BITTER TRUTHS
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.

CHARLES G R A T T O N

Charles Gratton was born in 1932 and grew up in the Norwood neigh​borhood of Birmingham, Alabama. Asked when he first became aware of segregation, he describes how he was programmed" in the bitter truths of Jim Crow.

Actually, when I got old enough to know myself, to really know I existed. I mean, I was born into this thing and raised in it. I can remember very close in my mind [times] when my mother would send me to this grocery store that was approximately a mile away, which was the only grocery store in Norwood. She would give me instructions before I'd leave home and tell me, "Son, now you go on up to this store and get this or that for me. If you pass any white people on your way, you get off the sidewalk. Give them the side​walk. You move over. Don't challenge white people." So I was just brought up in that environment.

They also had a park. It was about a block from where I was born and raised and where I lived, and it was known as the white people's park. They had a tennis court there and nice park trees, and blacks wasn't allowed in that park. I mean we just couldn't go there. You know, it's just one of those things.

Some days I would be sick, and I could hear the schoolchildren playing during their lunch hour down at Norwood Elementary School, which was all white, and that's what really stuck in my mind. I'd say, "It's a shame that I have to walk so far to school every day." When I'd hear those schoolchild​ren playing, I'd say, "Here I am a block and a half from the elementary school, and I've got to walk six or seven miles to school every day."


Even now, I can almost hear those kids, those white kids down at this elementary school playing, and the noise and laughing and playing, and I'm at home sick basically from the exposure of walking those six and seven miles to school every day. Whether it was raining or not, I had to go. So those are some of the memories that I have of my childhood growing up over at Norwood.

BITTER TRUTHS 


RALPH T H O M P S O N

Young children in every era interrogate the world around them as they come of age. During the years of segregation, African American children, encountering the puzzling realities of Jim Crow, looked to their parents and elders for answers to questions such as: "Why can't I drink out of the water fountain?" "Why can't we try on clothes at this store?" Or: "Why do we have to move out of the way when white folks come walking down the street?" Explaining the laws of segregation and the practices of racial `etiquette"

was a constant and extraordinarily difficult task for African American par​ents. How could they teach children the rules they had to follow in order to survive without damaging their self-esteem? Ralph Thompson, who grew up on a tenant farm in the Memphis area in the late 1930s and early 1940s, describes his parents' efforts to explain segregation and racism to him and his siblings.

They talked to us a little bit about that, but as [things] happened. They might respond to things. 
I can remember the insurance man coming over there one day and called my mother "Auntie." 
And she looked at him and said, "Don't you call me Auntie.' I'm not your Auntie."' I can remember

that. His name was Mr. Watson, and this was back in the forties. You could just see little things like that and how they responded, how they would respond to embarrassing things. They tried to keep you away from things that would be embarrassing when they couldn't fight back. For instance, going in a grocery store or something like that. If we went downtown and they had the colored drinking fountain and white drinking fountain-in looking back, my sister [and I] talk about it now-my mother would always tell us to drink water before we left home. So we didn't get caught into drinking water out. Little things like that. Things like going in a store and you can't try the clothes on. When I got up to about 12, 14, 15 years old, and I'd go to Thom McAn to buy shoes, if I had a $20 bill, they would check that $20 bill like it was counterfeit. I couldn't walk in a Thom McAn shoe store and buy a pair of shoes because they didn't want to take my money. They would treat me like this is counterfeit, and they'd look at it. I'm seri​ous. You don't know how that hurt to do that. You go to a store, and you're standing there and a white person walks up, and they'll wait on that white person and just make you stand. So my parents kind of kept us away from that and they wouldn't let us do certain things.

When you look back at it, you can tell why-because they couldn't de​fend [us]. So they tried to shield us from it by sending us or taking us in a dif​ferent direction, and whatever was going on, they tried to keep it away from us, so to speak. My daddy, if it was a white person around talking to him in some kind of business format, he would move away from us or tell us to go play or something. I guess that was to protect us from something that might be said to him that he wasn't able to defend. If they were talking about plant​ing or settling up or something like that. He very seldom would do anything like that around us. He would go outside or somewhere else. But just being called a "nigger," I can't remember no adult person calling him one. I remember kids did it, but I don't remember any adults doing us like that. I can remember at the drugstore, some evenings we would stop in there and get ice cream, and the pharmacist was real nice to us. He could scoop the ice cream up. He'd scoop it up and he could throw it up in the air and catch it with the cone, and that was kind of entertaining. We'd come through there in the afternoon. If we bought ice cream, he'd do that for us. 


