r i z ing  it, I p r e f e r  t o  say  i n t e r e s t i n g .  A l l  t he  whi te  
c a r r i e r s  were on commission. The paper w a s  f i f t e e n  c e n t s  a week and when 
they c o l l e c t e d  f i f t e e n  cen t s  they r emi t t ed  n ine  c e n t s  and kept  s i x  c e n t s  
f o r  themselves. They d id  n o t  give me t h a t  same oppor tuni ty .  They suggested 
t o  me t h a t  I took ou t  X number of papers  a week and I pa id  n ine  c e n t s  f o r  
each paper. What I c o l l e c t e d  they d i d n ' t  c a re ,  I j u s t  had t o  pay them n ine  
cents f o r  each weekly paper I took ou t ,  which made me an independent con- 
t r a c t o r  a t  about  t e n  o r  e leven yea r s  o ld .  So i t  has  no t  h u r t  me. I suppose 
a t  t h a t  p o i n t  I was a l i t t l e  upset  t h a t  I would be t r e a t e d  d i f f e r e n t l y  b u t  
a c t u a l l y ,  i t  probably helped me because i t  made me a b e t t e r  kind of an en t re -  
preneur  than i f  I had been on a s a l a r y .  

Those a r e  t h e  k inds  of t h ings  t h a t  you th ink  about sometimes as being just 
so wastefu l  of t a l e n t ,  you know. I t  reminds me of so  many scho la r sh ip  
oppor tun i t i e s  f o r  people who came along i n  my age who were no t  given them who 
perhaps could have made a s u b s t a n t i a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  t h e  growth and develop- 
ment of t h i s  country. It seems t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  some o t h e r  c o u n t r i e s ,  par t icu-  
l a r l y  Russia,  t h a t  make s u r e  t h a t  people who have some men ta l i t y  g e t  a chance 
t o  use  i t  f o r  t he  b e n e f i t  of t he  country,  you know. They make s u r e  t h a t  they 
g e t  t o  school  and t h a t  they do some th ings  t h a t  they wouldn't do i f  nobody 
gave them a push. 

Q: Y e s ,  sir. You mentioned working a new land. What is  t h a t ?  

A: Well., i n  Arkansas, t h e r e  were always areas where t h e r e  w e r e  trees and they,  
you know, would dynamite t h e  t r e e s  and you would c l ean  ou t  t h e  underbrush for 
t h e  land t o  be p u t  i n t o  a g r i c u l t u r e  p u r s u i t s .  Always a l o t  of new land ,  they 
c a l l e d  i t  new ground. 

Q: Y e s ,  I see.  (pause) ~ e t ' s  s e e ,  when would you have f i r s t  taken c i v i c s  
i n  school ,  s i r ?  

A: I probably took c i v i c s ,  I guess ,  i n  t h e  s i x t h  grade. Yes, w e  had c i v i c s  
i n  t h e  s i x t h  grade and then aga in ,  about e leventh  grade,  we  took what was 
c a l l e d  American Government, Civ ics  was b a s i c a l l y ,  a t  t h e  grammar school  l e v e l ,  
an  o r i e n t a t i o n  t o  t h e  governmental process  without  any r e a l  emphasis on a l l  
t h e  nuances of government bu t  an overview of what government was about and 
how i t  opera tes .  

Q: Your mother was county superv isor  of schools .  Was t h a t  an e l e c t i v e  o f f i c e ?  



A: No, i t  was appointed. A t  t h a t  time, they had a dual  school  system, a whi te  
school  system and a black school  system. They had a super in tendent  f o r  a l l  
schools  and they had a superv isor ,  one f o r  t he  black schools  and one f o r  the 
whi te  schools .  There were about seventy-f ive b lack  schools  i n  our county. 
We're a l a r g e  county. A s  a mat t e r  of f a c t ,  t h e  county w a s  s o  l a r g e  they had 
two county s e a t s .  P r e t t y  large county. 

Q: When d id  you f i r s t  become f a m i l i a r  wi th  the government of t h e  county t h e r e ?  

A :  Well, I'm no t  so  s u r e  t h a t  I r e a l l y  had any r e a l  f a m i l i a r i t y  wi th  t h e  
county government. I knew and recognized who t h e  elected o f f i c i a l s  were. I 
knew t h e  mayor and t h e  ch i e f  of p o l i c e  and t h e  ch i e f  of t h e  f i r e  department 
and--that was about as f a r  as my knowledge went a s  t o  who the  people were. My 
f a t h e r  was always i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t he  mayor's campaign. He would always have a 
candida te  t h a t  he was suppor t ing  and t h a t  kind of th ing .  But 1 was not over ly  
aware of i t .  

Q: Did your f a t h e r  hold o f f i c e  a t  any time? 

A: Q1, no. No. 

Q: Was he a Democrat a t  t h a t  time? 

A: He was a Democrat, yes.  

Q: Was your mother 's i n t e r e s t  a l s o  i n  t h e  Democratic p a r t y ?  

A: Urn, I suppose, b u t  whatever he r  i n t e r e s t  was, i t  was b a s i c a l l y  kind of 
submerged. There w a s  never any r e a l  a c t i v e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n .  She voted but-- 
n o t  r e a l l y  involved i n  any kind of e l e c t i o n ,  t ou t ing  any candida tes  o r  t h ings  
of t h a t  s o r t ,  no. 

Q:  Could you desc r ibe  what l i f e  was l i k e  i n  B l y t h e v i l l e  when you w e r e  q u i t e  
young ? 

A: Well, i t  was j u s t  a small  town when I was q u i t e  young. By 1930, when I was 
nine yea r s  o ld ,  i t  was a town of s ix  thousand people.  It was, i n  one sense ,  
p rogress ive .  They had the  f i r s t  r a d i o  station i n  Arkansas, even inc lud ing  
L i t t l e  Rock and a l l  t h e  l a r g e r  towns. It was segregated and we had a school ,  
You went t o  school  and you went t o  church and many of your t eache r s  were a l s o  
people who taught  i n  t h e  school.  

The church offered a l o t  of oppor tun i t i e s  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  p lays  o r  t o  s ay  
speeches. We had programs on Mother's Day, on Christmas, on Thanksgiving. 
Had t h r e e  o r  four  programs a year  a t  t h e  church where you would have an oppor- 
t u n i t y  t o  say a poem o r  something t h a t  was appropr i a t e  f o r  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  
ho l iday .  

I got  involved q u i t e  young i n  what has turned out t o  be pub l i c  speaking. My 
mother belonged t o  t h e  Arkansas Teachers Associat ion.  They used t o  have what 
they called oratorical c o n t e s t s  and when I was s i x  yea r s  of age I was taught  



and s a i d ,  i n  one of the  con tes t s ,  Longfellow's "A Psalm of Life," which is 
about an eight-stanza poem which I w a s  ab le  t o  do a t  s ix .  I can remember 
going t o  L i t t l e  Rock t o  the  t eachers t  meeting and they had t h i s  o r a t o r i c a l  
contest and I s a i d  t h a t  poem and a g i r l  s a i d  a poem ca l l ed ,  "Is It Because 
I'm Nobody's Child?" The g i r l  was given f i r s t  p lace  and I was given second 
place and two persons contested the  judgest decis ion  and, a s  a consequence, 
t h e r e  was a compromise and they gave goth of us f i r s t  place. One of those 
two persons was the  head of the  English Department a t  Dunbar High School, and 
the o the r  was a black lawyer. 

It was the very f i r s t  t i m e  I had ever met a lawyer who was black. I suppose-- 
i t  might have been t he  f i r s t  t i m e  I ever  r e a l l y  met a lawyer, I ' m  not  sure. 
It was very i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  me. H e  took an i n t e r e s t  i n  m e  and the  next  day 
he took me down t o  the  a r e a  where h i s  o f f i c e  was and introduced m e  t o  var ious  
people a t  h i s  o f f i c e  and a t  h i s  barbershop and places  of t h a t  s o r t .  So, I 
guess, r e a l l y ,  t h a t  was the  f i r s t  t i m e  I had seen a lawyer and I guess maybe 
i n  the  back of my  mind t h a t  has always s tuck out .  

Q: What was h i s  name? 

A: H i s  name w a s  William A.  Booker. 

Q: And t h i s  was i n  L i t t l e  Rock. 

A: I n  L i t t l e  Rock, yes. 

Q: How did you go t o  L i t t l e  Rock? By t r a i n ?  

A: Oh, no, w e  drove i n  those days. We drove over there.  

Q: What kind of c a r  d id  you have? 

A: F i r s t  c a r  we had w a s  a 1930 Ford, c o s t  $625.00. 

Q: My goodness, (laughs) 

A: We thought t h a t  w a s  a l l  the  money i n  the  world. We had t o  buy i t  f o r  t h e  
time t h a t  my mother became county supervisor  because she needed a car t o  g e t  
t o  the  var ious  schools i n  t h e  county. 

Q: What do you remember about M r .  Booker's o f f i c e ?  

A: It had a lot of books i n  i t .  That 's about a s  much as I can remember. It 
had a l o t  of books and--he had a sec re ta ry  and she was a very charming lady 
and t h a t ' s  about all I remember about the o f f i ce .  I was only s i x  years  old. 

Q: Yes. Did he descr ibe  anything about being a lawyer t o  you a t  t h a t  age 
that s tuck with you? 

A: I ' m  not  su re  t h a t  the re  was any r e a l  descr ip t ion .  He introduced m e  t o  
another  lawyer the re  whose name was Scipio  Jones. I remember meeting M r .  



Jones. I can remember t h a t  w e  went down t o  the  barbershop where M r .  Booker 
goes and t h e r e  was a f e l l ow t h e r e ,  h i s  barber ,  who would always say--you 
would say t o  him, "How a r e  you?" Be would say,  " F i r s t  rate, f i r s t  r a t e , "  
you know. So M r .  Booker t o l d  m e ,  s a i d ,  "Now, when you go i n  and h e  a sks  you 
'Bow a r e  you, '  you say ,  ' f i r s t  r a t e . '  You' l l  r e a l l y  g e t  t o  him." It was kind 
of funny. I do remember t h a t .  

Q: Y e s ,  sir. Did you t r a v e l  much i n  those e a r l y  days, o the r  than L i t t l e  Rock? 
Do you r e c a l l ?  

A: W e l l ,  we would go up t o  t h e r e  and we would go i n  and out  of Memphis. 
Memphis was about s ix ty - f ive ,  seventy mi l e s  from my hometown. We would go t o  
Memphis t o  s e e  p lays  o r  t h ings  of t h a t  s o r t .  I remember p a r t i c u l a r l y  s ee ing  
Ben Hur as a movie in Memphis. On occasion,  we would come up t o  S t .  Louis 
which was about two hundred and f i f t y  mi l e s  away. My mother had a b ro the r  
t he re .  We came up t o  Toledo, Ohio, one summer when my mother a t tended  t h e  
Univers i ty  of Toledo t h a t  summer. And we spent  some time i n  Chicago t h a t  
summer v i s i t i n g  r e l a t i v e s  here.  

My mother s e n t  m e  up on the  bus i n  1934 t o  s e e  t h e  World's Fa i r .  I guess I 
was t h i r t e e n .  That was the  second year  of t h e  World's Fa i r .  And 1 remember 
she--we had about s i x  o r  seven d o l l a r s  and she  put i t  i n ,  s e e  ( s imula tes  
p u t t i n g  money i n  pocket) ,  t h e  r i g h t  pocket,  and then  she  pinned i t  i n ,  then 
put  me on the  bus wi th  t h e  s i d e  wi th  t h e  money toward the  window s o  nobody 
would s t e a l  i t .  ( l augh te r )  I spent  t h e  summer he re  v i s i t i n g  a r e l a t i v e  and 
see ing  t h e  World's Fa i r .  I was t h i r t e e n .  

Q: Was t h i s  a r e l a t i v e  on your f a t h e r ' s  s i d e ?  

A :  On my mother 's s i d e .  

Q: Do you remember any of the uncles  and aun t s  on your mother 's  s i d e ?  

