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[0:00:00] 

 

Carlos Barksdale: This is Carlos Barksdale and Bing Ren interviewing Diane Reed 

interviewing Diane Reed on July 20, 2010, for the Crossroads to 

Freedom Digital Archive at Rhodes College.  Ms. Reed, we would 

like to thank you for participating in our interview, and we’re 

gonna get started with questions.  I’m gonna head up to Bing right 

now for the first section. 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: OK. 

 

Bing Ren: Hello, Ms. Reed. 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Hi. 

 

Bing Ren: What’s your name? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: My name is Diane Reed. 

 

Bing Ren: When were you born? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: I was born March 16, 1957. 

 

Bing Ren: Where were you born, and the race? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: And the what? 

 

Bing Ren: Race. 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Race? 

 

Bing Ren: Yeah. 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: OK. 

 

Carlos Barksdale: Race. 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: I was born in a little town called Coldwater, Mississippi, and of 

course my race is African-American. 

 

Carlos Barksdale: What – 

 

Bing Ren: Where were you  raised? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: I was raised partially in Coldwater, Mississippi, and partially here 

in Memphis. 
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[0:01:00] 

 

Bing Ren: What’s your occupation? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: I am a retired postal worker. 

 

Bing Ren: Who were your parents? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: My mother’s name is Merty Boyd, and she – you want my father’s 

name also? 

 

Bing Ren: Yes. 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: My father’s name is Sam Boyd.  They are both deceased. 

 

Bing Ren: What are their occupations? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: My mom was a schoolteacher.  She taught school for 31 years in 

the Mississippi school system, and my father was a truck driver. 

 

Bing Ren: Do you have any brother or sister? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: I did have one brother, and he is now deceased. 

 

Bing Ren: Can you tell us more about your sibling? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: OK.  My brother was about eight years older than I am, and he 

went into the military and – 

 

[0:02:00] 

 

 – come out, and then he had a heart attack on his front porch here 

in Memphis, Tennessee, in conversation with his neighbor.  He just 

died.  And so that was my only sibling, and of course because it 

was so much space between the two of us, we kind of grew up 

differently – ’cause by the time I became, like, 15, he was gone 

into the military, so, you know, I kinda grew up, my little teenage 

years at home, almost like an only child. 

 

Bing Ren: Can you tell me about the neighborhood you grew up in? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Yeah.  I grew up in – really in a neighborhood here in Memphis.  

What happened was – my mom taught school in Mississippi.  We 

moved to Memphis in 1959, and – 
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 – when we moved here, my – we would stay here on weekends, 

and we would live in Coldwater during the week because my mom 

was teaching school there, and of course I was in school there.  

And then, finally, after a few years, when my grandparents passed 

away – my great-grandparents passed away – we drove back and 

forth from Memphis to Coldwater until my mother retired in 1978. 

 

Bing Ren: So what was your home life like? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Oh, I had a wonderful home life, actually, because, being – my 

mom being a school teacher, my father being a truck driver – 

because my brother was so much older, I was the little kid that had 

everything, really.  Now that I look back after I have to get it all by 

myself, now, I look back and I know it was wonderful.  And we 

lived here.  We lived in the neighborhood, and –  

 

[0:04:00] 

 

 – and I’ve forgotten that little neighborhood.  Elsie Ball district.  

That was it.  And most of my neighbors went to school here in 

Memphis, whereas I was going to school in Mississippi, but I got a 

chance to come to their events here and everything, and then we 

compared adolescence as to how advanced I was in Mississippi as 

opposed to how advanced we were here in Memphis – because in 

Mississippi, you know, it was rural, so here you had city life, so – 

wow, this supposed to be a lot better, but actually, in Mississippi 

we were a little bit further up the road in education than they were 

here. 

