


Making a Way out of No Way





Making a Way out of No Way
A F R I C A N  A M E R I C A N  W O M E N  A N D 

T H E  S E CO N D  G R E AT  M I G R AT I O N

L I S A  K R I S S O F F  B O E H M

U N I V E R S I T Y  P R E S S  O F  M I S S I S S I P P I  /  J A C K S O N



www.upress.state.ms.us

Margaret Walker Alexander Series 
in African American Studies

The University Press of Mississippi is a member of 
the Association of American University Presses.

Copyright © 2009 by University Press of Mississippi
All rights reserved
Manufactured in the United States of America

Frontispiece (page ii): Cole, Willie, Domestic I.D. IV.
1992. Steam iron scorch and pencil on paper, mounted in 
recycled wooden window frame, composition (including 
frame): 35 x 32 x 1 3/8” (88.9 x 81.3 x 3.5 cm). Publisher: 
unpublished. Printer: the artist and The Artist’s Studio. 
Edition: unique. Acquired through the generosity of 
Agnes Gund. Digital Image © The Museum of Modern 
Art/Licensed by SCALA / Art Resource, NY. 

First printing 2009
∞
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Boehm, Lisa Krissoff, 1969–
  Making a way out of no way : African American women 
and the second great migration / Lisa Krissoff Boehm.
       p. cm. —  (Margaret Walker Alexander series in 
African American studies)
  Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-1-60473-216-0 (cloth : alk. paper) — 

ISBN 978-1-60473-217-7 (pbk. : alk. paper)  1.  African 
American women—Social conditions—20th century. 
2.  African American women—History—20th century. 
3.  African Americans—Migrations—History—20th cen-
tury. 4.  Migration, Internal—United States—History—
20th century. 5.  Rural-urban migration—United States—
History—20th century. 6.  African American women—
Biography. 7.  Oral history—United States.  I. Title. 
  E185.86.B6325 2009
  305.48'896073—dc22                                        2008033344

British Library Cataloging-in-Publication Data available

www.upress.state.ms.us


For Esther Woods (1913–2005)
and
Madelon Hack Krissoff,
my teachers



This page intentionally left blank 



Contents

i x A NOTE ON ST YLE

x i B IOGRAPHICAL SKE TCHES

3 I N T R O D U C T I O N

19 C H A P T E R  O N E

Memories of the Southern Childhood

45 C H A P T E R  T W O

Guiding Influences and the Younger Years

79  C H A P T E R  T H R E E

The Move North

109  C H A P T E R  F O U R

Encountering the City

139  C H A P T E R  F I V E

The Work of a Domestic

175  C H A P T E R  S I X

Family Aspects



viii     contents

199  C H A P T E R  S E V E N

Experiences with Other Types of Employment

2 21  C H A P T E R  E I G H T

Reflections on the Migration and a Life of Work

241 A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S

245 N OT E S

271 B I B L I O G R A P H Y

283 I N D E X



ix

A Note on Style

I wish that all of the women who shared their life stories for this book had 
had the opportunity to meet. They could have talked together about the Second 
Great Migration, their attitudes towards work and parenting, and the regional 
differences between North and South. What a wonderful discussion that would 
have been! I have in effect lived in this imagined gathering during the years I 
worked on the manuscript. This book is written in a way that allows the women 
to come together, at least on the page. When a topic is discussed—for instance, 
the influence of elders, or treatment by employers—various voices join the con-
versation, adding personal insights. The reader is a witness to this conversation, 
just as I am. As with a real-life gathering, the reader does not have to know the 
complete story of the individual speaking to understand her observation. For 
readers who would like an occasional reminder of a narrator’s life story, I have 
written biographical sketches, located at the front of the book for easy reference. 
These sketches provide short descriptions of the lives of the forty women inter-
viewed explicitly for this project. The other voices, drawn from approximately 
forty additional oral histories located in archival collections, appear intermit-
tently and thus are not included in the biographical sketches section.

I serve as the narrator of the text, bringing the pieces together and add-
ing the historical background necessary for a fuller understanding of the inter-
views. Throughout the book, the reader will find extended “edited transcripts,” 
or large edited segments in one narrator’s voice. These sections are helpful in 
re-creating the interview experience and in letting a narrator tell her own story 
in an expanded way. Edited transcripts are used to introduce chapters or book 
sections. In most cases, the edited transcript on a given subject appears before 
the historical analysis. This organization was employed with two objectives in 
mind: 1) the format allows the oral history narrators to speak first, and 2) the 
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format provides readers the chance to explore the nuances and surprises of the 
oral history transcripts without overt direction.

Transcription has followed this guideline: use the speaker’s own grammar, 
but traditional spelling. There has not been an effort to capture particular dia-
lects (for instance, in dropping the “g” off the end of a verb). At times when a 
judgment call was needed regarding transcription, I tried to err on the side of 
honoring what the narrator would have wanted. Statements have been edited for 
clarity. That said, the best-edited transcripts capture the spoken word, which is 
far more free-flowing and casual than written text. Transcription is an art form, 
and a transcription is always a sort of approximation of what was said. Much is 
attributed to a conversation by body language, voice modulation, nuance, and 
contextualization.

The questions I asked the narrators have been removed from these edited 
transcripts. Sentences and paragraphs have at times been reordered so as to 
make best thematic sense. Words, in most cases, have not been added. In rare 
cases, statements were trimmed down, with extra words removed, and slightly 
reworded. While some repetition helps to re-create a true speaking style, too 
much can prove confusing in written form. For clarification, missing words and 
references have been placed in the text in brackets.

Certain derogatory terms were left in the narratives, such as racial epithets, 
as they were used by the narrators to add power to their stories.

I use the women’s real names except where pseudonyms are noted.
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Biographical Sketches

Mrs. Florence Allison was born in 1926. As a child she lived in Livingston, 
Alabama. Her parents worked as sharecroppers. Allison married in 1944 and 
moved to Detroit in 1947. Her husband, a former marine, worked on assembly 
at Chrysler. Allison had two daughters. She found employment sewing dining 
room upholstery in a factory, beginning about 1948. She also worked doing 
alterations at a dry cleaners for approximately twelve years.

Mrs. Annie Davidson Benning was born on June 13, 1911. As a child she lived 
in Georgia. Later her father moved to Alabama to take a job at the Swift Cotton 
Mill. Her parents, George and Aidabelle Fannie Davidson, worked as share-
croppers. There were ten children in her family. Benning worked at the Belkes 
Cotton Mill, where she also made nylon during World War II. She worked as 
a cook and as a nanny. Benning moved to Detroit on September 4, 1948. Her 
husband worked as a mechanic at a car dealership. After she moved to Detroit, 
she no longer worked outside the home. Benning raised her four siblings after 
her mother died. 

Mrs. Minnie Chatman was born on March 9, 1916. As a child she lived in 
DeSoto County, Mississippi. Her parents were Jones and Carrie Richardson. 
Her father owned a farm, and her mother primarily engaged in housework in 
her own home. Her parents had ten children. Chatman also lived in Memphis, 
where she worked in a furniture factory, and in Detroit. She cleaned homes in 
the Detroit area and also operated her own sewing shop.

Mrs. Lillian Elizabeth Patton Clark was born in 1920 in Flat Lick, Kentucky. 
Her father was a coal miner, her mother a homemaker; they had seven children. 
Clark’s husband worked for Uniroyal and was a pastor. Clark had two children. 
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The family moved to Michigan in 1943. Clark did not work formally outside the 
home, but volunteered her efforts on behalf of her husband’s congregation (in 
Ontario, Canada) and in other community efforts.

Mrs. Annie Evelyn Collins was born in 1930. As a child she lived in Admiral 
County, Alabama. Her parents farmed. She had twelve siblings and even more 
half-siblings. Collins lived in Covington, Kentucky, in her late teens and moved 
to Detroit in 1950. She married twice. Collins did day work, served as a house-
keeper, cleaned a dentist’s office, and worked for the maintenance department 
at Sears.

Mrs. Ruth Margaret Covington was born in 1930. As a child she lived in Mont-
gomery, Alabama. Her parents were both teachers. Her father also worked as 
a cook for a doctor and as a minister. He studied Hebrew at a seminary. Her 
mother worked as an insurance agent for the Atlanta Life Insurance Company. 
Covington’s parents had five children. Covington moved to Detroit in the 1940s, 
while she was in high school. She married; her husband worked for the DeSoto 
factory. She had three children, including Zenara Covington, also interviewed 
for this study. Covington is the sister-in-law of Mattie Bell Fritz. Covington held 

Sharecropper’s children, Montgomery, Alabama. Photograph by Arthur Rothstein, February 1937. Library of 

Congress, Prints and Photographs Division.



Bio graphical Sketches     xiii

a wide variety of jobs, including work in a post office and at a VA hospital for 
thirty years.

Ms. Zenara Covington was born in 1962. The daughter of migrant Ruth Mar-
garet Covington and her husband, she grew up in Lincoln Park, Michigan, and 
had two siblings. At the time of the interview, Covington was unmarried. She 
attended the University of Michigan for her undergraduate work, and received 
a master’s degree in speech language pathology from Pennsylvania State Uni-
versity. Covington was a speech language pathologist with the Detroit Medical 
Center and later at Wayne State University. She opened her own catering busi-
ness and worked in home health care.

Mrs. Avezinner Dean was born in 1928. As a child she lived in Mississippi. Her 
father owned his farm, and her mother was a homemaker in her own home. The 
couple had eleven children. Dean also lived in Alabama, Nashville, and Detroit. 
She first married in 1946, when she was in the eleventh grade. She later remar-
ried. Dean had several daughters. She worked as a babysitter, a housekeeper, 
and a hair stylist. 

Mrs. Jacqueline Dock (pseudonym) was born in 1932. As a child she lived in 
Climax, Georgia. Her father worked as a preacher, and her mother labored as a 
domestic worker, as a hotel maid, and at a hospital. The couple had ten children. 
Dock moved to Detroit in 1942. She married in 1951 and had two children. Dock 
worked at a corner store, then found employment as a nurse’s aide and a surgical 
instrument technician. Later she worked as a babysitter.

Mrs. Mattie Bell Fritz was born in 1927. As a child she lived in Montgomery, 
Alabama. Her father worked in a drugstore. Her mother was a domestic worker, 
and she later worked at St. Jude Hospital. Fritz was an only child. She gradu-
ated from high school, and she married in 1946. Her husband served in the 
armed forces, then worked for the steel industry. He later worked for Avis Rent 
a Car. Fritz had three daughters and one son. She worked in private homes, at 
a children’s dress shop, and on the maintenance crew for the UAW offices near 
Detroit’s Belle Isle. Fritz is the sister-in-law of Ruth Margaret Covington and the 
aunt of Zenara Covington.

Mrs. Sandra Gantt was born in 1938 in Detroit. Her mother was a domes-
tic worker. Her parents divorced when she was two years old. She had two 
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brothers. Gantt graduated from Detroit’s Commerce High School, attended 
Wayne County Community College for accounting, and took classes through 
the College of Life Long Learning at Wayne State University. She married and 
divorced, and had one son. As a young girl, Gantt worked as a babysitter. She 
also graded papers for her teacher. As an adult, she worked as a general clerk 
for Detroit Edison, an administrator at the Chrysler Financial Corporation, a 
receptionist at Manpower, a temporary worker at Ameritech, and in the Office 
of the General Council of Ford Motor Company.

Dr. Dorista “Dotty” Goldsberry was born in Oklahoma in 1933. Her father 
taught at Langston University. Goldsberry was the first African American 
woman to be admitted to study at the University of Oklahoma School of Medi-
cine, but she decided not to attend, going instead to medical school at Howard 
University. She married a fellow doctor and raised four children in Worcester, 
Massachusetts. Dr. Goldsberry, a psychiatrist, worked at Worcester State Hospi-
tal and became executive director of the Worcester Youth Guidance Center. She 
served on a wide variety of executive boards in the city.

Mrs. Alberta Hardy was born in 1918. As a child she lived in Clarksdale, Mis-
sissippi. Her parents owned their farm. Hardy was one of ten children. She 
married in 1938 and did not have children. She moved to Detroit at the age of 
twenty-five. Her husband took a job with Great Lakes Steel. Hardy worked in a 
restaurant and as a housekeeper at a hotel.

Mrs. Bernita Howard (pseudonym) was born in 1916 in Alabama. Her parents 
owned their farm. She was the only child of her father’s second marriage. Her 
husband worked as a baker for a veterans’ hospital. Howard had one child, a 
boy, who passed away. She moved to Pennsylvania when she was about twenty 
years old. She later settled in Detroit (approximately 1942 or 1943). Howard 
labored as a hotel maid and a hospital waitress, and she ultimately opened a 
bakery with her husband. 

Mrs. Beatrice Jackson was born in 1916. As a child she lived in parts of Alabama 
and Oklahoma. She was one of four children. Jackson lost both of her parents at 
an early age. She married in 1941, and the couple had two daughters. Her hus-
band worked in a foundry. Jackson was a domestic worker in Tulsa, Oklahoma. 
She studied elementary education at Langston University. She also worked as a 
cosmetologist and as an administrator in government offices.
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Mrs. Jacquie Lewis Kemp was born in 1962. She lived in various suburbs of 
Detroit. Both her grandmother and her mother migrated from Kentucky. Her 
mother worked for Ford, and her father opened his own metal stamping busi-
ness. Kemp married and had a son; her husband worked as an undertaker. She 
earned a bachelor’s degree and a master’s degree (public policy) from the Uni-
versity of Michigan. She had an internship with the Department of Commerce 
in Lansing and worked at the U.S. General Accounting Office. At the time of the 
interview, Kemp was serving as the head of her father’s business, Lewis Metal 
Stamping. 

Mrs. Fannie Mae Kennedy was born in 1925. As a child she lived in Louisiana 
and Oklahoma. Her parents were sharecroppers. Kennedy had eight siblings. 
Her husband served in the U.S. military, and then worked in Detroit. In addi-
tion to her work as a mother, Kennedy worked on farms, did day work in Okla-
homa and Michigan, took care of an elderly woman in Michigan (home care), 
and worked for a Detroit restaurant. 

Mrs.Thelma Lane was born in 1920. As a child she lived in Montgomery, Ala-
bama. She also lived in Troy, Alabama, Washington, D.C., and Pittsburgh. Lane’s 
parents owned their own farm. Her father also worked as a farrier (shoeing 
horses). Lane’s parents had ten children, seven of whom lived through child-
hood. She moved to Pittsburgh with her parents in 1922, but as a child she moved 
back and forth repeatedly between Alabama and Pennsylvania. When she was 
a young girl, she cleaned nurses’ apartments. She graduated from high school 
in Pittsburgh and earned her bachelor’s degree from Alabama State Teachers 
College. Lane taught school in Alabama and Virginia, and served on the clerical 
staff of the Department of Defense. She married and had three children. Her 
husband served in the armed forces and then worked for the federal govern-
ment, including the Census Bureau.

Mrs. Lottie Lewis (pseudonym) grew up in Dennison, Texas. She moved to 
Grand Rapids, Michigan, and worked as a housekeeper in the Pantlind Hotel. 
She married and had several children.

Mrs. Willie Jean Clark Lewis was born in 1941 in Flat Lick, Kentucky. Her 
mother was a housewife; her father worked on the railroad. At two years old, 
Lewis moved to Detroit with her parents. She lived in a number of cities in 
southeastern Michigan. Lewis worked in administration at the Ford Motor 
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Company. She began at Ford as a secretary and moved on to Human Resources. 
She graduated from college in 1991.

Mrs. Simone Landry (pseudonym) was born in 1924. As a child she lived in 
Youngstown, Ohio. Her mother worked at the Christ Mission Settlement. Her 
father worked in a steel mill until he had a stroke. Her parents had two daugh-
ters and two sons. Landry also lived in Detroit, New York City, and Chicago. 
She married in 1943, and had three daughters. Landry did domestic work and 
worked in a factory.

Mrs. Jerliene “Creamy” McKinney was born in 1940. As a child she lived in 
Cullman, Alabama. Her parents were Odie and Ezekiel Caddell; the couple had 
thirteen children. Ezekiel Caddell worked as a landscaper. McKinney moved to 
New York in her late teens to live near her sister. The sisters and their families 
later moved to Framingham and finally to Worcester. McKinney was a domestic 
worker for families in New York and Massachusetts, and she worked in a restau-
rant in Queens. She found employment in a coat factory and later a wire factory 
in Worcester, and she pressed clothes in a laundry. She attended beauty school 
and became a hairdresser and, after working at a variety of local shops, opened 
her own shop inside the Plumley Village housing complex in Worcester. She 
also did hair for a local funeral home. McKinney married twice; her first hus-
band died at thirty-nine. He had worked for General Electric and at the Boston 
Airport (later known as Logan Airport). McKinney had four children.

Dr. Ogretta McNeil was born in 1932. As a child she lived in Savannah, Georgia. 
Her parents both attended normal school. In their later years, McNeil’s par-
ents worked as cooks. McNeil and her family moved to Washington, D.C., in 
the 1940s. She took on babysitting and housecleaning jobs to earn money for 
school. She graduated from Howard University, and in 1956 moved to Worcester 
to begin working on a Ph.D. in psychology at Clark University. McNeil had two 
sons with her first husband, who died. She came to Worcester as a widow with 
young children, and later remarried. McNeil had a long career as a professor 
at Holy Cross College in Worcester. She was elected to the Worcester School 
Board and also served on the executive board of the University of Massachu-
setts system.

Mrs. Anniese Moten was born in 1925 in Mississippi. Her father was a share-
cropper; her parents had eight children. Moten married twice, and had no chil-
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dren of her own. She raised her cousin’s three sons. She came to Detroit, Michi-
gan, as an adult. She worked as a housekeeper, her primary duties involving 
child care. For an extended period, Moten served as a live-in nanny for a family 
in Toledo, Ohio. 

Mrs. Gussie Nash was born in 1936. As a child she lived in Arkansas. Her father 
worked at a flour mill, on the railroad, and as a barber. Her mother was a home-
maker, the mother of six children. Nash moved to Grand Rapids to live with an 
aunt when she was approximately eighteen years old. She had jobs as a domestic 
worker, a school aide, and a hospital aide. Nash married and had two children; 
her husband worked as an upholsterer. 

Mrs. Alverrine Smith Parker was born in 1936. She lived in Columbus, Mis-
sissippi. Her mother worked at a bakery; her father was a bellhop at the Gil-
more Hotel and also cleaned at the Merchants and Farmers Bank. Her parents 
had eight children. Parker also lived in Muskegon Heights, Michigan, in Los 
Angeles, and in Grand Rapids, Michigan. She moved north about 1944–1945, 
when her father went to Michigan to work in a foundry. As a child in the South, 
Parker worked as a babysitter/housecleaner. In Michigan and California, she 
engaged in factory work and nursing home work, and she drove buses for the 
Grand Rapids public schools. Parker married in 1960 and had two children.

Professor Barbara Purifoy-Seldon was born in 1943. As a child she lived in 
Birmingham, Alabama. Her parents had eight children. Her father was a share-
cropper in Alabama; in Michigan, he ran a gas station and drove a taxi. Purifoy-
Seldon moved to Michigan as a baby and lived in Ecorse, Southfield, and Detroit. 
She worked as a domestic for only one day. Purifoy-Seldon served in the armed 
forces. She studied dental hygiene, earned a number of degrees, and became a 
professor of dental hygiene at the University of Detroit–Mercy. She married in 
1988 and had no children.

Mrs. Faith Richmond (pseudonym) was born in 1927. As a child she lived in 
Durham, North Carolina. Her father was a butcher, her mother a homemaker, 
and they had four children. Richmond moved to Boston in 1947. Her husband 
served in the U.S. military and then worked in a factory. Richmond had a 
wide variety of jobs. She worked at Duke Hospital, was a nanny, worked at GE 
Goodrich in Massachusetts, served as a teacher’s aide, was a social worker for 
the welfare department, and ultimately opened her own travel business.
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Mrs. Lillie Shelby (pseudonym) was born in 1920. As a child she lived in Sun-
flower County, Mississippi. Shelby never knew her mother. Her father was a 
field worker and an itinerant peddler. He moved with her to Memphis when 
she was a child. Later on, Shelby moved to Detroit. She married in 1935 and had 
eleven children. She did field work and day work, served as a maid in a board-
inghouse, and worked in a laundry.

Mrs. Ella Sims grew up in Mississippi and attended high school in Helena, 
Arkansas. Her father was a sharecropper and a Baptist preacher; her mother was 
an invalid. The couple had three children. Sims married a young man she met in 
high school. They had two children, one of whom died at ten months old. When 
her first husband died of an ear infection, Sims, approximately twenty-two years 
old, came to Grand Rapids, Michigan, on a trip in March 1946. She decided to 
stay in Michigan, joining the cleaning staff of the C&O Railroad. She remarried 
and had more children. Sims worked as a hotel maid and cleaned homes with 
her mother-in-law. She became an urban agent for an OEO-supported commu-
nity action group, Kent County Community Action Program. She joined the 
board of Aquinas College and was hired by Aquinas to run their office of minor-
ity affairs. She earned her college degree at Aquinas. Sims served on a wide vari-
ety of community boards, including the Grand Rapids Historical Commission 
and the local branch of the Salvation Army.

Mrs. Inez Crockett Smith was born in 1941. As a child she lived in Houlka, Mis-
sissippi, in Chickasaw County. She also lived in Tupelo, Mississippi, Knoxville, 
Tennessee, Grand Rapids, Michigan, and St. Louis, Missouri. Her father drove a 
truck for a lumber company. Her mother divorced her father and bought a res-
taurant in Tupelo. Later, her mother worked in a chicken factory, and ran a juke 
joint restaurant. Smith’s mother went to cosmetology school and also worked 
occasionally, and under duress, as a domestic. Smith graduated from Lane Col-
lege in Jackson, Tennessee, with a degree in physical education and secondary 
education. She later earned a master’s degree from Michigan State University. 
She moved to Grand Rapids in 1965. Smith’s husband, who had grown up in 
Tupelo and had also lived in Cleveland, worked for Steelcase, a major producer 
of office furniture. Smith raised her children and taught in the Grand Rapids 
public schools for many years.

Mrs. Addie Smith was born in 1924. She grew up in Claremont and Hickory, 
North Carolina. Her father was employed as a brick maker; her mother labored 



Bio graphical Sketches     xix

as a domestic. Smith left school before graduation to work in a textile mill. In 
North Carolina, she worked in the field of hospital supply and cleaned homes on 
the weekend. She moved to Worcester, Massachusetts, to temporarily substitute 
for another domestic worker in 1960. After the woman died, Smith assumed the 
job full-time. She later returned to hospital work. Smith married twice and had 
five children.

Mrs. Mary Smith was born in 1938. As a child she lived in the small town of 
Sylvester, Georgia. She had ten brothers and sisters. Smith lived in New York, 
Miami, and Boston, making the move to Boston in 1962. She worked in a wide 
variety of jobs, including bookbinding, housework, hospital work, keypunch-
ing, clerical, and day care. Smith had three children.

Ms. Lois B. Stevens was born in 1902. As a child she lived in Greenville, Ala-
bama. Her grandmother had been a slave, owned by Stevens’s grandfather. Her 
father was a Baptist minister and a schoolteacher. Her mother raised eight chil-
dren. Stevens moved to Massachusetts when she was in high school. She served 
in the U.S. Army and as a nanny to a prominent Worcester family. 

Mrs. Rebecca Strom was born in 1944. As a child she lived in Alabama. Her 
parents owned their own farm and had six children. In her late teens, Strom 
moved to Waban, Massachusetts, to become a live-in nanny for two children. 
She later worked in factories, and eventually opened a home day care center. 
Strom married and had two children.

Mrs. Glennette Taylor (pseudonym) was born in 1934. As a child she lived in 
Lamar County, Alabama. Her mother was a laundress and later performed hos-
pital work. Her father worked for the railroad. Taylor lived in Avery, Mississippi, 
and Grand Rapids, Michigan. Her husband, who had served in the military, 
had worked in construction and at an auto plating facility. Taylor worked as a 
babysitter, a laundry worker, a cosmetologist, and a hospital aide. She raised her 
own children and a younger cousin.

Mrs. Liddie Hartman Williams was born in 1937. As a child she lived in Rome, 
Mississippi, in Sunflower County. Williams’s mother, Sierra, was a domestic 
worker. The parents were sharecroppers and had ten children. Williams moved 
to Chicago at seventeen, after she married. Her husband worked as a tailor, 
and the couple had four boys and a girl together. Williams’s husband also had a 
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son by his first marriage, and Williams considered this child her own. Williams 
worked as a dishwasher, a seamstress, a technician at a publishing house, and a 
domestic in a Chicago Gold Coast apartment. 

Mrs. Mary White was born in 1910. She grew up in Monroe, Georgia. Her father 
worked as a laborer and maintained a small farm. He later worked for Michigan 
Metal and Brass. Her mother sometimes did day work. White had one sister. 
White had seven children; all but three had died at the time of the interview. 
She survived two husbands. The first worked at Ford Motor Company, and died 
at forty-nine of rheumatic fever. White had come to Detroit with her parents in 
1923. She labored as a domestic worker, a factory worker, and an assistant in a 
plumbing and heating company. She attended cosmetology school and opened 
a salon.

Mrs. Esther Ward Woods was born in 1913. As a child she lived in Cuba, Ala-
bama. Her parents owned their farm. Woods’s mother gave birth to thirteen 
children, eleven of whom survived infancy. Woods lived in East Chicago, Indi-
ana, and Grand Rapids, Michigan. She came to Grand Rapids in 1945 to care for 
her sister’s children. In 1947, she began a long career as a domestic worker. 
Woods married and divorced. Her ex-husband served time in prison for the 
murder of a police officer. Woods had no biological children, but helped to raise 
nieces and nephews.

Mrs. Rosetta “Rosa” Lewis Young was born in approximately 1926. She lived 
in Abbeville and Holly Springs, Mississippi. Her parents owned a five-acre 
farm, and her father worked for the railroad. The couple had six children. Young 
attended Mississippi Industrial College in Holly Springs. She moved to Grand 
Rapids in 1944, married in 1946, and had six children of her own. She worked in 
a variety of factories. She also took jobs as a seamstress, doing mending.
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Introduction

This book showcases and analyzes recently collected oral histories with forty 
African American women, most of whom were born in the southern United 
States in the first part of the twentieth century and then migrated to northern 
cities in the movement known as the Second Great Migration, 1940–1970. The 
Second Great Migration brought approximately five million black migrants to 
northern cities, leaving these cities, and the migrants themselves, forever trans-
formed.1 The book presents an analysis of the life stories of women migrants, 
with a focus on their reasons for moving and their thoughts on how work 
shaped their lives. Although the First and Second Great Migrations have been 
the subject of a number of wonderful books, the woman migrant herself has 
rarely been placed in the foreground within these works.2 Analysis of the oral 
histories demonstrates how black women forged purposeful lives for themselves 
despite multifaceted pressures. As Inez Smith said in characterizing her own 
mother, a talented businesswoman who supported her daughters by the efforts 
of her hard work, the women featured here “made a way out of no way.”

Social historians seek to understand trends in American culture and lived 
experience. Yet it is difficult for scholars to truly comprehend a trend if the sup-
porting documents have not yet made their way to the archives. Documentation 
regarding the Second Great Migration has not yet been assiduously collected. 
Oral histories with black women who were not famous are found in only a lim-
ited number of library collections. Thus, to better understand the way in which 
African American women viewed the migration, I went and asked them, tape 
recorder in hand. Many black migrants were born in rural parts of the South, 
while others began their lives in cities. Some transitioned from rural settings to 
southern cities before making the trek to the North. The North figured centrally 
in their dreams and hopes, yet the region rarely lived up to expectations.
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To understand this migration, a movement in which women predominated, 
we are well served to consider individual stories. Examination of personal nar-
ratives proves particularly weighty when the narrators represent a people and a 
gender whose documents are underrepresented in the archives. Although mil-
lions made the choice to migrate, each individual migrant made the decision 
to uproot on her own, weighing carefully what she knew of American social 
structures, pay scales, living conditions, and family concerns. The book asks, 
why did the migrants come, and what was the migration experience like? What 
memories do the women retain from their younger years? What did they think 
of northern cities when they first arrived? What kinds of work did they under-
take for pay, and what was the effect of this work on their families?

Due to the limits society placed on African American women, the majority 
of the respondents in this study worked as domestic laborers during at least a 
portion of their work lives. My initial interest in the research concerned learning 
more about migrants who undertook domestic service. Yet the respondents and 
I usually did not discuss their work experience before our taped session. In our 
preinterview discussions, I only confirmed that the respondents were migrants 
or the daughters of migrants. I made this choice because, while highly interested 
in domestic work, I wanted to understand the broad range of migrant careers. 
I also sought to interview women who had been domestic workers briefly, and 
those who had avoided it altogether. Many of these women did not identify as 
“domestic workers” per se. I understood that American society relegated high 
numbers of African American women to domestic work in this period, and I 
knew that simply by interviewing a number of women migrants, I would end 
up collecting the stories of women who had once worked as household laborers, 
hotel maids, and personal service workers. In the first part of the twentieth cen-
tury, the greatest percentage of working African American women performed 
some type of domestic work. Domestic work, as a field, historically included 
many different types of labor. Contemporary domestic workers continue to 
have a wide variety of tasks. The domestic and “personal service” category of 
the U.S. census encompassed the work of laundress, cook, child care worker, 
and other domestic roles. As the women workers themselves so often crossed 
these boundaries in their daily tasks, I have included a broad range of activities 
under the heading of domestic work. In this study, working as part of a cleaning 
crew in a public location, such as a hotel or office or on a train, is characterized 
as a type of domestic labor, as are a wide variety of in-home services.