A: Yes, t h e r e  was Aunt Birda, who w a s  my mother 's o l d e s t  sister, who too was 
a school  teacher  and I can remember one surmner--she l i v e d  about f i v e  mi les  
away from Mrs. Haley, who was Alex Haley's mother, and they were sometimes 
competi t ive f o r  summer school  jobs.  I can remember one year  t h a t  Mrs. Haley 
and he r  daughter sought a two-teacher school  and my aunt ,  Aunt Birda,  and 
her daughter sought t h a t  same school  and t h e  school  board sought t o  compromise 
i t  by saying,  "We'll t ake  one from e i t h e r  family," and n e i t h e r  one of them 
would go. They s a i d ,  "No, i t ' s  e i t h e r  a l l  o r  nothing,'' s o  they go t  somebody 
e l s e  even i n  t h a t  s i t u a t i o n .  That was my mother 's o l d e s t  s i s t e r .  

Then t h e r e  was an Aunt Fanny, who l i v e d  i n  Toledo, Ohio, t h a t  w e  v i s i t e d  t h a t  
summer t h a t  my mother went t o  school  t he re .  And then t h e r e  was an  Aunt Ruth 
who l i v e d  over i n  Arkansas and she  was the  one t h a t  my mother l i v e d  wi th  
o r i g i n a l l y  when she came over t o  Arkansas t o  teach.  There was an Aunt Geneva, 
who a l s o  was a teacher ,  whose husband was a t eache r  and p r i n c i p a l  of a school.  
Then t h e r e  was an Uncle Luther who worked a t  a shoe store i n  S t .  Louis, as I 
remember, and who a l s o  was involved i n  some o t h e r  a c t i v i t i e s ,  wi th  a game 
c a l l e d  "policy." 



I 
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Q: Oh? 
i 
'1 A: And then I had a--let 's see, I don't  remember any more of her  brothers  o r  

II s is ters- - there  was one named Howell who died before I was born--but the re  were 

i t en  of them. Oh, then there  was  an Aunt Neppy who taught f o r  a period. She 
l ived  i n  Dyersburg, Tennessee. All of them, a l l  of my mother's s i s t e r s  

1 learned t o  play the  piano--they a c t u a l l y  learned on an organ t h a t  they had a t  
t h e i r  house. None of them had music lessons,  they j u s t  learned t o  play and 

I j u s t  handed down t o  one or  other. Later,  they a l l  learned t o  read music but  
they o r ig ina l ly  d idn ' t .  

; Q: Did you l e a r n  an instrument a t  an e a r l y  age? 

A: My mother gave m e  piano lessons  when I was about e igh t ,  n ine  years old. I 
showed an abysmal l ack  of t a l e n t  for it and, ch., within  six months or  so ,  that, 
w a s  a l l  over. Then a lady had a nephew, f o r  whom she had bought a v i o l i n ,  who 
wouldn't p r a c t i c e  and the  lady brought the  v i o l i n  over t o  me and sa id  she would 
give it t o  me. So she gave m e  t h e  v i o l i n  and I took lessons from the  Catholic 
sisters the re  f o r  about a year. When 1 s t a r t e d  t o  l e a r n  t o  play f a i r l y  w e l l ,  
t he  lady  came back and took the v i o l i n  away and gave i t  back t o  her  nephew. W e  
weren't a b l e  t o  purchase another one s o  t h a t  was t h e  end of my v i o l i n  lesaons. 

Very in te res t ing ly ,  I went t o  a man, a white man, the re  ro  take  v i o l i n  lessons 
and h e  refused t o  give them t o  me,  you see, a black boy, v i o l i n  lessons.  And 
t h a t  is when I went t o  the  Catholic sisters who gave m e  the lessons. Catho- 
l i c s ,  o f  course, i n  my hometown, were almost a s  verboten as blacks, you know, 
in those days. P a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  the  South, the  o ther  white people weren't 
very high on Catholics,  but those people were j u s t  very wonderful t o  me aad 
gave m e  t h e  lessons  and I enjoyed them. 

Q: When you v i s i t e d  i n  Chicago f o r  the  Fair, which r e l a t i v e  was i t  t h a t  you 
v i s i t e d  the re?  

A: I stayed with one af my mother's nephews, Aunt Neppy's son, whose name was 
Claudius W i l l s .  

Q: What d id  you think when you a r r ived  i n  the  bus here  i n  Chicago? 

A: Well, it was  the  l a r g e s t  place I had seen-at an age t h a t  I could r e a l l y  
apprecia te  it ,  because I had been t o  Chicago before when I was about four  o r  
f ive .  I d id  remember the  house and, when I got t o  the house, I remembered it. 
They had a very lovely home on Champlain Avenue. I enjoyed i t ,  i t  was a very 
f i n e  neighborhood. I n  t h a t  block where he l ived ,  most of the  people were 
profess ionals ,  teachers and s o c i a l  workers and p o s t a l  employees. There was a 
lawyer across  the  street who had th ree  chi ldren,  oh, a couple of them r i g h t  
a t  my age. They had lovely homes and had rec rea t iona l  areas  i n  the  basement 
with a pool t a b l e  and s t u f f  of t h a t  s o r t .  That was j u s t  another kind of 
exposure f o r  me. I had never seen black people l i v e  a s  w e l l  as those people 
were l iv ing .  So i t  was very i n t e r e s t i n g  and enlightening. 



Q: What p a r t  of Chicago was t h a t ?  

A: It was 47th and Champlain, i n  t h e  4700 b lock  south  on Champlain Avenue. 

Q: What d i d  you do a t  t he  F a i r ?  

A: J u s t  saw the  e x h i b i t s  and took some o f  t h e  r i d e s  and t h a t  k ind  of t h ing ,  
no th ing  t h a t  I can focus on a s  being more important  than anyth ing  e l s e .  But 
it was something I had never  seen.  It was a huge kind of th ing .  In my 
hometown, a l l  I had seen were, you know, c a r n i v a l s  t h a t  came t o  town o r  t h e  
c i r c u s  which came once a yea r ,  t h a t  k ind  of t h ing .  But t o  see a l l  of  t h i s  
mass of people and a l l  t h i s  a c t i v i t y ,  of course,  was very i n t e r e s t i n g .  

Q: Did you see  anything else i n  Chicago dur ing  t h a t  t r i p ?  

A: I went t o  t h e  museums and t h a t  kind of t h ing .  Spent some t i m e  a t  t h e  beach 
and swimming and, you know, t h a t  k ind  of s t u f f ,  j u s t  what a k i d  would do i n  
the  summertime. 

Q: How long a  t r i p  was i t ,  about  two weeks? 

A: I guess I was he re  about two, t h r e e  weeks, something l i k e  t h a t .  Yes. I 
can remember one th ing .  I t ' s  s o  funny how you--I remember my cous in ' s  wife  
f i x e d  m e  a  lunch. I n  those  days they ,  they would give you a  lunch i n  a shoe 
box. There was chicken and app le s  and bo i l ed  eggs and t h a t  kind of t h i n g  and 
my cousin and I fo rgo t  t h e  lunch and when we got  on t h e  bus t o  go back home, 
we r e a l i z e d  t h a t  w e  had l e f t  t h e  lunch a t  home. And t h a t  has  been-- le t ' s  
s e e ,  t h i r t e e n ,  f i f t y - e igh t - - t ha t ' s  been fo r ty - f ive  years  ago and I s t i l l  
remember i t .  

Q: Yes, i t ' s  funny how th ings  s t i c k  ou t .  ( l augh te r )  

A: 1 s n ' t  i t ?  

Q: Yes, s ir .  You mentioned M r s .  Haley, which brings up t h e  "roots"  bus iness .  
Have you had any d e s i r e  t o  go back i n  t h a t  "root" s o r t  of t h ing  t o  f i n d  your 
ances t ry?  

A: Well, yes .  A s  a mat te r  of f a c t ,  t h e  summer be fo re  l a s t ,  we had a family 
reunion down i n  Dyersburg, Tennessee. Actua l ly ,  home is Ripley but  Dyersburg 
was more convenient.  It 's twenty-five m i l e s  from Ripley,  bu t  t h e r e ' s  a 
Holiday Inn t h e r e  t h a t  would accommodate us so  we went back the re .  There were 
about f i f t y  people from t h e  family who were t h e r e .  One of my cous ins ,  who i s  
now a r e t i r e d  t eache r  and a r e t i r e d  supe rv i so r  of schools ,  put t o g e t h e r  a 
bookle t  c a l l e d  Roots of Our Family. One of t h e  most i n t e r e s t i n g  t h ings  was 
t h a t  she  had gone b a c k t o  Book 6 i n  Hayward County, Tennessee, t o  f i n d  a wed- 
ding c e r t i f i c a t e  f o r  my grandmother and grandfa ther .  They were marr ied on 
March 13 i n  1874. They found t h e  wedding c e r t i f i c a t e  and w e  were very proud 
t h a t  they found t h a t ,  because s o  many f a m i l i e s  a r e n ' t  a b l e  t o  f i n d  t h a t  k ind  
of t h ing .  I suppose many of t h e  f a m i l i e s  didn't--maybe some d i d n ' t  ge t  marr ied.  
But they were marr ied and had these  t e n  ch i ld ren .  



So the whole family re la t ionsh ip  and the  whole family reunion was very s igni -  
f i c a n t  because I got a chance t o  see a l o t  of the younger people i n  my 
family. One cousin, she would be my second cousin, has a couple of kids--they 
l i v e  i n  South Carolina, her husband's a dentist--and I j u s t  looked a t  her  
l i t t l e  g i r l ,  who was nine, about nine,  ten years old. How very sophis t ica ted  
she was and how much she expected good s e r v i c e  i n  a h o t e l  and, you know, j u s t  
th ings  t h a t  a t  my age I would never have had. 

I remember she s a i d  t o  the  wai t ress ,  who happened t o  be white, she sa id ,  "Dear, 
my sherber t  is melting." She sa id ,  "They probably l e f t  it out  too long i n  the  
back. It i s n ' t  your fau l t . "  She sa id ,  "But could you ge t  m e  a f r e s h  one, 
dear?" And when the  white lady s a i d  t o  her ,  " Y e s ,  ma'am," I sa id ,  "My good- 
ness,  th ings  have r e a l l y  changed here," you know. And I asked my mother, 
"Would I have had t h a t  kind of soph i s t i ca t ion  a t  t h a t  age?" She sa id ,  "NO, 
we would never have been ab le  t o  f ind  out  because, when you were t h a t  age, we 
wouldn't have been here  with t h i s  kind of service." It wouldn't have been 
poss ib le  even t o  come i n  the place. 

So, it was i n t e r e s t i n g  j u s t  watching the growth and development of America as 
r e f l e c t e d  through the  youngsters i n  our family and what t h e i r  expectat ions 
are i n  con t rad i s t inc t ion  t o  what ours were a t  the  same time. So, it  was kind 
of in te res t ing .  So, w e  had t h a t  roots  th ing and w e  propose t o  have another 
one next summer. 

My mother, inc iden ta l ly ,  i s  the  only surviving chi ld  of the ten, which makes 
her  the matriarch of the  family. She l i v e s  i n  St .  Louis and she is eigbty- 
seven now. The o r i g i n a l  ten  are a l l  gone, but her. 

Q: What was the  denomination of the  church t h a t  you belonged t o  t h e r e ?  

A: It was Bapt is t .  

A: You say both your mother and your f a t h e r  were a c t i v e  I n  the  church? 

A: Oh, yes. 

A: Did e i t h e r  of them en te r  the  preaching a t  a l l ?  

A: No, no one was a preacher. My mother played f o r  the choir  f o r  a number o f  
years. My f a t h e r  was simply a deacon; he was not  a minis ter ,  no. 

Q: Do you remember any p a r t i c u l a r  s o c i a l  a c t i v i t i e s  they had there? Did they 
have annual a f f a i r s  of any s o r t ?  

