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Hill: Okay.  My name is Louvenia Hill and I was born in Oakland, Tennessee about 30 miles from 

Memphis, Tennessee.  I grew up on a farm. 

Unknown Male: Say today’s date first. 

Hill: Huh? 

Unknown Male: Just say what today’s date first. 

Hill: Oh I’m sorry. 

Unknown Male: It’s all right. 

Hill: What is today’s date? 

Unknown Male: The 16th, November 16th. 

Hill: This is November the 16th, 2007. 

Unknown Male: Mmm-hmm.  And city? 

Hill: The city is Memphis, Tennessee. 

Unknown Male: And this is, sitting across from you? 

Hill: And my partner is Cornett Townes.  My friend, sister (Laughs) is Cornett Townes and our 

relationship started about 13 years ago.  I started working at Rhodes College in 1992 and became very 

close to Cornett about three years later.  Up until now we’ve just been great friends. 

Unknown Male: Ms. Cornett? 

Townes: Okay, my name is Cornett Townes and I was born in Robinsonville, Mississippi. 

Unknown Male: Say it efficient.  What city ______? 

Townes: Memphis, Tennessee and Rhodes College.  I work here at Rhodes College and I have really 

enjoyed since I’ve been here at Rhodes working with a very, very dear sweet friend and sister of mine, 

Louvenia here. 



Unknown Male: Why don’t you start?  Where are you from? 

Hill: Oh I’m from – 

Unknown Male: You said that. 

Hill: Okay, I’ve already told you that.  What else am I supposed to talk about? 

Unknown Male: Well tell me about your parents. 

Hill: Oh my parents.  Both of them are deceased now.  William Hunt and Virginia Hunt.  My mother 

passed about five years ago.  I was the only sibling.  No brothers or sisters.  Of course we moved from – I 

was born in Oakland, Tennessee but I was reared up in Rossville, Tennessee.  That’s – I don’t have any 

remembrance of living in Oakland because they moved from there when I was about two years old and 

they moved to a little rural town called Rossville, Tennessee.  That’s where I grew up and attended 

school. 

In 1953 my dad moved to Memphis, Tennessee.  Actually wasn’t Memphis at that time.  We were not in 

the city, but we were close.  We were in Shelby County, not Fayette County anymore.  So anyway, I 

attended the schools here and the city schools then I went on to Melrose High School. 

I didn’t complete the 12th grade there, got GED’d later in life but I stopped school in the 10th grade.  Of 

course I met a very nice young man, was living next door to him after we moved from Rossville to what 

was known now as White Station, a small community. 

Everybody lived in a bungalow home and we lived there for about eight years and during that eight year 

period I met a young man by the name of Willie Hill.  Later in life, 1961 we got married.  Of course he 

was in service, armed forces and he was stationed on this side.  I think he was like in Ft. Knox and Ft. 

Lee, Virginia. 

Then he went overseas and he was stationed in Heidelberg, Germany.  He had an accident that required 

him to come back to the United States.  Of course he came to Washington, to the Walter Reed Hospital 

and that’s where he stayed for a while. 

He had to have surgery.  He never went back overseas again.  He stayed on this side and he was 

stationed in Ft. Benning, Georgia and that’s where he was discharged in 1964.  We have two daughters, 

Paula Sherman now – she lives in Virginia – and Karen Hill.  I have three grandchildren.  Jerriole, Kayla 

and William. 

Unknown Male: How would you describe your parents? 

Hill: My parents were very strict.  (Laughs)  I often say my mother - she showed no special favoritism to 

me.  It was like you’re the only child but she raised me as if though I had five or six sisters and brothers.  

In other words, all the attention just didn’t go on me, you know.  I was disciplined.  She was the one that 

did the discipline.  My dad was the quiet one.  He never gave me a whipping I said like that.  But my 

mother, she didn’t spare the rod.  She was small in stature but she was a sweet person.  She loved my – 

the grandkids.  I tell you, they were her everything.  My dad, he was great.  They were sharecroppers. 

We didn’t own any land but he sharecropped.  He raised cotton and if he got 10 bales whoever he was 

renting the land from got five of those.  Sometime it was pretty difficult to make it because you only 



made money like that once a year.  You didn’t get it but once a year and if you didn’t make much cotton 

you didn’t have any money but we survived. 

Townes: Absolutely.  