Unlike most other studies of domestic workers, this one looks both at 
women who were long-term domestic workers and those who undertook such 
duties only briefly. The preponderance of academic studies focus only on career 
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domestic workers, while I resisted such limitations. A great many African Amer-
ican women undertook domestic work, and many used the work as a bridge to 
other fields or as an expedient measure between more desirable careers. As will 
be demonstrated in the oral histories, domestic work was at times used as an 
intermittent form of employment by women who achieved middle-class and 
even upper-middle-class status, as well as by those who remained in the work-
ing class. This book examines the women’s transition in and out of domestic 
work, as it served their needs.

Understanding the story of this pivotal migrant generation is a key step in 
comprehending the experience of female migrants, African American working 
women, and domestic workers of all ethnic groups. And as black women work-
ers were the nation’s earliest and largest group of women who labored outside 
their own homes, their experiences provide insight into the position of working 
women in general. The women interviewed for this book were not themselves 
the first generation of African American women workers following Reconstruc-
tion, but their personal understanding of labor was deeply informed by the 
experiences of their mothers, grandmothers, and other female ancestors.

Of course, for most black women, work did not constitute a “liberating” 
experience the way it would for the white, middle-class housewives influenced 
by Betty Friedan’s 1963 The Feminine Mystique.3 Black women had no mystique 
of this nature to overcome—in fact, they urged the larger society to rethink 
the vicious myths that cast black women into such negative roles as the ever-
competent “mammy,” the scheming “Jezebel,” and the lazy “welfare mother.” 
While many early white feminists considered work a doorway to equality, high 
numbers of black women yearned for the opportunity to stay home with their 
children. Friedan assisted in organizing a 2001 conference framed around the 
global issue of the high demands of the twenty-first-century workplace and the 
demands’ negative effect on quality of life. American black women have known 
all too much about this issue for far too long. Facing what legal scholar Kim-
berlé Crenshaw and sociologist Patricia Hill Collins term the “intersectionality” 
of forms of oppression, black women knew that American society had to change 
in revolutionary ways before black women, and especially working-class black 
women, could start to put down the heavy burden carried on their shoulders.4

Compellingly, it is because of, rather than despite, the multifaceted hard-
ships faced by black working women that their stories offer a rich set of lessons 
for all of today’s female workers. Even if the workplace was the kitchen in a 
white home, key trends were established and important lessons were learned. 
The respondents for this study urged others to glean a better understanding of 
American work from their experiences. Little prompting was necessary for the 



6     introduction

narrators to offer general words of wisdom for a spectrum of women workers 
today.

Aiming for an inclusive look at the industrial North, I have conducted 
interviews in a number of cities, including Dorchester (an area within Boston), 
Massachusetts, Worcester, Massachusetts, Chicago, Illinois, Detroit, Michi-
gan, and Grand Rapids, Michigan. The respondents primarily came from rural 
or small town settings in Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, 
Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, and Texas. Although 
these settings are diverse, ranging from the upper South to the Southwest, all 
claim some element of southern culture. All, too, share the tangled historical 
legacy of prolonged slavery, which persisted in these states until the conclu-
sion of the Civil War. The subject pool includes a few women born in urban, 
southern locations and a few daughters of migrants. Many migrants settled for 
a time in other midsized to large cities, both North and South, on their way to 
their final destinations. The cities the women lived in before their permanent 
homes (considering here both cities of origin and cities of migration), include 
Chicago (IL), Cleveland (OH), Covington (KY), East Chicago (IN), Greenville 
(AL), Helena (AR), Knoxville (TN), Los Angeles (CA), Memphis (TN), Miami 
(FL), Montgomery (AL), Muskegon (MI), Nashville (TN), New York City, 
Pittsburgh (PA), Savannah (GA), Troy (AL), Tulsa (OK), Tupelo (MS), Tus-
caloosa (AL), Washington, D.C., and Youngstown (OH). Thus the relatively 
small interview sample provides us with insights on a myriad of American sites, 
both rural and urban, as the women migrants were many degrees more mobile 
than the general population. This level of familiarity with a high number of 
regions makes the women’s insights about regional differences nuanced and 
authoritative.

The book also relies on some of the existing collections of oral histories 
with women in similar situations. These resources included the oral histories 
of Baylor University’s Institute for Oral History and the Texas Collection of the 
Carroll Library, the oral history collections at the Wayne State University Library 
for Research in Labor and Urban Affairs, the oral histories of the Grand Rap-
ids Public Library, the Fran Leeper Buss Collections (at both Wayne State and 
the Arthur and Elizabeth Schlesinger Library at Radcliffe), and the Schlesinger 
Library study entitled “The Black Women Oral History Project.” The Baylor Uni-
versity Institute for Oral History collections, while focusing on Texas women, 
proved enormously helpful in establishing a fuller picture of black women’s lives 
in the Southwest. Baylor’s interviewers asked questions related to my own, and 
almost all of the women interviewed mentioned relatives who had headed to 
the North. Related archival research was conducted at the Wayne State library, 
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the Detroit Public Library, and the Bentley Historical Library of the University 
of Michigan. The notable collections used include the Urban League Papers of 
both Detroit and Grand Rapids, Michigan, and the papers of Rev. Charles Hill, 
who was a leftist activist and a champion of women’s rights. Substantial grants 
to fund this research have been awarded by Baylor University’s Institute for Oral 
History, the University of Michigan’s Bentley Historical Library, Worcester State 
College, and the Arthur and Elizabeth Schlesinger Library on the History of 
Women in America at Harvard University.

Personal Inspirations

Two individuals provided the inspiration for this book. The first is my dear 
friend Esther Woods (1913–2005). Woods, born in 1913 in Cuba, Alabama, was 
someone I had known for years. Knowing Esther was a true gift, and my vision 
of the American past is clearer because of the insights she shared with me. In life 
there are a few people we end up caring for even more than we have to—a be-
loved aunt who almost becomes a grandmother through the depth of her inter-
est, a colleague at work who becomes a special friend, a neighbor who becomes 
a member of the family. My life intersected only tangentially with Esther’s at 
some level, but we both chose to make more of the intersection. The fact that 
she rejoiced with me at the birth of my brother, celebrated at my wedding, and 
invited her friends and family to take part in the production of this book means 
the world to me.

In April 1945, Woods migrated to the “Furniture City,” Grand Rapids, 
Michigan, to care for her sister’s children. She then labored for approximately 
forty years as a domestic worker. She found employment in the homes of a 
great many of the Jewish families of the city. In some years she worked for a 
family as a full-time worker; in other years she split her weeks among several 
families. She cooked, cleaned, watched children, and added her no-nonsense 
outlook to the households in which she took part. Esther’s long-term employ-
ers were close friends with my grandparents. My grandmother, Sylvia Krissoff, 
was also one of the women for whom Woods worked. Woods never worked for 
my grandmother full-time. Yet the longevity of their arrangement, and the fact 
that my grandmother was the only working woman for whom Woods labored, 
imparted a level of solidity to their relationship. As in every such arrangement, 
tensions swirled. The women were employer and employee—this was clearly 
not a friendship of social equals—although my grandmother did struggle to 
break down some of the usual walls.
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I do not remember first meeting Esther, for I have known her since I was 
a child. In addition to her weekly cleaning, she helped my grandmother in the 
kitchen as a paid assistant during major family dinners, and, in later years, 
joined the group at many family events as a guest. Although we should not give 
the family much credit for our “liberal-mindedness” on this point, it should 
be noted that Esther always sat down to eat with us, even during her working 
years. Eating with domestic employees remained relatively rare in American 
households. And in the Krissoff family, all the women present (employees and 
nonemployees) worked to prepare for and clean up after the dinner. Esther did 
not serve the meal, nor did she labor at the kitchen sink alone. Why the men sat 
at the table while the women did the dishes is the subject of yet another book, 
although I will point out that I vocally questioned this sexist practice at a very 
early age. “Why doesn’t Grandpa get up and help with the dishes?” I would 
query in a loud voice as my mother, sister, grandmother, Esther, and I would 
rise to carry the dishes laden with the remains of our dinner back to the kitchen. 
My mother would shush me. I went on to do graduate work in women’s studies 
and American women’s history.

At our yearly Passover celebration, in which the Seder dinner commemo-
rates the freeing of the Jewish people from slavery, it brought particular reso-
nance to the reading of the Haggadah (the prayer book which tells the story of 
the holiday) when the book was passed into Esther’s hands. Then, this beautiful 
woman would read a portion of the story—a woman whose ancestors had been 
enslaved more recently than Egyptian times, and in our very own country. She 
might tell us how Moses asked the Egyptian pharaoh to “let my people go.” Or 
she might explain how the children of Israel were ultimately—after a dramatic 
chase scene and after surviving the ordeal of forty years in the desert—freed.

Despite the shared history of oppression, and regarding only United States 
history, things have unarguably gone better for Jewish Americans as a group 
than for African Americans as a group. The dream of freedom and the growing 
anti-Semitism of Europe, including the violent pogroms that swept the Jewish 
shtetls, drove my ancestors out of Eastern Europe and into the boats that took 
them to the United States and Canada.5 Families poured their life savings into 
steamship tickets, and the gamble paid off. While not all of my ancestors could 
be said to have “made it” monetarily, they experienced immeasurably more 
comfortable surroundings than their predecessors. They certainly “made it” in 
terms of acquiring the freedom to worship and to achieve in ways unknown 
to their families in previous generations. And, of course, my direct ancestors 
(although not all of their siblings) crossed the ocean at least twenty to thirty 
years ahead of the Holocaust—a lucky bit of timing.
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African Americans, as we well know, do not share this history of choos-
ing to come to America. Instead of having third-class steamship tickets, Esther 
Woods’s ancestors crossed the ocean from Africa as part of the horrific Middle 
Passage, packed into slave ships in which the majority of passengers usually died 
before reaching land. Woods’s ancestors did not make the journey to America 
by choice, nor, as we shall explore here, did Woods or women like her, even gen-
erations after slavery, have a great many choices at all. However, these women 
did express considerable agency in crafting their lives, even though much of soci-
ety tried to thwart them at every turn. By using the term “agency” here, I recall 
usage of the term common to recent social historians writing about slavery. His-
torians, in these modern works, document the agency of slaves who refused to be 
entirely co-opted by the vicious slavery system.6 The migrants of the Second Great 
Migration may be considered truly displaced, due to the failure of the sharecrop-
ping system. Historian Peter Gottlieb refers to those who made the First Great 
Migration as refugees. Both sets of migrants had few options, but they expressed 
as much control as possible over the course of their lives.7 The admirable ability 
to chart one’s own course over the turbulent seas of American life was a trait 
shared by all the women interviewed for this study. All of them, Woods included, 
made the fateful choice to move from primarily rural locations in the southern 
United States to primarily urban locations in the northern United States dur-
ing the Second Great Migration. African American men, women, and children 
traveled by train, bus, automobile, and even airplane to what was then the most 
accessible, although overly optimistically nicknamed, “promised land.”

Esther Woods, like so many African American women, had a special qual-
ity that made her an ideal role model for young working women. At Spelman 
College in Atlanta, Georgia, scholar Gloria Wade Gayles assigns students in her 
Spelman Independent Scholars (SIS) program the tasks of undertaking an oral 
history with elder African American women in the Atlanta community and 
building a mentor relationship with the women through multiple visits.8 For 
Gayles, “collecting” the oral history goes beyond a single visit. For me, one of 
the most important aspects of this book became building a relationship with 
Esther. As we chatted over tea in her carefully decorated living room, shared 
memories while eating our Thanksgiving pie, or walked through her continu-
ally remarkable garden, our relationship began to grow. As my elder, she shared 
her viewpoint in order that I could learn from it.

Although I had known Esther Woods all of my life, one particular moment 
stands out to me. In early 1999, I visited my maternal grandmother, Florence 
Hack, as she was struggling with lymphoma and pneumonia in the final days 
of her life. My husband, Chris, and I had driven speedily across the state of 
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Michigan to her side because she had made it known that she wanted to see our 
infant son, David, before she passed away. While in the hospital for this dra-
matic and wrenching event, we also learned that Esther had become ill, and was 
recuperating in another section of the hospital. We visited Esther in her room. 
Fresh from our grandmother’s side, we were almost overcome with the serious 
business of hospitals. Esther was not in her final moments, yet she was seriously 
unwell. However, tucked neatly beneath the white sheet and thin blanket of her 
hospital bed, she was cheerful and much her usual self. As I left the room, I was 
filled with a sense of amazement at her power of calm in such uncomfortable 
surroundings. Although sick, she inquired about our health and our happiness. 
She smiled a beautiful, warm smile.

The questions that formed in my mind that day about the mindset that 
would allow for such peace amidst personal illness and the rather bleak setting 
of the hospital led in part to the commencement of the oral histories on which 
this book is based. I wanted to better understand the motivations that carried 
Esther through troubled times and that had fueled her move to the urban North. 
What thoughts would she share concerning the overall trajectory of her life, the 
work that sustained her financially, her relationships with family and employ-
ers, and the dearth of options for black women? What kind of outlook made it 
possible to persevere in the face of such obstacles? How did she “make a way out 
of no way”? Was there an aspect to this ability to keep on despite everything that 
glossed over the hardships, or did it exist simultaneously with an open evalua-
tion of the racist, classist, and misogynistic American society? And would other 
women migrants reveal similar lines in their life stories?

Amazingly, I came to find that Esther’s trademark tranquility stayed with 
her through her final days. The clear, handwritten letter she penned from her 
hospice bed betrays no remorse for an unlived life, nor sadness at the state of 
being near death. She simply inquired after my health and let me know that 
she too was “fine.” My mother and grandmother, who sat with Esther in her 
final day, reported that the peacefulness continued into Esther’s last moments. 
My mother reminded her again that this book would be dedicated to her, and 
Esther smiled.

The second major inspiration for this book is my mother, Madelon Kris-
soff. In her years as a housewife, she spent her time cleaning and caring for 
children. Although my mother cleaned her own home and cared for her own 
children, a task markedly different from that of the domestic workers, she made 
her high regard for domestic work crystal clear to me. To her, domestic work 
was not, at its heart, pure drudgery. Indeed it was necessary and important work 
and could be the source of its own satisfaction. Her attitude coincides with the 
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remarks made by many of the respondents. A number of women found the 
work satisfying and spoke out against those who critiqued it as unskilled, irrel-
evant, or mind-numbing drudgery. When my mother, Madelon, left full-time 
housewifery for medical school and a career in internal and geriatric medicine, 
she still enjoyed home labor and found it fulfilling in its way.

The words of a popular record happened to make my mother’s attitudes 
clear to me. My favorite toy was an orange and cream plastic record player. It 
sat squarely in the middle of our partially finished basement, hooked up to an 
outlet directly above the player in the ceiling. I could spend hours listening to 
Pete Seeger, Arlo Guthrie, the Beatles’s Sgt. Pepper album, or other standards of 
the day. My favorite album, Free to Be . . . You and Me, the folk-pop anthem of 
most 1970s children of the socially progressive, played nearly every day. From 
the album, I learned it was all right for boys to cry openly or to love dolls. Girls 
could pursue a high-powered career or run faster than their boyfriends. Yet 
even this purported statement of political correctness urged its listeners to dis-
regard domestic work. No one, it decidedly proclaimed, enjoyed work inside the 
home. “Your mommy hates housework, / Your daddy hates housework, / I hate 
housework too. / And when you grow up, so will you,” guarantees Carol Chan-
ning in the 1972 recording. Channing concludes, “Housework is just no fun.”9

When my mother heard this poem, she expressed in her usual calm yet 
authoritative way that this was simply, and unequivocally, not true. “Not every-
one feels that way,” she explained. She herself liked housework, including doing 
the dishes, and making things clean, and folding our little shirts. She actually 
asked me to skip over the poem when listening to the record, and I tried to do 
so when she was within earshot. Although as a child I did not fully understand 
the politics of gender, I did comprehend that the poem hurt her feelings in a 
way. And I have come to agree with her attitude towards housework. There are 
many times that housework is far more appealing than the work of a professor; 
standing in a sunny window placing dishes in a dishwasher is not inherently dis-
tasteful work. I often prefer it to bending over a stack of student papers, or at-
tending yet another college faculty meeting. If housework was inherently awful, 
my young son would not delight in pushing the dust mop around the kitchen 
floor, or scrubbing the cupboard doors with an errant piece of paper towel he 
has located. He smiles as he helps me load the clothes dryer, and once bunched 
his face up in delighted concentration as we washed marks off a painted wall. 
It is most likely the low pay and relegation of the work to the women’s sphere 
that encourages our dismissal of the work. Looking down on housework might 
have just been a last vestige of disdain for all things associated with women and 
the women’s sphere that Free to Be . . . You and Me, back in 1972, could not yet 
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overcome. And, as we shall see, working for others, including racist, overtly 
rude, and sometimes even lecherous employers can make the work distaste-
ful and even dangerous. Performing housework for others also remains vastly 
different from laboring in one’s own home; in the latter instance, home labor 
is in part a method of caring for oneself. Obviously, the conditions of one’s 
labor matter enormously. Yet in truly listening to the stories presented here, 
we should note that some of the women in this study found domestic work at 
least partially satisfying. We need to be able to hear these assertions, and not 
simply dismiss them out of hand. The contemporary paradigm seemingly only 
allows us to value work also highly valued by the marketplace. The paradigm 
may overwhelm our intended empathy with the respondent.

Interview Structure and Methodology

In the face of the brutal hardships of the Jim Crow South and the underhanded 
form of racism of the twentieth-century northern cities, some might characterize 
any expression of contentment as a form of false consciousness. Esther Woods’s 
life was irrefutably rough. How could she ever smile, relax, or express moderate 
happiness? Was Woods’s close relationship with some of those for whom she had 
worked a false relationship? Could it in any way relate to a kidnap victim who 
begins to identify with her kidnapper, suffering from the so-called “Stockholm 
syndrome”? Absolutely not, I concluded, after collecting and closely examining 
hours upon hours of oral histories. While the possibility of false consciousness 
should be considered, the oral histories in this book quickly dispel such notions. 
In fact, a sustained discussion of false consciousness belittles the narrators’ abil-
ities to judge their own lives. As the whole of the book will demonstrate, the 
women migrants approached their lives with utmost emotional integrity and 
open evaluation. The combined weight of the intersecting vectors of oppression 
weighing on these women would have been impossible not to acknowledge. Yet 
while the pressure made it difficult to breathe, the women refused to have their 
remaining breath taken from them, or to let it be characterized by unmitigated 
pain. While all of us might have the tendency to wax nostalgic about our lives 
when interviewed later in life, the sense of contentment expressed by some of 
the respondents was not a shallow feeling attributed to forgetfulness, but rather 
a well-earned peace due to the constancy of their own hard work. In the face of 
hardship, the women persevered and retained a belief in the goodness of most 
people. Strong religious commitment and enduring family bonds carried the 
women through troubled times. Almost no one lives a completely charmed life, 
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and some human beings have faced almost unfathomable obstacles. Pressing 
forward when it seems impossible and keeping the challenges in perspective is 
an admirable quality, and one that this work strives to honor.

I was living and working in southeastern Michigan at the time I began 
this book, and the history of black women seemed a central subject for any 
historian, white or black, to pursue. In 2000, the majority of Detroit residents 
were African American. The exploration of African American women’s his-
tory constituted a logical step for a local historian of urban women. Many have 
expressed incredulity that I would adopt this research topic—a surprise that I 
think would not be put as openly were I using strictly archival sources, or were 
I a black woman pursuing a book on white women’s past. In part I am heeding 
historian Darlene Clark Hine’s call for more works of “crossover” history (white 
or black researchers looking at topics outside of their own race), but primarily 
I find motivation to study migrants and working women due to my interest in 
studying the history of urban women and work, and my personal status as a 
working woman, a former child care worker, and a regional migrant.10 Yet in 
conducting oral history, we do need to be exceedingly careful and aware of the 
power dynamics at work. Many have pointed out the seemingly simple fact that 
in the oral histories on which this work is based, we find a “white” interviewer 
interviewing a “black” respondent. (Here racial terms are placed in quotations, 
as many feel they should always be, because while identity politics weighs 
heavily on us all in the early twenty-first century, we also know that these are 
socially constructed rather than true biological categories. For instance, many 
of the respondents were of both “white” and “black” ancestry. Of course, due to 
American racial politics, such individuals have found themselves interpreted as 
“black” Americans.)11 Certainly many of the interviewees openly commented 
on the racial difference between us. But only in one interview did this seem an 
expressly vexing problem, and we had a meaningful interview despite the narra-
tor’s initial discomfort upon discovering a white interviewer at her doorstep.

Several mediating factors come into play here. First, the most striking dif-
ference between interview subject and interviewer in most cases here was not 
racial, but age related. In many cases the interviewees were more than fifty years 
older than I was—in one case, the respondent was close to seventy years older. 
The interviews often took on the format of an older, more experienced person 
telling a younger one how the world had functioned in the past and offering 
insights on the struggles of combining work and daily life. Minnie Chatman 
of Detroit clearly articulated this role. She saw it as her duty as an elder and a 
religious woman to speak about the past openly. She announced, “I just enjoy 
trying to enlighten people and show them a better way.”12
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This age difference was exaggerated by the fact that in more than half of 
the interviews, students of mine were also present. Audrey Kemp and return-
ing students (of nontraditional age) Patricia Burke and Joan Goss joined me in 
some of the Massachusetts interviews. All three women also assisted with oral 
history transcription. Student Elizabeth Cote took part in all of the Detroit-area 
interviews. I first met Elizabeth Cote at the University of Michigan–Dearborn, 
when she took my course on American women’s history. During her freshman 
year, she came forward on her own to express interest in the book and ask if 
she could serve as a research assistant. Her role evolved into one of an official 
paid consultant and transcriptionist, courtesy of multiple grants extended by 
Worcester State College. Cote, using my interview guide, conducted interviews 
on her own as well. Although white, Cote had a deep understanding of Detroit 
neighborhoods. She grew up in Lincoln Park, just outside of the city proper. 
Lincoln Park stood immediately adjacent to a Detroit neighborhood that is 
home to many of the book’s respondents. Neighborhood residents Mattie Bell 
and Andrew Fritz served as Elizabeth’s adopted family. The interracial nature 
of their constructed family belies the easy dismissal of the white interviewer 
as being too far “outside” the African American world to understand it in any 
meaningful way. The Fritzes’ welcoming attitudes toward the book encouraged 
many of their relatives, friends, and neighbors to take part and contributed 
greatly to the success of the work. In almost all cases, interviews grew out of 
personal connections and through a chain made of women friends, family, or 
“fictive kin.” Once the interview was completed, the oral history narrators’ trust 
in the tenor of the research grew, and the narrators also often introduced me to 
their friends and family.

As much as possible, I liked to abdicate power to the narrator. It was her 
story to tell, not mine. I take as one of my guiding principles the statement by 
historian Luisa Passerini: “To respect memory also means letting it organize the 
story according to the subject’s own order of priorities.”13 I asked few questions 
and stayed as quiet as possible during the interview. While I had prepared a 
topical guideline for the interviews, I kept the written guideline in my bag, in 
order to come as close to replicating a conversation as possible. I did take some 
handwritten notes during the interviews, although the discussions moved so 
quickly that these notes were only cursory. I often abandoned note taking alto-
gether, or at least after the conversation warmed. The narrator and I sat close 
together—at one corner of a dining room table, or on a couch and a facing side 
chair—and I would make it clear through body language, rapt attention, and 
responsive comments that everything said was of great interest to me, which of 
course it was. I found that my techniques and nearly unwavering focus yielded 
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a wealth of information. The interview subjects were very forthcoming, speak-
ing about topics normally considered forbidden. We discussed uncomfortable 
themes such as the racism of white employers, physical and sexual violence, 
out-of-wedlock pregnancies, and the white slave owner’s sexual relationships 
with female slaves. In all but one case, the mood of the interview seemed very 
comfortable.14 The interviews were set up in advance, and most often took place 
in a respondent’s own home. There was a sense that this was an opportunity to 
make a statement, to get everything out there that was important to say.

Interestingly, as race is something that African Americans have learned 
to be incredibly attuned to picking up on, many of the respondents revealed 
that they did not consider me to be a member of the “mainstream” population. 
An olive-skinned, black-haired, Jewish woman, I was categorized as a societal 
“other,” or at least somewhat outside of the northern European majority cul-
ture, by many narrators. Some of the women knew me or of me though family 
connections, and in these instances knew that I was a Jew. Some openly com-
mented that they thought of Jews as nonwhite or in some way a distinct race. A 
few women, both those that knew me quite well and those that did not, listed 
the races, saying, “Whites, blacks, Jews, and other races.” However, the fact that 
some women considered Jews nonwhite does not de-problematize the racial dif-
ferences of these interviews. A good number of the narrators worked for Jewish 
employers. The history of Jewish religious restrictions on the Sabbath day and 
the fact that the Jewish Sabbath (Saturday) differs from the Christian Sabbath 
(Sunday) have meant that Jews have turned to non-Jews for labor for centuries, 
especially for Sabbath workers to fix the meals.15 The forthcoming manner in 
which the respondents spoke of Jews—sometimes unfavorably—indicates that 
the women felt comfortable speaking candidly in the interview.

Educational backgrounds did divide some of the narrators and myself. A 
few of the respondents had a limited education—a scattering of years of “short 
session” school in severely shortchanged schoolhouses. Others graduated from 
high school, and still others completed both high school and college. One of the 
migrants held a Ph.D., and several had master’s degrees. Two women were col-
lege professors, and one was a physician. One of the second-generation migrants 
held a master’s degree and was the CEO of the family business. Another woman 
in the second generation held a master’s degree and ran her own catering busi-
ness. In setting out to interview migrant women, I did not limit the study to the 
working class. However, a study on migrants in which working-class and lower-
middle-class women did not predominate would have been highly irregular. 
While every gain made by a generation translated into a better future for their 
children, most migrant families were lucky just to find steady work and secure 
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modest single-family homes. In this case, the matter of class played out simply 
by chance. I made contacts with migrants, they introduced me to friends and 
family, and I worked from there.

Mary Catherine Bateson, author of Composing a Life, recommends that we look 
at women’s life stories in new ways. Rather than privilege lifelong career focus 
and goal-oriented behavior, we should celebrate and study the patchwork pro-
cess by which many of us craft our lives, a technique that is often especially 
apparent in women’s lives. Bateson asks, “At what point does desperate improvi-
sation become significant achievement?”16 In struggling to establish themselves 
as agents of their own life direction, the women of Making a Way out of No Way
ultimately pieced together beautiful lives out of the sometimes tattered scraps 
supplied to them. Although restricted by the nearly insurmountable bound-
aries of racism, classism, and misogyny, the migrant women pressed forward 
with their lives. Defying the odds, most of them considered themselves suc-
cessful and happy. The migrants maintained great personal dignity in the face 
of challenges. As Victor Frankl explores in his blockbuster work, Man’s Search 
for Meaning, even during unthinkable circumstances some have the strength 
to control their inner thoughts and outward behavior. As Harold S. Kushner 
writes in the foreword of the book’s 2006 edition, Frankl has demonstrated that 
“forces beyond your control can take away everything you possess except one 
thing, your freedom to choose how you will respond to the situation. You can-
not control what happens to you in life, but you can always control what you will 
feel and do about what happens to you.”17

This book will consider the means by which the women migrants negoti-
ated their way through a tumultuous period in American history. “Choice” may 
be too broad a term to use in characterizing the women’s actions, as it tends to 
imply a cornucopia brimming with options. Yet it is hard to proceed without 
the use of this term. In this text, use of the word “choice” will be understood as 
indicating selections made under severe restrictions.18 “Agency” is a term which 
perhaps best characterizes the personal actions undertaken by the migrants. 
As the oral histories attest, African American women migrants, acting within 
severe limitations, crafted lives of dignity and meaning for themselves. They 
made a way out of no way.
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C H A P T E R  O N E

Memories of the 
Southern Childhood

Examine the foundations of our moment in history. First—dig deep right where you are standing. This is 

the last time you may find “the old women gathered.” This is the last song they may ever sing. I challenge 

you, historians of tomorrow, to scoop up the baton of their rich heritage and carry it with you as you run.