A: Oh, yes,  they had annual meetings. I spent  a l o t  of summers with my 
grandmother over i n  Tennessee and the re  was always some s o r t  of church con- 
vention o r  something where a l l  the l a d i e s  would bring p ies  and cakes and 
chickens and a l l  kinds of meats and a l l  kinds of things. 

My own church, we had a divis ional ized Sunday school and I was superintendent 



of t h e  jun io r  d i v i s i o n  and then t h e  in t e rmed ia t e  d i v i s i o n .  I never became 
super in tendent  of t he  sen io r  d i v i s i o n ,  bu t  t h e  f i r s t  two I was. We went t o  
Sunday school ,  then e leven  o 'c lock s e r v i c e ,  and then,  i n  t he  a f te rnoon,  they 
had what they c a l l e d  BYPU, which w a s  t h e  Bap t i s t  young people ' s  t r a i n i n g  
union. That was another  kind of ou t reach  t o  g e t  k i d s  t o  church. So I went 
t o  church t h r e e  t i m e s  a day on Sundays, yes.  Morning s e r v i c e ,  Sunday school ,  
and BYPU. 

Q: How d i d  you come t o  be s e l e c t e d  as t h e  l e a d e r  of t he  groups t h e r e ?  

A: Oh, I don' t  know. The sen io r  super in tendent  would appoin t  t h e  people,  maybe 
I showed some l eade r sh ip  q u a l i t i e s ,  I suppose, and t h a t ' s  how i t  happened, 
I guess.  
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Q: Was t h e r e  any time that you thought about working toward one of t hese  
l eade r sh ip  p o s i t i o n s ?  

A: No. No. No, I was no t  i n  any way aggress ive  about t h a t .  I j u s t  went t o  
Sunday school  and s tud ied  my l e s sons  and w a s  able t o  a r t i c u l a t e  them we l l ,  s o  
I was j u s t  chosen. I d i d n ' t  seek the  s p o t  i n  any kind of way, no. 

Q: Were t h e r e  any o t h e r  kind of o rgan iza t ions  bes ides  t h e  church t h a t  you 
belonged t o  i n  your youth? 

A: Yes, we had what w e  c a l l e d  t h e  FPA, which was the Future Farmers of 
America. My hometown, a small town, was very much a g r i c u l t u r a l l y  o r i en t ed .  
Everybody t h e r e  had farms t h a t  were all around and people who l i v e d  i n  t h e  
town a l s o  worked on farms, a s  we l l  a s  i n  t h e  indus t ry  wi th in  the  c i t y .  I n  
h igh  school ,  you took a g r i c u l t u r e  and w e  had an  e x c e l l e n t  o rgan iza t ion  c a l l e d  
Future Farmers of America. I th ink  t h a t ' s  now c a l l e d  New Farmers of America, 
NFA, but  a t  t h a t  time, I th ink  t h e r e  was a d i v i s i o n  between b lack  and w h i t e  
and we w e r e  FFA, Future  Farmers, and t h e  o t h e r s  were New Farmers--Farmers of 
America, I don ' t  know what i t  was. But anyway, t h e r e  was a d i f f e r e n c e  and we 
belonged t o  t he  b lack  group which was e i t h e r  Future Farmers of America o r  
New Farmers of America. We would have meetings throughout t h e  county. That 
was probably the  one c lub  s o r t  of t h ing  I was involved i n  i n  h igh  school ,  a t  
t h e  high school  l e v e l .  That, and the Audobon Club. 

Q: Yes, I belonged t o  FFA when I was a boy and had a d a i r y  p r o j e c t .  Did you 
have a project--with the  chickens,  perhaps? 

A: We had a project--ours mostly was garden. 

Q: Gardening. 

A: Yes, gardening, more o r  l e s s ,  because, you see ,  we l i v e d  i n  t h i s  town 
r a t h e r  than on a farm, s o  w e  had something t h a t  we could do. There was s o r t  of 



a t ie- in  between t h a t  and what w e  ca l l ed  manual t ra in ing.  We had a manual 
t r a i n i n g  shop i n  our high school and you learned t o  make small household 
items. With coping saws and t h i s  s o r t  of thing, you would make something 
l i k e  a h a l l  tree o r  what they ca l l ed  a rack f o r  a newspaper stand, foo t s too l s ,  
and those kinds of th ings ,  w e  used t o  make t h a t .  And then, one o r  two weeks 
during the year,  they would switch o f f ;  the  g i r l s  would take shop and the  boys 
would go i n t o  the  domestic sc ience  c lasses .  

Q: Oh'? Did you l e a r n  t o  cook? 

A: No, no t  very w e l l .  ( laughter)  

Q: Do you remember any of the  s p e c i f i c  p r o j e c t s  i n  the  shop there  t h a t  you 
had made? 

A: Y e s ,  I remember making a h a l l  t r e e  and I remember making a foot  s t o o l  and 
I a l s o  took a plywood and made a newspaper rack, where you would put your 
newspapers and magazines. 

Q: Do you enjoy working with t h a t  type of . . . 
A: Not r e a l l y ,  no, besides I had l i t t l e  manual t a l e n t .  

Q: Did you hold leadership i n  t h a t  organizat ion a t  any time? 

A: Y e s ,  I w a s  e i t h e r  pres ident  o r  vice-president,  I can' t  remember. I do 
remember I was pres ident  of my senior  high school c lass .  I w a s  sa lu ta to r i an ,  
a g i r l  w a s  va ledic tor ian .  There was a very narrow margin between us, but  
she was valedic tor ian  and I was sa lu ta to r i an .  

Q: How were those posi t ions  se lec ted?  Was t h a t  by e lec t ion  by the s tudent  
body ? 

A: No, no, by your grade point  average. 

Q: What courses d id  you l i k e  best i n  high school? 

A: Mathematics and English. 

Q: Who was your mathematics teacher? 

A: Professor M. M. Wilburn. H e  a l s o  was my Latin teacher. I had th ree  years 
of Latin and the  four th  year w e  took a course c a l l e d  Latin de r iva t ives  which 
is r e a l l y  a vocabulary building course. W e  just took Latin words and w e  took 
the  stems of Latin words and b u i l t  the  English words from them. It was r e a l l y  
a good base f o r  vocabulary. I can remember w e  used t o  have fun, you know, 
and say--I remember saying t o  my mother one day, "You should have been downtown 
t o  see the  conflagrat ion consume numerous edi f ices ."  And, very s h o r t l y  there- 
a f t e r ,  she s a i d  t o  m e  one morning, "Arise my son, t h e  nocturnal  i l luminator  
has wended i ts way i n t o  oblivion. That means, ' ge t  up! "' 



Q: I see .  ( l augh te r )  

A: So we j u s t  l earned  words and enjoyed words and enjoyed saying them. 

There is  one very i n t e r e s t i n g  th ing  about schooling.  When I f i r s t  took 
geography my f a t h e r  s a i d ,  "You're t ak ing  geography." I s a i d ,  "Yes." H e  
s a i d ,  "What a r e  they teaching you?" I s a i d ,  "Well, they teach  us t h e  s t a t e s  
and they teach them by reg ions  l i k e  t h e  no r theas t e rn  s t a t e s  and t h e  no r th  
c e n t r a l  s t a t e s  and t h e  south c e n t r a l  s t a t e s  and we l e a r n  what t h e  products  
a r e  and what they do i n  those  s t a t e s  and s o  fo r th . "  "Okay," he  s a i d ,  "what's 
t h e  c a p i t a l  of Maine?" I s a i d ,  "The c a p i t a l  of Maine? I don' t know, s i r  ." 
He says,  "They're n o t  teaching you anything. You mean you don ' t  know the 
c a p i t a l  of Maine?" H e  s a i d ,  "The c a p i t a l  of Maine is Augusta and i t ' s  on t h e  
Kennebec River." Then he went r i g h t  through the s t a t e s  g iv ing  the  c a p i t a l  
and whatever body of water i t  was on and I came t o  f i n d  out  t h a t  t h a t  i s  how 
they taught  geography when he was a  boy. They taught  them the  c a p i t a l s ,  you 
had t o  know t h e  c a p i t a l s  of every state, and whatever water  o r  t r i b u t a r y  of 
water  i t  was on. Real ly,  t h a t  was geography and a c t u a l l y  they may no t  have 
had a g r e a t  d e a l  of knowledge about what they d i d  t h e r e  o r  where i t  was 
loca t ed  i n  the  . . . So anyway, t o  make s u r e  t h a t  I would know t h a t  a l s o ,  he 
went out  and bought me a  j igsaw puzzle  of t he  United S t a t e s  and I learned  t o  
pu t  i t  toge ther .  So, you would, of course,  l e a r n  t o  l o c a l i z e  t h e  s t a t e s  and 
how they i n t e r f a c e d  wi th  t h e  o the r  s t a t e s .  So t h a t  was how he supplemented 
my geography because he j u s t  d i d n ' t  want me t o  n o t  know t h e  c a p i t a l s  of those  
s t a t e s .  I s t i l l  don ' t  know whether i t  was P i e r r e  o r  Bismarck--one of them is-- 
I th ink  P i e r r e  i s  North Dakota and Bismarck is South Dakota, or vice-versa,  
I ' m  no t  su re .  A t  l e a s t ,  I know t h a t  t h e r e  is  t h a t  d i f f e r ence .  

Q: Was your f a t h e r  a s t e r n  taskmaster?  

A: I would say he was no t  over ly ,  ove r ly  b u t  he expected you t o  l e a r n  and 
he expected you t o  do th ings .  I can remember when I f in i shed  high school  and 
he bought me a bow t i e ,  one t h a t  you t i e d  yourse l f .  I was j u s t  enamored of 
i t ,  i t  w a s  such a p r e t t y  l i t t l e  t i e .  And then,  he  s a i d ,  "Now, I ' m  going t o  
teach  you how t o  t i e  it." And he taught  me and he  would t ake  i t  loose  and show 
m e  again,  t ake  i t  loose--he d id  i t  about t h r e e  or  fou r  t imes and took it  
loose.  Then he went i n  and s a t  down and got  h i s  newspaper and he s a i d ,  "Now, 
you t i e  it." And I was s t r u g g l i n g  wi th  i t  and s t r u g g l i n g  wi th  i t  and f i n a l l y  
I s a i d ,  "Dad, I c a n ' t  do it." He s a i d ,  "Well, i f  you c a n ' t  wear your t ie ,  you 
c a n ' t  go t o  the  dance tonight ."  So I learned  t o  t i e  i t  and I--now I can t i e  
them i n  t h e  dark,  I don ' t  need anything e l s e .  But t o  say  s t e r n ,  I don' t  know. 
He was a person who be l ieved  i n  what he be l ieved  i n  and he expected you t o  
make a c o n t r i b u t i o n ,  he wasn ' t  f o r  a  l o t  of " lol lygagging,"  you know. He 
expected you t o  do something, that  was a l l .  

Q: Did he use t h e  s t r a p  very o f t e n ?  

A: I th ink  maybe my f a t h e r  whipped me once, o r  maybe twice, i n  h i s  l i f e .  My 
mother was a g r e a t  d e a l  more f requent  i n  t h a t  a rea .  

Q: Oh, is  t h a t  r i g h t ?  (chuckles) 



A: And my grandmother. My grandmother, when I would spend t h e  summers over 
there ,  gave you the  l i c k i n g s  with peach t r e e  switches. The psychology t h a t  
they used, p a r t i c u l a r l y  my grandmother, was j u s t  grea t .  You see,  you would 
have t o  go p ick  a switch. She would send you out  t o  g e t  it. Now, t h a t ' s  
psychological r e a l l y ,  you going out  t o  g e t  something t h a t  you know you're 
going t o  g e t  a l i ck ing  with. You a l s o  know t h a t  you have got  t o  ge t  something 
strong enough f o r  he r  t o  no t  r e j e c t  i t ,  because she is going to  send you back, 
but i f  i t  is  s t rong  enough, t h a t  means t h a t  the  l i c k i n g  is going t o  be more, - 
more memorable. But she bel ieved i n  t h a t  kind of d i s c i p l i n e  and I don' t  th ink  
i t  h u r t  me. And my mother the  same, I don' t  th ink  i t  hur t  me a t  a l l .  