Hill: I don’t understand how they did it.  They raised their own food.  They killed hogs, so that was their 

meat. 

Townes: Absolutely. 

Hill: The ground sausage.  They raised – they had a lot of stuff in the gardens and they raised their 

vegetables and they just were hard workers.  They did so much.  My grandfather worked in the fields an 

hour only.  I guess the heat didn’t come from the – like we have today.  It came from the fireplace and 

he – 

Townes: Absolutely or either woodstove or something like that. 

Hill: Yeah.  Woodstove.  They’d cut all this wood up and of course the children had chores.  We didn’t 

have TV back in those days.  So they’d sit around at night and tell stories about – not from a book but 

from memory I guess like Uncle Remus or different stories they’d tell you like about the Brer Rabbit. 

Townes: Yeah.  

Unknown Male: Do you remember any of those stories? 

Hill: I just knew I loved to hear my aunt tell the story about Brer Rabbit and I can remember she’d always 

ended with he didn’t want to be thrown into the briar patch. 

Townes: Yes.  

Hill: And when they’d throw him in there he’d say oh he was glad because that’s where he wanted to be 

anyway.  That was just good to hear that because I was eager to learn. 

Townes: And said like the old wolf, “I will huff and blow your house in,” you know stories like that. 

That’s what our parents would really do for us.  I enjoy sitting around listening to my grandparents 

talking – 

Hill: Listen, they could tell you some things. 

Townes: - talking about things and then they was telling how hard that they come up and how they had 

to have – my grandfather had to have – he made him jackets out of croaky sacks and stuff like that. 

Hill: Uh-huh.  

Townes: They did all that and then they have to wrap their shoes and stuff with croaky sacks and – what 

you call this – string.  They used to make the bottom of the chairs out of it.  You know what I’m saying?  

Sea grass.  They have to do all of that kind of stuff to really survive and go on.  So I really enjoyed them 

telling because I wanted to talk about stuff like that. 

Hill: They would pop popcorn for you, you know, while you were sitting there and roast potatoes in the 

fireplace. 



Townes: Mmm-hmm. 

Hill: We were just – we didn’t know anything about fast food places.  Children ate and my grandmother 

churning milk.  Oh gosh, did you churn milk? 

Townes: Yes.  And I, like baked potatoes, like baked sweet potatoes, they’d go in the fireplace under the 

ashes. 

Hill: Uh-huh.  

Townes: It’s just amazing how things were doing at time. 

Hill: And we’d churn milk. 

Townes: Yes. 

Unknown Male: What was that like? 

Hill: Well it was – you get the butter.  They would milk the cows and you had this old – what this churn 

like ceramic stuff. 

Townes: Mmm-hmm. 

Hill: They’d put the milk in there for three or four days until it’d clabber.  They said it would clabber.  

That meant it get sour I guess. 

Townes: Yes.  

Hill: Then my mother said, “Come churn this milk,” and I’d go in there.  I’d be wanting to do it in a hurry 

because I wanted to go outside and play.  “Slow it down.”  I’d have milk popping out of the – 

Townes: It caused the churn – it call – what is the churn jar or something like that.  But anyway – 

Hill: And butter would come in there. 

Townes: Yes.  So I wanted to ask you, you know, to tell me about the work of your parents, your 

grandparents and your – 

Hill: Well my grandfather, my grandmother, they were farmers.  My granddad was one of the hardest 

working men you want to see.  He didn’t get a formal education.  I don’t think he ever went to school 

but he had what they call mother wit.  He used that.  He was a good man and he would work hard.  Even 

today I know it came from my grandparents the way – we would go to bed early, get up early and go to 

the fields.  We were little children. 

But you know what?  That has helped me into my adult life.  People say, “You’re so smart,” because I’m 

not lazy. 

I didn’t come home and watch TV.  We didn’t have that.  We came home, they’d say, “Go out there,” 

and we’d help gather up the vegetables for the next day, greens or whatever my grandparents going to 

fix and then we had to bring in the firewood.  We just didn’t come and sit around.  You didn’t have 

anything like we have today.  Children now, they have it made.  TV, VCR and all that in their room.  We 

didn’t have that. 



Townes: To gather wood we had to get on a wagon and go out in the woods and help my – I had to help 

my grandfather cut wood and saw wood to take – to bring home and put outside for us to have.  We did.  

We did all of that. 