— E L I Z A B E T H  C L A R K - L E W I S 1

Resilience, the capability of a human being to continue on in the face of great 
adversity, is a word that applies to each and every woman interviewed for this 
book. Resilience is an often undervalued attribute; resilience is a form of cour-
age, but it requires a continuity of spirit that is not necessarily a component of 
all types of bravery. A soldier might gather up his personal fortitude, take a deep 
breath, and run headlong into danger. Resilience entails not only a momentary 
conviction of spirit, but a continued devotion to persisting in the face of adver-
sity, a commitment to “making a way out of no way.” Poetry and speeches speak 
of bravery, honor, love, friendship, and other laudable human traits with rever-
ence. These traits are even contemplated through song or depicted visually in 
artworks. Yet resilience is rarely considered at length.

Contemplating resilience proves tricky in the case of African American 
women migrants. First, we must make note that resilience in no way connotes 
happiness, or even contentment. The act of resilience simply means carrying on 
in the face of adversity. One certainly can be resilient and highly aware of the 
injustices responsible for creating the challenges. In bringing up the migrants’ 
resilience, one might also inadvertently conjure up thoughts of the convoluted 
“philosophy” that slave owners used to self-placate and that, in a related form, 
took root in the consciousness of those who employed black maids explicitly 
for their skin color or perceived racial attributes. Slave owners told themselves 
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that black men and women were especially suited for slavery. Their ancestors 
in Africa had worked hard under a relentless sun, the theory went, and had 
bequeathed immunity to hard work and hot temperatures to their bloodlines as 
well. After the Civil War, and on into the twentieth century, those who strove 
specifically to employ black maids also often worked from a racist model of dif-
ference, and thought black women suited to menial work. The employers used 
the women’s ability to confront the work each day as a way to enrich their racist 
thinking, believing black women an ideal fit for what was categorized as menial 
labor. (The job, however, required a host of skills not openly acknowledged by 
the employers, as will be discussed in chapter five.) As sociologist Judith Rollins 
has explained, all of the three major sources of power in the twentieth century—
capitalist, patriarchal, and racial—come into play in the power structures affect-
ing twentieth-century domestic work. And the mental leap from black domes-
tic to slave can be made with lightning speed. Rollins argues, “The origins of 
household work are with women; there has been a tradition throughout the 
millennia for female domestics to be used sexually; housework is manual labor 
and manual labor is universally denigrated; and until very recent times, there 
has been an association between domestic servitude and slavery.”2 Employers 
of black, female household workers easily adopted the attitude that the work 
especially fit their employees, and added a more negative flavoring to the myth 
of the “strong black woman.”

The key here is to take on the subject of resilience as defined by the women 
who contributed to this study. Oral history involves careful listening. The women 
who sat down with me to talk, and the others who contributed their stories to 
the archives where I studied, all defined themselves as bearing this special type 
of courage, the courage to persist despite great challenges. One is resilient if one 
does not let society, even a relentlessly racist, sexist society that greatly favors 
those who have material wealth over those that do not, define one’s person and 
inner life. The women used a variety of resources, including one or all of the 
following—personal strength of spirit, excellent parenting, communal networks, 
knowledge acquired through education, a loving spouse, a closely held belief in 
God—to try to keep the societal threat at bay. These women kept on.

Esther Woods, born in Cuba, Alabama, in 1913, settled in Grand Rapids in 
1945. In this new region, Woods carved out a life of great dignity, even in the 
face of financial hardship, deep sacrifice to family, and divorce from a violent 
man. Her life inspired this book. Her story, the first that I knew well, bore many 
resemblances to the lives of other migrant women. While the stories that follow 
are of unique individuals, the respondents tended to agree on some fundamen-
tal points. For one, they felt their lives bore historical significance. The women 
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were not surprised that their stories were of interest to others, and most shared 
the belief that much could be learned from their life narratives. In other oral 
history projects I have undertaken, some of the respondents would ask, “Why 
choose me?” Doubt about the historical value of personal stories appeared par-
ticularly common among female narrators, who were no doubt taught a ver-
sion of the American past as seen through male eyes. One might guess that this 
attitude would be enhanced with narrators who were women of color. Evelyn 
Nakano Glenn, author of Issei, Nisei, War Bride: Three Generations of Japanese 
American Women in Domestic Service, found that her respondents doubted the 
historical importance of their tales. Glenn writes that if her family and friends 
had not made personal introductions between herself and the narrators, she 
believed “that many of the women would have refused to be interviewed. Some 
might have refused out of modesty; many of the women I interviewed protested 
that their stories could be of little interest to anyone.”3 Personal introductions 
also proved important in arranging interviews for this study. Yet, once we met, 
the respondents of Making a Way out of No Way eagerly shared their life narra-
tives, and in fact seemed to have a cache of powerful memories saved up for just 
such an opportunity. This attitude is a testament both to the positive personal 
identity these women had and the importance of the growing body of historiog-
raphy on the American black experience. This historiography, initially fueled by 
the civil rights movement, was featured in the personal libraries of many of the 
respondents. These works were highly valued, and the migrants wanted to join 
the chorus with their own insights. It was time for the stories to be told.

Oral history is the methodology of choice for capturing pieces of the Amer-
ican past that have not been adequately preserved in traditional archival sources. 
The life stories of African American female migrants have been situated largely 
beyond the scope of scholarly study because of their absence from the archival 
depositories.4 Fewer materials relating to the contributions of African Americans 
have been collected than one might hope, and documents that relate specifically 
to the tale of female domestic and personal service workers have almost never 
been compiled. Leading oral historian Sherna Berger Gluck explained, “Refus-
ing to be rendered historically voiceless any longer, women are creating a new 
history—using our own voices and experiences. We are challenging the tradi-
tional concepts of history, what is ‘historically important.’ And we are affirming 
that our everyday lives are history.”5 This new idea has gained momentum in re-
cent decades, and there is much work yet to be done. Domestic work sits outside 
of the purview of American historical collections because it has never been cham-
pioned as an important aspect of American labor. Labor history as a field largely 
avoids it; practitioners of women’s history and of African American history 



22     Memories  of the Sou thern Childho od

started their quests to fill historiographical voids by dealing with more “exem-
plary” subjects, although the pool of works covering a broader range of women’s 
experience grew exponentially in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centu-
ries. Rick Halpern laments the initial oversight, writing, “But although women’s 
labor historians have succeeded in making gender a category of analysis in the 
field, it is fair to say that oral history has not been an important part of their ef-
fort.”6 For historians of urban, laboring women, oral history is a methodology 
of great, yet largely unexplored, potential.

The female participants of the Second Great Migration, who arrived in 
northern cities from the South circa 1940–1970, have been particularly under-
represented in our academic texts. Historians continue to devote much of their 
scholarship to the period of free labor immediately following slavery. The do-
mestic workers of that time period are documented in books such as Tera Hunt-
er’s To ’Joy My Freedom: Southern Black Women’s Lives and Labors After the Civil 
War. Even general works on domestic workers across race tend to center on an 
earlier period—books such as David M. Katzman’s Seven Days a Week: Women 
and Domestic Service in Industrializing America tell readers of a time in which 
both black and white women found themselves largely relegated to domestic 
endeavors. Work on recent immigrants, especially Latina and Asian domestic 
workers, is changing this trend. Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo’s brilliant Domés-
tica: Immigrant Workers Cleaning and Caring in the Shadows of Affluence should 
be considered the new benchmark for works on immigrant domestic work. 
Susan Tucker’s rich collection of oral histories of African American domestic 
workers and their employees, Telling Memories Among Southern Women: Domes-
tic Workers and Their Employers in the Segregated South, demonstrates the power 
of allowing historical participants to tell their story in their own words. Tucker’s 
work deals strictly with the South. One of the few published academic studies 
to take on the issue of African American female domestic service in the North  
is Elizabeth Clark-Lewis’s Living In, Living Out: African American Domestics 
and the Great Migration. Clark-Lewis also utilized oral histories in her study 
and focused her study on the Washington, D.C., working conditions. Clark-
Lewis’s sample of oral histories covers women born in the rural south between 
1882 and 1911. My work is partially a follow-up of Clark-Lewis’s because I draw 
on the life narratives of women who were born more recently and who moved 
northward in the second phase of the Great Migration. Also of great importance 
is Gretchen Lemke-Santangelo’s Abiding Courage: African American Migrant 
Women and the East Bay Community. Using oral histories, Lemke-Santangelo 
examines the story of women migrants from the South to San Francisco’s East 
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Bay community during World War II. The work of Kimberley L. Phillips, Ala-
bamaNorth: African-American Migrants, Community, and Working-Class Activ-
ism in Cleveland, 1915–45, while covering both male and female migrants, uses 
gender as a category of analysis in a refreshing manner, rather than equating the 
male experience with that of all migrants. I hope that Making a Way out of No 
Way expands the story told by Clark-Lewis, Lemke-Santangelo, and Phillips 
by providing an examination that cuts across urban settings. Rather than look-
ing at migrants to only one city, this study looks for similarities in the stories 
of women who, at the time of the interview, were living in Boston, Chicago, 
Detroit, Grand Rapids, Washington, D.C., and Worcester.7

Historians are beginning to undertake more studies on the theme of women 
migrants. Joanne Meyerowitz’s book, Women Adrift: Independent Wage Earners 
in Chicago, 1880–1930, inspires scholars to explore the history of urban working 
women. Meyerowitz’s work examines women who lived “adrift”—apart from 
male relatives or employers—choosing to maintain their own dwellings or to 
live with other women. The book primarily concerns the world of white, young, 
single women workers who migrated to large cities. While not “adrift” accord-
ing to Meyerowitz’s definition, the largely married African American women 
of this study also considered the modern industrial city the best setting for fi-
nancial success.8 Although perhaps accompanying their husbands to northern 
cities, the African American women truly demonstrated courage in deciding to 
leave the region of their birth for the unfamiliar, yet alluring, opportunities of 
the North.

I grew intrigued by brief mentions of the public protests launched by Af-
rican American women in northern cities during the World War II period. In 
an attempt to gain access to higher-paying industrial work, African American 
women, who were primarily employed in the field of domestic and personal 
service, took to the streets in an attempt to make their voices heard. Two labor 
history surveys, Jacqueline Jones’s Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow and Alice 
Kessler-Harris’s Out to Work, include references to this activism. Inspired by the 
great changes of the period, African American urban women, many of whom 
were migrants, looked for alternative work and an enhanced role in public 
policy decisions. The workers hoped to use the structural and philosophical 
changes of the World War II era to push for an economic victory on the home 
front. These examples of local activism are related to the national “Double V” 
campaign, a movement fighting for democracy abroad and at home. As the lo-
cal protests opened few jobs and had little lasting effect on the options of black, 
female workers, they have not as of yet earned more than a few lines in our 
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academic texts.9 These protests led me to think about the life histories of Afri-
can American women migrants and the importance of documenting the story 
of their work lives with more than fleeting references. I dared not hope to find 
the protestors themselves (and I did not), but to document the lives of women 
in similar economic circumstances. If the North did not make the full range 
of its employment opportunities available to black women, why were they so 
intent on reaching northern cities? Were the women content with the fact that 
their male family members might have access to better paying, yet also racially 
restricted, industrial jobs? Did the fact that domestics earned more in the North 
than the South make the journey worthwhile? Were the protestors representa-
tive of a female population with a highly evolved sense of social justice and an 
understanding of the deep effects of racial prejudice? The study would posit 
answers to these questions and more.

This study originated as an examination of the life narratives of African 
American domestic workers in the largest urban centers of Michigan: Detroit 
and Grand Rapids. The regional focus expanded as the initial findings came 
in. Although I am an urban historian, and very committed to the process of 
local history, the main objectives of the study were not place-dependent. My 
overarching aim was to combine oral histories with the documentary evidence 
to clearly present the work life of African American, urban women, and to tell a 
story which had not been fully considered before.

In many ways migrants of the Second Great Migration, initially motivated 
by the expanding economy of the World War II era, remain outside the existing 
historiography of domestic work.10 The northern and modern focus of this book 
makes it unique. The women of this later period, while facing prejudices due to 
race and sex, found themselves with more room to navigate in the labor market 
than their predecessors in the field. For instance, the option to perform day work, 
rather than assuming the more personally constricting live-in domestic role, had, 
by and large, been negotiated by an earlier generation of household workers.

The increased standard of living in the United States following the return 
to large-scale industrial production in the World War II years and the suburban 
push of the 1950s and 1960s transformed the nation and heightened all work-
ers’ desires—including those of domestics—for a bigger slice of what seemingly 
could be acquired in the American capitalist economy. Although a significant 
number of the women of this study remained in domestic work and related 
fields, their frequent emphasis on personal agency reflects the changing world 
of employment in the 1940s. Making a Way out of No Way carefully examines 
the line between the elements of life that could be chosen by these women work-
ers and the aspects that remained curtailed by American culture.
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Making a Way out of No Way draws on an emerging historical field that 
historians like John Bodnar refer to as the “history of memory.” The history of 
memory considers the interplay of the past and the present. It asks, how is the 
present lived reality shaped by memories, both personal and collective, of the 
past? In what ways are our understandings of the past influenced by present-day 
concerns? Memory is an increasingly popular area of study within the academic 
field of history. Other intriguing insights are added to the study of memory by 
sociologists, other social scientists, and literary scholars. An interdisciplinary 
approach to the study of memory provides the strongest theoretical framework. 
The sociologist Barbara Misztal concludes that there is no possibility of self-
identity without memory. Our memories make us who we are as individuals. 
Nor can we build a culture without memory, for we need memory to know our-
selves as a community or a nation. In a contemporary world plagued by rampant 
forgetfulness, acts of remembering are crucial for both small-scale concerns like 
personal mental health and large-scale concerns like good government. Mistztal 
writes compellingly, “Remembering is not a remedy for all problems, as certain 
matters require the generosity of forgetfulness; but open and reflexive public 
recollection can help make social life less alienated, autocratic, or dogmatic and 
more meaningful, decent, and creative. In short, memory is of value for democ-
racy when it is conducive to democratic justice.”

The methodology of the history of memory pays attention to both the 
strengths and the problems of memory, working with memory’s foibles rather 
than against them. Historians of memory consider the structures and nuances 
of a story, rather like literary critics. Oral history is not used simply as a way to 
relate factual evidence. The act of oral history is in itself an act of commemo-
ration, yet on a very small scale, with a listening audience of one or two. Un-
fortunately, as the scholars James Fentress and Chris Wickham point out, too 
often oral history stops at the commemoration phase, and does not venture into 
analysis of the narrative wording and structure.11

This study will deconstruct the oral histories to focus on the ways in which 
the facts presented, the silences uncovered, and the structures of the narratives 
speak to the question of agency within these women’s lives. The women made 
the move north based on a personal decision-making process. Each migrant un-
derwent this process, even when millions of others were making similar transi-
tions all around her. And all workers have some degree of agency; even the study 
of slave labor now speaks of the slave worker as an actor, although an admit-
tedly highly constrained one, in his or her environment. Why not then expand 
this vision to the discussions of the woman migrant and domestic laborer? Fe-
male, black migrants, although in most cases limited by lack of training, racism, 
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and other factors to a few corners of the job market, often exerted control over 
their regional location, choice of employers, acquiescence or refusal to take on 
certain tasks, and other factors within their work lives.

This book will also take as a central task the reconceptualization of domes-
tic work as valuable and honorable work. While we have places in our pantheon 
of revered American ancestors for the hard-working male physical laborer, we 
have paid little attention to and have rarely bestowed honor on the necessary 
work done by women in homes, hotels, trains, office buildings, and other places 
of daily life.12 Domestic work, essential to human survival, involves the raising 
of children, the maintenance of homes, the washing of laundry, and the prepa-
ration of food. The work ranges, as most work does, from tedious to intensely 
creative and rewarding, yet American culture often uncritically characterizes 
domestic work as sheer drudgery. Perhaps because most everyone performs 
some type of domestic work, many feel qualified to make judgments of it. In this 
environment, we might accord honor to a host of occupations, many perhaps 
as routine as household tasks, typically held by men, but we find it difficult to 
honor women’s domestic labors.

The oral histories, however, tell of women who report their work to be 
at least intermittently engaging and personally satisfying. Stories like that of 
Anniese Moten, the caretaker of many children in Detroit and Toledo over her 
lifetime, have not previously been a part of our national memory. Born in 1925 in 
Mississippi, Moten moved to Detroit with her second husband but had to sup-
port herself financially after he left her. Although some might not think highly 
of her career, Moten expressed pride in her skill with children and contentment 
with the choices she made in life. She reflected, “Every time I think about how 
far I have come and how the Lord has brought me, I just get joy, unspeakable joy, 
thinking about how good God has been to me, you know.”13

Memories of the Southern Childhood and the Rural Life

Personal strength often comes out of a solid base, and the migrants devoted 
particular energy to relating the stories of their childhoods. In childhood, the 
migrants had drawn sustenance from the lessons of their elders. Childhood, as 
the beginning of life, has been explored by social scientists, especially those who 
draw at least partially on the works of Sigmund Freud, as highly informative 
when it comes to understanding a person’s mental stability. Even for historians, 
who often focus more broadly on the group picture than that of the individual, 
it makes sense to begin at the beginning, and trace a life story from its roots. 
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In their oral histories, the narrators made much of their early years, and then 
jumped their focus forward in time to the years when they established house-
holds in northern cities. Although many of the migrants also lived in southern 
cities before heading north, they made only passing references to these settings. 
Southern cities, in these women’s story lines, figured only as utilitarian stopping 
points on the journey north. Cities generally, whether northern or southern, 
were not described with the rich detail afforded the rural life. In this attribute, 
the oral histories collected for this study align with those done by other schol-
ars. Memories of place connect strongly to memories of family.

I N E Z  S M I T H

Grand R apids ,  M ichigan

Inez Smith and I met in the home of a mutual friend. As we sat in the small, 
meticulously neat living room, winter sunlight spilled through the large window. 
Smith, sitting comfortably on the traditionally styled ivory-colored sofa, settled 
in and opened up about her life story. Here, Smith contemplates her early child-
hood, including the rural setting that meant a great deal to her. Her very detailed 
memories testify to the power of these early years on her self-conception. Smith’s 
stepgrandmother played an especially formative role in her development. In time, 
however, Smith tired of the rural life. She concluded this portion of the interview 
by saying, “When we left there, I had enough of the experience.”

Inez Crockett, that’s my maiden name. I was born in Houlka, Mississippi, 
in 1941. My mother and her family, that’s where most of them [were] liv-
ing. I think they were born there too. I can remember little bits and pieces 
from Houlka—watching my granddad drive a mule and a wagon. That’s what 
stands out in my mind. I guess I rode on the wagon. I can see a little house—a 
little shotgun house and I see this little shotgun house with a long porch and 
this part that is cut down through the house. I could never figure out [what] 
was the reason for the house being cut down through the center. You had two 
rooms over on this side, and you had two rooms over on this side, and then it 
had this long porch. I always loved the long porch.

My mother, when she first got married, she must have been around six-
teen. My mother worked on the farm and I guess my dad did too. I don’t know 
a lot about my dad’s mother and father. I wasn’t reared up around them so I 
really never got to know a whole lot about them. I just know that my dad, by 
the time he was sixteen or seventeen, was hired as a log truck driver. He was 
very ambitious, hardworking, and they hired him at this lumber company 



28     Memories  of the Sou thern Childho od

and my mother said they had the best jobs in the county. He was the only 
black they hired. She said when they were eighteen, she had saved $750 to 
have a house built. Dad’s family ended up migrating to Columbus, Ohio, and 
he drove the trucks there. I did go to see him twice in the past eighteen years. 
He was very stable-minded but could never just really settle down and make 
use of his money. That’s why he and my mother divorced.

My mother’s grandfather owned his land. He was able to buy up land that 
he came into, I guess before all of the children were grown. He had a second 
wife and had another crew of children. There is two families of him. He did 
buy up land and I can remember being in college and I got this check. It must 
have been about three hundred dollars. Or whatever the amount of money it 
was after it had been distributed to the living family members. You know, we 
probably didn’t get what the land was worth.

My mother had remarried and I had a little baby sister and we moved. 
My stepgrandmother and stepgrandfather had this farm and my stepdad was 
a cook. He never worked the farm. He was the only child, had been in the 
service most of his life, and he worked at a restaurant there in the city and he 
was the chief cook. My mother was also a cook. She had bought a restaurant 
in Tupelo—the first black woman to own a restaurant that had been owned 
by whites. This restaurant was down in the city of Tupelo. I never would 
forget that it sat across from the jailhouse and this old white man sold it to 
my mother. She was the first black woman to own a restaurant in the city of 
Tupelo. It was known for beef stew. The [previous] owner told her that she 
would have to keep this beef stew going because this is what everybody likes 
at lunchtime. I can remember her making her own beef stew. I do remember 
going and it was a hamburger place, but the whites still came at lunchtime 
for a bowl of beef stew and she added cornbread to the stew. She said that her 
husband was going to come in with her and they were going to make the busi-
ness into something.

We stayed with the stepgrandparents for about three years. My mother 
and stepdad divorced. It’s a time in my life that was a very happy time. Like I 
said before, it was a whole new world that opened up to me, you know, being 
in touch with nature. My stepgrandmother was a wonderful cook. She was a 
master seamstress. She put me into 4-H and I learned so much about the envi-
ronment and the world around me. I was able to learn what farm life was like. 
My grandmother farmed and she gardened and I often tell my kids about the 
beautiful flower garden that she had. She grew asparagus. She taught me how 
to snip asparagus, once they got so tall [they] was too tough to eat. I became 
aware of how to plant peanuts and potatoes. I learned what the “truck patch” 



Memories  of the Sou thern Childho od     29

meant. My granddad planting potatoes in the woods and I would talk about 
that. I was so amazed when it was time to dig up all of these little peanuts at 
the bottom of the plant growing in the ground. It was amazing.

My job was the roundup of the calves and the horses. There may have 
been four or five horses and a couple of mules. The world of farming was 
just so fascinating to me. I would have to slop and feed the hogs and watch 
them throw away all of the food from the kitchen table. That’s what you feed 
the hogs and I learned how to feed chickens and gather eggs. I used to won-
der why so many fruit trees were around over the little orchard. [I found out 
it was] because they planted them. They planted peaches. They made every-
thing. They cultivated everything.

My stepgrandmother canned. She worked with the 4-H and her canning 
in a little house out from the smokehouse. There would be these beautiful 
jars of peaches. She canned everything they raised—corn, okra, tomatoes. I 
mentioned that she was a master seamstress. People would come to the house 
and she used the Sears and Roebuck catalogue. They would point to it and say, 
“Fanny, I want this suit. I would like this dress.” She made all the clothes. She 
was raising a niece from a sister of hers that died. Faye, her name was Lilly 
Faye, that’s all I remember. She must have been a junior in high school and she 
had taught this young girl how to sew also. Faye was a master seamstress. She 
helped my stepgrandmother. Whatever she [was] making—I can remember 
the coats in the catalogue with the three-piece suits. It was a coat, a shirt, a 
jacket—sometimes it was four-piece suits. They would bring the material and 
she would stand them up on this old block and take measurements and she 
would cut patterns from paper bags and everything would be labeled. She 
taught me how to sew. The first thing I made was a little apron. It was com-
ing Easter time and we were involved with the church. Children had to learn 
speeches and participate in the Easter program. She asked me one day, “What 
kind of dress do you like?” I picked out this pretty little blue dress with a scal-
lop bottom and little pink roses. They bought the roses at the dime store. It 
was just amazing. This young girl that she raised when she graduated from 
high school, she went away to a black college. They hired her to stay and teach 
and she became the economics department head.

Everything that I think about now when it comes to sewing, the experi-
ence goes back to them [the stepgrandparents]. Everything I learned about 
churning milk and making butter and picking fruit, every single experience 
that I had in life goes back to that short length of time. Looking at my grand-
mother, she even taught my mother how to do much of that, baking cakes 
and baking biscuits and just cooking. The grandmother was a fantastic cook. 
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She was noted in that little town for all of this, because it was just part of her 
life.

I learned a lot from my mother, and, of course, I learned a lot then. It was 
my job. She taught me how to set the table. Every Sunday the table was set. I 
look for these glasses now, these long-stem tea glasses. When I washed dishes I 
had to make these glasses shine. Every Sunday morning before going to church 
it was my job to set that table because more than likely she would have the 
pastor over. All of these people would come back to eat with us on a Sunday 
afternoon. The food was always prepared Saturday and Saturday night. She and 
my mother baked and they cooked all day Saturday. My job was to go out in the 
flower garden and pick a bouquet, because you did not set the table without 
fresh flowers. My job was to draw fresh water from the well. I can remember 
just straining so hard trying to get that bucket of water up. Ice tea was a deli-
cacy. We would have ice tea with lemon and mint. Mint came from around the 
well. She would have a little glass of mint sitting on the table if anyone wanted 
lemon and mint to go in their tea. When I think about it, everything was just 
in place at all times with my stepgrandmother.14

When black migrants arrived in northern cities, white urbanites and members 
of the long-settled black community disparaged the newcomers by referring 
to them as “country people,” backward in their ways. Recent scholarship has 
traced the migration paths of the newcomers, and researchers concluded that 
the majority either were born in southern cities or spent some time in southern 
cities before migrating. Scholars have chosen to highlight this familiarity with 
southern urban centers so as to discount the critiques of migrant culture made 
during the time of the First and Second Great Migration. And the migrants 
were far more worldly than their critics assumed. The established whites and 
blacks that made up the Urban League, the most powerful organization provid-
ing assistance to black families at the time of the migrations, considered the 
migrants somewhat embarrassing and initially unsuited for urban life. How-
ever, new quantitative and qualitative studies, some of which will be examined 
further on in the text, demonstrate that migrants did quite well adjusting to 
northern cities. They located work, established homes, built networks of friends 
and family, and gave their time to churches and volunteer organizations.

Yet the migrants never forgot the rural landscape. It remained home. Al-
though the majority of migrants had lived in a southern city at some point in 
their premigration lives, rural settings remained their center, their spiritual 
“home.” Many migrant children lived on farms during their early years. Fami-
lies frequently moved between small farms and nearby cities, choosing the set-
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ting that served them best economically, or where their children could receive 
schooling. City families traveled out to family farms on weekends, visiting 
grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins, and attending church.

The migrant women’s tales illustrate their strong bond with southern ru-
ral life, despite the harsh reality of Jim Crow. Many respondents, in making 
the journey northward, were also leaving behind a rural life. A number moved 
directly from the farm to the northern city, and others spent time in a southern 
city before moving north. The majority of their families had at one point made 
their living from sharecropping (farming land owned by another for a share 
of the crop) and tenant farming (farming on rented land for a flat rent fee), 
although quite a few others owned their farms.15 A few of the respondents had 
parents with urban jobs, but even some of these families maintained steady ties 
with rural relatives.

Reminiscences of southern rural life opened most of the interviews I con-
ducted. And I found this to be the case for other interviewers working with 
southern-born black women of a similar age. I had, in fact, not expected the 
level of detail provided. Memories of childhood centered on life on the farm, 
the crops, the seasonal rotation of chores, and the mother’s and father’s arduous 
labors. The memories remained poignant, packed with meaning. The delectable 
fresh foods of a rural childhood remained etched in the migrants’ minds—
blackberries eaten immediately after they were picked, hand-crafted canned 
jams, and the cracklings prepared from a freshly slaughtered hog. Memories of 
later years spent in Tulsa, or Memphis, Nashville, or Washington, D.C., lacked 
the specificity and layered meaning of these early offerings. Childhood, even for 
black children in the pre–civil rights movement Deep South, had a luminous 
quality unmatched by the adolescent, teenage, or adult years. Even children not 
raised on farms recalled visits to country cousins with surprising detail. Oral 
history may be best in drawing out childhood memories, as these memories 
particularly resonate in our lives. When given freedom to explore various topics 
in their life history, many chose to dwell on their early years.

The southern farming system developed during the mid-twentieth century 
had direct connections with slavery. In his book documenting the migration of 
blacks from Clarksdale, Mississippi, to Chicago, Nicholas Lemann writes:

Slavery was a political institution that enabled an economic system, the 
antebellum cotton kingdom. Sharecropping began in the immediate 
aftermath of the end of slavery, and was the dominant economic institu-
tion of the agrarian South for eighty years. The political institution that 
paralleled sharecropping was segregation; blacks in the South were denied 
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social equality from Emancipation onward, and, beginning in the 1890s, 
they were denied the ordinary legal rights of American citizens as well. 
Segregation strengthened the grip of the sharecropper system by ensuring 
that most blacks would have no arena of opportunity in life except for the 
cotton fields.

Sharecropping made it possible for the crops to be planted and harvested, even 
after Emancipation. While the system provided a means to make a meager liv-
ing for the freed slaves and their descendents, it tied them to the land in a man-
ner more reminiscent of serfdom than freedom. Sharecroppers typically farmed 
for a half of the crop yield, and thus were referred to as “halvers.” Others had dif-
ferent financial arrangements, either more or less equitable. Some black families 
asserted relative independence on their farms, while some needed to heed the 
white landowner’s calls for additional labor. The vagaries of sharecropping were 
made even more difficult to bear with periodic drought, infestations, and finally, 
the move towards mechanization.