The th ing  about my mother's whippings, she l e t  them p i l e  up, you know, l i t t l e  
th ings  you would do. I could hear  he r  say, "And you remember the  time you did 
something,'' and she would j u s t  keep t e l l i n g  you of the  various th ings  you 
did.  She could remember them all, you know. 

Once I went t o  a ca rn iva l  and 1 won a buggy whip throwing basebal ls  a t  milk 
b o t t l e s  and my mother whipped m e  with t h a t  buggy whip once. Now t h a t ,  t o  m e ,  
was j u s t  r e a l l y  upset t ing  because i t  was my buggy whip and I j u s t  d i d n ' t  
th ink  she  ought t o  lick m e  with my own buggy whip, but  she did.  But I 
respected he r  wishes. I d idn ' t  ge t  that many, but  I got  a  few. 

Q: What o ther  types of entertainment d id  you have i n  Blythevi l le?  

A: Well, w e  played normal kid games. W e  shot  marbles, we played with ropes, 
w e  made our own k i t e s  and flew them, we made our s l ingsho t s  and shot: a t  b i r d s  
and played basebal l  and basketbal l .  One summer, one of our teachers went t o  
Hampton I n s t i t u t e  out  i n  Virgin ia  and came back and introduced us t o  tennis .  
W e  had a vacant  l o t  the re  and w e  c leared  i t  o f f ,  s o r t  of a  neighborhood pro- 
ject, c leared  i t  off  of weeds and put  up some chicken w i r e  a t  e i t h e r  end and 
put  i n  a t enn i s  court .  W e  played tennis .  Bought a racket  from t h e  S.  S. 
Kress s t o r e  f o r  f i f t y  cen t s  and we played tennis ,  

Q: Which s p o r t  did you l i k e  most, s i r ?  

A: Which s p o r t ?  I suppose maybe, a t  t h a t  point ,  basebal l  was probably the  
s p o r t  t h a t  I l iked  most; but  by high school,  I played basketbal l .  I made the  
baske tba l l  team. I could never make t h e  f o o t b a l l  team, I wasn't big enough. 
I t r i e d ,  though. 

Q: What pos i t ion  d id  you play i n  baske tba l l ?  

A: Forward. Halfback i n  foo tba l l .  I remember the  day t h a t  my ca ree r  ended. 
I was prac t i c ing  and I went of f  t ack le  and saw t h a t  hole  the re  and when I got 
in  t h a t  hole,  two guys h i t  m e  from e i t h e r  s ide ,  both of whom weighed a t  least  
f o r t y  pounds more than I did  and I was j u s t  l i k e  t h a t .  (presses hands to- 
ge ther)  ( laughter)  And I sa id ,  "Well, t h i s  is  not  f o r  me." But I stayed with 
the team. I could kick,  so  they would put  m e  i n  on four th  d m  t o  kick,  b u t  I 
couldn't  handle the  o the r  p a r t  of it. 

Q: Did you have a good basketbal l  t e a m  i n  high school? 



A: W e  had a f a i r l y  good b a s k e t b a l l  team. We went t o  t h e  s t a t e  tournament 
two o r  t h r e e  years .  We never won, but  we got  very  c l o s e  t o  t h i r d  p l ace  once. 
We played f o r  t h i r d  p l ace  once and got  beaten.  Most of t h e  teams t h a t  won 
were teams t h a t  had a v a i l a b l e  t o  them gymnasiums. We played outdoors.  

Q: Oh? 

A: In my, I guess maybe, j un io r  o r  s e n i o r  y e a r ,  they permit ted us  t o  use t h e  
armory h a l l  t h e r e  f o r  baske tba l l .  Our fo r tunes  improved a g r e a t  d e a l  a f t e r  
t h a t  because we were g e t t i n g  accustomed, you know, t o  p lay ing  on the  f l o o r .  
So, I played b a s k e t b a l l  a l l  t h e  way through high school.  

Q: Where d i d  they hold t h e  s t a t e  tournaments? 

A: In  Pine B lu f f ,  Arkansas, a t  t h e  Arkansas S t a t e  College. It was a b lack  
co l l ege .  S t a t e  supported school .  I t 's  now a p a r t  of t h e  Univers i ty  of Arkan- 
s a s ,  a d i v i s i o n  now of t h e  Un ive r s i t y  of Arkansas, bu t  a t  t h a t  time i t  was 
s t r i c t l y  an a l l -b l ack  school .  

Q: Do you r e c a l l  anything about t h e  t r i p s  over t he re?  

A: Yes, we would always d r i v e  and, i n  those days,  you never went very f a r  
without  somebody having a f l a t  and p u t t i n g  boots  i n  and t h e  o ld  kind of 
patches.  I remember when the  h o t  patch came along,  we thought t h a t  was 
r e a l l y  an  improvement. You probably remember t h a t .  

Q: Yes, sir .  

A: Yes. But we would normally have a couple of c a r s  and w e  would d r i v e  over ,  
s t a y  a t  t h e  c o l l e g e  i n  t h e  dormi tor ies .  

Q: Was t h a t  as much fun as the  playing? 

A: Oh, yes.  Sure. It was a l o t  of fun t o  g e t  away over  t o  Pine Bluff which 
is about ,  probably, two hundred and twenty-five mi l e s  from my hometown. 

My hometown i s  i n  t h e  extreme no r theas t e rn  p a r t  of t h e  s t a t e .  We're r i g h t  
under t h e  Missouri boot heel, j u s t  s i x  m i l e s  from the  Missouri l i n e .  That, 
too,  was an experience,  l i v i n g  t h a t  c l o s e  t o  another  s t a t e  because, when I 
go t  t o  t h e  l e g i s l a t u r e ,  T remembered t h e  d i f f e r e n t i a l  between what va r ious  
s t a t e s  had i n  terms of t axa t ion .  ( t akes  paper and pen and draws map) Now, 
he re  i s  the  baot h e e l  of Missouri and he re  i s  Arkansas he re ,  and we were 
r i g h t  up he re ,  six miles  from Missouri.  So on Sundays, we would d r i v e  up t o  
Missouri t o  f i l l  our  gas tank. 

Q: Oh? 

A: Y e s ,  because t h e  gas was about f i v e  c e n t s  a gallm cheaper,  because the 
t axes  were l e s s .  Of course,  you know i t  was a mat ter  of mathematics whether 
you r e a l l y  saved. The tanks only he ld  t e n  ga l lons  a t  t h a t  time and you would 
probably have a f e w  ga l lons  when you went up t h e r e  and you would buy your gas. 



But I th ink i t  was more o r  less a Sunday outing. Everybody a f t e r  church 
would take a l i t t l e  out ing  on Sunday. So, we would go up the re  and buy the  
gas. 

I guess t h a t  was my f i r s t  look a t  consumer economics, what i t  means, r e a l i z i n g  
t h a t  taxes  vary. Now, when I went t o  Tennessee i n  col lege ,  Tennessee i s  a 
s t a t e  t h a t  is  about n inety  m i l e s  wide a l l  the  way across  and about four  hundred 
and f i f t y  miles long. Tennessee borders on about seven or  e i g h t  o ther  s t a t e s .  
So, i f  you l ived  i n  t h e  very cen te r  of the  s t a t e ,  you were only for ty- f ive  
m i l e s  from another s t a t e  one way or the  o ther .  For a  long t i m e ,  a s  a  r e s u l t  
of t h a t ,  Tennessee d i d  no t  have a s a l e s  tax. Because most of t h e  people on the  
pe r iphera l  edges went across t o  t h e  next s t a t e  t o  buy, I f  the  taxes  were less 
over there.  

I remembered t h a t  when we  had problems. You'd come i n  with a p a r t i c u l a r  
program f o r  t axa t ion  and a l e g i s l a t o r  from Danville o r  from Moline o r  Rock 
Is land,  who were on the  pe r iphera l  edges of t h i s  s t a t e ,  would be very concern- 
ed about hur t ing  the  merchants wi th in  the  s t a t e  because of people's f r e e  
a c c e s s i b i l i t y  t o  o ther  s t a t e s  where they had a lesser tax. Well, we have had 
t h a t  problem with Indiana, f o r  example, with c i g a r e t t e s .  People go over the re  
t o  buy them by the  car tons  because they ' re  s o  much cheaper i n  Indiana. We've 
even had t o  pass some laws t o  p roh ib i t  bringing i n  more than X numbers of 
cartons.  

Q: When was your f i r s t  da te?  

A: M y  f i r s t  da te?  

Q: Y e s ,  sir. 

A: Oh, I don't  know. I guess when I was maybe fourteen o r  so. I developed 
an i n t e r e s t  i n  t h i s  l i t t l e  g i r l  who was two years younger than I, and two 
years  behind me i n  school. We would go t o  our what we c a l l  a  "ral ly."  We 
would have a "ral ly" once a year  where a l l  the  schools competed i n  mathematics, 
English, h i s to ry .  They had a t r ack  meet i n  connection wi th  i t ,  a lso .  She 
was a very good speaker. A s  a  mat ter  of f a c t ,  when I l e f t  home i n  1938, it  
was the  l a s t  t i m e  I saw h e r  u n t i l  l a s t  spring.  

Q: Oh? 

A: She was, I guess, my f i r s t  d a t e  and the  puppy love thing. She is  now a 
Ph.D. and is a dean of a  col lege  down i n  Flor ida  and I was inv i t ed  down the re  
l a s t  year t o  address t h a t  school. That was the  f i r s t  t i m e  I had seen her  s ince  
I was seventeen. I had no t  seen h e r  i n  f o r t y  years--I was f if ty-seven l a s t  
year ,  s o  I had no t  seen he r  i n  f o r t y  years .  It was a very i n t e r e s t i n g  th ing t o  
renew our acquaintance. She has s ince ,  of course, married, has a family; s o  
do I. So, t h a t  was probably my f i r s t  date.  She was j u s t  a  very lovely  l i t t l e  
g i r l  and w e  went t o  the  movies and th ings  l i k e  t h a t .  

9 :  This " ra l ly ,"  was t h a t  j u s t  wi th in  the Bly thev i l l e  area? 



Q: Was t h i s  b lack  and whi te?  

I A: No, j u s t  black. 

I Q: Where d i d  they usua l ly  hold these?  

A: Normally a t  Oceola which i s  about e ighteen  mi l e s  south  of my town, because 
i t  w a s  a l i t t l e  more c e n t r a l .  My town is up in one end of t h e  county, 
Normally a t  Cteola. 

Q: You say  they had a t r a c k  meet also? 

I A: A t r a c k  meet was a p a r t  of i t  a l so .  

Q: Were you involved i n  t h a t ?  

A: I used t o  run t h e  hurdles .  Low hurdles .  

Q:  Were you any good a t  i t ?  

A: P r e t t y  good. P r e t t y  good. Won some p r i ze s .  

Q :  So, t h i s  would be a d a i l y  a f f a i r ,  I guess. You would go down i n  t h e  
morning once o r  twice a yea r?  

A:  G o  down i n  t h e  morning and come back l a t e  t h a t  evening, yes. And they had 
some r e a l l y  i n t e r e s t i n g  k inds  of t h ings  l i k e  you would have speed c a l c u l a t i o n .  
Put a group of f i g u r e s  on the board and the k i d s  would walk  up and they would 
say,  "Go!" and they would have t o  do them wi th  speed, t o t a l i n g  them up. 

Q: &, I see, mathematics, huh? 