Hill: My grandfather made a big fire in the fireplace and he put those logs on there and that’s how we 

got our heat.  Then my grandmother – see, they raise everything in the country. 

We had hogs.  They had hens.  The hen lay the eggs.  They would in spring time they would put eggs out 

there and the hen would sit on the eggs and then little baby chicks would come.  That was their meat for 

the summer.  They’d grow them up big and they would kill them and have two or three chickens for 

breakfast.  My grandmother cooked big breakfasts.  You didn’t have like today, waffles and stuff for 

breakfast.  They had fried chicken, rice, gravy, biscuits. 

Townes: They sure did.  

Hill: She made all of her homemade jams and jellies.  Blackberry jam and gosh, those biscuits with that 

good homemade butter.  It wasn’t like today.  We didn’t come to the table saying, “I don’t want this.”  

We ate whatever was put before us because that’s all we knew. 

Unknown Male: Do you remember the house, what your houses looked like then ______? 

Townes: My grandparents, we had a little wooden house.  Okay?  We had a little wooden house like 

when you go in that was the living room and the bedroom.  They had bedroom and living room together 

or maybe one bedroom on the other side and the kitchen.  A little old small kitchen with the wooden 

stove.  That’s what we had to use.  Then our – we had another little room they called something like the 

dining area.  It was something like when they cook and put cakes and stuff upside the wall in the cabinet 

and stuff like that.  That was all the room that we had and we didn’t have bathrooms at that time. 

Hill: Not inside.  

Townes: We had outside bathrooms and stuff like that.  So I always would say that I know that this not 

going to last always.  Something going to come better for us. 

I always would say.  My grandfather was, “Oh Rit,” they call me Rit, “You don’t know what you talking 

about baby.”  I listened to them and I enjoy saying things because I knew things was going to be better 

because back in that day things was very difficult for us, very difficult. 

Hill: But I’ve lived in houses you could actually see outside. 

Townes: That’s right.  You could.  Little holes – 

Hill: You had holes all in the wall and rats you could hear.  (Laughs) My daddy would try to kill the rat.  

That’s what was so funny.  See, we lived in this old, I mean run down house.  It had about two bedrooms 

but one room my dad used to put his corn.  He didn’t have a barn.  See, that drew rats.  Actually I was 

bitten in the head by a rat. 

Unknown Male: You were bit?  

Hill: Yes, in the head because, you know, I guess I was about 10 years old and I woke up crying and I 

heard it hit the floor. 



My mother got up and I had cuts in my head, blood was coming.  But you know what?  I never had a 

tetanus shot.  In the country they didn’t have pediatricians. 

Townes: Because the same thing happened to me.  I got bit on the finger by one.  Like we had – we 

didn’t have a bed. 

We had something like a little frame like bed that we slept on. 

Hill: Was it a pallet – 

Townes: Like a cot.  I say a cot-like.  Back in those days it was cots is what I’m going to say.  It was a cot 

and we had a little velvet mattress to go on that back in the day at the time.  Then my quilts my 

grandmother had made.  She had made for us to go on the bed and stuff like that.  Then like we would 

have like the old cotton sacks and stuff like that. 

We – my grandfather would cut it open because you know one side is heavy than the other side.  One 

side is rough and one side is just lighter than the other one.  They would sew it all together and sew 

circles around it and put it across our bed and put it across our bed at night time, our foot part.  That’s 

why I never will forget it.  How we was on – how we come through everything. 

So it’s just a blessing to me now, what’s going on now, how I am living right now and I do thank God 

every day.  I thank God because if it hadn’t have been for God then I wouldn’t be who I am today.  So 

that’s why I praise God all the time about that.  Here, working at Rhodes, I’m working here at Rhodes - 

mean I enjoy working here because I remember come – we couldn’t even get a job. 

We couldn’t even go anywhere.  We weren’t even allowed to do certain things at that time.  Now we 

can do more now than we have ever done in our life.  That’s why I’m so thankful and appreciate doing 

what I’m doing now.  So I just thank God that I met this young lady here, my sister Lu. 

Hill: We have come a long way.  There’s still a lot to be done. 

Townes: Mmm-hmm, a whole lot. 

Hill: But it’s certainly a lot better.  I lived in an era as well as Cornett I’m sure when things were not as – 

at that time they called us “colored people”.  When I was in high school you had nothing to look forward 

to as far as occupational except being a teacher or a nurse.  Those were the highest paying jobs for black 

folk. 