 

Bing Ren: What kind of activities were you involved in? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Being a teacher’s daughter, I was singled out a lot, but I didn’t – I 

wasn’t a majorette type, and I – 

 

[0:05:00] 

 

 – couldn’t participate in a lot of stuff because we had to come –

 when my mom got off of work, we had to come to Memphis, 

home, so I couldn’t stay after school to practice and stuff like that, 

so I mainly was in, like,  

[1—5:14:15] the theater, in plays and stuff like that, things that we could 

practice during school hours, and then I could come on home in the 

afternoon.  But – and then I – because at that time, teachers were 

required to participate in all the games.  My mom had to go back – 
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we would come home and go back to all the football games, all the 

basketball games, because education was very serious.  And not 

that it’s not now, but then teachers were required – you had to 

participate.  You had to be there at every game.  So I got a – that 

was my plus, ’cause I got the chance to be involved in that.  So I 

sold concessions and stuff like that.  And we would– 

 

[0:06:00] 

 

 – we didn’t have equipment at schools then like they have now, so 

we would pop our own popcorn at home, buy the little bags, bag it 

up, and take it down to school and sell it for 10¢ a bag.  It was 

wonderful.  I enjoyed that.  Of course, I was in an all – the school 

was segregated at that time.  The blacks were on one side of town, 

and there was a bridge, and the other side of town was the whites, 

and the white school. 

 

Bing Ren: Can you share some of the memories from your childhood that 

influenced you later on in your life? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Yes, I can.  I guess you would say that seeing that bridge and then 

coming to Memphis, and it was a little more open and less 

segregated, so to speak, I got a chance to experience, I think, some 

things that children – 

 

[0:07:00] 

 

 – I lived next door to here in Memphis didn’t because we were free 

to go anywhere in Memphis we wanted to go, but, as raising up in 

Coldwater, which is like about 40 minutes from Memphis, 35 to 40 

minutes from here, we had the black side of town and the white 

side of town, and you didn’t – at one point in time, you didn’t 

interact.  Of course, during my later years in school, we could go 

on the white side of town and buy candy and do different things 

without our parents, but prior, when I was, like, in – like, first 

grade, second grade, you had to be with your parents to do that.  So 

that had an impact on me.  So, then, when we moved here and it 

was wide open – 

 

[0:08:00] 

 

 – and we could do things, however we still had a separation as far 

as schools go.  But when you play with kids, you know, kids don’t 

care and know the difference, so I was freer here.  So I thought, 

“Wow, this is great, I get a chance to go places and do things,” 

where I was limited there.  But then, as I grew up and became an 
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adult and got into the work world, oh, that’s when the difference 

really showed up.  So – 

 

Bing Ren: So where did you go to elementary school? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: I went to elementary school at – well, the first through the fourth 

grade was a little house school called Central Tate in Coldwater, 

Mississippi.  That was the only place we could go at that time if we 

were gonna be on that side of town. 

[0:09:00] 

 

 And then they – the last year I was there, they decided to tear the 

school down because we actually be a beautiful colored school.  It 

was called Tate County Colored School, High School, at the time.  

And it started at the fifth grade and went through the twelfth.  So 

from the first through the fourth, I was at Central Tate.  Then, 

when I got into fifth grade, I went to Tate County.  It was high 

school, but it was elementary and high school, elementary, junior 

high, and high school, all one school.  They weren’t separated 

then.  And then, when I became ninth grade, they integrated.  So 

children from the white side of town, the other side of the bridge, 

had to go to school with us on this side of the bridge.  So what 

happened was – 

 

[0:10:00] 

 

 – they decided to make the colored school the elementary school 

and the white school was gonna be the high school, nine through 

twelve.  So I ended up actually finishing school at that white 

school, which was – then they changed it to Coldwater High 

School. 

 

Bing Ren: So you finished your high school in a white school? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: It was in – it was integrated.  It was no longer the white school.  It 

was the everybody school at that time. 

[2—10:33:10] 

 

Bing Ren: So what did you do after you left the high school? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: I left high school and I went to college at – in Senatobia, 

Mississippi, which was about five miles from Coldwater, where 

Northwest Junior College – that’s where the main campus was.  It 

was the only campus at that time.  And I went to school there, and 

I graduated, got my associate from there, and then – 
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 – that’s where I ended my school career. 

 

Bing Ren: So what was school like for you? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: The college? 