A: Yes, f o r  mathematics. You would have s p e l l i n g  con te s t s ,  f i r s t  grade, 
second grade,  t h i r d  grade, r i g h t  through the  whole sphere.  Then they would 
have what they c a l l e d  e i t h e r  declamation c o n t e s t s ,  t h a t  would be people say ing  
poems i n  t h e  lower grades,  and then f o r  t he  high school ,  i t  would be ora tor -  
i c a l  con te s t s .  I remember one of t h e  ones I had was a poem c a l l e d  t h e  
"New South." William--oh, what was h i s  name? I t 's  something--William O'Grady, 
O'Grady is  t h e  l a s t  name, who wrote a b e a u t i f u l  kind of speech a f t e r  t h e  C i v i l  
War. You know, what does he f i n d ?  He f i n d s  his house i n  ruins, h i s  farms 
decimated. I t ' s  a s t o r y  of what a Southerner found when he came back from t h e  
war a f t e r  the  w a r  was over. I j u s t  remember t h a t  was one of t h e  o r a t i o n s  tha t  
w e  d id .  It was a l l  on a competi t ive b a s i s  wi th  people judging you on memory, 
a r t i c u l a t i o n ,  t h e  whole th ing ,  you know. 

Q: Was t h e r e  any debate  involved i n  i t ?  

A: Well, we d id  n o t  have any debates  as a p a r t  of t h a t  " r a l l y , "  b u t  w e  used t o  
have debates in our  high school  and they would give us some s u b j e c t  that, 
r e a l l y ,  t h e r e  was no answer t o  it. For example, I remember once when we had 



a debate on , "What is most des t ruc t ive ,  f i r e  o r  water?" W e l l ,  of course,  
the re  is no real answer but  the  idea  was t o  incu lca te  i n  you the  d e s i r e  t o  do 
research.  So you would have t o  go t o  the  l i b r a r y  and look up the  various 
th ings  t h a t  you would then debate, a s  t o  which was the  more des t ruct ive .  So, 
w e  had debates and they always gave you a sub jec t  t h a t  was, almost, incapable 
of having any f i n a l  answer. But t h a t  wasn't t h e  po in t ,  t he  point  was t o  g e t  
you t o  do the  research  and the  study and t o  g ive  i t  i n  a convincing fashion. 

Q: How was it organized? Were you wi th in  the  English . . . 
A: P a r t  of the  English department, yes. P a r t  of the English department. 

Q :  It was a team, though, t h a t  was set up, l i k e  two teams? 

A: Y e s ,  l i k e  two on each s i d e  o r  something of t h a t  s o r t ,  yes. Two o r  
sometimes three.  

Q: Did y 4 deb.ate before the  school? 

A: Before the  school body, s tudent  body? Yes. 

Q: Did you enjoy t h a t  s o r t  of t h i n g ?  

A: Oh, I r e a l l y  enjoyed i t .  It was grea t .  Taught you how t o  look up things, 
how t o  present  them, how t o  knock down the  po in t s  of o the r s  and how t o  mini- 
mize the  s t r e n g t h  o r  impact of what the  o ther  person was saying. It was 
g rea t ,  r e a l l y  g rea t  f o r  us. 

Q: What kind of resources d i d  you have? Your own l i b r a r y  i n  the  school  the re@ 
Gas i t  a good one? 

A: No, no t  r e a l l y .  For a long period of time, we d id  not  have access t o  the 
white l i b r a r y ,  you know. I say white l i b r a r y ,  i t  was a l i b r a r y  t h a t  belonged 
t o  the  c i t y .  There were times when you couldn' t  ge t  i n  there ,  but  I f i n a l l y  
was  a b l e  t o  s t a r t  drawing books out  of there,  eventually. 

Q: Was t h i s  j u s t  i n  your case? O r  was i t  . . . 
A: No. No, t h a t  was j u s t  fo r  everybody. Nobody could ge t  in.  What happened 
was, t h i s  woman, who was the  superintendent  of schools ,  found out t h a t  I 
couldn' t  g e t  books up the re  and she  went up the re  and ra i sed  h e l l  about it. 
She s a i d ,  " W e l l ,  you l e t  these  k ids  have the  books." So, I s t a r t e d  g e t t i n g  
them and then o the r s ,  you know, s t a r t e d  going i n  t o  ge t  them. She gave me my 
f i r s t  book--first present  anyone ever gave m e  of a book, was that: white woman. 
Her name was Mrs. Willie A. Lawson. Inc iden ta l ly ,  she l a t e r  became the state 
superintendent  of schools  f o r  the  S t a t e  of Arkansas, f i r s t  woman. 

Q: Did you own many books when you were . . . 
A: Yes, my family always gave m e  books. I always had some books. W e  had, you 
know, a f a i r  l i b r a r y  i n  our school and I read everything I could ge t  my hands 



on. My mother and dad used t o  g ive  me books a t  Christmas and b i r thdays  and 
t h a t  kind of th ing .  Not always j u s t  toys.  

Q: So you l i k e d  reading very  much, then. 

A :  Very much. And s t i l l  do. 

Q:  L e t ' s ' s e e ,  were you involved i n  p l ays ,  d ramat ics ,  i n  any way? 

A: Yes, we had dramatics  t h e r e  i n  high school  and a l s o ,  when I was i n  co l l ege ,  
I was a  member of t he  P l aye r s  Guild and a l s o  a member of the debat ing  team 
when I was i n  co l lege .  b e  of the motivat ions f o r  the c o l l e g e  was that--the 
school  had some formal dances and I d i d n ' t  have a tuxedo, bu t  i f  you made t h e  
debat ing  team, t h e  school  furn ished  you a  tuxedo. 

Q: Oh! W e l l !  ( l augh te r )  

A: So t h a t  w a s  a  p a r t  of my motivat ion t o  g e t  i n t o  i t  i n  co l lege .  But I 
always enjoyed debating. It 's  always been a  very  i n t e r e s t i n g  kind of t h ing  
f o r  me. 

Q: Do you remember any of t he  plays i n  high school  t h a t  you took p a r t  In? 

A: Well, we had a  p l a y  t h a t  we d i d ,  Eas t  Lynn. And what were some of t h e  
o t h e r s ,  I don ' t  . . . Death Takes a  Holiday, w e  d id  t h a t  i n  high school  and 
i n  co l l ege .  I don ' t  remember t h e  names of any of t he  r e s t  of them. 

SESSION 2 ,  TAPE 2 ,  SIDE 1 

Q: S i r ,  what I would l i k e  t o  do, i f  we could,  is  spend some more time on 
B l y t h e v i l l e  and your l i f e  i n  B ly thev i l l e .  

A: Okay. 

Q:  What was your f i r s t  job the re ,  f i r s t  paying job?  

A: I guess my f i r s t  paying job was s e l l i n g  newspapers. 

Q: Yes. You t a lked  about t h a t  t h e  o the r  day. 

A: No, t h a t ' s  another  experience. That was t h e  d a i l y  papers.  Z f i r s t  so ld  
weekly papers, t h e  ones that came out  of Chicago, Kansas City, and P i t t sbu rgh .  
They were b lack  papers  and we so ld  them on t h e  weekends. They were weekly 
e d i t i o n s  and I s t a r t e d  w r i t i n g  a column i n  those  papers  s o  t h a t  I could say  t o  
people,  "Your name's i n  t h e  paper,' ' and they would buy one. ( l augh te r )  They 
had news from a l l  over,  a l l  t h e s e  l i t t l e  towns where they so ld  t h e i r  papers  
down South. I wrote a  column i n  all of them, j u s t  a l i t t l e  penny-ante news 
about d i f f e r e n t  th ings .  A s  a consequence, people would buy them because 
people never got  t h e i r  name i n  t h e  paper i n  those  days, un le s s  they k i l l e d  



somebody o r  something foul.  So, had a l i t t l e  column, "Mrs. So-and-so had a 
par ty ,  a bir thday par ty ,  or  a grandson came t o  v i s i t  from Oceola," o r  some- 
thing,  you know. 

Q: How old were you a t  t h i s  time? 

A: Oh, about nine, ten, something l i k e  t h a t .  

Q: What was your d e a d l b e  for ge t t ing  your copy i n ?  

A: Well, you would have t o  ge t  i t  i n  by Tuesday, which meant i t  usual ly  had 
t o  go out  Sunday n i g h t  s o  they would g e t  it Tuesday. The paper was pr in ted  
abovt Wednesday o r  Thursday. You would g e t  i t  back on Friday or  Saturday. 

Q: Was t h i s  f o r  a l l  t h ree  of the  newspapers, you s e n t  the  . . . 
A: Yes. I th ink I had two a t  one time and then, a t  one t i m e ,  I had a l l  three  
of them. 

Q :  What were the  names of the  papers, s i r ?  Do you remember? 

A: The Chicago Defender, the  Pi t t sburgh Courier and the  Kansas City Call.  

Q: How d id  you s e l l  these?  Did you d e l i v e r  or  did you have a s tand?  

A: No, I would deliver and I would go downtown on Saturday. A l o t  of people 
came i n  from the country on Saturday, you know, from a l l  the  r u r a l  areas. I 
would j u s t  c i r c u l a t e  through the  crowd and sel l  them. But I had some regular  
customers, you know. Paid s ix  cen t s  f o r  them, sold  them for a dime. 

Q: And d i d  you g e t  paid f o r  the  column t h a t  you were w r i t i n g ?  

A: No, the  incent ive  for wri t ing  the  column was t o  get  more people t o  buy the  
paper. 

Q: About how many d i d  you s e l l  each . . . 
A: Oh, I used t o  s e l l  maybe f i f t y  t o  a hundred a week or  maybe sometimes a 
hundred and f i f t y .  They sold p r e t t y  good. 

Q: And you were about n ine  o r  ten years  old a t  t h i s  time? 

A: Yes. 

Q: How long did  you conduct this business? 

A: Urn, until--1 guess a couple of years. 

Q: Why did you s top?  

A: I don ' t  know. I don' t  know. I got a l i t t l e  pas t  t h a t  and s t a r t e d  working 



i n  d rugs to re s  and, you know, d i f f e r e n t  things--regular  jobs and s t u f f .  
( t ap ing  stopped f o r  intercom conversa t ion ,  then  resumed) 

Q: You moved on t o  a  job i n  a d rugs to re ,  you s a y ?  

A: Yes, I became a p o r t e r  i n  t h e  d rugs to re  and d e l i v e r y  boy i n  it. I had a 
couple of  those jobs and I worked those  and I s t i l l  c a r r i e d  my d a i l y  paper 
route .  I had two jobs at: t h a t  time, because I was d e l i v e r i n g  my d a i l y  paper 
r o u t e  and working a t  the drugs tore  a s  a  d e l i v e r y  boy. 

Q: How l a r g e  a  r o u t e  d id  you have? 

A: About two hundred papers.  

Q ;  Was i t  morning o r  evening d e l i v e r y ?  

A: I had both.  A t  one per iod ,  I had t h e  morning paper,  which was t h e  
Commercial Appeal, which came out  of Memphis, Tennessee. I would g e t  up a t  
Eive o 'c lock i n  t h e  morning and p ick  those  up. I always ge t  a kick out  of 
watching t h e  k ids  d e l i v e r  morning papers  now. Sometimes my paper comes a t  
e i g h t ,  n ine  o 'c lock i n  t he  morning. When I was a k i d ,  we picked them up a t  
Eive and I would have my papers  de l ive red  be fo re  s i x - t h i r t y .  Because when you 
s a i d  you had a morning paper f o r  somebody, you had a morning paper ,  i t  wasn ' t  
a mid-day paper. 

Q: What was the  o the r  paper? 

A: Well, I used t o  a l s o  handle t h e  Memphis P re s s  Sc imi ta r ,  t h a t  was a Hearst  
paper t h a t  came ou t  i n  t h e  af ternoon.  1 had a paper r o u t e  f o r  them once. I 
once had t h e  paper r o u t e  f o r  Hearst  f o r  t h e  Memphis P re s s  Scimitar  and t h e  
B l y t h e v i l l e  Courier ,  which was an a f te rnoon paper a t  home, a t  the  same time. 
So, I used t o  have two, c a r r i e d  two of them. 

Q :  What were t h e  newspaper reading  h a b i t s  i n  your family? Did your f a t h e r  
read ex tens ive ly  i n  t h e  newspapers? 

Q: In those  d i scuss ions ,  you were a  l i t t l e  young a t  t h e  t ime, bu t  do you r e c a l l  
anything sa id  about p r o h i b i t i o n ?  