Townes: Absolutely.  

Hill: You couldn’t apply for nothing else because that was all. 

That’s why today even at where I attend church we have a lot of retired teachers that came up in the era 

when I did because that’s all they could find.  Even now people leave the profession and go into other 

things because they can apply for other jobs.  I have two daughters and both of them, you know – I was 

determined I guess, you might say – our family was poor and we didn’t have anything. 

Townes: Absolutely.  

Hill: My aunt was a good seamstress so she’d make a lot of my clothes and my shoes, they would buy 

you a pair of shoes in the winter time.  You had a Sunday pair and you had an everyday pair.  It seem 



funny now because I have a closet full of shoes I can wear any pair I want whatever day I desire but back 

then you better not put on your Sunday shoes. 

“Girl, go put them shoes off.  Those are you Sunday shoes.”  So then I learned early in life that we didn’t 

have anything.  I had two dresses and that’s the truth.  We were very poor. 

So when I was in high school I felt that I didn’t have adequate clothes to wear.  My mother and them 

was doing the best they could.  They didn’t have money and I had the desire, the ambition to want to be 

a school teacher.  That’s what I wanted to be.  Well see, programs weren’t like they are today.  You can 

get student loans.  You can get loan to complete your education but back then it was nothing.  If you 

didn’t have the money, your parents have a little business, something to help you couldn’t attend 

college. 

Townes: That’s true.  

Hill: So you had nothing to look forward to.  I thought about – I have two daughters.  I said in my mind: I 

did not want them to have to struggle the way I did. 

So I encouraged them a whole lot to complete their education and both of them did.  They went to 

college and graduated.  I wanted them to do better in life then – that’s what parents are for, I believe to 

encourage. 

I thought about how hard it was for me and I want them to have a better way of life.  So they couldn’t 

see it at the time.  My daughter said, “Well you used to sit up and talk to us all” – I’d sit and talk with 

them late at night, “Listen.”  Hammer it in their brain.  I wanted them to understand there was more to 

life and, “You can apply for jobs that I never could.” 

So today, my daughter go back into the past and talk about she’s glad that I encouraged – you know.  

Because when people are young, young people when they’re 17, 18, 19 they haven’t lived any life so 

they don’t know what it’s all about. 

I wanted them to do better and they have.  Now they can go on to greater heights because they can get 

their PhD if they want to.  You know what I’m saying?  But you had to start down here.  You couldn’t get 

a PhD if you didn’t finish.  You see what I’m saying? 

So I have encouraged them and I only had the two to survive and I tried to help them to be what I would 

like to have been.  So back in those days it was a lot of segregation.  We only had one black college that I 

can remember that most all the kids went to and that was Tennessee State in Nashville.  You ever heard 

of that? 

Unknown Male: Mmm-hmm. 

Hill: Rhodes College was off limits.  It was not Rhodes at the time.  It was called Southwestern.  You had 

all these white colleges you couldn’t attend them because – why?  You was black. 

That’s why.  There was no other reason.  You could have been smart as a whip it didn’t matter.  If you 

was black you stood back.  You could not attend school.  Was that the same way for you? 

Townes: It was.  It was the same way.  It didn’t work out at all. 

Hill: Mmm-mmm. 



Townes: Like I wanted to see, too, about my grand – well again, I guess you see I talk about my 

grandfather but I just remember things back in the day, back – like we had to have food and stuff.  It was 

kind of difficult, like I say.  Then we had molasses.  The molasses we didn’t buy.  They made them.  They 

made sorghum molasses, you know, with – they have sorghum molasses and then they get the horse 

and ground it up and put it in – 

Hill: Get the juice from it.  Cook it. 

Townes: Juice from it or whatever, you know.  I’ll tell you it was good, too.  The way they made it, I 

mean, it was good. 

Hill: Along with that butter. 

Townes: They said, “My god, what is sorghum molasses?”  Well it’s just what they made.  It looked like 

the delta surfs.  You know what I’m saying?  You know – have you saw them before?  It looked like delta 

but it was good.  Sorghum molasses. 