 

Bing Ren: Generally. 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Generally?  It was OK.  I mean, I think that children interact 

differently from the older adults that had that stigma of 

segregation, so one of my closest friends was a white girl when I 

was in college.  We actually went to high school together, but she 

was younger, so – but she took up with me.  There were some 

white kids who just loved to associate with black kids, and then 

there was some who were – straddled the fence, and then there was 

some who just wasn’t allowed.  You know, and they took on that 

stigma that their parents gave them, but I – in high school as well 

as in college, it wasn’t bad – 

 

[0:12:00] 

 

 – even though we were segregated at a – at one point, and then we 

ended up being forced to go to school together.  And at that point 

of course we felt that certain things were not – you know, they 

would choose the white kid over the black kid for, say, best 

performer, or – and you would know that probably the black kid 

was the best, but, you know, you had to have a – what they ended 

up doing was having two persons selected for each thing, like if it 

was most – most popular, you’d had a most popular black person 

and a most popular white person.  So you – in essence, we were 

still segregated ’cause we had to do that.  But that’s the way they 

did it.  You had a – 

 

[0:13:00] 

 

 – white and a black for everything that – on the book club, white 

and a black – whatever position, you had one of each.  Mm-hm. 

 

Bing Ren: So you mentioned segregation a lot, so how did segregation and 

desegregation impact your education experience? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: As for me personally, it didn’t too much make a difference but 

helped me to see the differences.  My parents always instilled in 

me that education is education.  “You get the most and the best that 
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you can get, and don’t let anyone intimidate you or keep you from 

it.”  So I learned the differences more so than anything.  It didn’t 

affect me as far as hatred, but it affected me as far as knowing – 

 

[0:14:00] 

 

 – I would not be – “I’m gonna be judged by the color of my skin 

no matter what.  Even if you say it’s open, but when I walk in a 

room, I’m black.  And that’s just a fact.  And it’s gonna be a fact, 

no matter what, but it doesn’t have to be the determining factor all 

the time.  It depends on who’s judging you and their frame of mind 

and their character.”  So I knew – learned that when we were going 

to school, when we came together and the blacks and whites came 

together in the schools, I remember it was a big situation when 

some of the white teachers didn’t have bachelor degrees, but it was 

required for the black teachers.   

[3—14:55:24] So a lot of white teachers had to go back to school ’cause they 

really wasn’t qualified – 

 

[0:15:00] 

 

 – to teach us because we, as black people, had to have it.  That’s 

how they determined, “Well, you’re not gonna get this job, or you 

can’t get this job.  Do you have a degree?”  You know?  So we had 

to have it.  So that was one of the things that I specifically 

remember.  I was like, “Wow, why that lady ain’t teaching no 

more?”  She didn’t have a degree. But for a number of years she 

was a teacher at this white school.  So it just helped to strengthen 

me more than anything to know that it doesn’t have to be – you 

don’t have to let that stop you.  What you do is enhance yourself, 

your self worth.  No matter what, no matter where – if I’m in 

China, I’m still black, but do I have, inside of me – 

 

[0:16:00] 

 

 – what it takes to get whatever it is I’m going after?  And just don’t 

stop.  Be determined.  So that kind of just emphasized that even 

more. 

 

Bing Ren: So how do your friends feel about the segregation?  Like, you 

mentioned that you had white friends and black friends. 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Mm-hm. 

 

Bing Ren: How did they feel? 
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Ms. Diane Reed: They were – especially my friends – I remember one I would call.  

Her name was Cissy, and her mother cared.  She was – she was a 

caring person, and they were hurt because of the land that was 

drawn, and they couldn’t cross it.  And so I remember when, my 

first year in college, I stayed on campus and Cissy was still in high 

school, but we stayed in touch and so – 

 

[0:17:00] 

 

 – you know, you don’t eat like you normally eat when you go to 

college.  You know, I’m used to my mama’s cooking at home and 

all of that, so one day I remember calling – Cissy called me, and 

she said, “What are you doing?”  I said, “Girl, I’m so hungry,” and 

she said, “For real?”  So her mother fixed a dozen cupcakes and 

brought it up to the dormitory for me.  So that’s why I say they – I 

don’t think they – my friends, anyway – took it negatively.  They 

were so happy to have a – more choices of friends I think, than 

anything.  They felt limited. 