As Lemann documents in The Promised Land, the mechanical cotton 
picker, which made much of the black field labor superfluous, contributed in 
a significant way to the dawn of the Second Great Migration in 1940.16 Liddie 
Williams, originally from the area of Rome, Mississippi, noted in her interview 
with me that her sharecropping family was displaced by the introduction of 
the cotton picking machines on their plantation.17 However, many factors con-
tributed to the drive away from the South in this period, and no one piece of 
the story should be overemphasized, even the very important cotton picker. As 
in the story of American immigration, which historians often explain as a series 
of “pushes” from the home country and a set of “pull” factors to the New World, 
“push” factors propelled African Americans from the (largely rural) South, while 
“pull” factors encouraged them to consider settling in northern cities. Both “push” 
and “pull” factors must be in place for migration to commence. One cannot merely 
experience dissatisfaction with one’s current location; somewhere perceived to 
be “better” must also exist, and one must have the ability to travel there. Migrants 
followed the train routes, such as that of the Illinois Central, which brought 
Mississippi migrants to Chicago. Later migrants traveled on buses, and increas-
ingly, private cars. “Push” factors for southern African Americans included the 
flawed southern farming system, intermittent physical challenges (drought, in-
festations), Jim Crow restrictions (including disenfranchisement), and physi-
cal threats and violence. “Pull” factors included the higher wages of the North, 
perceptions regarding increased legal freedoms, and the exciting urban cultural 
life. Despite the problems of the South, blacks were not pulled to the North 
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in large numbers until the job market yielded more openings. The growth in 
industrial jobs accompanying the outbreak of World War I launched the First 
Great Migration, and the need for workers was strengthened by the immigra-
tion restrictions of the 1920s. However, the Great Depression slowed migration 
considerably. The migrants of the Second Great Migration were initially drawn 
by the labor needs of the World War II economic boom.

As young children, protected by the cocoon of the family, some of the 
women did not truly comprehend the great poverty that engulfed most south-
ern blacks. Poverty is something better understood by older children and adults; 
unless one is hungry, scantily clothed, or without a roof over one’s head, one can 
be uninformed about one’s own financial status as a child. In the shelter of fam-
ily, with little knowledge of the intimate lives of other families, one’s status in 
comparison to others cannot be ascertained. Hunger is a marker of poverty, and 
is obvious even to the very young. Farming families, perennially short on cash, 
also skimped on clothing. A reduced clothing budget may not have been obvi-
ous to very young children, but awareness grew with age. Eventually, children 
came to feel ashamed. Yet parents’ ingenuity gained the children’s respect, and 
many in the community bore up under similar financial pains. Rosa Young re-
membered, “She [Rosa’s mother] used to make us clothes out of, ah, you know, 
the flour sacks. She’d bleach the letters out of there, and make us slips, under-
wear, and things like that. She was a good sewer too.”18

Many of the respondents emphasized that although they had little, their 
families always provided adequate food. As many of the families were farm-
ers, food might have been something they could offer their children, even in 
lean years. Rebecca Strom of Boston noted that her family grew all of the food 
they ate on the farm they owned, including corn, sugarcane, tomatoes, potatoes 
(white and sweet), and okra.19 Annie Benning of Detroit remembered that her 
family’s Georgia farm provided them with almost the full range of staple goods. 
She said, “You made a living and then you got a hog, cows, chickens . . . we didn’t 
buy nothing but a little flour.”20 Rosa Young of Grand Rapids remembered that 
her family gardens provided a bounty of food. Later in life, she found it irritating 
to have to shop for food in northern stores. Young remembered, “My mother 
took care of two gardens, and we had everything. When I go to the store now 
and pick up something, you have to pay for it. You’d go out in the garden and get 
anything you want. A little truck farm, you know, corn, peas, peanuts, cabbages, 
lettuces, just anything you want.” Young’s mother canned the vegetables and 
kept the broad array of goods in the cellar.21 Esther Woods, a domestic worker 
in Grand Rapids, Michigan, was born in Cuba, Alabama, where her parents 
farmed their own land. They grew peas, peanuts, sweet potatoes, cotton, and 
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corn, and raised cattle, pigs, and chickens. Woods detailed: “All in all, I think we 
had a pretty good life. With all the stuff that we grew on the farm, and then with 
the milk cows—we had plenty of milk and butter all the time, and we had plenty 
of chickens—we could have chicken anytime we wanted. All in all, we really had 
a good life.”22

For Maggie Langham Washington, a Texan who migrated to Chicago, her 
family’s farm held almost a magical appeal. Washington’s parents were very 
good workers; the family was considered “good livers.” Her father raised wa-
termelons so large it took two men to carry them. “And I’ve seen sweet pota-
toes,” reminisced Washington,“—yams, as some call them—as large as some 
people’s watermelon. Let’s see, and our cotton would grow taller compared to 
some other people’s cotton. We used to laugh at them as kids. They would grow 
this little cotton and we would say, ‘Oh, they have to pick that cotton sitting on 
a slide.’ ” The family never purchased cornmeal or syrup, furnishing their own. 
They rarely bought wheat flour, trading cornmeal for it with others. The family 
made their own lard, and butchered their own animals for sufficient meat to 
feed the family. They only turned to the local store for sugar and seasonings. 
Neighbors would help each other with butchering and other concerns. Wash-
ington mused, “People in those days just came to one another’s rescue. That was 
one of those things they would do automatically; Jim’s going to kill a hog today; 
we’re going over to Jim’s.”23

In contrast, for Ruth Margaret Covington, born in the South but in the 
urban setting of Montgomery, Alabama, true hunger grew familiar. Her parents 
worked as schoolteachers, and later, her father labored as a cook for a doctor 
and his family. The family did not have access to crops as the farmers did, and 
needed to make do. And even with limited food supplies, they shared what little 
they had with others. ”When we were going through the Depression,” Covington 
admitted, “we didn’t have much to eat, but Daddy would come in and peel an 
onion and make some gravy and get some salt pork and get some bread and fry 
it on top of the salt pork . . . Everybody was always coming over to eat. Some-
times we had nothing but bread and syrup.”24

Many of the oral history narrators, while acknowledging hardship, depicted 
their childhoods in positive terms. Anniese Moten of Detroit related at the be-
ginning of her interview, “First I just want to say that I was happy, a happy kid 
down through life and I didn’t realize that I was poor, you know, as poor as I 
was.”25 Alverrine Parker of Grand Rapids, Michigan, concurred, saying, “We re-
ally didn’t know that we were really poor.”26 Addie Smith of Worcester, Massa-
chusetts, lost her father, a brickmaker, when she was only three years old. Smith’s 
mother placed Smith and her sister with her grandparents, who had fifteen 
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children, many still young and living at their parents’ home in the small town 
of Claremont, North Carolina. Smith’s mother worked as a live-in housekeeper, 
and could not take Addie with her into the home. Yet Smith offered a fairly 
positive recollection of her childhood with her grandparents: “We had that two-
story house and lots of trees, and plenty of room to run and play. We had a good 
time—a good life.”27

While, as children, the respondents had varying senses of the deep racial 
prejudice running through the nation, they had less understanding than they 
would in adulthood. Thus the respondents remembered the relative innocence 
of childhood fondly. The warm memories in no way discount the horrors faced 
by many black families; indeed they only testify to the ability of black parents 
to shield their children from some of the region’s harsh realities. Relations with 
white landowners ran the gamut. Some migrants remembered the whites treat-
ing their parents with some measure of respect. Others were happy to be left 
relatively alone, and the farm became a sanctuary in which to retreat from the 
constant clashes of urban life. For other families, the farm served as the set-
ting for the unrelenting threat of violence, interrupted only by visits of actual 
violence. Annie Mae Prosper Hunt, in an interview with Ruthe Winegarten, re-
membered the white landowner in Navasota, Texas, unleashing a torrent of vio-
lence upon her family in retaliation for an unwelcome comment made by her 
stepfather. When her stepfather fled to avoid physical punishment, men beat 
Hunt’s mother, and broke Hunt’s arm. Seeking retribution for another perceived 
slight, the landowner later raped Hunt’s sister and kidnapped the sister’s hus-
band. He was never seen again.28

Like many people, the women migrants felt that as their lives evolved, 
something valuable was lost. Some attributed part of their nostalgia to a discon-
nection from the land. Growing up in a rural setting, many of the respondents 
recalled, had a remarkable wonder about it. Farm families had a close contact 
with the land and a sense of achievement when the crops came in. Children 
found freedom in the extended physical space of the countryside and the paren-
tal permission to roam free. Rosa Young of Grand Rapids, for instance, revealed 
cherished memories of the 1930s, when she rode cows and played in the moon-
light with her siblings on their farm in Abbeville, Mississippi.29 Even the women 
whose flight from the South stemmed, in part, from a refusal to undertake farm 
work themselves, often remembered the beauty of some aspects of making a 
living from the land.

Separation from the land proved very difficult for some. Migrant families 
held on to family farms long after the migration. Some parents explicitly in-
formed their children never to sell the family land. Ruth Weatherly Manning’s 
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family held on to their family land in Texas for generations, despite numerous 
offers to sell. Her son hoped to one day build a home on the family property, 
expressing a great sentimentality for it.30 Owning land marked significant 
achievement. More black families owned property than historians have previ-
ously assumed; the sharecropping/tenant farmer situation was common but not 
ubiquitous. From 1870 to 1890, one quarter of black farmers had acquired their 
own land. In some families, land had even been purchased by relatives who 
were former slaves—a stunning achievement in that generation. Some black 
families purchased the land with monies given them by former owners (some 
of whom were also relatives) who may have acted out of guilt. Thad Sitton and 
James H. Conrad bring to light the existence of communities in which many 
African American families settled together on their own land. Several hundred 
such communities, often referred to as freedom colonies, existed in Texas alone. 
Sitton and Conrad write, “This focus on black Southerners as victims, however, 
must not blind us to their achievements against long odds, such as their acqui-
sition of land and establishment of independent rural communities, ‘freedom 
colonies.’ To many ex-slaves, nothing mattered so much as getting their own 
land, which brought the only true freedom.”31

During childhood, parents and other elders imparted their teachings. Fathers 
worked to build a dignified life for their families, with as much self-sufficiency 
as possible. Mothers played an especially important role in the formation of 
their daughters’ self-perceptions and their abilities to succeed throughout life. 
The bounty of self-knowledge gleaned from the relationship with their mothers 
assisted the young women when they had to face the harsh restrictions of the 
Jim Crow South and, ultimately, undertake the work of making a life for them-
selves in northern cities.

Minnie Richardson Chatman, born in 1916, spoke at length about the beau-
tiful rural setting of her childhood in DeSoto County, Mississippi. Her father, 
Jones Richardson, had acquired his own 125-acre farm. Richardson had had just a 
dime in his pocket after he paid the preacher for his wedding ceremony. Minnie’s 
mother, Carrie Richardson, because of her husband’s ability to earn a living for 
his ten children, devoted most of her efforts to housework. Her role as house-
wife was important to her husband and made an impression on her daughter. 
Having a stay-at-home mother declared to the world that the family had com-
fortable finances. Chatman boasted about her mother, “She was [to] be at home 
and she was a housewife and a mother for us. Whatever time we came home, 
she would be there to cook and have food.” Despite this assertion, Chatman 
admitted elsewhere in the interview that her mother did bring in some income. 
Carrie Richardson baked for people and sold butter and eggs. Chatman stated 
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that “different white people from Memphis would come out and get Momma to 
bake different things when they come and pay her and get it. She sell them fresh 
eggs too. She was telling me and showing how money would accumulate if you 
save and do right.” Her mother had five hundred dollars beneath her mattress. Yet 
these activities do not seem to change Minnie Chatman’s definition of her mother 
as housewife, which only attests to the importance of this characterization for 
Minnie. Carrie Richardson also provided for the poorer families in her area; 
when she would kill a hog she would give some of the meat to people in need.

Chatman made a point of stressing the solvency of her family, especially 
in comparison with the financial problems that plague so many families today. 
“I never remember standing in line like they do now, in soup lines and things, 
because my daddy worked and he had a farm,” she explained. Jones Richardson 
felt it very important that his family not have to rely on whites to earn their 
living. The farm allowed the family to stand alone. Minnie Chatman spoke of 
this commitment by saying that “as long as he was living and had his health and 
strength” he would provide amply for his family. Jones Richardson also imparted 
this outlook on self-sufficiency to his children. Chatman said of him, “He said 
if I talk with my children and [take care in] the way I bring them up, he said, 
they will always work, and we’ll have. And so he did.” The wealth of agricultural 
plantings recalled lovingly by Chatman thus had a deep symbolic meaning to 
her and her family. Chatman remembers the harvesting of sweet potatoes, white 
potatoes, tomatoes, string beans, peas, and peanuts on the family farm. “We had 
a peanut patch and we would go out and gather them by the loads and put them 
on the wagon and take them home,” she recalled. Jones Richardson’s achieve-
ments, combined with the hospitality of his wife, created a comfortable place 
not only for his own family, but for neighbors as well. Chatman continued: “My 
daddy had a cider mill to grind cider and people would bring [fruit] from differ-
ent places and grind it up and I don’t remember no slave life like a lot of people 
say they had. On weekends other kids would gather and they was crazy about 
us and we would play ball, have games. My mother would make homemade ice 
cream, make cake, and they just loved her.”

Carrie Richardson’s homemade extras, such as the ice cream and cake men-
tioned above, in conjunction with her deep personal wisdom, added to the fam-
ily’s sense of largesse. Carrie Richardson admitted that because the family had 
so many children, certain sacrifices had to be made, but no one would be left 
behind and everything would be all right. Chatman related, “My mother said, 
‘It’s a lot of y’all, [so] you might not have ten or fifteen outfits to put on, but 
you’ve got clothes . . . We are going step by step up the ladder together.’ ” Jones 
Richardson even was able to bequeath this farm to his children. Of his impressive 
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one-hundred-twenty-five-acre farm, everyone inherited ten and three-quarters 
acres upon his passing. Chatman sold her share.32

Annie Evelyn Collins of Detroit was born in 1930 in Admiral County, Ala-
bama. When her mother left the father of her twelve children and went back 
to live on the farm of her youth, Annie became acquainted with all aspects of 
a successful rural business. Collins’s grandfather owned a two-hundred-acre 
farm, complete with his own sharecroppers, and he built his daughter and her 
children a home on his extensive land. Collins remembered, “We had goats and 
sheep and, well, we had just about everything in livestock—cows, horses, and 
little colts, mules and little mules, we had everything. He had all the fruit trees 
and all of the nut trees. He had two orchards—an orchard in the town and an 
orchard in the country.” Collins’s grandfather operated two stores where he sold 
his farm goods. Collins milked her grandfather’s cows and sheared the sheep. 
She did not like the work especially, although it made a strong impression on 
her. She detailed, “We would milk the cows and he took milk to the town every 
day. We had to milk those cows late evening and early morning. My job was to 
wash the bottles, sterilize them, and cap them and set them in those crates—
wooden crates.” Collins also related her memories of goat shearing: “When it 
was time to shear the goats, I had to hold the goat’s feet to keep the goat from 
kicking. Oh, listen, they was crazy because they didn’t like the idea of pinching. 
When you shear them, sometimes you pinch the skin and they squeal and they 
was hollering like little babies because it hurt. We had to hold them down so 
they wouldn’t kick.”33

Avezinner Dean, born in Mississippi in 1928, also lived on an extensive 
farm owned by her family. Her grandfather had amassed a very large farm, so 
large that he needed to recruit a sizable labor force to tend to the plantings. 
Dean’s grandfather gave his land to Dean’s father and his siblings. Every one of 
the related families carved out their own individual spaces on the large estate. 
She recounted, “They grew cattle, cotton, hogs, children [sic], yams. We had a 
four-hundred-acre farm. My grandfather left it to us. Everybody was living on 
the farm. Two brothers and one sister lived on the farm. My grandfather had 
it.” Like Collins, Dean remembered the sharecroppers and day laborers work-
ing land owned by her family. “My father had sharecroppers and they would go 
and get truckloads of people and bring them out on the farm and they would 
pick cotton, chop cotton, and all that,” Dean stated.34 At around ten years of 
age, Dean began monitoring the yields of the sharecroppers. Dean explained, “I 
would work on the farm when they would be gathering. They would weigh the 
cotton and I would tell them how much they made.” Despite this relative wealth 
of land, Dean, of course, was still subject to the cruel injustices of the Jim Crow 
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South, including a segregated, substandard education. She received her educa-
tion in a one-room schoolhouse. Dean married when she was in the eleventh 
grade (when African American schools in the South typically ended), and she 
later pursued a beauty school degree.35

Like other African Americans, some of the female migrants in this study 
had white ancestors as well as black.36 This has been a point on which many 
have remained silent. Sexual abuse often led to white male slave owners im-
pregnating their female slaves. In rare cases, however, whites acknowledged 
their mixed-race family by bequeathing them property. For at least a few of the 
respondents of this study, white ancestors played a part in the acquisition of 
farmland. Thelma Lane, born in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1920, had a white 
great-grandfather who owned a plantation and gave property to Lane’s side of 
the family. Lane mused, “My great-grandparents owned the land and it was 
passed down. Part of the family was free and part was slaves, but I understand 
that my grandmother’s father was instrumental in buying the land.” Lane here 
refers simply to one side as “free” and one as “slave,” yet her terms also denote 
“white” and “nonwhite,” in this context. For Lane, both sides are seen as family. 
Yet Lane’s mother could not bridge the gulf dividing the white side of the family 
from those with a mixed legacy. She refused her inheritance, given its prov-
enance. Lane explained, “She would have got it [the land] but she didn’t want it. 
She had a cousin whose husband went down and paid some taxes owed and he 
got it. My mother was not going to have any of that.”37

In 1932, Dr. Ogretta McNeil was born to a couple who had both attended a 
normal school (teachers college) in Atlanta. Life in Savannah, Georgia, was dif-
ficult for the family, although they made the best of things by drawing on family 
connections and the good will of friends. McNeil’s parents placed her with a 
family in what was considered a nicer neighborhood than their own in order for 
McNeil to attend school there. As a city girl, Ogretta had a sentimentalized pic-
ture of her visits to her father’s family home in the country, although she disliked 
the more odorous aspects. Early on, she thought of her rural family as impov-
erished. Later, however, she learned more about the dire circumstances facing 
African Americans as a group and she reexamined her assessment. McNeil re-
vealed, “You get embedded in other people telling you your history and you 
kind of in your head think that everybody, including your family and yourself, 
are poor and indigent and nobody had anything. But when I really look back 
on it, they did okay.” McNeil noted that the farmhouse’s electric lights indicated 
that the home was somewhat well appointed for the time (1930s) and region. She 
reminisced, “We would go on a cart with the horses pulling you. But you know 
the house was a comfortable house. You would go up there for pig killing and 
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making the syrup and it was always such a nice time.” McNeil, however, objected 
to walking around much on the farm. She remembered, “I didn’t like walking in 
the outside, because of the chickens. I didn’t want to step on the chicken stuff. I 
was always tiptoeing and they always teased me about being a city girl.”38

Fannie Mae Kennedy’s memories of the southern farming life are more 
bleak, and in fact more in keeping with the majority of the tales usually heard 
about African American experiences in the rural South. Her family earned a liv-
ing from sharecropping, growing cotton, corn, sweet potatoes, peanuts, sugar-
cane, and sorghum. Due to the amount of work required in tending to her nine 
children, Kennedy’s mother devoted herself to housework at all times, except 
for cotton picking season, when all available hands were needed to bring in the 
precious crops. Despite their hard work, at the time of settlement (when the 
sharecropper’s income for the year was tabulated by the landowner), Kennedy’s 
father earned little cash. Kennedy recalled a typical harvest of thirty-six bales of 
cotton from their sharecropped farm. She remained unsure whether their lack of 
cash could be attributed to any dishonest bookkeeping on the part of the land-
owner. Like many sharecroppers, her family purchased goods, often referred to 
as “furnish,” from the plantation store throughout the year on credit, settling up 
accounts after the cotton came in. This system of purchasing on credit contained 
considerable danger for the sharecropping families, for the books remained in 
the possession of the storekeeper/landowner, with little or no assurance of fair-
ness or honesty. Kennedy explained: “Because, see, all the year we got our gro-
ceries from this man’s plantation, that we lived on, from his store. But we were 
charged, you know, [for] the groceries. So at the end of the year that’s when they 
call settling up. I know sometimes they say we didn’t get nothing because we 
used it up. I can’t explain it much because, like I said, I was a child. As long as I 
was eating I didn’t pay that much attention.” Kennedy’s last comment points to 
the likelihood that she did not always have a full stomach. She insisted, “I always 
had enough to eat, such as it was . . .” These last words, “such as it was,” also lead 
us to believe that some family meals were very spare. Yet at the same time, we 
see Kennedy’s family pride that they made do despite the deep injustices of the 
system in which they sold their labor.39

Anniese Moten’s experiences dovetail with Kennedy’s. Her family struggled 
to get by. Her father worked as a sharecropper, but “the man got it all” despite 
the yield on the crops from year to year. “He [the landowner] would take care 
of us during the winter months and then when we make the crop, well, see, we 
had to give it back to him,” she explained. Her early home did not have electric 
lights, and the family cooked on a woodstove. Their new house featured lights, 
a refrigerator, and an electric range. The landowner built them the new house 
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and supplied the appliances, but the family paid for the home three times over 
through their yearly crops and labor.40 Liddie Williams of Chicago has a similar 
recollection of sharecropping in the area around Rome, Mississippi. Williams 
said, “My parents had a farm picking cotton. They was sharecropping and at 
the end of the year, like they say, sometimes you get something and sometimes 
you didn’t, and that’s the way it was. Most of the time, that I can remember, they 
always got something in the end. Some of them [the owners] was honest and 
some of them was not. I think they was pretty honest. But they [her parents] 
always got their money at the end of [the] crop at the end of [the] year.”41

Bernita Howard remembered the family warmth that surrounded her on 
her Alabama farm. She easily contrasted the security net of living among ex-
tended family in Alabama with the uncertainties of relying on fewer family 
members in the North. Even though she came to Detroit following her sister, 
she felt lonely in Michigan. Her life in Detroit “was different than it was at 
home.” Howard categorized Detroit as “OK,” but her reference to Alabama 
simply as “home” belies her deeper feelings towards her childhood haunts. She 
struggled to explain, saying that the difference between the two regions lay in 
the absence of most of her family of origin. She felt uncomfortable in the North, 
“mainly because when I was at home [Alabama], I was on the farm and here I 
was by myself.”42

Some interview subjects revealed that working the land imparted a deep 
sense of accomplishment. For Annie Benning, this achievement also demon-
strated her capability to take on the work of men, breaking gender boundaries. 
Benning recalled, “I used to plow. Helped my daddy plow when the bigger boys 
got grown and left. He didn’t think I could do it. I told him, ‘Yes, I can. You go 
and do what you do. You plow it first and let me come behind and put the seeds 
in with my plow.’ I put the seeds in. He made the best crop he ever had since 
he had me farming.” Yet, even with this sense of accomplishment, farming was 
not for Benning. She asserted, “I didn’t like farming because I didn’t like them 
flies and bees and all of them different things. But you got to do what you got 
to do.”43

For some migrants, a love of the land, imparted in childhood, persisted 
throughout life. Lillian Clark, born in Flat Lick, Kentucky, in 1920, became the 
wife of a minister. She did not have to work outside the home and had the in-
clination to take part in volunteer efforts. Clark joined the extensive world of 
African American women’s clubs in Detroit. Having had a garden in Kentucky, 
Clark acquired the skills necessary to become a member of the Gardening An-
gels group in Michigan. Through Gardening Angels, Clark taught gardening to 
others.44 Esther Woods of Grand Rapids, who grew up on a farm, also found 
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gardening a compelling and practical hobby. Even in her late eighties, she 
planted flowers all around her home and tended a vegetable garden in her back-
yard. She stated, “I’d rather do that than be sitting in the house like some people, 
feeling sorry for myself. I’d rather be out doing something. And some of the 
people just want to know from me all the time if I ever get tired. I say, sure, I get 
tired. But then that’s what I want to do—I like to be, you know, outside.”45 With 
this urban gardening, the division between urban and rural life was lessened. 
Professor Barbara Purifoy-Seldon noted that even Detroit had a rural feel when 
she first arrived in the 1940s. Deacon Road, the home of a number of the book’s 
Detroit-based interviewees, had been a dirt road at the time. And the southern 
farming families still raised some animals on the small plots of their new urban 
homes. Purifoy-Seldon related, “I can remember people having in their back-
yards pigs, hens, chickens. I can even remember my father wringing the neck of 
something we were going to eat.”46

Of course, not every migrant remembered the rural aspects of their south-
ern life fondly. Some fled the South in part because they did not want to labor in 
the fields. For these migrants, both the economic opportunity of the northern 
cities and the urban life itself proved irresistible. And some migrants who loved 
the land or remembered the rural life with fond sentiments also reveled in the 
social opportunities of the city or even preferred the urban lifestyle. Lillie Shelby 
of Detroit, born in Sunflower County, Mississippi, in 1920, said simply, “I was 
glad to get back from country life.” The work, Shelby noted, was hard and did 
not spare children from labor. “When you’re on the farm you start early,” Shelby 
remarked. She continued, “You were young but you could go out there and take 
water and pick cotton and stuff like that.”47 Many of the respondents worked the 
land as children, and some labored for pay in the fields as young adults before 
their northern transition. Rebecca Strom of Boston noted that she picked both 
peanuts and pecans for pay in Alabama, beginning this labor at around thirteen 
or fourteen years old.48 Ella Sims chopped and picked cotton for pay before 
heading to Grand Rapids, Michigan. She took pride in her work, boasting, “I 
was a good cotton picker.” Yet, in terms of the formation of her self-image, her 
work as an Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) organizer, college minority 
programs director, and college trustee, figured far more centrally.49

The migrants’ oral histories offer a nuanced assessment of childhood in the ru-
ral South. As blues musician Solomon Burke explains in his song “Detroit City,” 
the South, for all the inherent violence of its societal structure, remained home. 
Burke sings, “Last night I went to sleep in Detroit City / I dreamed about those 
cotton fields back home.” The lyrics reveal that the young man was busy making 
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a good living in Detroit, but the lush southern fields, his family members, and 
even the girl he left behind haunt his dreams. Burke laments, “Oh, how I want 
to go home.”50

Oral histories, especially those that stray from the interview guide in order 
to allow the narrator to take the interview in her own direction, often contain 
surprises. Despite the emphasis made in recent historiography on the migrants’ 
premigration familiarity with urban settings, the women interviewed here, and 
indeed in other studies as well, devoted considerable space to rural memories. 
And the memories prove surprising in their vividness and their poignancy, es-
pecially after all these years. Despite the inequalities of the South, the region re-
mained home, the place associated with family, early education, and childhood. 
Clearly childhood offered a time in which the self was secured. Parents, grand-
parents, and other elders provided excellent models for hard work and steadfast 
emotional support. Mothers, grandmothers, and aunts taught housewifery skills 
to young girls, aided occasionally by visiting home extension agents, paid by the 
state, and clubs like 4-H. While some migrants fled the backbreaking labors as-
sociated with agricultural work, and hoped never to perform such work again, 
others found real satisfaction in the rhythms of farm work. Many women sought 
to reconnect with the land by establishing urban gardens in their new homes.

Parental guidance, the positive characteristics of the regional distinctive-
ness of the South, and the powerful institution of the church, explored in chap-
ter two, provided crucial educational and spiritual underpinnings for the young 
women, who would come to face daunting challenges. Restricted from so much, 
black men and women took solace in the resources they were left with—the wis-
dom and warmth of family, the healing doctrine of the church, and the magical, 
yet capricious, beauty of crops rising up from the earth. Farming was not an 
occupation for the faint of heart. Patience, foresight, and thriftiness were all 
necessities in farming. The challenges of farming proved to be a helpful learn-
ing experience for women migrants, who would go on to face the feelings of 
displacement, economic uncertainty, and persistent discrimination in their new 
northern homes.
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C H A P T E R  T W O

Guiding Influences 
and the Younger Years

People whose history and future were threatened each day by extinction considered that it was only 

by divine intervention that they were able to live at all.

— MAYA  A N G E LO U 1

The Role of Parents

M I N N I E  C H AT MA N

Detro i t ,  M ichigan

My student Elizabeth Cote and I went to meet with Minnie Chatman on a cold 
October day. Chatman lived in a high-rise, low-income housing project in south-
western Detroit. Cote and I faced startled reactions from the young people relax-
ing in the building’s lobby; obviously few white visitors came to the project. The 
building manager, sitting behind glass, required that we show identification before 
heading upstairs in the elevator. Chatman’s apartment was extraordinarily well 
organized, and paneled in a warm, wood tone. She offered us freshly baked and 
truly delicious corn bread and allowed us to take some home to enjoy later that 
evening as well. Her generosity was a trait imparted by her mother, Chatman 
explained. Both her parents had a great impact on Chatman’s personal philosophy, 
but she had a deep relationship with her mother. Even in her late eighties, Chat-
man conveyed her abiding love for her mother and an appreciation of her mother’s 
teachings. Her mother still had an affect on her daily outlook.