Hill: Yeah, they made it.  I can remember – 

Townes: My grandparents – he said, “You all ain’t going to go hungry, baby.”  Everything was great at 

that time.  I was young and I thought that we was just on the ball because I was with my grandparents.  I 

was enjoying them and all.  Then as I grew up I left and come up here, went to Hernando and stayed in 

Hernando.  Got married and left there and then come to Memphis.  So like I say it’s been great for me 

more now than ever and I do thank God for that. 

I can say that over and over.  So it just like I say I’m here now.  Okay. 

Hill: Well like I said, back in the day we couldn’t – I used to pass Messic High School and there was 

another school because I was right close to Messic living in White Station.  We didn’t have far to go but 

we had to ride the bus, city bus.  It was a section back just for us.  It was not for the Caucasian race.  

They all sat up front.  We had to sit in the back, back of the bus and we would – 

Townes: And we was called names.  I mean you call names but what could we do? 

Hill: But anyway, we went to Melrose and there were a lot of them determined to get an education. 

Their parents helped them with finances.  It takes a lot of determination back then.  You had to really – 

some kids worked their way through school.  They had no other finances.  They had to work. 

There was a girl that lived in our community.  She worked even in private homes.  Sophie Koger, I was in 

her wedding as a bridesmaid.  She later became principal of the school.  Her parents had a little 

something because they owned a sundry and a grocery store but she still worked to help – and she went 

on to do good.  But life was still for some very, very difficult.  That go for wherever you went to. 

I remember when I was on my way to New York.  I was telling you where I lived.  That was an experience 

for me because okay, I rode the Greyhound bus and pretty much I sat like in the middle of the bus.  It 

didn’t matter too much where you set there but as we went on and got passed some of the little rural 

towns we came to this place called Cleveland, Tennessee.  And I was the only black on the bus, only one. 

Everybody else was white.  We drove up to this nice looking restaurant and it had – I don’t know what 

the name of it – it might have been Shoney’s, I don’t know.  But the driver of the bus, he stepped down 



and he waited till everybody got – when I got ready to step down he says, “You go around there.”  

Everybody else went this way where’s a nice dining room.  I had to go around there where they was 

prepping food at. 

Townes: I remember.  I remember.  That’s true. 

Unknown Male: You had to go through the side door?   You couldn’t go through the front door? 

Hill: I couldn’t go through the front door. 

Townes: No.  That’s true. 

Hill: I had to go through the back door that was designated and it was three little tables and then people 

was back there peeling potatoes.  They was prepping the food. 

Unknown Male: So you had to sit in the kitchen? 

Hill: I had to sit not in the kitchen itself but where they was prepping the food for the cook in the 

kitchen.  I had to sit there and eat what they had.  Then I’ve been to places.  I wanted to eat so bad.  I 

was downtown many a time right here in Memphis and don’t you know if I got hungry I had to find a 

place that would serve me even though there was a lunch counter right there that had all the things like 

hamburgers and French fries and stuff. 

Because of my color I could not sit there or I would be arrested.  I asked to move or they would ignore 

me and wouldn’t ask me what I wanted. 

Then I was the type of person that I wouldn’t force something.  If I knew and I knew where I was – I was 

in the South. 

I was born here.  I knew the rule.  I wouldn’t try to just sit up there anyway and cause confusion.  I knew 

where I was.  So we had to go up to the basement.  They were serving blacks down there. 

Townes: That’s right.  We sure did because I experienced that.  We couldn’t walk in that front entrance.  

We had to go to the side. 

Hill: Through the side. 

Townes: Through the side or all the way to the back.  You couldn’t – we couldn’t deal, we couldn’t 

handle that. 

Hill: So when I got ready to leave I came back around from – we was in Cleveland, Tennessee.  I got on 

the bus and we kept riding and kept riding.  They came to a little place where it was a little place where I 

guess they going to refill the bus or something.  I don’t know.  But we had to get off the bus. 

So the sign says, “Colored waiting room; white waiting room.”  So I knew where to go.  I go on this side.  

So we got to Washington, DC.  Things change for a bit.  (Laughs) Everybody eat in the same facility.  You 

know, I mean it wasn’t you go here, you go – and I felt like I was really getting somewhere then.  Then 

we went all through New Jersey and then New York. 

Of course, after that it was so different from where I was from but when I got ready to come back home 

– I stayed there about a half a year in Brooklyn.  Then I came back to Memphis and it was the hardest 



thing for me to go back to the old way of living, but I knew where I was from.  So why – it wasn’t long 

after I got back that things began to happen.  People’s having sit ins at the lunch counters and they say, 

“Hold you money.  Don’t ride the bus.”  You know, all this kind of thing. 