 

Bing Ren: Did you belong to a church, growing up? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Yes, I did. 

 

Bing Ren: So which one? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: That was – that was a must in your household.  If you didn’t go to 

church on Sunday, you didn’t go bowling – you didn’t do anything 

during the week. 

 

[0:18:00] 

 

 “Oh, you too sick to go to church?  OK?  Well, we gonna make 

sure we take care of you, this week.  You not going anywhere.”  So 

I belonged to – in Mississippi, I was a part of Liberty Baptist 

Church, which was out east of Coldwater, Mississippi.  Then, 

when we moved to Memphis, we joined Pentecostal Baptist 

Church, which was about two blocks over from my house, where I 

live now, and I’m still a member. 

 

Bing Ren: Can you describe the church or the people in the church? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: The people in the church in Coldwater, when I was little, they were 

mostly older people, and it was, you know – when you walk into 

church, little children be quiet, you know, and you – and the first 

thing, the ushers see you with gum, they’d put their hand out, you 

got to give up the gum.  You know, and then, I know – 
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 – and back then, if a young girl became pregnant or something – 

say for instance she was in the choir and she got pregnant, and she 

was 15, OK?  You had to give up your position in the church and 

come – go back to the pew and go through your process, and then 

you would have to stand and ask forgiveness of the church before 

you could get back into an organization.  Now, that’s the way 

churches used to be.  You know, you were accountable for what 

you did, and it wasn’t bad.  It really wasn’t like – I remember a 

couple of young ladies getting pregnant, and they had to give – you 

know, come out of the choir, and, you know, people kind of, “Ooh, 

so-and-so pregnant!”  “For real?” 

[4—20:03:12] 

[0:20:00] 

 

 You know, and – (Laughter) – and then they would stand and say, 

“I would like the church to forgive me for the actions that I have 

done and give me another chance.”  And they – it was automatic 

they were gonna forgive you, but you had to go through that 

process then.  And then of course now that’s not – that’s not the 

principles that they go by.  Same church, but not the principle that 

they go by.  You just – you stay in the position that you in, and it’s 

like, “Oh, well.” 

 

Bing Ren: You said you like white people in your church?  (Crosstalk) 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Now, in the church that I belong, to – now, I visited and 

participated with a lot of other churches, which were 

nondenominational, and of course I’ve been in churches where it 

was mixed congregation, but the church that I’m a member of – 

 

[0:21:00] 

 

 – is not a mixed congregation.  But it is – you know, I have 

brought a friend of mine who’s white to church, so it’s not like, 

“Ooh, you can’t come,” but it’s just – we don’t – not that I know 

of, that we have any white members. 

 

Bing Ren: So can you tell me a little bit more about your family at the point 

in your life – at this point in your life? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: At this point in my life? 

 

Bing Ren: Like, were you married? 
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Ms. Diane Reed: Yes, yes.  I am currently still married, but we’re not together.  

When I got out of high school in 1975 and went to Northwest 

Junior College, I was there about a year, and in 1976 I got married. 

 

[0:22:00] 

 

 And my husband is from Coldwater and was from the same high 

school.  However, we didn’t date during that time.  We only dated 

after I got out of high school, and we got married in ’76, and we 

separated in probably 2004.  So we were together for 27 years. 

 

Bing Ren: What’s his occupation? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: He is a – actually he does wrought-iron work and stuff, but the job 

he works is a metal-buildings job where they build these metal 

buildings for factories and stuff and other businesses – warehouses 

and stuff like that.  And I – now I guess you would say my family 

life is – I guess if I wanted to be depressed – 

 

[0:23:00] 

 

 – I’d say it was a little sad, but really it’s not because I don’t have 

any sisters and brothers now, my mother and father is gone, so it’s 

just me and my immediate family.  It’s just me.  Now I do have 

two children and five grandchildren, but they, you know, don’t live 

with me, you know, so – when I separated from my husband, I 

lived in an apartment for a year and then I moved with my mother.  