A: Extensively.  Cover t o  cover. And resented  any messing up of t h e  paper. 
In  o t h e r  words, i f  you read a  paper ahead of him, he wanted i t  i n  o rde r  and 
he wanted i t  n e a t  when you got  through wi th  it. Tha t ' s  something I can always 
remember. You know, t h e r e  have been a  l o t  of arguments i n  f a m i l i e s  about  I .  
t ha t .  Some people,  when they g e t  through reading t h e  paper,  i t  looks l i k e  
i t ' s  been through a  paper m i l l  or  something, you know. 

A: (pause) No, I don' t  remember any d i scuss ion  about p roh ib i t i on .  I remember 

Both my mother and f a t h e r  were omnivorous readers .  They read everything.  
Papers ,  magazines. There was always family d i scuss ion  about c u r r e n t  events  and 

I 

what was going on i n  t h e  world, always. 



when prohibi t ion  was over and they had t h e  three-point-two beer and something 
l i k e  tha t .  Not many discussions about l iquor ,  I don't  remember much. W e  
never had a l o t  of l iquor  i n  my house. My daddy would make grape wine and 
blackberry wine. They would have i t  f o r  ceremonial things,  like Christmas 
when people would have cake and wine or  something. But very l i t t l e  drinking 
was i n  the  home. 

Q: So, you don't  r e c a l l  your f a t h e r ' s  pos i t ion  on prohibi t ion ,  then? 

A: No, I do not.  

Q: Living in an a g r i c u l t u r a l  community, d id  you work much on the  farms, out 
surrounding . . . 
A: &, yes, the re  were some summers I spent with farm famil ies  when my mother 
would go away t o  college f o r  the  summer. I would spend t h e  summer with a farm 
family and worked on the  farm with them, sure. 

Q: Was t h i s  the  same family more than one summer? 

A: Yes, M r .  and Mrs. Sebastian, who were a nice family. I stayed with themi 
couple of summers. 

Q: Were they black or  white? 

A: They were black, b u t  they owned t h e i r  own farm. 

Q: How l a r g e  a farm was i t ?  

A: About a hundred and s i x t y  acres.  

Q: How old were you a t  t h i s  time? 

A: You know, I guess maybe . . . eleven, twelve, t h i r t e e n ,  something l i k e  tha t .  
I 

Q: Did you l e a r n  t o  d r i v e  the  horses i n  the  f i e l d ?  O r  t h a t  type work? 

A: No. No, I wasn't b i g  enough t o  f o o l  with the  horses,  they used mules, 
anyway. I wasn't l a r g e  enough t o  handle a horse o r  mule. 

Q: What type of work d id  you do on the  farm, then? 

A: The chores. You know, feed the  chickens, s lop the hogs, br ing i n  firewood. 
Various kinds of chores l i k e  t h a t  which were j u s t  per iphera l  t o  a c t u a l  farm 
l i f e ,  was j u s t  a p a r t  of i t .  I chopped cot ton and t h a t  kind of thing. Carried 
water t o  the  f i e l d  hands and t h a t  kind of thing. 

Q: Did you help with t h e  milking? 

A: Never helped with the milking, no. 



Q: You d i d n ' t  do any r e a l  f i e l d  work, then,  whi le  you . . . 
A: Not b a s i c a l l y ,  no. 

Q: You ind ica t ed  t h a t  you had done some c l e a r i n g  of l and ,  o r  worked a t  t h a t  
a t  some time. 

A: Yes, I guess t h a t  was probably my sen io r  year  i n  h igh  school.  Just before  
graduat ion ,  w e  took a f e w  days ou t  and worked i n  t h i s  new ground t o  g e t  some 
money t o  g e t  c lo thes  and o t h e r  items f o r  graduat ion.  

Q: And what type of work d id  you do there? The chopping of t r e e s  o r  . . . 
A: Chopping of t r e e s ,  burning stumps, getting--you see, sometimes they would 
hau l  away part of t h e  d e b r i s  and t h a t  kind of t h ing  and you would load t h e  
t rucks  and s t u f f  l i k e  t h a t .  

Q: What k ind  of farm was Mr. Sebas t ian ' s ,  predominently? Did they grow 
c o t t o n ?  

A: Cotton, they used t o  grow co t ton  and corn. See,  i n  t h a t  county was a very 
r i c h  land.  Actua l ly ,  probably had t h e  h ighes t  product ion r a t e  of co t ton  i n  
t he  world. They grew two bales an a c r e  without  f e r t i l i z e r .  

Q: Oh? 

A: Y e s .  The land  was very,  very  product ive f o r  c o t t o n  and, a s  a matter of 
f a c t ,  t h a t ' s  where they had t h e  f i r s t  cot ton-picking con te s t  i n  t he  world. 
They used t o  have i t  every year .  The f i r s t  p r i z e  was $1000, I r e c a l l ,  and 

I 

I 

t h a t  was a long t i m e  ago. They r e a l l y  r a i s e d  c o t t o n  there, they  r a i s e d  more 
c o t t o n  i n  t h a t  county than i n  any county i n  the world. 

Q: Did you do any co t ton  p ick ing  whi le  . . . 
A: Yes, I d id  some c o t t o n  p ick ing  a s  a  k id .  Never w a s  very good a t  i t ,  never 
d i d  r e a l l y  g e t  a  handle on being a  good one. I just  never  d id .  I never i 
picked 200 pounds in a day i n  my l i f e .  One day I had a very good s t a r t ,  I had 
140 pounds by one o 'c lock  and I knew I was going t o  g e t  200 t h a t  day and i t  
ra ined .  ( laughs)  Never d i d  r e a l l y  become an e f f i c i e n t  co t ton  picker a t  a l l .  

Q: How about shucking corn? Did you . . . I 

A: Never d id  much of t h a t ,  no. 1 

Q: When you were c l e a r i n g  t h e  new land ,  d id  they work as a l a r g e  crew? 

i A: Large crew. I th ink  i t  paid  a  d o l l a r ,  d o l l a r  and a  ha l f  a day o r  something 
l i k e  t h a t .  

Q: Was t h i s  a  mixed black  and whi te  crew? 



A: Mixed crews, yes.  

Q: Do you remember any of t h e  foremen on those  jobs? 

A: No, I do not .  I r e a l l y  don ' t .  

Q: Since it w a s  an  a g r i c u l t u r a l  conrmunity, t h e r e  must have been an i n t e r e s t  i n  
the county f a i r  type of th ing .  Was t h e r e  a county f a i r  each yea r?  

A: Oh, yes, we had county f a i r s  t h e r e  and they had . . . sewing, p re se rva t ion  
of vegetab les ,  mostly canned vegetab les .  And they  got  very  fancy, l i k e  
shingle-pack peaches, and a l l  kinds of jellies and jams and b e s t  ham, b e s t  
shoulders ,  and t h e  best l i v e  animals ,  you know, hogs. They had, Duroc Je r seys  
and Poland China hogs, b a s i c a l l y .  Those were t h e  b i g  brands i n  t h a t  a rea .  
Chicken product ion,  tu rkeys  and--a r egu la r  county f a i r .  But t h e r e  was a l o t  
of competi t ion from t h e  people i n  t h e  area as t o  who had the  b e s t  green beans 
and who had t h e  b e s t  tomatoes and peppers and a l l  t h a t  kind of s t u f f  l i k e  
t h a t .  

Q: Did you make any e n t r i e s  a t  any t ime? 

A: No, never  d id  make any e n t r i e s .  My mother used t o  put ,  you know, f r u i t  and 
jams and j e l l i e s  and s t u f f  l i k e  t h a t .  

Q: Did M r .  Sebas t ian  have any e n t r i e s  i n  t h e  f a i r ?  

A: I don' t  know whether I ever remember--remember Mr . - - I  j u s t  don ' t  remember 
that--I'm s u r e  Mrs. Sebas t ian  d i d ;  p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  probably; i n  t h e  sewing 
because she was a seamstress ,  too. (pauses)  And they would have t h i n g s  l ike ,  
you know, q u i l t s  and a l l  t h a t  kind of th ing .  People d i d  a l o t  of t h ings  f o r  
themselves i n  those days. The government wasn't  g iv ing  everybody everything,  
you know, nor  d i d  people expect  i t ,  which is  the o t h e r  s i d e  of  t he  quest ion.  

Q: Did you have a p a r t i c u l a r  family doc tor  t h e r e ?  

A: Yes, we had D r .  Green and D r .  Roberts. D r .  B. E. Roberts.  

Q: Was he b lack?  

A: H e  w a s  black.  Both were black. 

Q: Where d i d  he g e t  h i s  t r a i n i n g ?  

A: Meharry Medical College.  As a ma t t e r  of f a c t ,  I w a s  de l ive red  by a b lack  
doc tor  whose name was D r .  Joe Armillo Banks. A s  a matter of f a c t ,  I have my, 
second name from him. My second name is  Armillo. D r .  Banks w a s  t he  doc tor  9ho 
d e l i v e r e d  me. I n  my hometown, w e  have always had b lack  doc to r s  and b lack  I 
d e n t i s t s .  A s  a matter of f a c t ,  i n  my hometown, t h e  f i r s t  l i q u o r  s t o r e  that 
came i n  after p r o h i b i t i o n  was owned by two black gentlemen, t h e  f i r s t  i n  t h e  
town. 



Q: Were t h e r e  any o the r  doc tors  o r  was D r .  Roberts t h e  only one? 

A: No, t h e r e  was D r .  Green t h e r e ,  D r .  Gabashine. D r .  Keith and Young were 
the  d e n t i s t s ,  The d e n t i s t  t h e r e  now is  a D r .  Nunn, who was my high school  
b a s k e t b a l l  coach, who went back t o  school  a f t e r  I got  ou t  of high school  t o  
become a d e n t i s t .  We were a f a i r l y  progress ive  town. 

Q: Are you s t i l l  i n  touch wi th  any of  those  people? 

A: Oh, su re .  I ' m  i n  touch with my coach, now a d e n t i s t ,  D r .  Nunn. S t i l l  
i n  touch wi th  him. H i s  w i f e  now has a Ph.D. and teaches a t  a co l l ege  i n  
Memphis. H i s  t h r e e  sons a l l  have t h e i r  degrees.  One is  a lawyer and one is 
teaching and--I don ' t  know what the o the r  i s  doing, b u t  t hey ' r e  a l l  doing 
something va luable  and worthwhile. 

You see ,  i n  t h a t  c l a s s  t h a t  I f in i shed  high school--there were t h i r t e e n  of u s  
i n  t h a t  c l a s s  and t e n  ou t  of t h a t  t h i r t e e n  now have co l l ege  degrees and t h r e e  
have degrees p a s t  t he  co l l ege  l e v e l .  That 's  a p r e t t y  good record f o r  a l i t t l e  
town l i k e  t h a t ,  where everybody was poor, b u t  we got  a l o t  o f  i ncen t ive  and a 
l o t  of d e s i r e  from our  high school  and from our  teachers .  Everybody j u s t  
t r i e d  t o  do something, we j u s t  went ou t  and everybody worked and made some 
accomplishaents.  

Q: What type of i ncen t ive?  Was the re  a p a r t i c u l a r  t eache r  t h a t  was . . . 
A: Well, I think--the town was f a i r l y  c lose-kni t .  You know, you d i d n ' t  j u s t  
see your t eache r s  during t h e  school  time. They a l l  belonged t o  t h e  churches 
and you saw them every Sunday a t  church, a l s o .  So, t h e r e  was s o r t  of a con- 
t i n u a t i o n  of t h e  educa t iona l  process  between school  and church and home and 
t h a t  was a very  c l o s e  relationship--between the  school  and t h e  churches and 
t h e  homes and the  pa ren t s  and t h e  PTA [Parent-Teachers Assoc ia t ion]  and t h e  
schools .  It a l l  kind of worked toge ther .  Although we knew t h a t  we were 
deprived and segregated and s u b j e c t  t o  d i v i s i o n a l  kinds of governmental spend- 
ing ,  w e  knew t h a t ,  i f  you wanted t o  do something, you had t o  be good a t  i t  
and you had t o  work harder ,  probably, t o  g e t  t h e  chance t o  do i t .  Among those  
kinds of programs, I th ink  most of u s  go t  i n s p i r e d  t o  j u s t  t o  go on t o  t r y  
t o  do something b e t t e r  f o r  ourse lves .  

