FAMILIES AND COMMUNITIES

DAVID MATTHEWS

Born in 1920 in a community eight miles southeast of Indianola, Mississippi, Reverend Matthews believed that freedom is preserved by eter​nal vigilance. "A minister and an educator, Matthews explains how the eco​nomic pressures of poverty challenged moral values and shares the moral lessons he gleaned within his own home. He describes a community marked by mutual aid, where neighbors not only shared among themselves but, in their determination to educate their children, came together to retain teach​ers and prolong the limited four-month academic year of their local school. Matthews remembers how, in the 1950s and 1960s, community activism changed not only educational opportunities and facilities within the black community but also spawned an interracial committee whose efforts enhanced local job opportunities for African Americans.

I was born January 29, 1920, and I grew up in a rural community. My mother and father were Christians and they were laborers. We were share​croppers. My father was a sharecropper. We had high moral values in that they taught us against stealing, robbing, or taking anything that was not ours. They were very strict on nonuse of alcohol and gambling, fighting, carousing, the bad house, they call it those days. Juke joints, they were against that. They also taught us to do a day's work for a day's pay and be honest with people as we go from day to day.


We were in a rural setting where we had four-month school. We would go about four months and then school would close out. Through the cour​tesy of some of the parents, the teachers were retained for maybe another month or so, but even at that sometimes the parent would have a problem with the bosses on a place. They wanted a lot of children to work in spite of the fact the parents were responsible for the teachers being retained. [To keep the school open additional months, parents] would scrape up money or vegetables or milk, butter, eggs, flour, and those that had a little money would share a little money with the teachers, and the teachers who were interested in our plight would dedicate themselves to serving on a month or so because of the needs of the children and the interest of the parents who would give enough to retain them there for that one month, which was a real sign of dedication because they weren't getting much. I think some of them would get $40 or $30 a month, something like that. It was very little. However, the prices were cheap but still that was a low wage in any area at any time. They were dedicated. They'd stay there and share with us.


We had one retired teacher's husband who gave my brother and I some books. We would come in at twelve o'clock and sit out on the porch and read those books. When we got to something hard, there was a professor in the community who had [been] retired for years; his name was Abraham; he would come along and he would show us something about algebra, you know, if we didn't understand. He'd share with us and give us some point​ers on arithmetic and that kind of thing. But we'd come in after we worked that morning, come in that noon hour and spend that noon hour, after we'd eat or before we'd eat reading books. Then if we had some spare time, rainy weather or something like that, we would grab those books and start read​ing because they were gifts to us, English, mathematics, and whatnot. We had to study whatever spare time we got because we were laboring, raising cotton and corn. To come out of that community was sort of like climbing out of a pit without a ladder. Like you can jump up one step and fall back two. 

My brother and I came to high school here, but we had to use the family car to get to high school because there was no transportation, about eight miles. We would fix flats and buy a little gas and come to school. In the eleventh grade I was called into service and I went and my brother re​mained here. He finished high school, and then he started teaching and go​ing to school in the summer and finally finished college and became an administrator, a principal. He went to Delta State and got a master's de​gree. I came out of service and went to Morehouse and graduated More​house in 1950. I attended Atlanta University in 1950 in the summer, and Delta State University later, and Memphis Theological Seminary. I was called to the pastorage here, and I started teaching, so I did a dual job. I taught and I pastured for quite a few years. Those were rough days. The whites in the community were bused into school and blacks had no trans​portation and very short school terms. They were given nine months, we were given four. Now the school here in town ran nine months. They called it "Rosenwald" in those days. Those who were in town had access to it. Those who were out could come in, but you had to have your own trans​portation if you were accepted. That's how we got through high school, but it was a rough go you know.


We worked on the plantation and we got paid 75 cents a day and the day was from sunup until sundown. Not no eight to twelve or nothing like that, but as long as the sun shined you worked. They used the term from "can until can't." Time you can see it until you can't see it. That was the rule of thumb. However, during those days of struggle and poverty the so-called black community was pretty close-knit together. There were problems, but they were closer together than they are now because we had to share. Borrowing one from the other, sharing one with the other. Whatever you had you shared it. We didn't have much but we didn't have to worry about anybody taking that little because nobody was taking from anybody. It was a rarity for somebody's house to have been broken in because most of the times they weren't locked. We didn't lock the church in those days. The churches remained open and the homes remained unlocked. As a matter of fact, in the summertime with no air conditioning, no electric fans, people could sleep on the porch and be content and nobody wouldn't bother them. But it was days of poverty.