And then, February 28 of 2010, this year, she passed away.  So it 

kind of left a lonely feeling for me, and, like, I don’t – you know, 

other people when they have siblings and get-togethers, I don’t 

have that.  I don’t have – I can’t pick up the phone and call a sister 

or a brother, or a mother or a father.  So in that respect, it’s kind of 

– 

 

[0:24:00] 

 

 – makes you feel a little – a little depressing sometimes, but on the 

other – flipside of that, then, I don’t have to deal with the issues 

that other siblings deal with.  (Laughter)  I don’t to deal with the 

fussing and arguing that a lot of families be involved with, but I do 

have a close-knit family of first cousins and aunts, and they rally 

around me all the time.  They never let a week go by without 

contacting me, and every time somebody gives something, I’m 

invited.  So it’s not like I’m left out. 
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Bing Ren: Do your children come to visit you sometime? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Yeah.  I have one son who lives here in Memphis and another son 

who lives in Jackson, Tennessee, so they don’t let a day go by that 

they don’t talk to me or see me, so – 

 

[0:25:00] 

 

 – we’re very close.  Me and my kids are very close, and my 

grandchildren. 

 

Carlos Barksdale: OK, I guess at this time I’m gonna take over.  I’m gonna target 

more questions toward the ’50s and ’60s – ’50s through ’70s, kind 

of about the Civil Rights era.  Were you involved in civil rights at 

all, do you think? 

[5—25:25:01] 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Actually at that time we had moved here to Memphis although I 

was still attending school in Mississippi, but I got a chance to go 

through the – when Martin Luther King was here for the garbage 

strike, that was – I didn’t understand it, but my mom was real 

serious and into it, so of course I followed her.  Now, I didn’t go 

march in the garbage strike, but we were, you know – you had 

meetings at churches and stuff like that that – 

 

[0:26:00] 

 

 – we went to, but I don’t really remember the gist of everything.  I 

just know that the day that Martin Luther King was killed, it was 

chilling.  It was like a – it was almost like it was a freeze on the 

whole city, and I remember my mom and I were laying in bed, and 

he was giving his speech, and all of a sudden, you know, then that 

day when he was at the motel, and they say, “He’s been shot,” 

everybody just – the radios were just like – everybody was, 

“What?”  And it was just like it was a freeze of a moment in time.  

And that stuck in my head for some reason.  And then the times 

when we integrated here in Memphis, and – 

 

[0:27:00] 

 

 – the children had to catch the buses on the corner in the dark in 

the morning times because the school that they had to go to was 

way somewhere, and I remember thinking, “I’m so glad,” that I 

didn’t have to do that because I was still going to school in 

Mississippi.  So I was in the car with my mom every day.  We 

were going to school, so I didn’t have to do that, but I felt sorry for 
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a lot of my neighbors who had to get up at 5:00 in the morning and 

catch a bus to go way on the other side of town just so they could 

go to school with the white kids. 

 

Carlos Barksdale: OK, now, at this time, you were growing up, coming along in your 

things – I’m sure you were involved in different activities, so what 

did you like to do as far as entertainment?  What did you enjoy? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Back then we had what you call the cotton carnival, and – oh, 

when I was a really a young kid – 

 

[0:28:00] 

 

 – like in elementary school, we had zoo day for the black folks.  

And – I’m serious, and – (Laughter) – and of course that was the 

clean-up day, you know.  I went to school in Mississippi, now, but 

we could come up here.  We could make appointment to come to 

the zoo, and if I’m not mistaken, I think it was either a Wednesday 

or a Thursday that black people could come to the zoo, and that 

was the day, of course, the clean-up day, so you had the smells and 

you had all of that.  But that was our only Negro day at the zoo, but 

then I was happy to come to the zoo!  OK, and then we had what 

you call the cotton carnival here, and that was when the best bands 

were chosen to march in the parade.  And of course my school in 

Mississippi, we had an awesome band, and the majorettes were so 

sharp, so we got a chance to come up here to the cotton carnival.  

And it was an event – 

 

[0:29:00] 

 

 – goin’ down – I don’t know where it was started, I don’t 

remember what street – Main Street, downtown – and we would 

catch the bus and go downtown, and we’d just walk with all the 

bands and stuff from one end to the other to the end, and, I mean, 

we would be out there till I guess ten o’clock at night, till it was all 

over, but it was so much fun because, I mean, even the white 

people would come out, and they would be – ’cause we had floats.  