In this particular drugstore he didn't put any stools at his counter. When you look back I guess he said I'll treat you as fair as I can and if I don't put the stools here, I don't have to worry about nobody sitting down. You get your ice cream. You have to move on. And looking back at it now that's what it seemed like. I can remember that guy.

BITTER TRUTHS

LILLIAN SMITH

A few years older than Ralph Thompson, Lillian Smith grew up in a pre​dominately black neighborhood in Wilmington, North Carolina, in the 1930s. She, too, describes how her elders approached the task of instructing children in the laws and practices of Jim Crow.

The main thing, the theme throughout, was that we're living in a segregated society. I didn't understand segregation until I was maybe nine or ten years old, when I was reading and I could see the signs saying "colored" and "white." You couldn't drink at a water fountain even though you were shop​ping in the same store that people of any other nationality were shopping in. We would ask questions about that and [my parents and grandparents] said: "You would get arrested." So, when that word was used, any time you saw "white" and "colored," unless you wanted to be arrested and be in jail, you didn't dare. So that was the dividing line, and that lesson was really laid down solidly when we were, I would say, between seven and nine.


Naturally, you would ask, "Why?" The question would always come back that we were living in a country that had segregated laws, and [we were] called "colored" people at that time. See, the signs said "colored." You were not looked upon as having full rights that all other citizens should have. We should be treated differently. That was what the sign was. And then, of course, they started talking about slavery. So from about age seven on, they started giving us information about slavery-before I even read about it in a book. Because in our culture, [which] was our racial group, what most of us knew about slavery was handed down from word of mouth, from family members or friends or neighbors or whatever, and maybe a lot of it never was written. Most of that was black storytelling, but with a message to let you know what to avoid and how to respond and behave. Because, see, the work​ing word there was "behavior." You have to watch your behavior.

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.
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“Roll of Thunder, Hear My Cry”
    by Mildred D. Taylor | pages 108 - 116

"Big Ma said stay here!" I objected, hoping that Mr. Jamison would come out 
with Big Ma.

"Stay here then," Stacey called over his shoulder as he crossed the street with 
T. J. I dashed after them. I wasn't about to stay on that side​walk by myself.


The Barnett Mercantile had everything. Its shelves, coun​ters, and floor space boasted items from ladies' ribbons to burlap bags of seeds; from babies' bottles to brand-new pot​bellied stoves. T. J., who had been to the store several times before, wove his way among the farmers and led us to a counter at the far corner of the room. The counter had a glass top, and beneath the glass were handguns artfully dis​played on a bolt of red velvet.


"Jus' look at it," T.J. said dreamily. "Ain't she some​thin'?"


"What?" I said.


"That pearl-handled one. Stacey, man, you ever seen a gun like that before in your 
whole life? I'd sell my life for that gun. One of these days I'm gonna have it, too."


"I reckon I ain't," said Stacey politely. "It's a nice​looking gun all right."


I stared down at the gun. A price tag of $35.95 stared back at me. 
"Thirty-five dollars and ninety-five cents!" I almost screamed. 

"Just for an ole gun? What the devil you gonna use it for? Can't hunt with it."


T. J. looked at me with disgust. "Ain't s'pose to hunt with it. It's for protection."

"Protection of what?" I asked, thinking of Papa's sturdy shotgun that hung over his 
and Mama's bed, and the sleek Winchester rifle which Big Ma kept locked in the trunk beneath our own bed. "That thing couldn't hardly kill a rattlesnake."


"There's other things a body needs protectin' from more than a rattlesnake," he said haughtily. "I get me that gun and ain't nobody gonna mess with me. I wouldn't need 
no​body."

Stacey backed away from the counter. He seemed nervous being in the store. 
"We better get those things you need and get on outa here 'fore Big Ma comes 
looking for us."


"Ah, man, there's plenty of time," said T.J., looking longingly at the gun. 
"Sure wish I could jus' hold it, jus' once."


"Come on, T. J.," ordered Stacey, "or me and Cassie's gonna go on back outside."