I was born in Mississippi. They called it DeSoto County. March 9. That is the 
third month and ninth day and the year 1916. I had four brothers and there 
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were six girls. I was the seventh child of the family and my mother and father 
was named Jones Richardson and Carrie Richardson. They are both deceased. 
My mother died when she was seventy-nine in ’59. My father died in 1984 in 
the same house. In July of ’59 I saw my mother’s death. I went to her and I told 
her. I am the seventh child and they say that I was born with a veil over my 
face. Things would come to me and the Lord would speak. And when I told 
her she grabbed me just like that and say, “Girl, how did you see it?”

I left the next day after we had that talk. Maybe I was here [Detroit] four 
days, and, just like I told it, she went to the doctor and he gave her a full report 
and say there was nothing wrong. She cooked dinner that day and left it sit-
ting on the stove. When they came back she was lying on the ground. She had 
got through cooking and turned everything off. It was night and everything 
was still warm. They got on the phone and told me that I had to turn around. 
I hadn’t unpacked my things. When I got back down there it was cold, you 
know. It just dawned on me that my mother and I could wear the same size. 
So I went in her closet in her room and got some cool dresses out. I come out 
the door with the dress on and my other sisters and brothers had a fit. They 
didn’t want to see me walking around there because I was dressed like her.

I felt she was the best person in the world. She would sit down and talk 
to us and explain and we could understand. I don’t believe that today’s young 
people have the love of their mother like I had. She said, “If you don’t under-
stand something, and it is bothering you, talk to me.” She would explain it to 
me to the best of her knowledge, using the education that she had. She was 
special to me. I remember a lot of times I would fall and hurt my hand and 
arm. If my mother would just put her hand on it and kiss, it was the best doc-
toring in the world. And you would stop crying and be smiling because she 
always had something.

Mama would make tea cakes and she had a round jar with a big top on it. 
She would keep it full and then they would make butter roll because we had 
cows and chickens. We didn’t have to go out and buy food. She raised hogs 
and they had cured ham. She had chickens and sometimes we would gather 
a dozen eggs a day. When people talk about how they didn’t have anything, 
I would say, “I just can’t believe this because my mother had white potatoes, 
sweet potatoes.”

When I got married I waited to go on my honeymoon. When I did go I 
was so lonely. I said to my husband, “I can’t hardly make this week without 
seeing Mama’s face.”

I don’t believe in dirty dishes and things. Mama really sit down and 
explain it to you. “Why should you throw this down here, you could put it 
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where it go? But if you put it down here, you know it don’t go here and you 
have to move it.” When we got dressed and pulled off our clothes and took 
baths, she say, “Take your dirty clothes and put them in the clothes hamper.” 
You were shown when you come in from school to pull your school clothes off 
and after you do that you put your books in place and then do your chores. 
After your chores, then you come in and have your dinner. The next thing, 
take a bath. Then you would get your studies and then you would go to bed. It 
was fun to me.

I am proud of them because so many kids didn’t have. Mama killed hogs 
and if her friends and neighbors didn’t have no meat, she would give them 
some meat, give them eggs, and give them butter. Mama would raise cows and 
it was just fun to me. I never forget where I came from. She say, “Don’t ever be 
selfish, and the Lord will bless you.” I have never been hungry a day in my life, 
and I have never been without a dollar. My mother said, “If you do right, right 
will follow. And if you [are] honest with yourself, the Lord will bless you,” and 
I know she telling the truth.

She would say, “I am trying to teach you to love and care for people. Don’t 
try to take their way away from them because everyone ain’t alike.” You know, 
I am glad she taught me that. I see so many people every day and I really don’t 
believe that a lot of people really know what love is all about. They say they love 
you and go right out the door and you hear them say something about you. 
You can’t help but flinch or draw up. My mother say, “Everybody ain’t alike.”

Family members played pivotal roles in guiding younger relatives. As the oral 
histories here attest, extended family networks enabled migrants to make the 
perilous journey north. Migrants referred to grandfathers, grandmothers, 
aunts, siblings, and cousins as teachers and confidants. Yet, as in Chatman’s 
story, the preponderance of memories surrounded the parents’ care in impart-
ing practical skills and moral lessons. Migrants remained impressed with the 
ability of their fathers to persevere in the face of the backbreaking labor of the 
farm. Minnie Chatman’s father provided a solid living for his children; they 
were not hungry. Stories abounded about fathers who took a stand for the dig-
nity of their children and their wives. Whites felt emboldened to make sexual 
advances towards blacks. Black fathers, risking extreme physical hardship, if 
not death, sometimes defied societal restrictions and defended their families, 
either with strong words or feigned physical threat. For a black man to actually 
enter into a physical fight on behalf of his family would have been tantamount 
to assembling the lynching party, although a brave few had to risk this ultimate 
threat on behalf of their families.
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The migrants’ reminiscences regarding parenting centered on mothers. 
The majority of the women interviewees learned how to tend to their fami-
lies from their mothers. Jacqueline Dock’s statement, “Everything I learned 
was from my mother,” finds echoes in many of the oral histories.2 Lillian Clark, 
who never worked outside the home for pay as an adult, remembered that her 
mother taught her “sewing, gardening, canning, everything.” Clark, who gradu-
ated from high school at the top of her class, continued, “We learned from her. 
She did everything and we watched.”3 Those who pursued domestic work as a 
paid job drew on the skill set imparted from their mothers or other female fam-
ily members in the workplace. Teaching domestic skills to female children con-
stituted a valuable gift. In one sense, it was just necessary. With readily available 
prepackaged food not yet a reality, and with the ability to hire paid help far from 
the means of most black families, women needed to be able to cook, launder, 
care for children, and clean a home. And as the categories of jobs open to black 
women were few, many women found themselves employed in domestic service 
or related fields at some point during their lifetimes. Even those who obtained 
middle-class or upper-class status in their later years had often relied on service 
jobs during childhood. Mothers concentrated on teaching domestic lessons to 
their female children; male children primarily had other concerns. They would 
have wives to serve as homemakers for them. Scholar bell hooks writes of her 
own southern upbringing in Bone Black: Memories of Girlhood, “We don’t like 
the way our brother never has to iron, wash dishes, or take care of babies. We 
don’t like the contempt he seems to feel for us girls as he watches us doing these 
things, as he sweet-talks us into doing his chores, mopping the floor, putting out 
the trash.”4

The training perpetuated black women’s role as servants; black women 
were readied for this role by their mothers or other family members. Acquiesc-
ing to the system remained necessary for family survival, but it did partially 
enable the system. Rural domestic work often would differ from urban domestic 
work in terms of the technology used, but the same careful attitudes served the 
women well in both locations. Like Minnie Chatman, Esther Woods remem-
bered her mother’s high standards for housekeeping. Even though her parents 
had thirteen children (eleven of whom outlived childhood) the high standards 
never wavered. Bed linens were ironed and changed every week. Spray starch 
was added to the pillowcases to avoid the transmission of hair oil while sleep-
ing. Female children helped with the process of the caring for the bedding and 
other laundry, but the mother closely supervised. The girls did laundry in large 
metal washtubs and cleansed on rub boards dipped in the warm water. Clothes, 
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including field clothes, everyday nonfield clothes, and dress clothes, were boiled 
and rinsed twice. Woods clearly recalled:

My parents taught us from childhood up to be clean, nice, and neat with 
everything, and we knew nothing else. And the main thing was we knew 
we better do it when they said do it—or else, you might get a little spank-
ing. Of course, things wasn’t like we have now. It was much different in 
the country. But we kept things nice and neat. We was taught that, and we 
had it to do. My mother never wanted you to put bed linens on the bed 
unless it was ironed. And of course you know, back then, everything was 
ironed with a press.5

Creamy McKinney also related her mother’s housework routines in detail. 
Again, laundry stood out as a major event of any week. McKinney, owner of 
her own hair salon in Worcester, Massachusetts, numbered the steps involved, 
saying, “And back then, peoples used to wash their clothes, and put them in 
a big iron pot outside with a fire under it to boil them. They boil their white 
clothes, then they would put some of their colored clothes into the hot water, 
believe it or not. It was really something. My mom made her soap—they called 
it oxidine, oxidine soap. We would say ‘oxen soap.’ ” McKinney’s mother also 
inspired her daughter’s interest in hairdressing. Her mother did neighbors’ hair 
on the weekends, outside on her farm in Alabama. The work made a big impres-
sion on young Creamy, who later became a professional hair stylist (see chapter 
seven).6

Liddie Williams of Chicago remembered similar lessons imparted by her 
mother. Williams’s mother worked as a domestic and told her children that she 
enjoyed the work. Williams stated, “My mom say we couldn’t come out of our 
bedrooms until we made our beds. Every morning I do that. Because she say 
make your bed before you come out. That sticks with me and I still do it. I make 
it when I get up. That’s the first thing I do every morning. She told me always 
keep your clothes clean. If you keep your clothes clean, your house is pretty 
much clean.”7

For parents who farmed, helpful children were a requirement, especially 
in big families. Rebecca Strom’s parents owned a farm in the area of Cahaba, 
Alabama. Even as the second youngest of her mother’s children, Strom’s mother 
needed her daughter to take on many chores. Strom said, “She [her mother] had 
one other child after me. I was doing all the diaper changing and bottle feed-
ing. When they were in the fields she would send me home to cook. I would go 
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home and in an hour have dinner ready. That’s how she taught me all the things 
I know about cooking. She would sit there and say, ‘Put this in and put that in.’ 
That’s how I learned to make cakes, pies, and everything.” Strom worked in a 
private home and in a variety of factories. She later opened her own home day 
care. “From small, that’s how you learned,” Strom explained. She continued, 
“That’s how I was able to leave my home and go to work in someone’s home and 
be able to clean, cook, and care for their kids. Otherwise I would not know how 
to manage.”8

Some mothers formalized their teaching into structured lessons. The educa-
tion was something women could pass down to their daughters. Annie Benning 
shared these memories of her mother’s teaching: “I used to stand [on] a box and 
see her cook and I learned how to cook. She taught me how to cook different 
things and it just grew up in me.” The careful lessons did enable Benning to serve 
as a paid cook and to prepare delicious meals for her husband. Benning laughed, 
“I love to cook roast and I love to cook pies and I love to cook cakes. Anything 
cookable I like to cook it. Still doing it yet.”9

Addie Smith’s mother taught her daughter to cook. Smith, who was a do-
mestic worker in Worcester, Massachusetts, had a myriad of skills. At her job, she 
kept busy “doing laundry, housecleaning, cooking, which I know how to cook 
because you know, [I was] brought up in the country, [so] you know how to 
do [it]. Because your parents make you do all those things, you know.” Smith’s 
mother was an excellent cook, with no need to measure her ingredients—she did 
it all by eye. Smith boasted, “She could make the best cakes and lemon meringue 
pie—every time I think about lemon meringue pie . . .”10

Minnie Chatman’s mother also hired an outside tutor, a white seamstress, 
to teach her daughter a trade. Chatman said, “Well, my mother would sit down 
and tell me [about sewing]. Then I had a teacher. She was white [and lived] in 
the country. My mother could sew before I was born, and her mother taught 
her. So when I was born I just sit down and watched her and I could pick it up. 
I could make a straight line. Other than that [training], I just kept on sewing.” 
Chatman revealed a passion for the sewing with this comment: “I wanted to sew 
and help people fix clothes, because a lot of people need clothes. I said you can 
find a lot of material, like remnants, on sale at different places. I could be able 
to sew them into something.” Later in life, Chatman opened a tailoring shop in 
Detroit.11

Other mothers incorporated their teaching in practical lessons when their 
children accompanied them to their domestic jobs. Just as the entire family la-
bored on the farm, so too would available children assist a mother or an aunt with 
their domestic positions. Shirley Ann Watson Graves of Texas worked side by 



Guiding Influences and the Younger Years     51

side with her mother sometimes. Graves remembered her mother, Mattie Wat-
son, making just twenty-five dollars a week during Graves’s childhood (probably 
early 1950s) for her full-time labors in a private home. She left the house at six 
a.m., walking the four or five miles to the job, and returned home at five or five 
thirty. Often her husband would drink away the majority of the proceeds of this 
labor in the local bar. Shirley sometimes worked with her mother on Saturday 
mornings. Watching this dutiful work, Graves learned about the difficulties of 
women’s work and the hardship of separating from children. When a historically 
destructive tornado ripped through the area in 1953, Mattie was at her job at the 
time, cleaning the dormitories at Baylor University, and the children were home 
alone. The children dragged a mattress to a protected hallway, and huddled to-
gether. They remained safe even when the windows of their home blew out, 
spraying glass. When Mattie rushed back home after the storm, the children 
collapsed in her arms, making a memory they would never forget.12

Lois Stevens of Worcester, Massachusetts, utilized her mother’s teachings 
regarding housework during her career as the caretaker of two little girls. Inter-
viewed just after her one hundredth birthday, Stevens was the project’s oldest 
respondent. She was born in Greenville, Alabama, in 1902. Stevens’s family his-
tory was directly influenced by the legacy of slavery. Her grandmother had been 
a slave, and her grandfather was a wealthy, white slave owner. Stevens related, 
“They brought over a group of people from Africa, and there was a woman and 
her daughter in the crowd, [and] he bought them. The little girl became his 
mistress, I guess. She had my mother. She died when my mother was three years 
old.” Stevens’s mother, the beloved daughter of the slave owner, had been cod-
dled and spoiled by her white father, even to the point of having former slaves 
to call on for help with her own work as a housewife. The reasoning behind her 
mother’s attitudes concerning housework was highly atypical. In recognition of 
her own lack of skill, Stevens’s mother insisted that her children learn how to 
properly keep house.

Her mother’s insistence on household skills helped Stevens to earn her 
living—something that was necessary, as she never married. She confided, “No 
one would have me,” and blamed her unmarried state on her stubborn character. 
Stevens explained, “She [her mother] being an only child and having a very rich 
father and having kept all of his slaves, they took care of her.” Stevens referred 
to her grandfather’s household workers as slaves, even though they would have 
been freed slaves by the time of her mother’s marriage. The term reveals their 
ongoing, perhaps unquestioned role as servants for the family during Recon-
struction and beyond. Promptly after Stevens’s mother returned from her hon-
eymoon, her father asked if she wanted someone to come in and help her with 
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the housework. He offered her the help of his former slaves. Steven repeated 
the tale, handed down as an important family memory: “She said, ‘Oh no, I can 
do it.’ She had never washed a teaspoon in her life. [Yet] she said she was deter-
mined to be a good housekeeper.” Stevens’s mother’s motto remained her oft-
repeated phrase, “You are no good if you can’t do things.” Stevens’s mother did 
accept help with child care; she had a busy household of eight children. Stevens 
and her siblings grew up right across the street from her white grandfather’s 
home.13 Despite the Stevens family’s relatively comfortable life, Stevens’s mother 
taught her the skills necessary for her lengthy career as a nanny for a wealthy 
family in Worcester, Massachusetts.

Alberta Hardy, born in Mississippi in 1918, drew a sharp distinction be-
tween her paid domestic labor in a Detroit hotel and the domestic work she 
performed for her own family on their farm. Although her family chores seem 
fairly involved, Hardy characterized her work at home as light. She admitted 
that she preferred working at home “because my mother was there. I wasn’t on 
my own there. I didn’t have too much to do, but I did help out [with] the kids 
and everything, but hard work I didn’t. I did the cooking and the washing and 
the ironing.”14

For Inez Smith, family teaching regarding paid housework made a lasting 
impact, but the lessons learned came from her aunts rather than her mother. 
Smith’s mother, who also played a formative role in her thinking, detested clean-
ing the houses of others. For her aunts, however, domestic work retained a dig-
nity and importance. There was a right way to approach the work, according to 
these women. But the low pay and low respect the work garnered from white 
clients bothered Smith greatly. Smith, later a college graduate, undertook do-
mestic work as an adolescent, working alongside her aunts. Smith asserted:

You had to do everything. And you learned a system. My aunt taught me 
a system of how to clean. When you got there you started with your clean-
ing. Get your cleaning done and I mean, you had to clean. My kids get so 
mad at me. When I clean, I mean, I want it clean. I said, “I have to show 
you, and I have to pass this on, the way that I learned how to do this.” 
And I am very proud of it. My two aunts took care of me when I was very 
young, maybe thirteen, fourteen years old. I would go to those houses 
with them, and you stood back and you looked at the room, you polished 
everything and you cleaned those floors and you learned how to work 
fast and get that work done. And it doesn’t leave me to this day. Now I am 
proud of them teaching me that. And the only qualm that I have with it 
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when I think about the great big houses when you clean them—at the end 
of the day my aunt was given four dollars. That just gets me sometimes.15

Born in 1930, Annie Evelyn Collins had to earn a living at an early age. 
Collins’s mother and father separated around the time of her seventh birthday. 
Her mother had some support from her family of origin during her difficult 
years. Collins explained, “She lived on her daddy’s place and her daddy had two 
hundred acres and he built her a new house and that’s where we stayed.” Upon 
leaving home at eighteen, Annie took up day work, working alongside her sister, 
in Covington, Kentucky, for about four months. “One would do the cooking 
and one to do the cleaning,” Collins recalled. “I helped with the light cleaning 
and then I left that and I come to Detroit.” Her older sister taught her how to 
properly keep house. Collins said that she learned “from home—you had to do 
it at home. My oldest sister was the one who taught us how to mop and wash 
because my mother was always on the go, working and stuff. Not working out 
[domestic work] but working with her father, and the second oldest sister was 
left to tell us what to do.”16

For many women, the mother’s lessons came in the form of passing on at-
titudes towards education and hard work. Thelma Lane of Washington, D.C., 
undertook paid labor in a succession of different fields—working as a maid, a 
teacher, and finally as a clerical worker for the Department of Defense. Her par-
ents, despite limited education themselves, strove to raise educated children who 
valued learning. Lane explained, “My mother read and studied. She finished 
eighth grade. My father, who was the eldest of his group, wasn’t able to finish 
grade school, but he could read and write and could do math better than I could. 
His parents died very early, so being the eldest, he assumed the role of caretaker.” 
As with Chatman, the teachings of Lane’s parents stayed with her into her later 
years. Even the little things they did to facilitate Lane’s access to education had 
seared into her memory. Lane said of her childhood in Montgomery, Alabama:

My mother and father always said, “If you are going to stay home from 
school it had better be bad.” If you didn’t pass the role at school, ten min-
utes later your parents knew that you weren’t in school. The truant officer 
would call and your parents were fined. In my family, the only reason you 
stayed home from school was if you were sick, and I mean sick. So I just 
got up every morning and went to school. My father worked at night and 
would come in in the morning and he would start breakfast. My mother 
would get us ready for school. On snowy days when the deep snow went 
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up to the knees, he would make tracks for us to walk [in]. Every child had 
to [go to] school and we went through grade school and high school.

Lane also commented on her parents’ attitudes towards hard labor. They un-
derstood that all work had dignity to it, and Lane called on this attitude during 
her years as a maid. Lane said, “I had really no great qualms about it [domestic 
work]. My mother always said never be ashamed of whatever you had to do as 
long as you were earning an honest dollar. She said, ‘If you have to scrub the 
floor, scrub it well.’ So that was the basis for us.”17

Faith Richmond of Boston gained inspiration by watching her mother tend 
to her family as a single mother. Richmond, born Faith Parsons, came into the 
world in 1927, just before the Great Depression. Her father, a meat cutter, died 
at an early age. Initially, Elijah Parsons owned his own store. Richmond related 
with sadness:

When that closed up, he worked for a Jewish man that owned a store. My 
mother didn’t work at all. In this store, in the back part of the store, they 
had a cast-iron sink in which they cleaned fish. They kept a big wooden 
spoon hanging over the sink, and everyone used this spoon. They didn’t 
realize a man that worked there had tuberculosis. My father caught tuber-
culosis, but he was doing fine. He was in a sanatorium in North Carolina. 
The same one FDR was in. When he was almost ready to come home, 
he asked an orderly to go to the store and get him some peanut brittle, 
he loved that. He was eating the brittle and choked, hemorrhaged, and 
died.

When he died, the oldest girl, May, was just in first grade. I might have 
been a year, I am not sure. My sister is the oldest, my brother the second, 
and then I’m third, my other sister is the fourth. Mother had a hard time.

It seems to me, I remember growing up in a two-family, two-room 
house. It was like a duplex, and the toilet was on the back porch. It had a 
kitchen, bedroom, and living room. This is where we lived.

She worked in a tobacco factory. It was hard for her. She then worked 
for the Batchelders in Durham and she cooked for them. She would bring 
home food to help out and clothes from the children of the Batchelders. I 
was the fresh one that bragged over things that I thought were a big deal. 
Not too many people had turkey for Thanksgiving.

At that time things were really cheap. You could go to the store and 
get what they used to call veal, but we called it chicken chops, it had a lot 
of gristle. It looked just like veal. She would get five cents’ worth of that 
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and make gravy and rice. She wasn’t a good cook, but we enjoyed it. It 
wasn’t like some people who were good cooks. She also always made jelly 
cakes with jelly in the center.18

Dr. Ogretta McNeil, a retired psychology professor from Holy Cross College 
in Worcester, Massachusetts, journeyed from Savannah, Georgia, to Washington, 
D.C., as a child. McNeil’s mother worked steadfastly to provide financially for 
her family. Although her mother later expressed ambivalence about McNeil’s 
pursuit of a college degree at Howard, she went to great pains to secure the best 
possible schooling for Ogretta as a child. When McNeil’s father migrated north 
for work, fleeing the violence of the region, her mother, who remained in Savan-
nah, began working and moved in with McNeil’s grandmother. Young McNeil 
was placed in the home of a family friend across town, perhaps because the pub-
lic schools were stronger in that neighborhood. McNeil recalled, “I remember 
that she would try to come and get me on the weekends, but not always be able 
to do that because sometimes I’d go to church with them.” McNeil’s family had 
few funds and even had limited access to food. As urban dwellers, the family 
did not have the largesse of the fields to fall back on. McNeil still remembered 
the gift of a special doll for Christmas, secured at great sacrifice by her mother. 
Arriving in Washington during World War II, both her parents struggled to 
make ends meet on the limited salaries of the jobs open to African Americans. 
Despite their years of study at a teachers college, McNeil’s parents obtained ac-
cess only to menial jobs. These jobs resulted in a recognizable contribution to 
the broader community, especially in the case of McNeil’s mother, who worked 
in the same hospital kitchen for many years. Her mother’s job also provided 
financial stability to the family. The family moved from a rooming house to a 
better rooming house with kitchen privileges, to a rented house, and ultimately 
to a house they purchased. McNeil stated:

When she [her mother] went to Washington, she did day work. She 
worked as a domestic cleaning their house until she got a job at Bethesda 
as a cook at the hospital. Both she and my father did that. They finally got 
settled jobs.

He did not stay [at the hospital job]. He then got a job as a short-
order cook in restaurants and stuff like that. His work was less stable than 
my mother’s. He had an alcohol problem.

Her whole life history was there at the hospital in the same place, 
in the same kitchen. She certainly knew the kitchen, because what do 
you do. You go into the kitchen, you work, you come home, but, you 
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know, people knew her and stuff. She was there all the time. I never really 
thought about that.

Due to her mother’s work hours, McNeil’s father had the responsibility 
for much of her day-to-day care—attention she appreciated. McNeil’s parents 
raised their children rather strictly. They required significant discipline. McNeil, 
who took a highly unusual career path, does not praise this early training, but 
rather distances herself from it at some level. McNeil stated, “Your behavior was 
very much controlled by your family. I participated in doing the wash and the 
cooking. Of course, I am not any good at that stuff.”19

Like McNeil, Addie Smith, while growing up in Claremont, North Caro-
lina, had to withstand a separation from her mother while she worked. Smith 
enjoyed her life at her grandparents’ home, but she missed her mother with an 
intensity that ultimately proved too strong to bear. Smith’s mother lived with a 
wealthy white family and visited her daughter on the weekends. Smith’s mother 
eventually moved into her own place. Smith detailed:

And I went to live with her because my sister was already with her, and 
she had gotten her a job. So, I went because I was lonely, you know. I 
missed my mother and my sister. But I also always had lots of my uncles 
and aunts [on the farm]—I had them to play [with]. But, I missed them, 
you know, so I just said I’m going to go. I tell you what, I said to my great-
grandmother—she was blind. I said to her one day, “I want to go where 
my mother is.” So she said, “Don’t say anything. I’ll give you the money 
and you can go right out there and catch the bus.”

So she gave me—I think it was about fifty cents, and she gave me 
money. So I slipped out that Saturday and got on the bus. I didn’t even 
know how to get to my mother or nothing. I just—as I got off the bus and 
I asked people along the way. My mother got home from work, and [words 
omitted] I was sitting on the porch. Oh, and she wanted to spank me.20

Not everyone cast their mothers as unchallenged heroes. A few of the 
women resented having to help out so much at home, and some even wondered 
why their mothers had brought so many children into the world. Alverrine 
Parker’s memories of her mother centered on her pregnancies; Parker, born in 
1936, said, “My mother was having a baby every Monday morning.” Parker sub-
stantially contributed to the upbringing of her many siblings, and thus felt like 
a grandmother when she had her own two children. Parker’s grandmother took 
in washing for whites in their community of Columbus, Mississippi. She earned 
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a dime for a blouse, and made her own soap. Her father labored as a bellhop and 
on the cleaning staff of a local bank, and Parker’s mother held down a job at a 
bakery for a time. Parker did the needed work at home. “Washing, and cleaning, 
scrubbing floors. My aunt always teases us and says that’s why our hands look so 
bad. She says because we had to do so much work. We did a lot of work,” Parker 
admitted. Yet this did not sour her on housework entirely. She still took the time 
to iron her sheets a little. Parker confided, “I like ironing. I hate to see people 
with wrinkled clothes on.”21

Liddie Williams worked as the primary caretaker of a breathtaking apart-
ment overlooking Lake Michigan in Chicago’s so-called Gold Coast neighbor-
hood at the time of the interview. Williams, the second oldest of ten children, 
recalled her mother’s lessons in work, saying, “They [had] taken me to the cot-
ton field when I was seven years old. She would have me to get up in a chair and 
to do the dishes, and I started cooking pretty early because she learned me how to 
cook. She would put the food out and leave (she would go to the field and stuff) 
[leaving] me to take care of it. I was very young.” Although she acquired usable 
skills, Williams considered the work load significant. She exclaimed, “I would 
watch my young brothers and sister and I would pray that my mother would 
have no more babies. Because in her second marriage, she had three more after 
her first marriage. Yeah, I was the babysitter—shaking and rocking. Well, that’s 
what learned me to take care of kids.”22

Avezinner Dean spoke forthrightly about trying to get out of the chore of 
helping her mother care for her eleven brothers and sisters. Dean admitted, “I 
would babysit sometimes when she was busy. I stayed home too much from 
school. My mother was the one that had all of the children.” Taking children 
out of school to attend to chores was not unheard of at this time; families made 
considerable sacrifices to pull through. Dean’s mother had herself come from a 
large family of ten children, and thus sizable families were well known to her. 
Yet one-third of Dean’s mother’s siblings had no children of their own. Living 
in a large family could discourage marriage and/or child raising in the next 
generation, for the level of work such families entailed was made plain.23 A close 
look at the biographical sketches located at the front of the book illuminates 
this trend. Women whose families of origin contained many siblings tended to 
have small families. Compellingly, the opposite also proved to be true. Mothers 
of large families tended to come from a small group of siblings themselves. Per-
haps they yearned for a greater family connection, or even felt compelled to create 
larger families after migrating far from their families of origin.

Rosa Young of Abbeville and Holly Springs, Mississippi, vividly remem-
bered caring for siblings, even though she was the fourth of six children. Young 
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stated, “I remember, too, helping out with the younger baby, you know.” But one 
day her baby sister fell from the porch. “So,” Young began, “my dad wanted to 
know who did it. None of us wanted to confess to it, see. But he gave all of us a 
whipping, until he get the right one, he gave all of us a whipping.”24

The migrants interpreted the no-nonsense parenting style of their parents 
in different ways. The dictate that things be done right, and done right the first 
time, stayed with the women through their lifetimes. Their parents’ voices still 
rang in their heads. Yet migrants realized that some of the parenting had been 
contrary to today’s standards. Some felt the old style preferable, while others felt 
it outdated, or worse. Barbara Purifoy-Seldon of Birmingham, Alabama, and 
Southfield, Michigan, achieved success as a professor of dental hygiene. She ap-
proached her upbringing openly, saying:

My mother only had one job in her life. Before she got married, she walked 
a lady’s dog. She didn’t want anyone to know that she did that. Education 
was important to her. They raised us like they were raised. They didn’t 
use Dr. Spock. They didn’t use any of the psychological things. If you did 
wrong you got a “wuppin.’ ” I was still angry today at some [of] the ways 
that I was raised, because I know there was abuse there.