- 
Q: Were o t h e r  t eache r s  doing a s  your mother was i n  summer, going on dur ing  
the summer? 

A: Many of them, yes.  Many of them were going on t o  schools  dur ing  t h e  
summer, t h a t  is  c o r r e c t .  Because they a l l ,  you see ,  i n  t h a t  day s t a r t e d  r i g h t  
out  of high school ,  o r  very s h o r t l y  t h e r e a f t e r ,  o r  a f t e r  a normal school  o r  
something, and as condi t ions  improved and requirements got  g r e a t e r  they would 
go t o  school  s i x  weeks i n  t h e  sumner, o r  twelve weeks i n  the summer i f  they  
could a f f o r d  i t ,  u n t i l  they f i n a l l y  got  t h e i r  degrees.  

1 can remember a woman who wanted t o  borrow some money from me t o  go t o  summer 
school ,  a teacher .  I w a s  about twelve, fou r t een ,  and I was a f r a i d  t o  lend i t  



t o  her  f o r  f e a r  she wouldn't pay m e  back. So I went down t o  the  bank and 
talked t o  the  president .  Told him t h a t  I wanted t o  put  the  money i n  the  bank 
and l e t  he r  borrow i t ,  os tens ib ly ,  from the  bank and not  from me, because 
I knew she would pay the  bank back. H e  thought t h a t  was kind of i n t e r e s t i n g  
t h a t  I would have t h a t  kind of fores ight .  

H e  was a p r e t t y  tough old man. He ran  the  whole town, you know, the  s h e r i f f  
t ipped h i s  h a t  t o  t h i s  old man, you know, t h i s  "Mr.  Big." So, m y  f a t h e r  s a i d  
t o  m e  when I was going down there ,  he s a i d ,  "You kind of scared of Mr .  ~ynch?"  
I sa id ,  "No, I ' m  not  scared,  daddy." He  says, "Well," he s a i d ,  "he's j u s t  a 
man l i k e  anybody e l se , "  he says,  "and when you go i n  there ,  don' t  see him 
s i t t i n g  behind t h a t  b i g  desk. In  your mind's eye, you s e e  him s i t t i n g  on a 
t o i l e t  s t o o l  with h i s  pants  down and look him i n  h i s  eye and t a l k  t o  him,'' 
And t h a t ' s  what I did. ( laughter)  Because I don't ca re  how big  a guy was, 
could be the  pres ident  of the  United S ta tes ,  sometimes i f  you ever f e e l  l i k e  
you're awed of somebody, j u s t  look them dead i n  the  eye, but  i n  your mind's 
eye, s e e  them s i t t i n g  on a t o i l e t  s t o o l  wi th  t h e i r  pants  down and then you're 
comfortable t o  them. 

My f a t h e r  had a Lot of very i n t e r e s t i n g  philosophy. A s  I, sa id ,  he r e a l l y  was 
no t  a col lege  man, but  he was a b r i g h t  man. Had a l o t  of very i n t e r e s t i n g  
philosophy and knew how t o  program h i s  mind to  get  th ings  done o r  t o  i n s p i r e  
you t o  do them, you know. That's a h e l l  of a thing f o r  him to--I don' t  th ink  
I could ever come up with anything t h a t  b r i g h t  t o  t e l l  my k ids ,  you know, 
t o  . . . But sometimes education can be he lp fu l  and then sometimes i t  can be 
burdensome. Because I think sometimes when you have a l o t  of education yau 
a r e  concerned about how did Spinoza do i t  o r  how did  t h i s  philosopher do it 
o r  what d id  t h i s  man think. And sometimes you're  so  concerned about t ry ing  
t o  remember what somebody has done o r  s a i d  t h a t  you don' t  spend enough time 
t ry ing  t o  f i g u r e  ou t  how t o  b e s t  say i t  er do i t  yourself .  

Q: Y e s .  And the re fo re  i t  doesn't  r e l a t e  t o  the  s p e c i f i c  s i t u a t i o n  you're  i n .  

A: Yea. I r e a l l y  be l ieve  t h a t  I ' m  very fo r tuna te  t o  have had two parents ,  
one with formal education and one without formal education, because I had two 
parents  who both were very educated i n  the  context  of how t o  ge t  along i n  the  
world and how t o  g e t  along with people and how t o  maximize your own t a l e n t s .  
I ' m  very,  very fo r tuna te  t o  have had t h a t  because, sometimes, I s e e  a l o t  of 
people g e t  s o  bookish t h a t  they deprive themselves of t h a t  n a t u r a l  thought 
process. You've seen t h a t  happen, haven't  you? 

Q: Yes, sir. (pause) What was the  banker's name? 

A: ( ~ a u s e )  Lynch. Trying t o  remember h i s  f i r s t  name. Think i t  was Bert 
Lynch. (chuckles) Sounds l i k e  B e r t  down t o  Georgia, doesn't  i t ?  
Bert Lynch. AnOrhel 
Q: Yes. ( laughter)  Yes. Did the  Depression have any p a r t i c u l a r  e f f e c t  n 
Bly thev i l l e  o r  on your family? 1 
A: Oh, of course i t  did.  It d i d n ' t  have a g rea t  d e a l  on my mother becausq my 



mother was i n  
as i t  was. W 
wer 

a school  system and t h a t ,  you know, s o r t  of s tayed  p r e t t y  much 
e d i d n ' t  have anything l i k e  s c r i p t  o r  anything l i k e  t h a t ;  they 

*e  pa id  t h e i r  r e g u l a r  s a l a r i e s .  As t o  my dad, i t  d id  have a n  e f f e c t  because, 
you know, t h e  p r i c e  of  co t ton  went down. I remember they had a song, " ~ i v e  
c e n t s  c o t t o n  and ten  c e n t s  meat. How's a poor man gonna e a t ? "  (chuckles) 
Cotton was n o t  a s  b i g  a s  i t  had been. 

I th ink  f o r  one period my dad worked f o r  a governmental p ro j ec t .  Be worked 
wi th  the,  what they c a l l e d  . . . CCC [ C i v i l i a n  Conservation Corps] camps they 
had. And he was s o r t  of a superv isor  down a t  one of those CCC camps f o r ,  oh, 
about  a year ,  I guess. 

Q: Where was t h i s  l oca t ed?  

A: Dyer, Arkansas. 

Q: Do you know what kind of p r o j e c t  i t  was? 

A: It was a p r o j e c t  where they  were c l ean ing  new ground, Yes. Preparing t h e  
woods f o r  a g r i c u l t u r a l  p u r s u i t s .  

Q: Did he a c t  a s  foreman d m  t h e r e ,  then? 

A: He was a foreman down t h e r e ,  yes.  

Q: About what year  was t h a t ,  do you r e c a l l ?  

A: I can ' t  remember. I was j u s t  t r y i n g  t o  t h ink  of t h a t ,  an i n s t a n t  before  
you asked. I only  remember be ing  down t h e r e  once; he w a s  home on t h e  weekend 
and we took him back down the re ,  s o  it had t o  be--well, i t  was a f t e r  1930, 
because we wouldn't have had a c a r  be fo re  1930. It w a s  probably 1932, 1933, 
1934 ,  somewhere along i n  there .  I know Roosevelt was p re s iden t  then,  
because he brought on t h e  program and Roosevelt wasn't  e l e c t e d  u n t i l  1932. 
So i t  had t o  be  a f t e r  1932, probably 1933 o r  1934. 

Q: So, o t h e r  than t h a t ,  you d i d n ' t  see any d r a s t i c  e f f e c t  i n  t h e  family. 

A: Well, no. No, n o t  any d r a s t i c  e f f e c t  i n  t h e  family a t  a l l .  There was a 
gene ra l  economic down s p i r a l ,  b u t  most of t he  people i n  my community had n o t  
been a f f l u e n t  anyhow, you know, not r e a l l y  a f f l u e n t ,  so--it r e a l l y  d i d n ' t  
a f f e c t  poor people as much a s  i t  d i d  people who had made b i g  money, you know. 

Q: Did your mother have much d i f f i c u l t y  i n  l o c a t i n g  a school  f o r  summer . . . 
A: No, none whatsoever. No, she  always had a very  h igh ,  good r epu ta t ion  as a 
t eache r  and t h e r e  were always p l en ty  of schools ,  she had h e r  choices .  

Q: You s a i d  your f i r s t  encounter wi th  a lawyer was a t  L i t t l e  Rock a t  a very  
young age. Did you know any lawyers t h e r e  i n  B l y t h e v i l l e ?  

A: Yes, t h e r e  was a fellow by t h e  name of B a r h a m ,  George W. Barham, who w a s  a 



lawyer who became a judge there.  He was very enraptured with the  music a t  
our high school, s o  much s o  t h a t  he took a group of our students t o  h i s  
hometown, which happened t o  be Bloomington, I l l i n o i s ,  one year t o  s i n g  i n  
some programs they had up there.  That was a long, long way from Blythevi l le  
i n  those days. You know, over th ree  hundred miles, and t h a t  w a s  a twp-day 
t r i p  almost, you know. 

Q: Went by t r a i n ,  I suppose. 

A: No, they drove up there. 

Q: Oh, they did?  

A: Y e s .  

Q: You weren't i n  t h i s  group. 

A: No, I w a s  a l i t t l e  too young, but  I remember when they went. 

Q: Did you get  t o  know anything about a lawyer's t rade ,  as i t  were? 

A: No, not r ea l ly .  

Q: So, you didn ' t  know any of them t h a t  wel l?  

A: No. Well, I knew them but  then 1 j u s t  wasn't involved, you know, wasn't 
something I was involved in .  

Q: On trips--now, you had traveled t o  Toledo and t o  Chicago here  and s o  on-- 
what was i t  l i k e  t r ave l ing  by t r a i n  a s  a black i n  the  1920's and 19301a? 

A: W e l l ,  I was q u i t e  young but  I do remember we were segregated i n t o  a, you 
know, black sec t ion  and when w e  went from St. Louis t o  Toledo, I remember 
t h a t  w e  sat i n  the  mixed p a r t  of the  t r a i n .  There was no segregation between 
St. Louis and Toledo. My mother says when I got  on the  ca r ,  I was four years 
old,  t h a t  I sa id ,  "Mama, a r e  we i n  the  r i g h t  place? This is t h e  white fo lks  
t r a i n , "  or something like t h a t .  And my uncle, who had got on the  t r a i n  with 
US, says, "No, t h a t  isn't. Anybody can s i t  anywhere they want t o  now, when 
you're going t h i s  way." 

When w e  were going out  t o  Toledo, the re  w e r e  a couple of teachers on t h i s  
t r a i n ,  white teachers,  two women. They got t o  t a lk ing  t o  me  and teaching me 
nursery rhymes and s t u f f  and my mother s a i d  I picked them up s o  f a s t ,  these  
l a d i e s  asked her  t o  l e t  them adopt m e  and take me with them and my mother 
sa id ,  "No, no way. 'I Couldn't leave  me, couldn't  l e t  me go. I don't know 
whether they meant it, I guess they did,  they asked anyway. They j u s t  l iked my 
answers. They were teaching me  nursery rhymes and 1 w a s  picking them up f a s t ,  
you know, s o  they j u s t  kind of l iked  tha t .  I guess they w e r e  a couple of 
unmarried l a d i e s ,  I don't know. 

Q: Did you have any problem ea t ing  on the  t r a i n ?  



A: Not on t h a t  t r a i n .  They d i d n ' t  have any d i n e r s  on a t r a i n ,  anyway, i n  
those  days. Everybody took t h e i r  own lunch i n  a shoebox. Everybody took 
t h e i r  own lunch. Couldn't a f f o r d ,  probably, t h e  d i n e r s ,  anyway, you see. 