"Oh, all right." T. J. turned reluctantly away and went to a counter where a man was measuring nails onto a scale. We stood patiently waiting behind the people in front of us and when our turn came, T.J. handed his list to the man. "Mr. Barnett, sir," he said, 
"I got me this here list of things my mama want."


The storekeeper studied the list and without looking up asked, 
"You one of Mr. Granger's people?"

"Yessir," answered T.J.


Mr. Barnett walked to another counter and began filling the order, but before 
he finished a white woman called, "Mr. Barnett, you waiting on anybody just now?"


Mr. Barnett turned around. "Just them," he said, indicating us with a wave of his hand. 
"What can I do for you, Miz Emmaline?" The woman handed him a list twice as long 
as T. J.'s and the storekeeper, without a word of apology to us, proceeded to fill it.


"What's he doing?" I objected.


"Hush, Cassie," said Stacey, looking very embarrassed and uncomfortable. 
T.J.'s face was totally bland, as if noth​ing at all had happened.


When the woman's order was finally filled, Mr. Barnett again picked up T.J.'s list, but before he had gotten the next item his wife called, "Jim Lee, these folks needing help over here and I got my hands full." And as if we were not even there… he walked away.

"Where's he going?" I cried.

"He'll be back," said T.J., wandering away.

After waiting several minutes for Mr. Barnett's return, Stacey said, "Come on, Cassie, let's go." He started toward the door and I followed. But as we passed one of the counters, I spied Mr. Barnett wrapping an order of pork chops for a white girl. Adults were one thing; I could almost understand that. They ruled things and there was nothing that could be done about them. But some kid who was no bigger than me was something else again. Certainly Mr. Barnett had simply forgotten about T.J.'s order. I de​cided to remind him and, without saying anything to Stacey, I turned around and marched over to Mr. Barnett.

"Uh . . . 'scuse me, Mr. Barnett," I said as politely as I could, waiting a moment for him 
to look up from his wrap​ping. "I think you forgot, but you was waiting on us 'fore you was waiting on this girl here, and we been waiting a good while now for you to get back."

The girl gazed at me strangely, but Mr. Barnett did not look up. I assumed that he had not heard me. I was near the end of the counter so I merely went to the other side of it and tugged on his shirt sleeve to get his attention.


He recoiled as if I had struck him.


"Y-you was helping us," I said, backing to the front of the counter again.


"Well, you just get your little black self back over there and wait some more," 
he said in a low, tight voice.


I was hot. I had been as nice as I could be to him and here he was talking like this. 
"We been waiting on you for near an hour," I hissed, "while you 'round here waiting 
on every​body else. And it ain't fair. You got no right-"


"Whose little nigger is this! " bellowed Mr. Barnett.


Everyone in the store turned and stared at me. "I ain't nobody's little nigger!" 
I screamed, angry and humiliated.


"And you ought not be waiting on everybody 'fore you wait on us."


"Hush up, child, hush up," someone whispered behind

me. I looked around. A woman who had occupied the wagon

next to ours at the market looked down upon me. 

Mr.Barnett, his face red and eyes bulging, immediately pounced on her.


"This gal yourn, Hazel?"


"No, suh," answered the woman meekly, stepping hastily away to show she had nothing to do with me. As I watched her turn her back on me, Stacey emerged and took my hand.


"Come on, Cassie, let's get out of here."


"Stacey!" I exclaimed, relieved to see him by my side. 
"Tell him! You know he ain't fair making us wait-"


"She your sister, boy?" Mr. Barnett spat across the counter.


Stacey bit his lower lip and gazed into Mr. Barnett's eyes. "Yessir."


"Then you get her out of here," he said with hateful force. 

"And make sure she don't come back till yo' mammy teach her what she is."


"I already know what I am!" I retaliated. "But I betcha you don't know what you are! 
And I could sure tell you, too, you ole-"


Stacey jerked me forward, crushing my hand in the ef​fort, and whispered angrily, 
"Shut up, Cassie!" His dark eyes flashed malevolently as he pushed me in front 
of him through the crowd

As soon as we were outside, I whipped my hand from his. "What's the matter with you? 

You know he was wrong!"