Purifoy-Seldon, born in 1943, just slightly predated Dr. Spock’s initial fame. 
Spock published his first edition of the highly influential Baby and Child Care
in 1946. This psychologically influenced child-rearing method, with emphasis 
on caring for the individual, did start to circulate in Purifoy-Seldon’s early years 
and could have had an effect on her parents’ approach to parenting, had they 
been aware of or amenable to such advice. Purifoy-Seldon did soften her as-
sessment of her parents by warmly recalling the family’s great conversations at 
family dinners and their unequivocal support for education. “Everything they 
were denied they wanted their children to have. They wanted us to have a good 
education,” she stated.25

Many of the migrants lost touch with their fathers due to divorce and harsh 
economic realities. Lillie Shelby was atypical in having had absolutely no con-
tact with her mother. Shelby, born in Sunflower County, Mississippi, lived in 
Memphis and Detroit. Her father, a peddler and field worker, raised her on his 
own. The break with her maternal history is so complete that one wonders if 
some secret was involved. Shelby mused, “I know nothing about my mother . . . 
I know that her name was Lucille Smith before he married her. That’s as far as 
I know. I know nothing about none of her people. Never heard of them, never 
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seen them, or nothing. I just knew that my father had three sons, so I know 
them and I knew his mother.”26

The Role of the Church

It is impossible to overemphasize the role the church played in the women’s 
lives. Throughout the interviews, the migrants made observations that reflected 
a Christian upbringing and worldview. Christian values, including caring for 
the less fortunate, loving neighbors, striving to lead a meaningful life, and bear-
ing up under suffering in order to earn grace from God permeated the thinking 
of the women. The hope of a heavenly reward for earthly suffering figured cen-
trally in many women’s belief systems. The lessons of the church stayed with the 
women for a lifetime, attesting to the power of their early church schooling. The 
vast majority maintained connections with church throughout their lives, and 
many were exceedingly active in their religious communities. The deep connec-
tion with religion bridged the migration; the teachings, taking up no physical 
space whatsoever, were easy to pack up and bring along on the move. Not only 
did the feelings and attitudes of church cross regional boundaries, but often the 
actual congregation moved as well. It was not unheard of for whole churches 
to make the move north about the same time. Certainly many migrants joined 
northern churches where they had long-standing ties with other congregants.

Carefully monitored African American girls frequented only three places—
home, school, and church. Sundays were filled with church services and youth 
organizations. Baptism, usually undertaken in late childhood, figured as one 
of the most memorable moments of a young person’s life. Religious teachings 
figured centrally in the women’s ability to work through difficult times. Ophelia 
Mae Mayberry Hall described her life of hard work, saying, “The Lord has been 
good to us. He had blessed us beyond measures, and to him I am grateful. I 
haven’t had it peaches and cream, but I shouldn’t grumble. We should never 
grumble. And we are looking forward to one day to maybe go on into heaven.”27

Hall’s statement echoed many other oral histories. While open-mindedly view-
ing the tragedies that marked her life—and there were many—Hall trusted God 
and attributed all of the good in her life to God’s blessing.

Many of the migrants’ fathers served as leaders in the church, from minis-
tering their own congregations, as Lois Stevens’s father did, to itinerant preach-
ing for a variety of communities (many small communities could not maintain 
a dedicated minister, but rather made do with visiting clergy every other week), 
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to serving as church deacons. Mothers often provided leadership for the Sunday 
school or other church organizations. Migrant women followed their mothers’ 
examples by volunteering on behalf of their own churches.

Formal church organizational membership began in childhood with youth 
groups and choir participation, and continued on into the women’s later years. 
Blues legend Koko Taylor, interviewed for Living Blues in 1993, said of her youth 
outside Memphis, “I was raised on gospel, because my dad say everybody in his 
household had to go to church on Sunday, and we did. So every Sunday I would 
go to church, and I would sing in this little Baptist Church choir.” Ella Sims 
recalled singing as a very young child while her minister father preached, and 
she spoke on stage at just eight or nine. Sims looked forward to revivals, for she 
anticipated the excitement of seeing men and women claim the faith and come 
forward for baptism. She, like so many at the time, also eagerly anticipated large 
church picnics, which constituted some of the most important social events 
of the year. Sims remembered the exact moment of her own commitment—
August 11, 1933, at twelve noon. The nine-year-old stepped forward and testi-
fied that the spirit had moved her.28 On reflection, some women doubted their 
understanding of the true import of the moment, or even the truth of their 
spiritual awakening. Ophelia Mae Mayberry Hall revealed that when she and 
her friends all joined the church at the age of nine, “We didn’t know really what 
we were doing, but He opened the door of the church and He says, ‘Come as 
a little child.’ ”29 Many attested that their faith grew as they aged. Lillian Gill 
of Grand Rapids stated straightforwardly, “I have a deep faith.”30 Only a few 
women candidly admitted that they had moved away from some of the teach-
ings of their youth.

For migrants, few of whom would have been welcomed in the social and 
service clubs run by middle-class and upper-class women of the nonmigrant 
African American community, church-based clubs provided a valuable social 
outlet and a chance to broaden in spirit by taking part in philanthropic activi-
ties. Migrant women organized groups to build female social networks, feed the 
sick and less fortunate, assist with church services, and provide a helping hand 
for the elderly. Church, an institution which typically welcomed a wide variety 
of the faithful, offered a comfortable port in the storm of late twentieth-century 
race relations. Creamy McKinney, who characterized her life by saying, “I just 
go to work and go to church,” devoted her time to running the Pastor Aid Soci-
ety of the Second Baptist Church of Worcester. As with many migrants, church 
served as her primary activity in addition to paid employment.31 Liddie Williams 
left her own church to join that of her mother and grandmother, First Baptist 
Congregational of Chicago; Williams had to drive her relatives to church ac-
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tivities anyway, so the move made sense. Williams kept fit doing aerobics at the 
church. She served on a mission board and as a missionary at her church. Her 
duties included visits to the sick. She attended church every Sunday and every 
Monday.32

In some cities, churches did break down over financial distinctions, but the 
distinctions could be a bit more difficult to discern than in the white churches. 
Domestic servants for wealthy whites often claimed membership in the migrant 
community elite.33 Highly paid industrial workers had considerable clout. In 
the North, the long-settled African American community, those descendents of 
free blacks, escaped slaves, or pre–Great Migration migrants, sometimes kept 
to their own churches, while the migrants, adopting a more southern flavor in 
their worship service, kept to theirs. With the arrival of migrants, a flurry of new 
churches were formed, sometimes “storefront” churches set up in modest physi-
cal spaces, like rented shops.

The harsh lifestyle of the farmer inspired belief in a higher power, often 
the only form of solace in an unrelenting world. Lois E. Myers and Rebecca 
Sharpless elucidate, “Rural people knew well the need for God’s presence; they 
saw evidence every day in the rains that did or did not come, the seeds that 
did or did not sprout, the landlord who could be kind or difficult.” The church 
espouses a survivalist philosophy, Myers and Sharpless explain, placing value in 
keeping on when American society was weighted heavily against southern black 
farmers. In the early twentieth century, approximately ninety percent of African 
Americans had an affiliation with either the Methodist or Baptist denomina-
tions. African Americans followed Baptist teachings over Methodist at a rate of 
two to one, according to Myers and Sharpless.34

A few women spoke to me of a heightened sense of awareness they attrib-
uted to a religious connection. Esther Woods owned books about the power of 
angels. Her often-invoked phrase, “Earth has no sorrow Heaven cannot cure,” 
testified to her abiding belief in an afterlife. As recounted in her edited transcript 
earlier in the chapter, Minnie Chatman said, “They say I was born with a 
veil over my face and things would come to me and the Lord would speak.” She 
purportedly had premonitions about her mother’s death, her husband’s death, 
and even my visit to conduct the oral history. Chatman also had a power to 
bring people into the church. As a child she encouraged an alcoholic to declare 
his faith and undergo baptism. Chatman related, “You know, I caught his hand 
and go over and got down on my knees by the bench where he was and I prayed. 
He said he never heard a person as young as I was to say a prayer to God about 
somebody. I said, ‘That’s what you asked me and that’s what I asked the Lord to 
do for you.’ ”35 Ruth Margaret Covington held fast to a similar spiritual belief. 
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Covington’s father died shortly before her daughter was born, and she always 
believed “all of his spirits were in her and went into her.”36

During many of her years in Detroit, Anniese Moten attended services at 
the Holy Tabernacle Church of God and Christ on a daily basis. She mixed her 
formal religious practice and belief system with an understanding of a spiritual 
power of her own. Moten’s mother ate a large chicken meal while pregnant, 
and Moten believed this act “marked me with a chicken,” bestowing on her a 
physical mark signifying special powers. When Moten’s mother grew ill and lay 
dying, Moten related that she laid her hands upon her and brought her back to 
life. Moten laid her hands on her mother often, not ceasing the practice until 
her mother begged her not to do it again, citing the age of her body and spirit. 
Moten’s mother finally did die, falling in the kitchen at the back of Moten’s Detroit 
home. Yet she still haunted Moten’s dreams. Moten admitted, “I have had dreams 
about her and she said, ‘Don’t worry about me, you just come on and be with 
me.’ And I just tell her, ‘When I get this house straightened up, I coming.’ She 
said, ‘Don’t worry about that house, you just come on.’ Yes, God has been good, 
I tell you.”37

Childhood Employment

Farm children learned the value of hard work. Older children bore particular 
burdens, as they had to take care of the younger children while their parents at-
tended to the fields or other chores. Texan Ruth Weatherly Manning continually 
lamented that her younger siblings had more opportunity for schooling than she 
did. Manning detailed, “Lou Ann and me had to do all the work, you know, that 
was our share in the country. We had to milk the cows and drive them into the 
pasture. Rowena and Myrtice and Gussie didn’t do anything but go to school.”38

Migrant Maggie Langham Washington explained, “I didn’t do much farm work 
when we lived in the country because I had to take care of the smaller chil-
dren. You see, when I was six years old, I was keeping house like a woman. I 
had the babies to care for, the food to cook, clothes to wash and iron the hard 
way.” She had to coordinate everything so that it was ready for dinner at twelve 
o’clock sharp. Her mother would come into the house, breast-feed her youn-
gest child, and return to the field. Yet Washington had warm memories of her 
younger days, and reminisced, “But that was our happy time. We loved to see 
night come.” The family would gather in their parents’ room, roasting pecans 
and spreading them out on a chair for each child to enjoy. They would also cook 
small potatoes in the ashes of their parents’ bedroom stove.39
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As children, the majority of the female migrants had to undertake paid 
work. Sometimes they contributed to the overall family economy; other times 
they earned money they could keep for themselves. Most of the women labored 
either as assistants on the family farm or as domestic workers for white neigh-
bors. A few helped out their parents by laboring in family-owned stores or res-
taurants. Another small group heeded their parents’ wishes to stay out of the 
work force altogether, concentrating on their schoolwork.

Bernita Howard worked exclusively on the family farm in Alabama. Her 
father restricted female family members from working in the homes of whites. 
His stance proved typical; many of the project’s respondents would report that 
their husbands felt the same way (see chapter five). Few fathers or husbands 
had the wherewithal to enforce these desires, however, for economic realities 
won out. The respondents did not always agree with their father’s or husband’s 
restrictions, but followed his wishes if financially possible. The women well un-
derstood the importance of the request. Howard expressed, “My dad always said 
he didn’t want his wife to go in a white man’s kitchen—so we never worked out.” 
She continued, “My mother never did work out. In fact, my daddy said before 
he got married he made sure he was able to take care of his wife so she wouldn’t 
have to go out and work, but she did work around the house and she worked on 
the farm, but that was enough.”40

Other interviewees spoke of working while young, but insisted the work 
was limited in scope because of their father’s financial stability. Minnie Chatman 
stressed that her mother did not work outside the home in Mississippi, although 
she did earn some money on the side selling crops and baked goods. Chatman 
herself only began working outside of her own home at sixteen, which would be 
rather late. Chatman asserted, “I picked cotton and I would go and clean up for 
people and then I would go in and cook. That is the only kind of work that I ever 
remember doing, because, you know, my father had his own home.”41

Faith Richmond, growing up in the urban environment of Durham, North 
Carolina, had access to a wider array of job opportunities than those who lived 
in small towns and rural settings. She provided added income that proved cru-
cial for her widowed mother. Richmond expressed, “When we would go out 
we had to pay our way, that’s what my mother taught us. That was the rule.” 
But Durham’s job market proved highly restrictive. Richmond characterized the 
region by saying, “Down there jobs were terrible, even in the services it was 
bad.” Richmond’s first job, watching a baby, was typical in its restrictiveness. 
Richmond began working for pay when she was around fourteen to sixteen 
years of age. Even at this young age, she could not abide by her white employer’s 
work rules and spoke up for herself. As Susan Tucker found in her study of 
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southern black domestics and their employers, white employers were not uni-
formly wealthy. Even working-class whites in the South hired domestic help. 
Richmond’s employers both labored in a Durham factory. The baby’s mother 
demanded that her black employee keep to the back of the house when she went 
outside. “She told me never to have anyone visit me there, and no one on the 
front porch,” Richmond revealed. “If I wanted to sit on the porch, even with the 
child, I was to sit on the back porch.” Richmond went on:

They didn’t have anything in the house but a kitchen set, bedroom set, and 
the baby crib. This guy I was going with drove me to work one morning 
and we sat in the car talking until it was time for me to go in the house. 
She didn’t say anything about that; maybe she didn’t know. The lady that 
got me the job worked across the street. One day, when I had the baby 
in the playpen on the front porch, she came over to see how I was doing. 
I got her a chair so she could sit, and the people next door told the lady 
that I had company sitting on the front porch. She said how she had told 
me not to have any company sitting on the front porch. I was to sit on the 
back porch. I said, “Let me tell you something, give me my money right 
now.” Of course, we had an argument. She gave me my money and I left. I 
didn’t go back.

Richmond’s second attempt at domestic work proved similarly disappoint-
ing. “That lady walked around the house naked all the time,” Richmond com-
plained. “I couldn’t take that. This was all the time. I worked there three days or a 
week. There were children in the house, but that didn’t stop her.” Here Richmond 
faced the uncomfortable situation born by all personal service workers—being 
overly acquainted with the peccadilloes, as well as the more egregious offenses, 
of one’s employer. Richmond did not work in a private home again.

As a young adult in the early 1940s, Richmond landed a job at Duke Hos-
pital, a part of Duke University. She experienced racism at work, and the insults 
fueled her desire to move to the North. She would, as will be discussed in chap-
ter four, also encounter deep hostilities in Boston. Richmond felt compelled to 
speak out about white prejudice. She remembered taking a stand against unfair 
treatment, even at this early age. Her forthrightness as a young adult attests to a 
changing South, for she certainly would have faced dire repercussions for such 
attitudes and resulting actions in an earlier era. Richmond described her em-
ployment, saying, “I worked at Duke Hospital feeding the fellows that came into 
the dining room. They were very nasty and insulting. They used to call me some 
names of a movie star. We would sling food at them, and some of us would spit 
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in it. It was awful. I never could keep my mouth closed. I would curse them out, 
the supervisor and everybody.”42

Some young adults formed tight, albeit multifaceted, bonds with their em-
ployers. This is another trend explored by Susan Tucker in her study. Tucker 
writes, “That domestics have been a central factor in southern culture, then, can-
not be denied. Their experiences and the memories of them have woven complex 
bonds between the white and black people of the South. Through the accounts 
of these bonds, we can begin to reconstruct the past and thereby move toward 
an analysis of the multiple pictures of the lives of domestic workers.”43 Tucker’s 
observations hold for northern domestic workers as well, although the practice 
of hiring black servants was not as ubiquitous in the region, where poor whites 
and immigrants also worked in private homes in high numbers. When human 
beings mingle their lives together, even as employer and employee, close rela-
tionships form. Sometimes the relationships resemble familial ones and involve 
serious feelings. Yet the paid aspect of the connection remains omnipresent, 
and must flavor all dealings between employer and domestic worker. The racial 
difference between employee and employer also affected all of these relation-
ships. Race has been too salient a category in American history for anyone to 
completely ignore it. At times, generosity on the side of the employer helped to 
mitigate hard feelings. When an employer went beyond the minimum in provid-
ing for the employee, it could be read as a sign of high regard. Avezinner Dean 
babysat for two boys when she was a teenager (from approximately twelve to 
seventeen years of age). Her employer set up an account for her at a nearby store. 
Dean stated, “She bought all of my clothes and I traveled with her. I got to go to 
many places. She paid for it. She was a schoolteacher. Very nice.” When Dean cut 
the teacher’s hair, the teacher gave her a chocolate pie as a tip. Dean, a forthright 
person, characterized the relationship as one of true fondness. She insisted, “We 
didn’t have all of this trouble that I hear people talking about.”44

As a child, Gussie Nash worked as a domestic for the Crawford family of 
Arkansas. Generations of the family carried warm feelings for her. Nash did 
not encourage the connection, or even regard it highly, as she attributed the af-
fection to guilt. Nash had met the woman she called “Miss Crawford” because 
her grandmother did Crawford’s washing and ironing. Nash became the elderly 
woman’s personal assistant. Like many young women of the early 1950s, she 
performed duties that in a later era would typically be performed by a home 
health aide. Nash would work as a hospital aide in adulthood. Between the ap-
proximate ages of fourteen and eighteen, she spent each day after school until 
five o’clock, as well as Saturday mornings, with Crawford. Nash cleaned up the 
kitchen, mopped the floor, and helped with the cooking, all for fifty cents a day. 
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She laughed, “It’s funny. Now her grandson comes back to Arkansas every so 
often and he want to know what he can do for you because she did never pay 
much and he wants to help out.”45

Jobs came to young women quite easily. Nash’s memory of securing her 
job through an introduction made by her grandmother is typical. As most girls 
needed added income and the system of racialized domestic work remained 
so entrenched in the South, young black girls found themselves approached 
frequently. Glennette Taylor of Lamar County, Alabama, simply went to a store 
to buy bicycle accessories, and was offered a position by a white family in the 
store. Having babysat for her family, she was familiar with the work, and she 
accepted the job of caring for twins, a boy and a girl, after school. She later 
worked a press in a steam laundry each day after school, beginning in about 
eighth grade. Taylor said sarcastically of the hot and heavy press, “Oh, yeah, it’s 
fun all right.”46 Like many of her contemporaries, Taylor learned about strenu-
ous labor at a young age.

Creamy McKinney found work at about nine years of age through her fa-
ther’s boss. McKinney, who grew up in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, remembered, “I 
used to stay with this lady on the weekends. She was quite sick, and she didn’t 
have anybody to help to take care of her. And my father knew the peoples there. 
They was related to his boss. And I used to go and stay with them on the week-
ends and help her—clean her, her bed, you know. Do little things for her, serve 
her food. And, I did—so, I did a lot of that, every weekend I went to live with 
this lady and take care of her.”47 McKinney’s work would be known as “per-
sonal attendant” work or at-home nursing in today’s economy, and would not 
be performed by a child. As scholar Lynn May Rivas reports, such work, in the 
twenty-first century, is often performed by immigrant women, many nonwhite. 
The work requires providing the illusion that the patient is more independent 
than their health warrants. Thus the patient finds that social distance or the abil-
ity to render the caregiver invisible is helpful. Rivas writes, “Immigrant women 
are easily cast into roles that require invisibility, because they already belong to a 
category that is socially invisible.”48 McKinney, as a young black girl in Alabama, 
may similarly have been socially invisible to her white charge.

For all women working in the homes of others, physical or sexual abuse 
remained a significant threat (see chapter five). Women were terminated from 
positions for not acquiescing to the sexual overtures of their male employers. 
Beatrice Jackson left her home in Calhoun County, Alabama, in 1936 to help her 
sister and attend college at Langston University, where she would earn a degree in 
elementary education. While living in Tulsa, Jackson took a position as a domes-
tic to pay her college expenses. She earned just $5.50 a week. Jackson related:
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My first job was for an army sergeant from Minnesota. He ran an ad in the 
local paper and I answered it. My job was to do the cooking and I knew 
nothing about cooking, so I learned as I went along. He did the shopping.

I learned as needed. I used to teach myself at the sergeant’s house. He 
was a widower, and he kept a fresh flower, a rose, each day for his wife. He 
had her outfits on the bed always.

In the end he got a little too interested in me. He wanted me to stay 
Sundays with him and that was my day off. I was very young and didn’t 
know how to turn him off. I told him I was not a call girl, so I terminated 
the job.49

Jackson’s job, working for a single man, carried warning signs. But she 
needed the position, in which she made five dollars and fifty cents a week. She 
was vulnerable and alone, and her daily presence in the home led her employer 
to express unwanted familiarity and make sexual advances. Like many women, 
Jackson had to end her job, and thus, of course, her much-needed paychecks, 
because of the abhorrent behavior.

Some of the other respondents related to Jackson’s lack of knowledge about 
cooking. Despite training by their mothers or other female relatives in house-
work, young girls often had to acquire some of the requisite skills on the job. 
Even when there was preliminary training, positions frequently required some 
skills with which workers were unfamiliar. The disjuncture between training 
and real employment is heightened for the young. Fannie Mae Kennedy re-
membered, “When we went to Oklahoma, I started trying to do a little day work 
and didn’t know what I was doing. I remember one time ironing for a lady and 
[I] dropped the lady’s iron and broke it. You know, because by that time, maybe 
I was sixteen. You know, you know nothing.”50

During her childhood in Montgomery, Alabama, Ruth Margaret Coving-
ton babysat for family and neighbors. Watching children constituted her main 
work for pay. She also aided her grandmother and great-grandmother with 
their work as laundresses. Taking in the laundry of white families proved to be 
a popular way to earn a living in the years before the widespread use of electric 
washers. Ironing, one of the most ubiquitous components of household labor, 
became the duty of hired help, due to its difficulty. Artist Willie Cole has ex-
pressed his memories of his mother and grandmother’s domestic labors through 
his stunning pieces. Cole often utilizes iron scorches, once only viewed as mis-
takes, as a way of declaring, “I WAS HERE. MY WORK MATTERS.” In some 
pieces, Cole has set the scorches in window frames, inverting them and thus 
rendering them less than immediately recognizable. Cole has also fashioned the 
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scorches into shieldlike clusters, a fitting tribute to these women, and even flow-
ers, a testament to their enduring womanhood. For Cole, the scorch marks also 
resemble African masks. Cole has also made super-sized sculptures of irons, 
irons that fill a room. In creating such large irons, Cole reminds us never to for-
get ironing, and the racial and gendered subjugation that still accompanies the 
task. For Ruth Margaret Covington, as for other narrators, memories of ironing 
abounded. Covington detailed the way in which she ironed:

I used to iron with charcoal [irons]. We made little charcoal fires and you 
would heat your iron on this stove to get it hot. There was a certain way 
you had to take it off the fire and put it on your cloth. Always had to have 
a towel—you could use old sheets. My great-grandmother took in laun-
dry—she lived near the army base and they would bring their things and 
she would wash them and press them.

You have to be careful with that iron too because you could scorch 
it because it was so hot. You had to get the temperature gauged. That was 
a matter of throwing water on the iron. They was heavy and you had to 
make sure you had enough cloth to wrap around the handle of it so you 
wouldn’t burn yourself. You would use your cleaning cloth to make sure 
the iron wasn’t too hot to iron the clothes and then you have to sprinkle 
the clothes also so they stayed ironed. You would get the wrinkles out of 
them—so it took a lot more time.51

Ironing formed an important part of Alverrine Parker’s childhood income. 
The teenager earned just twenty-five cents an hour for babysitting, and her em-
ployer also demanded that she iron and complete a variety of other domestic 
chores. Parker resented the low pay and wondered why the white families could 
not perform their own chores. White girls also took on the work of babysitting, 
but employers seldom required the array of tasks Parker was assigned. Parker 
remembered:

For twenty-five cents an hour I’d work all day, and you had to clean, and 
mop floors, and wax floors, and polish shoes. And because I polished my 
shoes, one lady that I used to work [for], she wanted me to polish shoes, 
and iron clothes. I was there to babysit sometimes at night. It would 
prevent you from doing a lot of studying to do all that work. Twenty-five 
cents an hour and they got all their work done.

One night I was ironing a very good dress of hers, and I don’t know 
if the phone rang or something, I left the iron on the dress, and burned a 
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great big hole in it. She didn’t ask me to do too much that required ironing 
any more.

Parker’s act of burning the dress appears accidental, but the consequences 
proved beneficial. In retrospect, intentionally scorching a dress might not have 
been a terrible idea. When one faced inordinate demands, indirect actions such 
as incorrectly performing a task—as the modern common phrase goes, “ac-
cidentally on purpose”—could be the only way to gain an employer’s attention. 
Parker remained outspoken regarding the injustice of requiring children to take 
on so much work. She acknowledged with incredulity whites’ seeming inability 
to care for themselves. She remarked, “It was just that I didn’t understand why 
we had to always be taking care of them. They never did anything, you know, 
you were always ‘yes, ma’am’ and ‘no, ma’am’ and taking care of them.”

The racist attitudes of employers cut deeply into the memories of the young 
women, teaching them early lessons about the meaner aspects of the world. 
Alverrine Parker never forgot the way in which the woman she worked for 
would clean the bathroom immediately after she had used it. In an earlier era, 
white employers would have forbidden their black employees from using the 
bathroom facilities altogether. But this slight advancement in practice did not 
mitigate Parker’s distaste for her employer’s behavior. Clearly this employer 
still had deep-seated prejudices. At just fourteen, Parker openly mocked her 
employer, slyly teasing that she must have had the cleanest bathroom around. 
Parker recalled:

So I told her, her name was Crago—I said, “Mrs. Crago, you must have the 
cleanest bathroom in town.” She said, “Why?” I said, “Because I clean it 
before I use it, and you clean it after I use it.” She didn’t think I knew that 
she did that. She felt if I used the bathroom, some of my blackness was 
going to come off, I guess.

And that taught her something, and it taught me something too. 
Here I was cleaning and keeping her kids and nursing them, and how 
can people feel that [way] because of color. See, that’s what I couldn’t 
understand.52

Children also performed other types of work. Jacqueline Dock worked at a 
neighborhood store, beginning at about eleven years of age.53 Inez Smith labored 
for pay in the juke joint owned by her mother and her aunt. The small estab-
lishment served fried chicken and fish and offered entertainment. The careful 
way in which she recounted her memories attested to the joy of working for 
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one’s family business, rather than at the behest of a white family. Smith recalled 
ordering the groceries—five pounds of trout and ten pounds of chicken. She 
swept and washed the counter. She placed the soda pops in their iced container. 
Smith detailed, “My aunt would give me a dollar and, you know, it just meant 
so much to me. She would give it to me in quarters every Sunday morning be-
cause I would pay my Sunday school money out of it.” Smith continued, “I can 
remember Orange Crush and Coca-Cola. You would have to get the ice from 
the ice truck. It would be my job to go on Saturday morning and wait for the 
iceman to come down through the alley. He sold ice on the back of a truck and 
I would have the kitchen door open so he could get through the kitchen and put 
the fifty-pound chunk of ice over this pop container. I would have to take the 
pop out and sort them out.”54

Education

As Thelma Lane discusses earlier in the chapter, the emphasis the migrant wom-
en’s parents placed on acquiring education stood out clearly in the interviews. 
Families struggled to find the best possible school for their children, keep them 
in school, and send them to college, if at all possible. Extended families banded 
together to foster high educational achievement among young family members. 
If relatives lived near good schools, especially those that offered the advanced 
grades, they expected to offer housing for children. Typically, rural children 
attended a one- or two-room schoolhouse in the first years of schooling, and 
headed to town to board with relatives for the upper grades (perhaps seventh 
through eleventh). Small communities did not offer middle school and high 
school educations to black students. A good many of the respondents for this 
book graduated from high school. High school often ended with graduation 
exercises at the end of eleventh grade. A blurring existed in the curriculums 
of high schools and colleges, as many of the black colleges and normal schools 
(teachers colleges) open to blacks offered high school–type studies right at the 
college. Segregated southern colleges offered programs in high school curricu-
lum as well as the expected college education, in order to offer high school to 
those who had been deprived, as well as to provide remedial courses for those 
going on for their undergraduate studies. A few of the narrators of this study 
earned vocational degrees, a handful earned bachelor’s degrees, and a few even 
attended graduate school. Many parents considered the acquisition of educa-
tion a crucial component of the successful life. Although I made no formal tally, 
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the percentage of the migrants’ children who pursued bachelor’s degrees and 
beyond was significant.