Townes: Uh-huh, yeah. 

Hill: Then 1962 we got our first black driver over – 

Townes: To 1960, yeah. 

Hill: - M-A-T-A – what is it? 

Townes: That M-A – 

Hill: The MATA bus. 

Townes: MATA, uh-huh.  M-A-T-A. 

Hill: Before that it was only white drivers.  I’d been on the bus – I remember I was on the bus one 

Saturday and I always would walk to that door just back of the bus, you know. 

Townes: Yeah, but we got – 

Hill: I mean I’m sorry.   It was the door just passed the – in other word I wasn’t sitting up front.  I was 

sitting past that door. 

Townes: They wouldn’t allow for us to sit up front. 

Hill: No, because back then there was a sign that said “Colored” that was on the bus.  So I don’t care 

how much – you paid your money just like everybody else but they had a designated area for you to sit.  

So I go and sit back there.  As the bus would fill up with Caucasian people and if your seat – you’re sitting 

in the back but until – they were not going to sit behind you so you had to get up out of that seat and 

move back, just keep moving back until I was on the last seat.  I couldn’t go no further. 

Townes: You sure couldn’t.  That’s true. 

Unknown Male: How did that make you feel? 

Hill: I didn’t feel good about it because it made me feel – I’m sorry – like, “Why are you treating me this 

way?  I paid my fare." 

Townes: Because I’m human just like you. 

Hill: Yeah, I am human. 

Townes: I have feelings just like you. 

Hill: Let me tell you – 

Townes: So it was just one of those – 

Hill: It was a lot of negative stuff said to me, too.  I was waiting at the bus stop one day just minding my 

own business.  I’m on my way home waiting for the bus and this school bus came through with all these 

white kids.  The N word wasn’t nothing.  I’m not even bothering you.  They just got to holler, “Hey 



nigger.”  Then spitting out the window at me.  I’m not bothering you.  You know what that is?  That’s a 

taught behavior. 

Nobody’s born hating anybody.  The reason I’m going to tell you I said that I used to walk through 

neighborhoods.  I used to work in private homes a lot. 

Townes: Oh my god.  

Hill: These little children now, four and five years old, when they saw me the N word come out.  They 

didn’t know that.  They thought maybe this is what my name – they couldn’t know that they were saying 

– 

Townes: That’s true.  That’s right. 

Hill: They said, “Hey, nigger.  Hey, nigger.”  I wouldn’t say nothing.  I just keep walking.  That was taught. 

Townes: That’s true.  

Hill: Children today, they still have hatred if somebody let them, is teaching children hatred.  Children 

don’t – and I’m not saying it’s just on one side.  I’ve known people of the black race hate white people. 

Townes: Absolutely.  

Hill: And talk about them to their children and their children, “Well I don’t like white people.”  Why?  We 

need to ask that question. 

Townes: That’s right.  

Hill: Why I don’t like – have that person ever mistreated me? 

Townes: Mistreated you?  That’s right.  It doesn’t matter. 

Hill: We shouldn’t judge people just because of their color.  If they are – their character.  You can’t just 

judge people and look at their – I can’t look at you, “Well that is so like you.”  I don’t even know you. 

They don’t know us.  How are you going to until you interact with a person – you know what?  I’m going 

to tell you a story my daughter told me up here at Freed Hardeman College where she went to.  This 

young man was from St. Louis and he finally started – he was an old white boy.  He finally started talking 

to them.  His daddy told him so many things negative about black folk he was surprised that they were 

intelligent as they are because I guess to keep him from them he would just tell them horrible stories 

about them, about black people. 

Well that same boy, when my husband died in 1990 he came and spent the whole three or four days at 

my house.  Went to church with us and everything and he called his parents and talked to them but he 

never told them that he was at a black family’s home. 

Now isn’t that something?  His daddy’s supposed to have been a Christian man.  What about us that he 

didn’t want him to stay there? 

Townes: And children, when I don’t think it was too much was it was the children they was taught.  I 

believe most of they was taught that way because I believe if the older parents, mother and father stay 

out of their children business like that they wouldn’t talk like that. 



Hill: Mmm-mmm. 