Back then they made floats where – and they don’t do much of that 

now, but it was so beautiful!  And the majorettes were so in time.  

You know, they were right on time.  And all of their choreography 

and stuff, you know.  So it would be the best band, and we’d be, 

“Oowee, there go Mint and Rolls.  Oh, naw, there go Booker T. 

Washington Band.  Man, they sharp.” 

 

[0:30:00] 
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 You know.  That was the highlight, I think, of everything, and 

then, top it off, every year was Cotton Fair.  The fair was 

everybody’s highlight, too.  So those were things that we could do 

that were exciting and beautiful, and I think it made a difference.  

A lot of people, you know, remembered certain schools because 

they were – their float was decorated so beautifully, or the 

majorettes –  our costumes were so wonderful, you know.  So, 

yeah.  Those were the type of things that I did, really.  And those 

were – I mean, whereas now you have the skating rink you can go 

to every Saturday and during the week, you know, we didn’t have 

stuff that you did actually during the week, other than a ball game 

from a school or something.  But, you know, we waited on the 

events like the Cotton Carnival and the fair and zoo day.  

(Laughter) 

[6—31:00:13] 

Carlos Barksdale: All right, now, you mentioned that you graduated – 

 

[0:31:00] 

 

 – from college in the 1970s. 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Right. 

 

Carlos Barksdale: Where did you – where did you go work, like, immediately after 

college? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Well, I got hired – then it was – I worked part-time when I was in 

school, my last year of college, 1977, at a place called Pancho’s 

Taco on Elvis Presley.  I don’t know, I think that building is a State 

Farm agency now or something, but there was Pancho’s Taco – 

course it’s now known as Taco Bell.  But – (Laughter) – it was 

called Pancho’s Taco then, and I remember that was my first little 

part-time job when I was – my last year of college.  So I was 

making tacos.  And then I put in – after I got out of – was getting 

ready to graduate, and shown – and I put in a application with a 

temporary service because then you paid for your job. 

 

[0:32:00] 

 

 If you went to a temporary service and they found you a job, 

they’d tell you how much you had to pay.  My job was $400.00 in 

the computer room at Shoney’s. And Shoney’s office then was 

over on Lamar.  That was the main office.  Was a restaurant out 

front, and behind it was the main office for Shoney’s.  And I got a 

job in the computer room, and I thought I was the bomb.  Paid 

$400.00 for that job.  Every payday they took so much out of my 
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check till I paid for the job.  So that was my first real job, then, and 

I thought, you know, “Aw, fine.”  I mean, I graduated.  My  major 

was data processing.  That was my field of study.  So – and I got a 

job in a computer room.  That was phenomenal for a black person.  

To me, you know – then I didn’t have any experience or anything. 

 

[0:33:00] 

 

 So that’s – that was my first job, and then, of course, I went on 

from there –  I got hired at the Navy base in Millington, and from 

there it – no, well, it was a defense depot.  I’m sorry.  Defense 

depot and airways – and then I went – no, it was a Navy base, a 

defense depot, and then the postal service.  But I tried to stay in 

government.  And that was when a lot of thing struck me as far as 

– when I first went to the defense depot and airways, it had – still 

had the sign up there, “Colored water fountain.”  It was like, “Oh, 

my God, we’re not doing this anymore!” 

 

Carlos Barksdale: Now, what year was this? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: This was in 19 – so I got out, I got out in ’77 – it was in ’81.  Not 

long ago! 

 

[0:34:00] 

 

 So, of course, that wasn’t used for colored only, but the sign was 

still there.  And then I – when I got to the post office, you know, I 

thought, “OK, I made it, now.”  Well, I worked downtown on the 

midnight shift for about six months.  My first six months at the 

postal service, I was a distribution clerk.  And then I got – I moved 

– got a position – betted on a position in Germantown.  Ooh.  

Germantown.  And it wasn’t as you know it today.  It was still a lot 

of growth and, as far as trees and land, it hadn’t been developed 

and stuff at that time.  And so I never will forget – this was really 

something for me ’cause I had – I really hadn’t experienced just 

face-to-face –  

 

[0:35:00] 

 

 – where people just didn’t accept you as a black person. 