I remember once my dad w a s  on t h e  t r a i n  and they charged 1 5 ~  f o r  a Coke and 
he j u s t  about had a f i t ,  c a l l e d  them "robber barons" and every th ing  else. 
1 thought about him t h e  o t h e r  day. I w a s  a t  a r e a l  fancy golf  course and 
stopped a t  the  pop machine t o  buy a Coke, and it was 75C. I thought about 
my dad and t h e  time they charged him 15C f o r  a Coke on a t r a i n  and he j u s t  
went i n t o  o r b i t ,  you know, because he j u s t  thought i t  w a s  j u s t  d i s g r a c e f u l  
t h a t  anybody would rob you l i k e  t h a t .  How th ings  change. 

Every once i n  awhile something happens i n  my l i f e  t h a t  causes me t o  t h ink  
about my dad and what h i s  r e a c t i o n  would have been, you know, i n  t h e  days 
when he l i v e d ,  because he d i ed  i n  1937 and t h e r e  have been a h e l l  of a l o t  
of changes i n  t h i s  country s i n c e  1937. W e  d i d n ' t  have t e l e v i s i o n ,  we d i d n ' t  
have a i r p l a n e s  l i k e  w e  have today, a l o t  of t h ings  l i k e  t h a t .  It would be  
j u s t  almost mind-blowing, t o  anybody coming back from t h a t  per iod now, t o  s e e  
some of t he  "modernities. " 

See, we have l i v e d  through t h e  most advanced age of mankind. There have been 
more technologica l  advances i n  t h e  last  f i f t y  yea r s  than  i n  any o the r  per iod  
of world development. You see, I can remember r i d i n g  i n  a buggy wi th  my 
grandfa ther ,  r i d i n g  i n  a wagon wi th  M r .  Sebas t ian  and o t h e r  farmers ,  and now 
you t r a v e l  by j e t  a i r p l a n e .  I can remember t h e  f i r s t  t ime I eve r  heard a 
r a d i o  i n  a c a r ,  I must have been t e n  years  o ld  o r  something. I was walking 
down the  s t r e e t  and t h i s  man comes by and you hear  t h i s  music coming out  of 
t h e  c a r  and you c a n ' t  b e l i e v e  it. So t h e  k i d s  ran  a longs ide  and he would tu rn  
up t h e  music and then slow down, then speed up when w e  go t  r i g h t  by t h e  car .  
It was j u s t  unbel ievable  t h a t  t h e r e  would be a r a d i o  i n  a car, j u s t  
unbel ievable .  Now you can s i t  i n  your l i v i n g  room and by Te le s t a r  you s e e  
Europe, a f o o t b a l l  game played i n  Hawaii, t h e  whole th ing .  So w e  have r e a l l y  
had from t r a n s p o r t a t i o n ,  from communication--particularly i n  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  
and communication, t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  has  been so much, j u s t  so grea t .  

I can remember, you know, T-model Fords and people g e t t i n g  t h e i r  arms broken 
from t r y i n g  t o  crank t h e  damn th ings .  Now you g e t  i n  t h e  c a r s  wi th  a i r  
condi t ion ing  and put  t h e  th ing  on, you know, s a f e t y  s e n t i n e l ,  you put  on t h e  
speed and t ake  your f o o t  o f f  t he  a c c e l e r a t o r ,  yes.  So t h e r e  have been a l o t  
of advances and changes we've l i v e d  through t h a t  age. How o ld  a man a r e  you? 
I don ' t  know. 

Q: I ' m  f i f t y - f i v e  now. 

A: Well, you can remember a l l  t h e  th ings  I ' m  t a l k i n g  about ,  then. 

Q: Well, p r e t t y  much. Yes, sir. I was born i n  1924, so  . . . 
A: I ' m  1921. 

Q: Yes, sir. When d i d  you have your f i r s t  r a d i o  i n  t h e  home? 



A: (pause) I don't know. I th ink probably . . . almost a s  long a s  I can 
remember, w e  had a radio a t  our house and almost as long a s  I can remember, 
we had a telephone. We were one of the  few fami l i e s  i n  our area  t h a t  had 
one, I can always remember a telephone put i n  f o r  a long, long time. 

Q: S i r ,  was the re  any a c t i v i s t  sort of th ing going on, say i n  the 19301s, 
i n  the Blythevi l le  area?  Against discrimination,  f o r  example, were the re  
any individuals  t h a t  were involved i n  t h a t  s o r t  of thing? 

A: W e l l ,  t he re  w e r e  always some individuals  who would be involved. Who, you 
know, j u s t  wouldn't take a l o t  of the  s t u f f  t h a t  they put on. A person l i k e  
t h a t ,  they would simply c a l l  him crazy and le t  i t  go a t  t h a t ,  r a t h e r  than 
get  everybody e l s e  s t i r r e d  up. But nothing, r e a l l y ,  t o  compare with t h e  kind 
of ac t iv ism t h a t  e x i s t s  today, no. You see, you've got t o  remember t h a t  
people s t i l l  remembered some of the  violence of the  period a f t e r  the  Civi l  
War. There w a s ,  you know, t h i s  t h r e a t  of lynchings and Ku Klux Klan; all t h a t  
w a s  s t i l l  i n  the  back of t h e  o lder  people's minds and they remembered a l l  of 
t h e  concerted meanness. Comparatively, the re  wasn't a l o t  of r a c i a l  animosity 
i n  my town. A s  a matter  of f a c t ,  the re  were ins tances  where, you know, the re  
would be an i n t e r r a c i a l  love a f f a i r  o r  something and they would probably j u s t  
s p i r i t  the  guy out of town o r  something. They never had any lynchings and a 
l o t  of s t u f f  l i k e  tha t .  W e  j u s t  d idn ' t  have it. 

Q: Was t h e  Ku Klux Klan very a c t i v e  i n  t h a t  a rea?  

A: Not a t  a l l .  

Q: (pause) How d id  you come t o  choose Tennessee S t a t e  a s  a school, s i r ?  

A: Well, a f t e r  I f in ished high school, I was given a scholarship t o  Morehouse 
College i n  Atlanta and was prepared t o  go there .  Incidenta l ly ,  t h a t ' s  the  
school t h a t  Martin Luther King attended. They opened about the  f i r s t  of 
September and a fellow came through the re  i n  August, t h a t  w e  knew, who went t o  
Tennessee S t a t e  and he was t e l l i n g  me about Tennessee S t a t e  and Tennessee 
S t a t e  had a course i n  business administrat ion and t h a t ' s  what I wanted t o  
take. It opened on the  28th of September, about th ree  weeks l a t e r  than the 
school i n  Atlanta,  and I had t h i s  l i t t l e  job t h a t  summer, so I f igured I 
could work another th ree  weeks before I went t o  school. And Tennessee w a s  my 
mother's home s t a t e  and she, of course, was high on i t .  So, I made the  choice 
and I changed from Morehouse t o  Tennessee S t a t e  almost on t h a t  t h r e e  week 
bas is .  

Q: Did the  scholarship change, too? O r  d id  you give t h a t  up? 

A: No, t h e  scholarship d id  not  change, I gave t h a t  up, but  I got a job 
working a t  Tennessee Sta te .  

Q: What was  the scholarship based on? 

A: Scholarship. 



Q: Because of your s t and ing  i n  h igh  school.  

A: Yes. 

Q: Had you worked toward t h i s ,  knowing i t  as a goa l?  

A: Not as a goa l ,  no. I just had always been impel led t o  do as w e l l  a s  I 
could and t h a t ' s  why I d id  it. Scholarsh ips  weren't  t h a t  wide-open l i k e  
they  a r e  now. There were a l o t  fewer s cho la r sh ips  i n  those  days than  t h e r e  
a r e  now. But I always f igured  wherever I went t o  school  I was going t o  have 
t o  work anyhow, s o  t h e  scho la r sh ip  wasn't t h e  main incen t ive .  J u s t  doing 
we l l  was t h e  incen t ive .  

Q: Who sponsored t h a t  s cho la r sh ip?  

A: W e l l ,  Morehouse a t  t h a t  t i m e  had very c l o s e  a f f i l i a t i o n s  wi th  t h e  Bap t i s t  
church and we were B a p t i s t s  and I suppose I got  a recommendation from my 
m i n i s t e r  and then they  looked a t  your record a g a i n s t  t h e  records  of o t h e r s  
who sought t o  come t h e r e  .and then  decided from among them who should g e t  
t h e  few scho la r sh ips  they had. 

Q: What yea r  w a s  t h i s  when you en te red  Tennessee S t a t e ?  

A: 1938. 

Q: What type of job d i d  you f i n d  t h e r e ?  

A: I d i d n ' t  f i n d  any, they gave me one. You know, you j u s t  came i n  and you 
s a i d  you wanted t o  go t o  school  and you wanted t o  work p a r t  of i t  and--they 
gave me a job. They gave me a job i n  the  laundry. I worked i n  t h e  laundry 
about two o r  t h r e e  months when t h e  head of t h e  bus ines s  department t o l d  t h e  
p re s iden t  t h a t  I w a s  too smart t o  work i n  t h e  laundry and they wanted t o  
change my job and they brought me up t o  t he  comptro l le r ' s  o f f i c e .  So I worked 
i n  t h e  bus iness  o f f i c e  from t h a t  po in t  forward. 

Q: How soon was t h i s  a f t e r  you had s t a r t e d  working t h e r e ?  

A: About t h r e e  months. That sounds braggadocio b u t  I ' m  j u s t  t e l l i n g  you what 
t h e  lady  s a i d .  (chuckles) Not bragging, t e l l i n g  you what t h e  l ady  sa id .  

Q: What d i d  you do i n  t he  comptro l le r ' s  o f f i c e ?  

A: Oh, worked bus ines s  machines, r e g u l a r  o f f i c e  work, f i l i n g ,  j u s t  r e g u l a r  
o f f i c e  work, c l e r i c a l  work. 

Q: You s t a r t e d  school  then, I guess,  i n  September of 1938? 

A: Of 1938, t h a t ' s  c o r r e c t .  

Q: What were the l i v i n g  condi t ions  l i k e  t h e r e ?  



CHARLES CECIL AND BESSIE DUPREE PARTEE, 1918. 

"I had two parents who were very 
educated in tk context of how to 
get along in the w odd. " 

PHPTOCRAPHS. EXCEPT WHERE OTHERWISE 

CREDITED. COURTESY OF CECIL A. PARTEE. 



COURTESY OF BESSIE D. IVY 

THE FIVE ROOM HOUSE IN  BLYTHEVILLE, ARKANSAS, IN WHICH CECIL PARTEE WAS 
BORN. 

"Had a lot offlowers and a garden 
in the back." 



COURTESV OF BESSIE D. IVY 

CECIL PARTEE, WITH BRIEFCASE. ARRIVING FOR HIS FIRST DAY AT SCHOOL. BLYTHE- 
VILLE, ARKANSAS, SEPTEMBER 1927. 

"We had a book called a primer 
and it was the story of a young 
boy called Baby Ray. " 



CECIL PARTEE (L)  DISCUSSING A COMMENCEMENT PROGRAM WITH DR.  
ANDREW P. TORRENCE, PRESIDENT O F  TENNESSEE STATE UNIVERSITY, 
ca. 1972. PARTEE, WHO GRADUATED FROM THE UNIVERSITY IN 1942, 
WAS THE PRINCIPLE SPEAKER AT THIS COMMENCEMENT EXERCISE. 

"Tennessee State had a course in business 
administration and that's what I wanted to 
take." 



CORNEAL DAVIS (L)  AND CEClL PARTEE. WHEN PARTEE ARRIVED 
IN  THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES IN 1957, DAVIS HAD GAINED 
THE EXPERIENCE OF 14 YEARS, HAVING STARTED HIS LEGISLA- 
TIVE CAREER IN 1943. 

"We got a lot ofguidance, in particular 
from Corneal Davis." 



CECIL PARTEE (L) CONFERRING WITH CHICAGO MAYOR 
RICHARD DALEY. 

"He would discuss things with me and 
was pretty much on my own to 

make the decisions." 














































































































































