Townes: I just don’t believe they would because there’s nobody to tell them stuff like that.  We was 

called all kind of bad names. 

Hill: When a child is four and five they don’t know nothing about hatred.  Kids are loving because they 

would fight and go right back to playing but older people instill in them and they act out what they’ve 

been taught.  Those little kids didn’t know they was saying nothing bad and you couldn’t feel any ill will 

towards them because they was saying what they’d been taught. 

Four and five year olds, they don’t know anything about – they were not school age but already when 

they see a person of color, “Hey, N.”  You know?  I couldn’t get mad at the child.  Some people was like, 

“Well I would have said.”  No, that’s a child.  That child been exposed to hatred. 

Townes: Because I know like I was about 20 years old and I started working.  I started working for some 

peoples house cleaning and whatever.  When I got ready to eat – well always when I walk in I never 

would go through the front.  I always had to go through the side door.  When I got ready to eat I 

couldn’t eat at her table.  I couldn’t eat at the table.  I had to sit behind her at the desk or at the counter 

somewhere to eat. 

What you call that?  They have something like a buf – well a bar. 

Unknown Male: A bar? 

Townes: I had to sit at the bar.  She tell – they would tell me like, “Well you can’t sit here.  You have to 

sit behind.”  I said, “Well I’m not used to sitting behind nobody when I eat.  So I would like to sit at the 

table.”  When I sit at their table then hey, they got up.  It was so sad but I had to let go because that was 

a lot of more things that I know that I needed to get off and tour and just sit there all the time. 

Hill: When I was about 18 years old – 

Townes: Yeah, I was 20 years old at that time. 

Hill: Elvis Presley just had started his – and I was working for this lady.  She wasn’t like that.  Bernice Die.  

She would fix the foods and all of us would sit at the table and eat together but she was the only one.  

Everybody else I worked for you had to sit – you could not sit. 

I have worked for people – and this is sad that would – this man was working for a lady that I was 

working for.  He was a yard man.  He moved to Michigan to be with his daughter, a granddaughter.  He 

had his granddaughter to write a letter back to this lady letting her know how he was faring and she said 

on the envelope, “Mr. Ford,” because she Mr. him to her, the lady that she used to work for she 

wouldn’t answer the letter.  You was known as aunt and uncle. 

If you was a hauler you was called, “Aunt so and so,” or, “Uncle so.”  You were never Mr.  She would not 

– I said, “Have you wrote back to Willie yet?”  His name was Willie Ford.  She says, “No.  The letter 

wasn’t written right.”  She said it wasn’t written right.  That was the only reason because she – the 

granddaughter lived in Michigan.  She just signed a letter from Mr. Willie Ford. 

That’s how prejudice and if you worked in a home you could nurse a baby – now you know if you was a 

baby and I nursed you, took care of you and when you get a certain age you still whatever your name is 



– I’m not going to Mr. you.  It was different when the white race.  If you worked in that home and that 

child grew up to be about 16 all of a sudden you have to call them, “Ms.”  You couldn’t call them by their 

first name.  I worked for a lady like that.  I’m about four years older than the boy.  He was 16.  I was 20.  

She said, “Would you tell Mr. Tom so and so, so and so.” 

Townes: That’s true.  

Hill: You know what?  To keep from saying it sometime I would say, “Your mother said so and so.”  I 

wouldn’t call him Mr. Tom (Laughs) but we were like nothing. 

Why would you think that a person, 16 years old just because – that I had to – and I’m older than he 

now, that I had to call him Mr.  Why? 

Townes: My mother and them used to talk about how they used to have to say, “Yes, sir,” and No, sir,” 

to the childrens.  You couldn’t say yes or no.  You have to say, “Yes, sir,” and, “No, sir.” 

Hill: I mean – we’ve got five minutes left?  We have talked 40 minutes?  (Laughs) 

Townes: You have.  

Hill: Well more on segregation, there’s some more things I would like to say about that.  Shopping. 

Townes: Yes.  

Hill: Wherever we go shopping there would be people in there – 

Townes: Yeah, shopping and about your health and houses and all that kind of stuff. 

Hill: Oh housing was off limit. 

Townes: Well about the housings and things? 

Hill: Houses, you had a column in the commercial appeal.  It had on there “Colored only.”  “Colored 

Only.”  Those are the columns you had to look for a house. 

