OLIVIA CHERRY

Hampton, Virginia, native Olivia Cherry spent much of her early work life pushing against Jim Crow's barriers, first as a household worker who refused to enter employers' back doors, then as an agricultural laborer who demanded payment as promised, and finally as a clerical worker who sought employment in companies that hired blacks mainly to perform jan​itorial or industrial labor. In her search for a better livelihood, Cherry re​fused to adopt a submissive posture-whether confronting abusive public transportation drivers or refusing the belittling title of `gal" used by em​ployers.

My name is Olivia, which I feel is a very pretty name. My mother thought that way. That's why she gave it to me. And I had trouble with my name.

I would be upstairs cleaning the bathroom. One white lady [I worked for] said, "Susie."

They loved to call me Susie. "Susie."

I didn't answer. I was a spunky kid then. I was like 13 or 14.

Finally, she come to the steps and said, "Olivia, you hear me calling you?"

.

I said, "Now I hear you. Now you said, `Olivia.' That's my name."

[T]here was this white man and his girlfriend. They had a raspberry farm. 
They wanted us to pick the raspberries. I didn't really like [it] because it was backbreaking. So here we are picking the raspberries, and here goes my name again.

The man said, "Hey, Susie. Susie. You missed some on your row."

I knew he was calling me because this was my row, but I just kept on working.

He said, "Susie, don't you hear me talking to you?"

I said, "I told you before, my name is Olivia. Olivia. Can you say that?" He said, "Don't be so `d-' smart."

I went back and picked what he said I missed. It wasn't that I was work​ing badly, 
I just overlooked it.

Well, another day he did the same thing.

"Susie, I want you to work down this end, and I want you to work with

them." I just kept on working. He said, "Do you hear me telling you?" I said, 
"Do you know my name? Can you learn my name?"

He said, "All right, whatever it is. I want you working down there." 
So one day we went through this again.

He said, "Get the `h-' off my property! I don't want you working for me at all."

I said, "Fine, because I don't want to work for you, but you have to pay me for the 
work I have done."

I already computed the amount. He told his girlfriend, "Pay her. Let's get rid of her."


I said, "No, this is not right. You owe me such-and-such cents."

"Pay her. Give her anything so we can get rid of her." So she paid me,
and I stepped out on the highway.


I said, "Come on, you all, you don't want to work for him. 
He doesn't know how to treat you."

They was standing there working and scared.


He said, "Get away from here! Get away from my property!"


I said, "Wait a minute. I'm on the highway. My mother and father paid

taxes for this highway. This is not your highway." I said, "You leave me

alone." And I went home and told my mother.