Stacey swallowed to flush his anger, then said gruffly, "I know it and you know it, 
but he don't know it, and that's where the trouble is. Now come on 'fore you get us 
into a real mess. I'm going up to Mr. Jamison's to see what's keep​ing Big Ma."

"What bout T.J.?" I called as he stepped into the street.


Stacey laughed wryly. "Don't worry 'bout T. J. He knows exactly how to act." 
He crossed the street sullenly then, his hands jammed in his pockets.


I watched him go, but did not follow. Instead, I ambled along the sidewalk trying to understand why Mr. Barnett had acted the way he had. More than once I stopped and gazed over my shoulder at the mercantile. I had a good mind to go back in and find out what had made Mr. Barnett so mad. I actually turned once and headed toward the store, then remembering what Mr. Barnett had said about my re​turning, I swung back around, kicking at the sidewalk, my head bowed.


It was then that I bumped into Lillian Jean Simms.


"Why don't you look where you're going?" she asked

huffily. Jeremy and her two younger brothers were with her. 
"Hey, Cassie," said Jeremy.


"Hey, Jeremy," I said solemnly, keeping my eyes on Lillian Jean.


"Well, apologize," she ordered.


"What?"


"You bumped into me. Now you apologize."


I did not feel like messing with Lillian Jean. I had other things on my mind. 
"Okay," I said, starting past, "I'm sorry."

Lillian Jean sidestepped in front of me. "That ain't enough. Get down in the road."


I looked up at her. "You crazy?"

"You can't watch where you going, get in the road. Maybe that way you won't be bumping into decent white folks with your little nasty self."


This second insult of the day was almost more than I could bear. Only the thought of 
Big Ma up in Mr. Jami​son's office saved Lillian Jean's lip. "I ain't nasty," I said, properly holding my temper in check, "and if you're so afraid of getting bumped, walk down 
there yourself."


I started past her again, and again she got in my way. "Ah, let her pass, Lillian Jean," 
said Jeremy. "She ain't done nothin' to you."


"She done something to me just standing in front of me." With that, she reached for 
my arm and attempted to push me off the sidewalk. I braced myself and swept my 
arm backward, out of Lillian Jean's reach. But someone caught it from behind, painfully twisting it, and shoved me off the sidewalk into the road. I landed bottom first on the ground.


Mr. Simms glared down at me. "When my gal Lillian Jean says for you to get yo'self off the sidewalk, you get, you hear?"


Behind him were his sons R.W. and Melvin. People from the store began to ring the Simmses. "Ain't that the same little nigger was cuttin' up back there at Jim Lee's?" 
some​one asked.


"Yeah, she the one," answered Mr. Simms. "You hear me talkin' to you, gal? 

You 'pologize to Miz Lillian Jean this minute."

I stared up at Mr. Simms, frightened. Jeremy appeared frightened too. 
"I-I apologized already."


Jeremy seemed relieved that I had spoken. 
"She d-did, pa. R-right now, 'fore y'all come, she did-"


Mr. Simms turned an angry gaze upon his son and Jeremy faltered, 
looked at me, and hung his head.


Then Mr. Simms jumped into the street. I moved away from him, trying to get up. 
He was a mean-looking man, red in the face and bearded. I was afraid he was going 
to hit me before I could get to my feet, but he didn't. I scram​bled up and ran blindly 
for the wagon. Someone grabbed me and I fought wildly, attempting to pull loose. 

"Stop, Cassie!" Big Ma said. "Stop, it's me. We're going home now."


"Not 'fore she 'pologizes to my gal, y'all ain't," said Mr. Simms.


Big Ma gazed down at me, fear in her eyes, then back at the growing crowd. 
"She jus' a child-"


"Tell her, Aunty-"


Big Ma looked at me again, her voice cracking as she spoke. 
"Go on, child . . . apologize."


`But, Big Ma-"


Her voice hardened. "Do like I say." I swallowed hard.


"Go on!"


"I'm sorry," I mumbled.


"I'm sorry, Miz Lillian Jean," demanded Mr. Simms.

"Big Ma!" I balked.


"Say it, child."


A painful tear slid down my cheek and my lips trembled. 
"I'm sorry . . . M-Miz . . . Lillian Jean."


When the words had been spoken, I turned and fled cry​ing into the back of the wagon. No day in all my life had ever been as cruel as this one.