The ancestors of these migrants had dreamed of acquiring a formal educa-
tion. State laws often prohibited the teaching of reading and writing to slaves. 
After the Civil War, the South was slow to offer public education to all of their 
black residents. Some freedmen gained access to education through the schools 
funded by the Freedmen’s Bureau, but these schools were underfunded and 
short-lived. Families compensated by opening schools for their children through 
churches, institutions to which almost all black southerners belonged. Even-
tually, the church schools received some meager funds from the county govern-
ments, and, in many cases, cast-off furniture and books from the white schools. 
The southern counties segued into offering public schooling for black youth, 
schooling that even the Supreme Court upheld in Cummings v. Richmond Board 
of Higher Education (1899) could be “separate but unequal.” And unequal it 
was. But the thirst for education continued for southern black families. Harriet 
Caulfield Smith, interviewed by Thomas Charlton in 1977, spoke of the strong 
desire for education in her family, a desire that she traced all the way back to 
her grandmother, born in slavery. This ancestor, Harriet Williams, dramatically 
recounted stories of emancipation to her granddaughter, with whom she lived. 
Williams’s owner lost ownership of her in a gambling bet, and this loss led to 
Williams’s relocation from Sumter County, Alabama, to a Texas ranch. Williams 
raised her nine children and kept the family going through the perilous Re-
construction years. Despite the death of her second husband, Harriet Caulfield 
Smith stated proudly, “She managed to send three of her children through col-
lege; and after all her children were grown and she had this little farm paid for, 
she was able to accomplish her greatest ambition and that was to learn to read 
and write. Now it was a Baptist college on Sixth Street [in Waco, Texas], right 
up above old New Hope [Baptist Church], which was known as Central Texas 
College and my grandmother attended that college.” Grandma Williams com-
pleted her studies through the fifth grade through the course offerings at Central 
Texas College.55

Rural southern schools for African American children typically met only 
after the completion of the cotton harvest. The school session started anywhere 
between mid-October and late November, and then let out in the spring as the 
planting and hoeing began. The school year was referred to as the “short session.” 
Some schools had a bit longer or shorter school year, depending on local tradi-
tion. Students would come in and out of class based on farm demands. Teacher 
Harriet Caulfield Smith remembered that her school had more students on rainy 



72     Guiding Influences and the Younger Years

days.56 The labor-intensive crops of the black farmers and the razor-thin margin 
that separated these family farms from utter failure made reliance on child labor 
a necessity for many families. Some of the schoolteachers in these rudimentary 
schools had not completed college. Teachers turned over rapidly. A bit more 
flexibility regarding married teachers existed in black schools than their white 
counterparts, due to the informality of the system. And many married African 
American women needed to work outside of the home. White school districts 
often dismissed married women. The small schools, at times built only of raw, 
unpainted lumber, had to, as Smith remembered, accommodate additional chil-
dren when weather and crops permitted. Some young children were needed in 
the fields, and older children, devoting most of their time to farm work, some-
times attempted to fit in a few more days of schooling to augment their earlier 
years. Rural schools typically had only one room and one teacher for the entire 
student body; urban segregated schools offered more space and expanded teach-
ing staff, but the schools’ buildings paled in comparison to those of the white 
schools. Rural schools made do with minimal furniture, and a few did not even 
have blackboards. Some students studied at church schools, the only option in 
their communities, and sat in pews to learn their lessons. Books and supplies 
were those cast off by white school districts. One woman remembered never 
seeing a whole piece of chalk until she went to a segregated school in the city.57

Outhouses served as the only restroom facilities in the rural schools. Teachers 
played the role of custodian, arriving early to start the wood stoves that warmed 
the room. Children gathered wood during recess, or arrived with a few pieces at 
the start of each school day. Outdoor games might consist only of simple child-
hood singing games or ball sports. Students sometimes shared a single ball one 
classmate had brought from home.

Unfortunately, education did not necessarily translate into increased job 
opportunity, especially in the migrant generation. A number of the respondents 
with college degrees labored as domestic workers or in other jobs considered 
working class or blue collar. Historian James N. Gregory, relying on data from 
the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS), concludes that “education 
counted for little in the African American economy. In fact, IPUMS income data 
exposes a tragic idiosyncrasy in the racialized labor markets of the mid-century 
North. Despite generations of talk about the value of education, in 1949 (and 
as late as 1959) a grammar school drop-out African American migrant could 
earn almost the same income as a high school graduate.”58 Education would not 
prove to be a reliable route to improved economic status until the generation 
after migration.
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Barbara Purifoy-Seldon overcame an initial fear of school to become a leader 
in higher education. She confided, “I was really afraid to go to school. I would 
wet my clothes every day and they couldn’t understand why I wet my clothes ev-
ery day. But the truth was I was afraid. I heard that alligators lived in the toilets.” 
This shaky start would not be an indication of things to come. Purifoy-Seldon 
stated with pride, “I was the smartest kid in the class. I was. When I graduated 
from middle school I was the valedictorian.” She skipped a grade when she en-
tered Cass Technical High School. Her parents supported her pursuit of a col-
lege education after her years in the U.S. Army. Purifoy-Seldon said, “My parents 
had always told me that I must go to college.” She earned a bachelor’s degree in 
1970 and a master’s degree in 1972. At the time of the interview, she held the post 
of associate professor with tenure at the University of Detroit Mercy School of 
Dentistry. She elaborated, “I have been teaching for thirty-five years now and I 
could retire any moment if I wanted to, but I am not ready to retire.”59

Ella Sims’s father also dearly wanted his children to have access to an ed-
ucation. Her father had left home at thirteen, having only completed fifth or 
sixth grade. Sims attended a large country school. The students were often much 
older than their functioning grade level due to time lost from the classroom 
because of farm labor. She recalled, “I can remember almost until I was in the 
eighth grade, I was always the youngest and the smallest in my class. Because 
it was nothing for kids to be—when I was eleven and twelve—for kids to be 
sixteen and seventeen, if they hadn’t married.” In their later years, Sims’s father 
boarded his children with families in Helena, Arkansas, so they could attend 
high school there. Helena offered a high school for African American youth. 
But her parents’ support for study ended there. College was not expected for 
the children in the family. Sims remembered, “If I had had people to motivate 
me, I would’ve still been in school.” Sims married at seventeen after graduating 
from high school. She would enter college, as is chronicled in chapter seven, as 
an adult, with support from her employer.60

Sims’s placement with relatives for high school studies was typical in the 
South. Harriet Caulfield Smith described her familial support system in Texas. 
Smith moved to Waco in 1913, to attend the upper grades and high school. She 
had appealed to her parents to consult with her urban relatives, her uncle and 
aunt, about living with their family while she attended school. Smith described, 
“I had always told them I wanted to be a teacher, so they talked it over with 
Auntie and Uncle, and they said, ‘We will take her and keep her.’ ” In making this 
move, she followed the educational career of her older sister, who, Smith said, 
had “always” lived with her aunt and uncle. The transition Smith made from the 
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country to the city was not without incident; children mocked her quiet country 
ways and her studious nature. Smith later recalled the searing treatment in a 
play she wrote in college.61

Lois Stevens and her siblings attended an Alabama boarding school that was 
open to African American children. Before the 1960s and the schools’ financial 
decline, close to one hundred such African American boarding schools existed, 
primarily in the South. Stevens would have attended her school in the 1910s. 
Her parents believed in education, and felt special pressures due to Mr. Stevens’s 
community position. Stevens explained, “My father was a minister, so we had to 
live a certain way. My family would say, if you didn’t get an education, then no 
one would want [to marry] you.” Stevens joked that her parents wanted to “get 
rid” of all of their children by placing them in the school. Stevens left the school 
quite quickly, attributing the decision to her stubborn nature. She remembered: 
“My mother said, ‘Why did they let you go?’ I said, ‘The food was garbage, and 
everything else was not to my liking,’ and she asked me, ‘Are you going to live 
your life getting away from everything you don’t like?’ I said, ‘I probably will!’ 
So, one day I was walking down the street and I saw some girls that were joining 
the army, so I joined too.”62

Some migrants had to negotiate ways to complete their schooling while 
making moves across the country. Thelma Lane was born in Montgomery in 
1920, but spent most of her childhood in Pittsburgh, where she attended school. 
When her mother returned to Alabama for health-related reasons, Lane finished 
high school there. She then went on to Alabama State Teachers College, where she 
studied English and foreign languages (French and Spanish). Her siblings also 
attended college. The migration between the North and South did not disrupt 
their desire to learn and complete their educations.63 Similarly, Alverrine Parker 
stayed in high school, despite having moved from Mississippi to Muskegon, 
Michigan, and then back to Mississippi to live with her grandmother. After one 
year of college in Michigan, Parker left for a job in California.64

Pursuing an education proved difficult for some. Rosa Young attended Mis-
sissippi Industrial College in Holly Springs for a year, studying algebra, trigo-
nometry, Italian, and biology. But her studies were interrupted when the family 
relocated to Grand Rapids. Anniese Moten left school as a small child, after she 
was run off the road on her morning journey to school. Following the accident, 
Moten experienced uncontrollable spasms and had to leave her education be-
hind.65 Alberta Hardy attended school through ninth grade, but described her 
reading skills as minimal, saying, “I just read enough to get the lesson in school. 
I never read a lot of books.”66 For some migrants, schooling came to an end due 
to an early marriage. Fannie Mae Kennedy did not finish high school, running 
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away from her home in Louisiana to get married at eighteen. Most migrant 
women married young, as marriage served as the key marker of adulthood.

A number of migrants found that the dream of an education could not be 
realized, and they deeply regretted this loss. Creamy McKinney, the owner of a 
salon, had worked alongside her sister for a white family, both in New York City 
and in Framingham, Massachusetts. The family offered to pay for McKinney’s 
education, and encouraged her to pursue a degree in medicine. McKinney, even 
after years had passed, labeled the relinquishment of this dream her biggest 
mistake. McKinney said wistfully, “They were just crazy about us. They wanted 
my whole family. Yeah. That was my biggest mistake—I should’ve went on to 
college, and I should be a doctor. And they offered to pay for it.” McKinney 
believed that she would have enjoyed work in the medical field “because I took 
care of kids and stuff like that.”67

Ogretta McNeil, who earned a bachelor’s degree in psychology from How-
ard University and a Ph.D. in the same field from Clark University, had parents 
who supported her desire for education in a general way, but had different over-
all goals for their daughter. McNeil admitted, “My parents weren’t socially alert. 
They were working hard to try to make ends meet.” She related, “You know, I re-
ally see that there was a close relationship between my dad and I, mainly because 
he did the child care for me and, you know, for him, he is the reason I went to 
college, not my mother. My mother saw my place as you get an education, you 
do it well, but you do it to get married well. It was not to have a career. You get an 
education to be a good wife.” McNeil felt her pursuit of a graduate degree placed 
her mother “in a panic state. I don’t think she recovered until the day she died. 
She really felt that somehow she had not done her job adequately and spent her 
time kind of apologizing to my husband because I wasn’t a good wife in a sense 
because I had this career.” McNeil would lie asleep as her husband prepared 
breakfast, and her sons had spent years in day care—things that were anathema 
to McNeil’s mother. Yet McNeil credited her parents for how she turned out, 
saying, “I just feel really so blessed because I think they did a good job.” McNeil 
did well in college and achieved renown as a scholar and a community activist 
in Worcester, Massachusetts. Coming to Worcester to pursue graduate school 
constituted McNeil’s bravest life choice—at home in Washington, D.C., friends 
and relatives wondered at her sanity. McNeil characterized her journey to Clark 
University in 1956—she was then a widow with two sons—as a “monumental 
step. That was like stepping into the middle of [a] hole, a dark hole.”68

For a significant number of the respondents, vocational school proved to 
be an important component of securing a fulfilling career. Cosmetology, as we 
shall discuss in chapter seven, proved to be a popular final career for many 
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migrants. Mary White of Detroit, born in Monroe, Georgia, in 1910, became a 
beautician, but not without being first dissuaded from a career in business by 
the racist practices of the human resources department at the company where 
she interviewed. From White’s remarks, it seemed she may not have realized 
that the excuse offered by the company smacked of racism. Or perhaps she sim-
ply did not feel like sharing this assessment. White, who graduated from high 
school in 1928, simply stated, “I studied shorthand and typing for business. A 
lot of the girls that graduated with me went down to Michigan Bell and applied 
for jobs, but were not hired. I finally went and took the hour-long test, but the 
lady told me they could not hire me because I was left-handed. So, at that time I 
did domestic work for a dollar or a dollar fifty cents a day.” At fifty-five years old, 
White attended cosmetology school at night. White admitted, “A friend said to 
me, ‘Why at your age are you doing this?’ and I said, if it gives me a better life 
for just a few years, why not? After I worked in this area for a while, I opened 
my own shop.”69

The South provided the setting for the migrants’ early years, when their par-
ents nurtured their spirits and provided, in most cases, a solid, no-nonsense 
approach to life that would serve the migrants well as they proceeded on their 
difficult, cross-country journeys. Mothers and other female relatives imparted 
an approach to work and diligent attitude that could be applied to many aspects 
of life. Mothers taught the philosophy of doing things right the first time, and 
living by a certain standard of irreproachable conduct. Fathers inspired their 
children with their devotion to providing for their families. Fathers had to de-
fend their families against the reproaches of whites, while remaining vigilant 
to the unstated limitations of their powers in this bitterly racist society. Parents 
often urged their children to pursue as much education or training as possible, 
so that they could provide for their own children, and escape the ravages of 
racial inequality to the greatest extent.

Religion offered a valuable solace to the migrants, as well as a means to form 
a social network. Regular attendance at church services and events brought mi-
grants in contact with a solid community. Friends and neighbors assisted one 
another with a whole host of concerns; the women interviewed here provided 
vital assistance to others in need, even when at times they were not financially 
solvent themselves. Although the interviews conducted for this book centered 
on work and the migration experience, references to religion were made through-
out. From their first connection with the church as young children to the as-
surances the church offered in later years, the church and Christian teachings 
offered a respite in life and a hope for better things to come in an afterlife.
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As female children aged, they took on work for pay. Working-class house-
holds of all races relied on the income of children to make ends meet. White 
employers seeking household employees frequently approached preteen and 
teenage black girls. Some families were able to shield their children from such 
intimate contact with whites. Other families felt that the early training would 
position the women to take other domestic jobs, and many families needed 
the additional income. Writer and activist Anne Moody recalled securing her 
first job in Mississippi, sweeping the porch and sidewalks for a white woman, 
at age nine. Moody’s mother “laughed until she cried,” because the seventy-five 
cents and two gallons of milk Moody earned were a vital addition to their house-
hold, which failed to subsist on the five dollars a week Moody’s mother earned 
as a domestic. In her second position, Moody earned three dollars a week for 
easier work. Moody writes, “Now I could pay our way to the movies every Sat-
urday and then give Mama two dollars to buy bread and peanut butter for our 
lunch.”70

As young adults and adults, the women migrants would come into increas-
ing contact with the treacherous society beyond their family structure. Outside 
of the family, African American women faced a compound form of discrimi-
nation, made up of racism, misogyny, and prejudice against those in poverty. 
Negotiating this landscape drew on a base of personal strength often established 
in childhood.



Child going up the stairs into a “kitchenette” apartment house, Chicago, Illinois. Photograph by Edwin 

Rosskam, April 1941. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division.
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E

The Move North

The most urgent, the most disgraceful, the most shameful and the most tragic problem is silence, not bigotry 

and hatred.

— R A B B I  J OA C H I M  P R I N Z 1

The Jim Crow South

A LV E R R I N E  PA R K E R

Alverrine and I met just three days after Christmas, in the home of a mutual 
friend in Grand Rapids, Michigan. We sat in the friend’s living room, looking out 
at the cold, gray Michigan day. The home’s picture window featured a direct view 
of my father’s elementary school. Parker’s memories demonstrate the terror rac-
ism could inflict. The Jim Crow system left her with unforgettable incidents that 
changed her outlook. Parker stressed that the United States was far from achieving 
racial justice.

I’m Alverrine Parker. I spell my name with two r’s. I don’t know why, but my 
dad wanted to make it difficult. I was born in Columbus, Mississippi, March 
14, 1936. My father had two jobs—he worked as a bellhop at the Gilmore Hotel, 
and then he did cleaning at a bank. Merchants and Farmers Bank. My mother 
did work at one time at a bakery at night to help out with money.

My dad moved to Muskegon Heights, Michigan, to escape prejudice and 
to try to find a better living for his family. He must’ve had friends, because 
they went to work at Lakey Foundry. He didn’t really know it was hard, dirty 
work. My younger sister was born in 1944. And he come back after she was 
born and had to go back to Michigan, but he came back to Mississippi. And 
we must’ve come to Michigan, probably around 1945.
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It was hard for me to understand how people judge people because of 
their color. And it’s still hard for me to understand that. Because your blood 
is red and mine is red, and if something would happen with you, my blood 
wouldn’t turn you black, and yours wouldn’t turn me white. So it’s God’s plan 
that all people are people, you know, and not to be judged and put down in 
slavery and all that because of the color of their skin. Something that they 
could not help. Nobody can control the way they come into the world.

So, it was hard for me to understand that black people had to say “yes, sir, 
no, sir” and ride on the back of the buses and all like that. I never could under-
stand that. So, my grandmother protected us a lot. We did a lot of walking, to 
avoid a lot of things. My grandfather must’ve died when I was around ten or 
eleven, and I went to school in Muskegon through the sixth grade. And my 
grandmother wanted us to come back and live, so I went back. I am the only 
one that graduated school in the South, so I’m happy that I did now. I gradu-
ated R. E. Hunt High in Columbus, Mississippi, in 1955.

I worked; I did little jobs for some of the neighbors. We lived in an area 
where blacks owned everything. They were owners of little restaurants, cafes, 
barber shops, and shoe shops, all that. So I did some babysitting and I worked 
to be able to support myself. I lived with my grandmother. Babysitting and 
cleaning and stuff [for white people], you learn a lot.

One white family that I worked for, he was the principal of a school. He 
was glad that I was graduating because he said he knew then it was going to 
be terrible when the schools integrated.

I didn’t understand why we always had to be taking care of white people. 
And they never did anything, you know, you were always “yes, ma’am, no, 
ma’am” and taking care of them.

I graduated in the top ten from high school. I could make a skirt then in 
about thirty minutes. With two yards of material, you had a real nice, little 
pleated skirt. Black teachers taught a lot, because they know what we had to 
go through. So we learned how to make our clothes. In fact, I made curtains 
for my grandmother’s window. You learn to do a lot. So that’s what we did. We 
learned to sew, and most of my friends, we had jobs after school. Professor 
Hunt is the man that they named the school after, right across the street from 
us on Ninth Avenue, in Columbus. There were mostly teachers in that block. 
Everyone helped everybody. Kids had to obey all older people. But I didn’t like 
how they called our grandparents “auntie” and “uncle” [when we called whites 
“ma’am” and “sir”].

In the South, you knew exactly where you stood. I could never under-
stand it. We all come here the same way, and we go the same way. See, that’s 
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what I can’t understand, the prejudice about color and work. See, they try to 
make black people feel like they’re not capable of doing it, and it’s not true.

See, that’s another thing too, the white man was after the black woman. 
Because my grandmother used to tell me that they had to send her to Alabama 
and leave her four children. A couple of white men was after her in Mississippi 
there. See, they had children by black women, and they didn’t treat them fair.

I used to walk downtown to pay her light bill for my grandmother, and 
there were two white boys that pushed me off the sidewalk and down onto the 
ground. I was supposed to get off the sidewalk. And they just pushed me down. 
But I looked and saw a great big lock, a rusty lock in the grass. And I took one 
and banged one of them so hard, trying to get them off of me. Blood came 
from them. They ran. But when I got home, my little starched and ironed dress 
dirty, my grandmother was wondering. I had to leave home that night; she 
sent me back to Michigan. She was afraid they would come and try to hurt me. 
Because I think, after that, Emmett Till was killed down there in Mississippi.

Now these were two healthy big boys that she felt would’ve hurt me. You 
have a lot of experiences where black people have to fly away by night. I remem-
ber she put me on a Greyhound bus. It was during my cycle. And I remember 
her taking her tablecloth off her table. She tore a piece out of it, and she made 
a strip for me to sit on, because you couldn’t go to the bathrooms and stuff like 
that to change. That vinyl cloth kept me from soiling my clothes. The further 
north you came, you could change, you know. We had to sit in the back of the 
bus. That still rings—I’m sixty-six years old, and that still rings in my mind.2

Parker’s story illuminates many of the issues facing African American women 
coming of age in the Jim Crow South. Parker knew Columbus, Mississippi, in-
timately; even after decades in Michigan, she could still recall particular street 
names and locations. Yet the city of her birth did not foster solely warm mem-
ories of extended family and childhood playmates. Parker also spoke of her 
southern home as the place her grandmother fled in terror. As the mother of 
mixed-race children, Parker’s grandmother attracted the wrath of white men 
who feared miscegenation. She may also have been sought after sexually by 
other white men, who considered her available because of her mixed-race chil-
dren. Parker’s grandmother had to leave her children for a time and take refuge 
in Alabama.

Parker traveled between the North and the South repeatedly. As a child, she 
could move more easily between the two regions than her parents or grandpar-
ents. Moving necessitated the changing of schools, but family welcomed Parker 
in both the North and the South. Parker’s frequent moves were not unusual 
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for a migrant child. Sending children back and forth helped to build a bridge 
between family members separated by long distances. Parents could send chil-
dren back to the South when they themselves might find such transitions chal-
lenging. For adults, such relocations would have been possible, although far 
more difficult. Changing work arrangements entailed considerable planning, 
and would have meant negotiating new employment or discussing wages anew 
with former employers.

Adults, particularly adult males, often came north as a result of the violence 
directed at them by whites in the community. Men transversed the boundaries 
that separated the white and black worlds of the South with greater frequency 
than women. Men were more often a visible part of the city streets. Adult African 
American men and women both worked outside of the home, and individual 
African American female domestic workers were the most well-known connec-
tion to African Americans for many white southerners. Yet women were less 
likely to tarry away from their homes in public spaces than male contemporaries. 
Women worked, shopped, and retreated to the safety of the family. Young girls 
would have been the most protected family members. Parents and grandpar-
ents sheltered young girls as close by the family home as possible. Even African 
American children understood the danger of the southern streets, but as these 
oral histories attest, African American men faced particular dangers. Their very 
manhood ignited a virulent racism in some southern whites, who viewed it as a 
challenge. Black men’s quest to keep their families from harm and to provide for 
them financially consistently butted them up against the walls of racism, antago-
nizing the whites who worked to maintain the status quo. This racism helped 
drive them from their home states. Addie Smith’s uncle had to leave North 
Carolina suddenly to avoid a lynching at the hands of whites.3 Ogretta McNeil 
remembered her father beginning his migration from Savannah, Georgia, on 
account of violence. Although just a child at the time, and sheltered from the full 
details of racist violence, McNeil recalled an incident in which “some black per-
son had gotten beat up or killed or something in the family.”4 Alverrine Parker 
spoke about her father’s desire to flee the psychological violence that had been 
done to him by the regulations of Jim Crow. A white man Parker’s father knew 
had been nursed right alongside him by his own mother, and, as youngsters, the 
boys shared a bond known to some as “milk brothers.” Yet, later in life, Parker’s 
father had to refer to his former friend as “Mister.” Parker stated, “And I think 
that was part of his reason for wanting to leave there—he wanted to come where 
he’d be treated like a man, not like a boy. You’d never grow up when you’re down 
there. I think the black man was a threat to the white man, and they tried to keep 
them down and they did.”
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Parker is unique among the study respondents in fleeing the South because 
of a violent incident that involved her personally. Parker’s grandmother dared 
not wait even a day to send her to Michigan; if Parker had remained in Missis-
sippi, the boys who pushed her from the sidewalk might have come looking for 
her. Yet, as she explained in the narrative, Parker had her menstrual cycle, not 
an ideal condition for travel in the Jim Crow era. Parker could not use the bath-
room on the bus (if the bus was thus equipped), nor could she rely on locating 
an adequate rest room at the bus stops. Parker’s ingenious grandmother rigged 
her a wrap made of a vinyl tablecloth, as well as a seat cover made of the same 
material. Thus attired in a serviceable, yet perhaps not discreet fashion, Parker 
made her way to Muskegon.5

Addie Smith’s memories of North Carolina also resonated with the theme 
of violence. Smith summarized, “It’s a really bad, serious thing, growing up in 
the South.” She started to witness horrible things at age five or six, when she hid 
behind hay in the barn or just walked down the street. Like Parker, Smith stood 
up for herself when she encountered injustice. Smith shuddered about what she 
had witnessed, saying, “I’ve seen people walk behind people and just hit them. 
They don’t even know what happened.” She explained, “I was brought up in the 
South—I saw a lot of things that I didn’t like, but never in all my life, even as 
a child, [did] I let anybody walk over me.” She admitted, “I think I got it from 
seeing things, and feeling. I’ve always felt like, why should this person do this 
to this person? Nobody taught me that—I just said I wouldn’t do it to someone. 
And I’m not going to take it from anyone—that’s the way I felt. I got a lot of 
spankings for my mouth.”

Smith vividly remembered when her grandmother gave her a severe spank-
ing as a punishment for a fight with a little white girl. The grandmother punished 
Addie to pacify the white family, even though the white girl had begun the fight. 
The white girl had referred to Smith demeaningly as the “new cow” in the pas-
ture. Smith, refusing to be compared to an animal, bloodied her nose. Smith’s 
grandmother sought to appease the whites and avoid further violence. Smith 
divulged, “Even though it was wrong and she knew it was wrong, you had to do 
that to save face. You know, because it’s just a lot of things went on in the South, 
and that [are] still going on in some places, that would shock you. Because there’s 
a lot of little graves in those woods, I’m telling you. And if those barns and all 
those fields down there in the country could tell the tale—if they could tell the 
story,” she confided, it would be a dark tale, full of bloodshed.6

Rosa Young of Holly Springs, Mississippi, recalled having a need to stand 
up to the injustices of the racist system. Young credited her parents for instill-
ing her with a sense of social justice. Young asserted, “I always said that if any 
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of them [white kids] bothered me, I was going to whip the stew out of them. 
And I said, I had said, ‘Mother, I am not going to work for any of them, either. 
Let them do their own housework.’ ” The white residents knew Young’s father 
well, and his status in the community shielded his family from the worst of the 
racism. Young recalled fighting with a white boy when she attempted to get a 
soda from a Kresge lunch counter. She also remembered that she and her con-
temporaries walked to school, as the school district provided no bus for her seg-
regated school. The long walk left Young and her siblings open for harassment 
by marauding whites. When a man threatened her brother, her father struck 
out. Young related, “He [her dad] hit him, [and said] if he put his hand on his 
children, he’d blow him down. He got his shotgun . . .” If her father had not been 
well respected by the town residents, such actions would have united a lynching 
party. Young said, “We never did see anything like that [a lynching] in that town 
where we lived. You know, they could’ve brought up a bunch of men out there 
and took him out and killed him or something, you know. So that kind of stuff 
was going on down below.”7

Faith Richmond of Boston witnessed a physical altercation between her 
brother and a white soldier in Durham, North Carolina. The mid-1940s in-
cident, which predated the Rosa Parks–inspired Montgomery bus boycotts, 
demonstrated another moment in which a bus served as a space for racial an-
tagonism. Undoubtedly, others have stories like Richmond’s. One afternoon, 
while Richmond and her brother rode a bus, a white soldier demanded that an-
other black passenger relinquish his seat. Richmond’s brother verbally defended 
the black passenger, and the soldier hit him. The brother hit back. Richmond 
explained:

This was Christmas Eve and the bus was full with black people because it 
was going over the train tracks. Black folks always lived over the tracks. 
The soldier got on and he told a fellow up front to get up and let him 
have his seat. My brother said, “Don’t you move.” So the soldier said, 
“I’m talking to this guy.” Of course, he didn’t say it that way. [Richmond 
is implying that the soldier used a racial epithet.] My brother said again, 
“Don’t give the seat to him.” Well, the guy was scared, so he got up and my 
brother jumped into the seat before the soldier could sit down. He hauled 
off and hit my brother, and my brother hit him. Now, the bus stopped 
right at the courthouse, and my brother was jailed there.

The young adults’ uncle Will soon bailed Richmond’s brother out of jail. Rich-
mond rejoiced at her brother’s stand. “Honey, you talk about someone being 
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happy,” Richmond said. “We were happy! My brother stood up for his rights. It 
didn’t matter what we got for Christmas then.”

The sheer weight of events fueled Richmond’s response to the discrimina-
tion that swirled around her; her mother had not taught her children this kind of 
outspokenness. Richmond recalled that her mother “would cry because I would 
be cursing someone out.” When a landlord swore at her mother, demanding 
the fifty-cents-a-week rent that she could not spare, Faith and her brother at-
tacked him. Richmond stated, “He was rude to her. I went outside and got me a 
stick, rocks, and things, and we tore him up. We broke his car windows. He told 
Mother he was coming back to put her things on the street, but he never came 
back. He knew we would kill him; we almost did.”