 

Carlos Barksdale: Discrimination? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Discrimination.  That’s the word I was thinking – trying to think 

of.   
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[7—35:18:03] But so I was working the window, selling stamps across the 

window at the post office.  Now, this was 19 – let me think – it 

must have been in ’86, 1986, and I was – said, “Sir, may I help 

you?”  And it was myself, one more black lady, who was very light 

skinned – OK, much lighter than me, so she was more so accepted 

than I was.  So anyway, and then the other two were white people.  

And the gentleman that was training me, named Charlie, he was 

white.  Very nice man.  So I said, “May I help you?”  And this 

man, he said, “No.  You can’t” – 

 

[0:36:00] 

 

 – “can’t no nigger help me.  You can’t help me.  The only thing 

you can do is work in my kitchen, lady.”  And I went – I never 

encountered that before.  I knew it still existed, but I just never 

encountered it.  So my trainer, who was Charlie, he said, “Sir, sir, 

just step to the side, step to the side, I’ll get you, then.”  Said, 

“Diane, go on with the next one” – ’cause he was my trainer now.  

So the next person, then, “May I help you,” and all the white 

people in line, when they came to my counter, if they were next to 

come to me, they would say, “That’s not everybody.  Don’t think 

that that’s everybody.  I am so sorry.”  That’s what they would 

whisper to me.  Now, imagine, this man is still standing over there 

’cause he waiting on Charlie to help him.  (Laughter)  So – 

 

[0:37:00] 

 

 – he’s looking at these people going by – everybody passing by 

him – so finally when we had helped the last person, Charlie said, 

“Sir, may I help you?”  And he said, “Now, why did it take so long 

to” – he said, “Because you didn’t want her to help you.  So what 

can I do for you?”  And he had just lost his train of thought.  He 

turned and walked out of the post office.  I’ll never forget it.  But 

everybody was so nice to me, and actually I thank that man for 

doing that because I was nervous, and I was in training, and I had 

never encountered this before, so when people recognized me from 

that point on, and when they would come in the post office, they 

would say, “Hey, Diane, how you doin’ today?  I hope you haven’t 

had anymore experiences like that old guy.”  And so they’d make 

me feel good, but it was something I had never experienced.  And 

then, as time went on – 

 

[0:38:00] 

 

 – this was probably in the middle of the ’90s, I guess – I would – I 

worked sometime in the back where we’d throw parcels, that’s 
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what you call it, and we’d unload the trucks when they come in 

with all the packages, heavy packages and so forth, and then we 

would have to separate them to each carrier, and we had a tub we’d 

throw ’em in.  So I kept getting stuff from a particular newspaper – 

I don’t know if I can say the name of the newspaper, now.  OK.  

From the Commercial Appeal.  It was these little gifts to the people 

in Germantown. And I’m going “OK.”  I said, “What is that?”  

And so some of the – my co-workers were paper people.  They 

threw paper in the morning.  They worked for Commercial Appeal, 

so they said – 

 

[0:39:00] 

 

 – “Oh, those are gifts.  Whenever you – whenever you subscribe to 

the Commercial Appeal, they send you a gift.”  And I was like, 

“No, they don’t.  They didn’t send my mama no gift.”  So then I 

started asking people in my neighborhood if they get gifts.  They 

said, “No, we ain’t got no gift!”  So I said, “Well, now, that ain’t 

right!”  So the Commercial Appeal would definitely send 

umbrellas, mugs, and stuff like that to the residents in Germantown 

that we didn’t get in South Memphis.  So I thought, “OK, this 

racism is still very much alive.”  And so I called the Commercial 

Appeal, and I said, “Hey.  I want one of those umbrellas you give 

out for gifts,” and they said, “Uh, you have to subscribe.”  I said, 

“My mother’s been subscribed to the Commercial Appeal” – 

 

[0:40:00] 

 

 – since the early ’60s – whenever it started, ’cause it was the Press 

Something-and-Something-Else before it turned to the Commercial 

Appeal.  I said, “She’s been taking paper forever.  She’s never 

gotten a thank-you gift.  I’d like to have one for” – of course I 

never could get them to send it.  Then I happened to look at the 

newspaper, and I see Germantown has – their paper is different 

from the paper in South Memphis.  Still to today.  