I don’t care if you could afford a million dollar house if you was black you could not buy in their 

community.  So that has improved. 

Townes: Yeah, it has. 

Hill: You know?  You can buy wherever you can afford to.  Also I have been in places and this is I say 

recent.  By that I mean within the last seven years. 

Right here at Rhodes the students gave me a certificate to go out to eat and I took my daughter and we 

went to this place downtown and this lady was on the phone.  She was supposed to been the one 

seating everybody and she finally got off the phone and we got seated.  She never came back to the 

table.  She – everybody else – 

Unknown Male: When was this? 

Hill: What’s the name of that place downtown?  It was Friday – something TG Fridays or something like 

that. 



Townes: TGI Friday I think is – 

Unknown Male: TGI Fridays? 

Townes: Yeah.  You probably know about that. 

Hill: I couldn’t believe that I took my daughter ______.  She said, “We’ve been sitting here” – I guess we 

sat there about 20 minutes. 

Unknown Male: What year was this? 

Hill: This is like what?  Two thousand and – my mother had – I’m trying to think.  This was not long ago.  

What I mean by that about 2000 or 2001 or something like that. 

So I said, “I want to see the manager,” because we had sat there.  Other people came in after us water 

on the table.  See what I’m saying and they’re all ______.  I said, “Look at that.  They bringing their own 

and they haven’t even given us any water.”  So finally I asked for the manager.  The only thing he 

wanted to do was give us a dessert as a cut.  We didn’t have to pay for that.  But that should have been 

addressed.  Then I went to another place, Chili’s.  I called the name.  It’s right here on Perkins. 

Townes: That’s true.  

Hill: My daughter and I sat there.  This girl seated us.  Never came back and asked if we wanted a glass of 

water, nothing. 

We left.  The manager tried to get us not to leave.  I says, “No, some other time but we leaving today.” 

Townes: Like I said, I said education and shopping and stuff like that Lu – 

Hill: Well education, we couldn’t go but certain schools. 

Townes: That’s true.  

Hill: Then shopping, I have been in a store and the lady would ask somebody, “Have you been waited 

on?”  Here I am.  It’s like you ignoring me because of my color. 

Townes: Mmm-hmm, that’s true.  They always will be first.  If we standing there first they will come up 

first and they will wait on them first.  So that’s what I was saying.  You know, is saying.  Okay.  Is that it? 

Unknown Male: That’s about it.  I want to ask one more question about your grandfather, about those 

stories. 

Townes: Okay.  

Unknown Male: Was that how information – was that how you learned things was through those stories 

______? 

Hill: Well we learned from them, yeah, the things they endured and how they had to work so hard and 

for such a small pay. 

You know, I heard them say, “I worked all day long for $0.50 a day, $0.75 a day.” 



Townes: That’s right.  Just like my grandfather, yeah, I learned from that.  Yes.  How they had to be 

dressed and how they had to wear clothes and their shoes and how we had to get our – they would 

make – for our curtains they would make like – you know their flour sacks.  Back in that day flour sacks 

was different colors.  They were different colors. 

Hill: Material. 

Townes: You could make material and they would make curtains out of them. 

Hill: I have some quilts, well a quilt. 

Townes: Okay.  That’s how they would make curtains and stuff and bedspreads and all that stuff out of 

them.  Yes, I learned from my grandparents. 

Hill: We learned a lot from – 

Townes: Our grandparents and parents. 

Hill: That’s how I came up as a child.  You – everything that happened it was a taught thing.  You watch 

your parents, you watch your grandparents how they worked hard in the fields, how they – they didn’t 

have an education but they were happy people and they loved their families. 

Townes: One more thing I want to say that’s how I learned as today how to accept things and do things 

because I knew what they’d gone through with.  That’s how I learned about a lot and a lot of the time 

you have to keep your mouth closed on a lot of things. 

Hill: Yeah. 

Townes: You can’t – there’s a lot of stuff you cannot say. 

Hill: Right.  That’s true. 

Townes: So I’m glad in a way that I did come that way – 

Hill: That’s right. 

Townes: - so I could learn from that. 

Hill: And we learned the hard way.  Kids today they don’t have it really hard, not like we had it because 

we had – I mean I used to work in the cotton fields in the hot sun, chop cotton, pick cotton. 

No air condition.  They’d have just a radio with a battery in it and that’s the only music you got.  Is that 

it? Okay.  