[8—40:36:22]  However, they say that it’s – “Well, we put a neighborhood 

section in there just to talk about Germantown neighborhood, and 

we give y’all a section.”  But I said, “That is not right.  What if I 

want to know about the section in Germantown?  Gimme all the 

sections.”  But they don’t do it that way.  So I thought, “That’s so 

unfair.”  You know, and – different ads, on the Tuesday ads – 

 

[0:41:00] 

 

 – that come out for coupons.  Coupons are different in 

Germantown from what they are in South Memphis or North 
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Memphis.  And I thought, “Why is that?”  So we changed some 

things but some things just gonna exist. 

 

Carlos Barksdale: All right.  Well, we’re gonna I guess start wrapping up with a few 

questions.  How would you compare race relations in Memphis 

back then to now? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: I’d say now it’s – it’s better now sorta, and when I say that I mean 

that then, back then, if a person was real racist, you could almost 

see the sheet on him and the white hat. 

 

[0:42:00] 

 

 They were that dominant about it, that – you know – outspoken 

about it, whereas now they may have on a suit and smile and say, 

“Hey, how are you today?” – but they still wearin’ that white robe, 

you know.  So it’s more presentable now, but yet it’s still there.  

But I also feel like that now it’s – it can be more so a state of mind.  

I mean, then we were limited and there were no questions asked.  

“This where you gonna be, and that’s that.”  But now, you know, if 

I want to advance to this or that, then I can find the avenues and I 

can stay focused and I can get there.  But back then it wasn’t gonna 

get there – 

 

[0:43:00] 

 

 – period.  You know, there wasn’t gonna be a black president, and 

that’s that – ’cause you couldn’t even enter him in the race.  But 

now, you know, the races are open.  It’s just, “How much do you 

want that?”  So, “How much are you gonna research and stay 

focused and stay on track to get it?”  ’Cause it can be achieved. 

 

Carlos Barksdale: Is there any advice that you would like to give to younger 

Memphians today, or that would you like for them to know if – just 

teenagers or young people, that you would like for younger 

Memphians to know today? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Yeah.  I would say, “Don’t stop.  Whatever it is you wanna do, 

first of all, you need to do two things.  Determine what your self-

interest is.”  Well, I’d say three things.  “Determine what your self-

interest is, determine what your dog in the fight is” – 

 

[0:44:00] 

 

 – “and be transparent.  And when I say those things, I mean 

everybody has a hidden agenda for whatever it is you are – 
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whatever – whatever it is you are trying to do, evaluate yourself 

first.  Determine why are you there, your self-interest, what is 

really your dog in the fight, what motivates you to really want this, 

and can you be transparent?  That means, ‘Can you tell, no matter 

where you go, what you do, can you express yourself firmly 

without wavering, why you’re doing what you’re doing?’  And if 

you can do all those things for yourself before you start your 

journey, then you will not waver.  You will complete your 

journey.” 

 

Carlos Barksdale: All right.  Is there anything that we haven’t covered that you’d like 

to add – 

 

[0:45:00] 

 

 – to this conversation? 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Well, I would like to say, in closing, that I don’t regret or hate 

anything I’ve experienced, and it was those experiences that got 

me where I am now, to be able to sit before you all and say that – 

“Life is wonderful.  Don’t take for granted any moment of it.  

Experiences will what – is what you can build on.  Even if they are 

negative this moment, don’t stay there because the next moment 

can be changed.  It doesn’t have to be that.  So I’m enjoying 

everything that I’ve experienced in life, and I wouldn’t change it 

for nothing.” 

 

Carlos Barksdale: Well, Mrs. Reed, we would like to thank you for contributing to 

our archive – 

 

[0:46:00] 

 

 – and letting us interview you.  Your words have been influential 

and amazing this evening, and we would like to thank you, so – 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: Well, thank you all so much for having me. 

 

Carlos Barksdale: No problem. 

 

Ms. Diane Reed: All right. 

  

[End of Audio] 