Richmond spoke about the desire to leave North Carolina for the North, 
because she dreamed the North would not feature the same kind of cruel, ev-
eryday racism for African Americans. After settling in Boston, she would come 
to find northern racism to be of a different type than its southern cousin. Yet 
Richmond pronounced the northern type similarly relentless and hurtful to 
the human soul. As a young woman, she eagerly anticipated an easier life. Like 
many migrants, she learned details about the North from migrants visiting the 
South. Richmond recalled that when she was in high school “this girl would 
come down to spend the summer and she would tell us how she didn’t have 
to worry about going here and there like we do in Durham. She would tell us 
there was no prejudice. Oh, that was where I wanted to live. So, when I met my 
husband and he wanted to come to Boston, I was quite happy about it.”8

Lynching remained a constant threat for the African Americans whom 
whites perceived to be violating a law, or even those whom whites perceived 
to be crossing over the boundaries of segregation. The transgression could be 
minute, or was often imagined. Vigilante justice remained a key means racists 
employed to strengthen the divisions between the white and black worlds. It is 
impossible to pinpoint the exact number of lynchings in the United States. The 
practice of lynching, a vigilante group’s seizure and murder of a person—often 
involving a formal hanging—was also augmented by other types of violence. 
Historian Neil McMillen estimates that 3,786 lynchings took place in the United 
States between 1889 and 1945. Historian James H. Madison writes that between 
1880 and 1930, 4,697 people were lynched in the United States, 3,344 of them 
African American. While both whites and blacks were lynched, the method 
had particular utility as a means to enforce racial boundaries. Lynchings were 
summarily meted out for crimes, again often imagined or incorrectly attributed 
to an innocent party, of a sexual nature. Emmett Till was seen to have trans-
gressed racial boundaries by saying something deemed inappropriate to a white 
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woman. Till, lynched in Sunflower County, Mississippi, in 1955, became a rally-
ing point for the burgeoning civil rights movement. Yet according to James H. 
Madison, the great majority of the victims were not accused of sexual crimes. 
In fact, Madison argues, contrary to popular opinion, women made up the larg-
est group of victims. Perhaps most disturbing is the fact that crowds of white 
men, women, and children turned out to witness the lynchings. These adults 
in effect taught racial intolerance and violence to their offspring, condoning 
and even celebrating the ghastly events by their presence. African Americans 
making use of public space unfortunately also bore witness to the intentional 
murder of members of the community. Those who witnessed a lynching, even 
as small children, never forgot the event. Lynchings were more commonplace 
in the South than the North (lynchings were 95 percent southern in the 1920s), 
but northern vigilante justice was not unheard of. Between 1880 and 1930, 123 
people lost their lives to northern lynch mobs, 79 of them in the Midwest.9

Ida Mae Mitchell, who migrated to New York City as an adult, lost her 
brother Bennie in a lynching in Texas. The story, chronicled in the book Leavin’ 
a Testimony: Portraits from Rural Texas by Patsy Cravens, involved the lynching 
of two young boys in 1935. They were blamed for the rape of a white neigh-
bor, whose own brother reportedly admitted to the crime on his deathbed. The 
memory of the incident continued to haunt Mitchell many decades later.10 The 
assertion that these incidents are safely “in the past” ought to be reconsidered. 
In the early twenty-first century, men and women who had witnessed a lynch-
ing or lost a family member to the heinous crime were still alive. The attacks 
bequeathed searing memories to the witnesses, who passed on the stories of 
terror to subsequent generations.

Carrie Skipwith Mayfield, born in 1903, witnessed the aftermath of a lynch-
ing in Waco, Texas. Her memories are of a “spectacle lynching,” complete with 
“torture, mutilation, and the immolation of the suspect” in front of crowds. The 
story she recounted resembles both the lynching of Jesse Washington, convicted 
of a rape and murder in an improperly constituted trial in 1916, and a similar 
incident involving an attack on Jesse Thomas in 1922. Convicted of murdering 
Lucy Fryer on May 8, 1916, Jesse Washington was dragged from the McLennan 
County Courthouse by a mob of white men. Men cut off his ear and castrated 
him. They hung him and repeatedly lowered him into a fire, right in front of 
Waco City Hall. A crowd of ten to fifteen thousand bore witness to the horror. 
Unmasked men posed for pictures with the corpse; the pictures, taken by pho-
tographer Fred Gildersleeve, were late sold as postcards.11

The second incident took place on May 25, 1922. A white man was murdered 
on a highway east of Waco, and his girlfriend raped. The girlfriend described the 
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assailant as a light-skinned black man with a gold tooth. A deputized white 
Wacoan thought Jesse Thomas matched the description. The deputy brought 
Thomas to the woman’s house, and she screamed. Her father shot Thomas dead. 
Thomas’s body was dragged down to the center of town, hung in a tree, and 
set on fire. Mayfield would have been around thirteen at the time of the first 
incident, and around nineteen at the time of the second. Given the nature of 
her description, the 1916 lynching may have been the one she was describing, 
but it remains unclear. As Patricia Bernstein points out, “Black memories of the 
lynchings of Washington, Thomas, and other victims of mob violence blurred 
together, eventually becoming one horrible racial catastrophe in the minds of 
most black Wacoans.” On the day of the lynching she witnessed, Mayfield re-
called that her father had urged her to take a different route home from school. 
Always curious, Mayfield defied her father’s wishes. She came upon crowds of 
whites in the city center. Pieces of the young man’s body were displayed in shop 
windows. Mayfield recalled, “We came home and we looked in the windows—
and come along and looked in the window: ‘What is this?’ And some of them 
says, ‘That looks like such-and-such, say, part of a person.’ Went up there—go 
on up to another store and something—see something else. Put two and two 
together and finally find out that it was a person. Got home, everybody was just 
up in the air talking about it.”12

Lillie Shelby spoke of the constancy of southern prejudice; at seemingly 
every moment, whites interpreted her actions and the actions of her family 
through a racialized lens. To their white neighbors, Shelby’s family members 
were never simply residents of Sunflower County, Mississippi—they were always 
black. Shelby explained, “You always knew you were the Negro. You knew you 
were different. They let you know you were different.” Shelby’s husband put three 
quarters in a slot machine and won a twenty-five-dollar jackpot. Shelby recalled, 
“Well, these whites done never let him forget it. Well, that’s the nigger that won 
all that money. You’re ‘nigger rich.’ You always knew you couldn’t forget it. With 
these young people up here [in Detroit], they don’t know a thing about that.”13

Some of the migrants had a degree of protection from southern white hos-
tilities. Alverrine Parker remembered, in her extended narrative at the beginning 
of the chapter, how her family would avoid public transportation. Yet her grand-
mother could not clear the city streets of wayward white youth for her. Annie 
Evelyn Collins lived ensconced on her grandfather’s two-hundred-acre planta-
tion, as much out of harm’s way as the family could get her. Collins’s grandfather 
furthered relationships with area whites by offering a free dinner to neighbors, 
white and black, every year. Collins nonetheless was in a position to compare 
southern racism with the northern brand; her family could not shield young 
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Collins completely from the ravages of racism. Like some of the migrants, but not 
all, Collins judged southern racism as more sinister than northern racism. She 
stated, “It was worse in the South. There is some segregation still here [Michigan], 
but it was worse in the South. I really didn’t deal with a lot of segregation myself. 
My grandfather just had two hundred acres and we were just on my grandfather’s 
place all of the time.”14

Many of the migrants posited that a key difference separated southern and 
northern racism. In the South, black families had raised children to anticipate 
racism, and whites expected a rigid protocol to be followed. In the North, blacks 
anticipated a loosening of racial strictures and did encounter some freedoms—yet 
they nonetheless were hit with racism. This less-anticipated racism stung sharply. 
Ruth Margaret Covington provided the opinion that in the South “we knew what 
we had to do there. You see, you know what you’ve got to do and you did it and we 
were blessed to have some good white neighbors right in the back of us. There was 
an everyday over-the-fence conversation. There was sharing because Momma had 
fruit trees and gardens. And my grandmother was [a] light complexion woman 
so therefore there’s white blood in our family.” Covington expressed a “turn-the-
other-cheek” philosophy about reacting to racist incidents. She asserted, “I just 
tried to show love and concern,” when faced with prejudice.15

Thelma Lane expressed a contrary view. After careful consideration of the 
consequences, she would act if provoked. Lane, living in Washington, D.C., at 
the time of the interview, also had lived in Montgomery and Troy, Alabama, 
Pittsburgh, and parts of Virginia. Lane put forth her own philosophy, saying, 
“I was always quick to defend. I had to be told that you don’t always act. My 
mother always said you think twice and act once.” Lane characterized Washing-
ton, D.C., as the South, although some of its inhabitants wanted to bequeath the 
national capital the status of northern city. Lane recalled:

Oh, yeah, they used to have signs up, even in Washington. The depart-
ment stores weren’t too bad, but the signs [reading] “White” or “Negro” 
bathrooms were the same as in Montgomery.

I was at Virginia State one summer taking a reading workshop and 
I went downtown and they wanted me to go to the back of the store and 
I wouldn’t buy any of that. I went to buy a hat and I wanted to try it on 
and they put a stocking cap on me. Those are some of the humiliating 
things I had to go through. People in Washington, some of them, because 
it is called the District of Columbia, a lot of them think they are in the 
North, but they are part of the South. They say, “Oh, down south they do 
such and such a thing.” But just a moment, we are in the South. I said I 



The Move North     89

wouldn’t want to be any further south than I am right now—right here 
in Washington. There is no difference except that they could ride the bus 
and sit anywhere they want. I said, “Do you know your geography or your 
history? Do you know where the dividing line between the North and 
the South is?” I said, “We are right here in Washington. We are below the 
Mason-Dixon line. That is up in Maryland.”16

Ogretta McNeil did characterize life in Washington, D.C., as significantly 
different from that of Georgia, even though she lived in a largely segregated 
African American community in D.C. She relished the feeling of Washington, 
although she balked at the disdain shown for African American students in her 
integrated D.C. elementary school. McNeil remembered:

Actually, I had a lot of freedom in Washington. I didn’t really feel it 
[segregation] because there were no [negative] encounters, whereas there 
was a clearer message in the South that nobody had to say anything to you 
directly because it’s in the air. Everybody feels it, everybody responds to 
it; it’s just a part of what you learn without anybody sitting you down and 
saying, “You can’t go here and you can’t do this and whatever.” You just 
know your limits. You just know that you are treated differently.17

Individual memories illustrate that the real world of the Jim Crow South 
was more complicated than many imagine. An extensive legal framework of op-
pression ruled the region, yet blacks and whites had intertwined lives as neigh-
bors and employers and employees. Though interracial social forums were few, 
blacks and whites interacted in business and shared the same streets. It was 
impossible for people of different races to live completely separate lives within 
a single physical community; that impossibility is just one factor demonstrat-
ing the ridiculousness of Jim Crow. Sometimes people could overcome legal 
and social strictures, albeit in a limited way. Gussie Nash of Grand Rapids re-
membered interacting in a positive fashion with whites during her Arkansas 
childhood. Nash claimed, “Down there we just mixed with white people. There 
was no prejudice. Everybody [in my hometown] knew everybody.”18 Here, Nash 
chooses not to categorize the racialized system of her Arkansas home, where, 
among other restrictions, many black women found themselves relegated to 
performing domestic jobs, as “prejudiced.” Nash does not find fault with her 
white neighbors, whom she knew personally, for the system. No doubt Nash 
considered the highly ordered racist system of the region more powerful than 
any particular historical actors.
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Avezinner Dean’s memories of Mississippi included a bit of social mix-
ing between races. Her memories did not entirely coincide with the history of 
the period as described in today’s history books. Or perhaps Dean overplayed 
the exceptions to racial segregation because she bristled at having her past ex-
plained by historical generalizations, when the Mississippi of her memory re-
mained more haphazard. While her world remained mostly black, it was porous 
around the edges. Dean expressed warm feelings for her white employers. She 
remembered the mixing of white and black residents at sports facilities, both 
public and private. Dean mused, “You know, like this integrating and segregat-
ing. The white kids come over to our pools. We didn’t have no [school] buses 
to ride when I first started school but after years they had buses [for the black 
schools].” Dean’s brother taught math at an African American school, and re-
ceived local attention from white educators for his methods. In this case, the 
black schools had a pedagogical approach that the white school personnel en-
vied. White students and teachers came to take part in his classes. Dean said, 
“They would come by school and sit in on math class. When they integrated 
school we didn’t understand, being children in our heads, because we never 
had those problems. We used their gyms and played on all of those things.”19 It 
is interesting that Dean is not categorizing the segregated school itself here as a 
“problem.”

The Migration

E L L A  S I M S

Grand R apids ,  M ichigan

Ella Sims and I met in her lovely, second-floor apartment in Grand Rapids, Michi-
gan, on a warm summer day. We sat in her living room, overlooking the dense tree 
canopy and scattered flowers of the apartment grounds. Sims and I had previously 
gone out to lunch together, along with a mutual friend, Estelle Leven, who wanted 
us to meet. Leven and Sims had known each other for years, through the variety 
of volunteer positions both had held. It was Sims’s leadership roles at the local 
Office of Economic Opportunity in the 1960s and in later years as an employee 
and trustee of Aquinas College, a local Catholic institution, that had garnered 
her great respect in the city. Sims had been interviewed before; an earlier inter-
view was housed in the Grand Rapids Public Library. Her phone rang repeatedly 
throughout the interview; family and friends were all eager to speak with her and 
seek her advice.
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Sims explored her motivations for moving to Michigan. Like many migrants, 
she came north on a vacation and stayed. She came to Grand Rapids for a short-
term visit to her female cousin and was offered a job. Blue-collar jobs were rela-
tively easy to locate and obtain.

Well, I was born in the South. My parents were sharecroppers—we grew cot-
ton and corn. One of three girls, and I’m the middle girl. My daddy was a Bap-
tist preacher. We moved a heck of a lot. Because they always say the preacher’s 
always moving, and I think that was the truth. But I guess we had a normal 
childhood. We used to go and sing while my daddy preached. We had a mother 
that was really [an] invalid. I think she must’ve had polio, before she met my 
daddy, before she had any children.

When I went over to Arkansas and went to high school,20 I married right 
out of high school in my senior year, when I was seventeen. I met him right 
there in high school; he was just a grade ahead of me, and I guess that’s how 
come it was so easy to talk me into getting married.

I was married for three years before I got pregnant. I had a baby boy. And 
my baby lived to be ten months old and died very suddenly one night. Soon 
after that I got pregnant again. So then my second son was born. And he was 
born the twenty-eighth day of September, and on Thanksgiving morning my 
husband woke up sick. So the baby was about two months old. And my hus-
band was just sick five days, and he died.

When we went to bed that night, I woke up the next morning with him 
calling me, and he said, “Oh, I’m as sick as I could be.” Now this is what’s 
strange—from the moment when he said that until he died, he never had 
another pain. He was just very sick. Something had burst in his ear. We had 
a very hard time getting a doctor on Thanksgiving, and so I finally got a doc-
tor out to the house, and he didn’t tell me much, just to give him some pills. 
And so then our doctor, who was gone Thanksgiving, was back in town. My 
husband’s uncle went to his house. You know, a little small town, everybody 
knows everybody. Dr. Miller told the uncle, “Go on, Wes. I’ll be all set.” [And 
the uncle said,] “No, I am staying right here until you get up.”

I knew there was something very serious by the way the doctor put his 
tube in my husband’s ear, and he wasn’t saying anything. The doctor said these 
words to me, he said, “We’re going to see if we can save his life. We’re going to 
take him to the hospital right now, and we are going to start giving him this 
new drug [penicillin].” Now, after he died, the doctor put on the death certifi-
cate “abscess in the brain.” And with my children, if somebody says they have 
an earache, I am scared to death.
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I remember saying over and over, “I’m twenty-two years old and my 
life is over.” By March, I was in such terrible shape. My doctor asked me if I 
had any relatives anywhere so I could just take a vacation. And that’s how I 
came to Michigan. Incidentally, my cousins that had moved to Grand Rapids, 
Michigan, was the same cousins that I went to live with to go to high school in 
Arkansas.

I came for vacation. My cousin said, “Oh, why don’t you stay for the sum-
mer?” I said, “Well, I think I will.” She said, “I bet you could get hired at the 
Pantlind Hotel.” And so, I got hired at the Pantlind Hotel. Back then, even if 
you went to General Motors, you could get hired the same day. I came here in 
March of 1946. My husband died December 1945. My baby was born Septem-
ber 1945.

And so, when I started working, I had to have a babysitter. A neighbor, 
she sat keeping the baby for me. And so one day she said to me, she was asking 
me if everything was okay, and I said, “Well, I don’t know.” I wasn’t getting the 
check from Social Security then. She said, “They are hiring at the railroad.” 
And she told me how to get out there on the bus. And I went out there and got 
hired! They hired me on the second-shift job, and they wanted me to come to 
work that night. And she still kept the baby, because she just stayed two doors 
from my cousin’s. So I could pick the baby up—I didn’t get off until eleven at 
night. I must’ve maybe worked out there for a year before I got on days. But 
she was a good friend and she kept the baby. After that I got an apartment 
away from my cousin, and I also met my future husband. I’d been there a year 
when I met him.21

Existing archival collections feature few stories of the Second Great Migration, 
and only rarely has the movement been considered from the female viewpoint 
in oral histories. Of the resources that exist, few could rival the specificity and 
wrenching emotion of Sims’s memories. An examination of the broad array of 
reasons for African American women’s migration expands our understanding 
of this key American movement. Sims’s tale of her difficult southern life, includ-
ing the frightening details of her first husband’s illness, makes her need for a 
Michigan vacation clear. Her recollection of an almost accidental decision to 
remain in Grand Rapids bears noticing; so often major life moments “fall into 
place” as this regional shift does for Sims. Darlene Clark Hine, in her article 
“Black Migration to the Urban Midwest: The Gender Dimension, 1915–1945,” 
argues that historians must focus much more effort on analyzing the story of 
the female migrant. She writes:
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we need micro-studies into individual life, of neighborhoods, families, 
churches, and fraternal lodges in various cities. Examination of these 
themes makes imperative an even deeper penetration into the internal 
world of Afro-Americans. Perhaps, even more dauntingly, to answer fully 
these questions requires that the black woman’s voice and experience 
be researched and interpreted with the same intensity and seriousness 
accorded that of the black man.

Information derived from statistical and demographic data on 
black midwestern migration and urbanization must be combined with 
the knowledge drawn from the small, but growing, numbers of oral histo-
ries, autobiographies, and biographies of twentieth century migrating 
women . . . Actually these sources, properly “squeezed and teased,” prom-
ise to light up that inner world so long shrouded behind a veil of neglect, 
silence, and stereotype, and will quite likely force a rethinking and rewrit-
ing of all of black urban history.22

This study, and perhaps especially this section, add a somewhat overlooked ele-
ment to the history of African American migration: analysis of women’s personal 
reasons for the migration. Certain societal structures, including the economics 
of southern society, political disfranchisement, the raging, daily insults of a dis-
crimination defended by law, and the threat and reality of violence—a violence 
for which few whites were ever punished—pushed families from their homes. 
Simultaneously, the pace of the northern industrial world and the culture of the 
northern cities pulled individuals to the bus depots, train stations, and high-
ways. However influential such factors were for southern African Americans, 
every migration began with a very private and personal discussion. Although 
everyone follows trends, we do not choose to comprehend the great changes in 
our lives as defined by the grand structures or systems in place in society, but 
as our very own, very private history. Only the individual truly understands 
the interplay of factors contributing to the watershed moments in his or her 
life; oral history proves to be an excellent way of documenting what individuals 
know about these factors.

Historian Peter Gottlieb argues that frequent movement within the South be-
came a critical means by which African American families negotiated the almost 
nonnegotiable economic structures there. Blacks had long considered changes 
in physical location as a reasonable, feasible means by which to better their lives. 
Migration out of the region followed a long-lived practice of moving within 
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the region. Since the dawn of Reconstruction, African Americans had relo-
cated. Gottlieb focuses on the First Great Migration, which began about the 
time World War I broke out in Europe. He writes, “Long experience in mov-
ing to jobs within their native regions gave southern blacks added traction as 
they began moving toward new job openings during the war.”23 For Gottlieb, 
the move north came as a result of a combination of the inequities of the South 
and the migrants’ culture, which at times encouraged migration as a response 
to difficulties. Just generations ago, any movement whatsoever had been solely 
at the discretion of the slave owner. For black sharecroppers, moving to another 
farm brought the hope of a fairer share of the crop yield, a better accounting in 
the books kept at the plantation commissary, or more humane treatment by area 
whites. Migration to southern cities brought access to a broader array of jobs 
and the delights of urban life. And migration northward brought even wider job 
opportunities, access to the glittering entertainment venues of the cities, and the 
whispered promise, often unrealized, of a more just society. Unfortunately, the 
North had its own system of legalized and de facto discrimination and segrega-
tion. Recent scholarship has taken to calling this formalized system “northern 
Jim Crow.”24

Family ties figured strongly in the moves. Some migrants moved primar-
ily because of the decisions of male family members. In traditionally oriented 
families, male heads of households often had the most weight in decision mak-
ing. Yet some husbands did follow their wives to the North. Although almost all 
the women of this study were part of tight-knit family units, the women con-
sciously structured their economic choices and weighed their options regarding 
physical location—these women did not “end up” living in the North, but deftly 
negotiated the narrow labor market open to them as well as their migratory 
path. Few of the study’s respondents claimed to be the very first family member 
to make the move, however. Almost all followed siblings, cousins, husbands, or 
other relatives to their intermediate and final destinations. This “chain migra-
tion” brought the approximate six and a half million migrants north during the 
First and Second Great Migrations.

As shown in Ella Sims’s history, some of the women came north without 
male guidance, following a female family member to the northern city. With 
historical hindsight, this appears to be quite revolutionary behavior. Fitting the 
definition of “women adrift,” the term put forth by historian Joanne Meyerowitz 
to describe unchaperoned women in the city, the women made history by trav-
eling unfettered by male bonds, but they did not envision their moves as atypi-
cal. Meyerowitz’s term uses historical language to describe the women’s lack of 
male supervision; she does not imply that these women were literally lost or 
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adrift, and the oral testimony demonstrates that the migrants felt fairly secure 
traveling and relocating without men. Acting on their own seemed a reasonable 
solution and, in most instances, perfectly within the bounds of propriety for the 
era. Sims, for example, surely would have preferred to remain within a house-
hold with a male head, but her husband had died. The female-oriented chain 
migration resembles a female pattern for women immigrants, particularly the 
women of Ireland. Historians are just now according proper weight to these sto-
ries of female migration and immigration. Irish women at times constituted the 
majority of people flowing out of their struggling homeland. Especially in the 
case of the Catholic nuns who came to work in the schools and hospitals of 
the United States, connections with other women motivated the Irish women im-
migrants. The Catholic sisters came to America in two characteristically differ-
ent, yet overlapping waves, the first described as 1812–1881 and the second during 
the late 1860s to the early twentieth century. Historian Suellen Hoy writes, “The 
recruitment of young women by sisters who had emigrated earlier represents 
a previously untold form of chain and serial migration that was so prevalent 
among the millions who left all parts of Europe from the 1840s to 1914.”25

Florence Allison, born in Livingston, Alabama, in 1926, represents those 
migrants who moved primarily due to the wishes of their husbands. Her hus-
band, a marine who later worked at the Chrysler assembly plant in Detroit, led 
the way in this particular choice. Allison explained, “After being in the army he 
didn’t want to be back in the country anymore so he decided to move.”26 Annie 
Benning, born in Georgia in 1911, came to River Rouge, Michigan, so her hus-
band could work in the auto industry. Her husband’s brother had already arrived. 
Benning remembered, “Well, he had a brother that lived here and his brother 
wanted him to come here and to work with him in the steel mill but he didn’t 
like working in no mill. He come here and got him a job as a mechanic and that’s 
where he stayed until he passed.” Mr. Benning made a comfortable living in a 
garage of a car dealership. At the time of the interview, Annie Benning lived in 
a well-appointed brick home with an array of lush plantings outside. The street 
itself, although bordering less affluent neighborhoods, contained many homes 
of this kind. The homes testified to a certain level of accomplishment by their 
owners. Benning continued, “He couldn’t get no job working down there [in the 
South] and he wanted to come where he could make it. It didn’t make no dif-
ference to me and he come to find him a job. I stayed home about three months 
and then I come to Michigan.” Benning’s husband also disliked the way black 
men were treated in the South. She said, “He did [face discrimination] when he 
was in the southern states, so that’s when he come here, but he didn’t have no 
trouble here.” The Bennings proved typical in that the husband got settled in 
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his position and established a living space for the couple before the wife made 
the move. Such systems also were typical of many immigrant groups coming 
to America in the early twentieth century. Like many African American men, 
Annie Benning’s husband located a job quickly. Benning characterized her view 
of Detroit by saying, “It was real nice and you could get jobs. No job was too 
hard to find here.”27

The majority of the respondents reported that their husbands had initiated 
the migration. The women did not express displeasure at the move, but in their 
patriarchal homes, the husband’s plans dominated. Such male leadership is not 
unusual, even today. Because men still tend to earn higher salaries than their 
spouses, it proves reasonable for families to favor finding the most lucrative 
position possible for male workers. It remains highly unusual for families to 
relocate regionally for a female’s job.

In the world of blues music, the oft-repeated tale told by migrant and blues 
vocalist Koko Taylor represents the sharp distinction between southern and 
northern pay rates, and the number of hopes and dreams bound up in the de-
cision to migrate. Taylor, interviewed in 1993, recounted her future husband’s 
announcement that he was heading to Chicago in 1953. Taylor refused to be left 
behind. Robert “Pops” Taylor landed a position at the Wilson Packing Company, 
a real achievement. Koko found work as a housekeeper for a Wilmette family, 
where she would earn $5.00 for an eight-hour day. In Tennessee, Taylor had had 
to care for white families for $1.50 a day, and sometimes just $3.00 a week. The 
couple was thrilled with their new city, yet they had arrived with very little in 
their pockets. Taylor said, “We rode from Memphis to Chicago with 35 cents in 
our pockets and a box of Ritz crackers.”28

Faith Richmond boarded a train in North Carolina to go and live with her 
husband’s family. Yet her family of origin warned her about the difficulty of liv-
ing with in-laws. Richmond related, “He brought me up to Boston and [I] had 
to live with his family. I remember my aunt saying, if you must live with your in-
laws, try very hard to get along.”29 Lillian Clark followed her husband to Detroit 
soon after he secured a job at Uniroyal. Her husband had followed his brother-
in-law to Michigan. Clark’s husband’s joy at arriving in the Midwest has become 
a favorite family anecdote. Clark related, “When he got off the train, he was so 
excited he left the bags on the train.”30 Minnie Chatman depicted her migration 
story as a rather passive part of her life; in keeping with her husband’s leader-
ship position in the household, he made most of the decisions for the couple. 
His position at U.S. Rubber, far better than he could hope for in Mississippi, 
launched the family’s migration. Chatman recalled, “He came first and he was 
working and then I stayed and later he sent for me.” Chatman’s husband had no 
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desire to live in the South again. Chatman said, “He was looking around to see 
if we could find a place because he say we never going back there and he didn’t 
go back there.” Chatman remained in Michigan although her husband passed 
away about a decade after she arrived.31

Mattie Bell Fritz moved to the North immediately after she married, mo-
tivated by her husband’s wishes. Fritz, born in Montgomery, Alabama, in 1927, 
married Andrew Fritz shortly before he headed off to the army. Fritz admits, “I 
got married on a Sunday and left [the South] on a Monday. He [Andrew Fritz] 
is originally from Pittsburgh, but his family was in Alabama so they moved 
back and then he moved here [Detroit] and he went into the army from here.” 
Her father balked at the sudden wedding and move. At just eighteen and a re-
cent high school graduate, Mattie Bell married in the recreation center near her 
home. She recalled, “I told my dad, he say, ‘But baby, why do you want to get 
married so early?’ I said, ‘He swept me off my feet.’ ” Mattie Bell settled in near 
her husband’s cousins in Ecorse, Michigan, outside of Detroit, and visited the 
cousins often. She entered into her husband’s tight-knit family. She admitted 
that the family quickly became her own. Fritz stated, “Most everyone thinks that 
Andrew’s family is my family because we all get along. One big family.”32

Liddie Williams came to Chicago from Mississippi in 1954; she was just 
seventeen years old. Newly married, Williams accompanied her mother-in-law 
to the big city; Williams’s husband had already relocated. Perhaps because of 
her young age at the time, she found the migration difficult. She said, “It was 
pretty hard. My mother was in the South. A couple of years later, she came here.” 
Williams also revealed that her stepfather’s behavior contributed to her desire 
to move north. She intimated, “I had kind of [a] mean stepfather, that’s why I 
wanted to leave, but I hated to leave my mother.” Many years earlier, Williams’s 
parents’ divorce had come as a direct result of her father’s move to Chicago. She 
explained, “Her and my father, the reason they separated, it wasn’t that they 
didn’t get along, he wanted to come to Chicago and she wouldn’t come with 
him. So they separated.” Williams’s story demonstrates that a wife’s relocation 
was not a foregone conclusion; all married women did not dutifully follow their 
spouses. The married women also weighed the consequences, and determined 
if the migration fit their own needs as well as their husband’s.

Of the migrants who admitted to misgivings, homesickness for family 
members played a significant role.33 Rosa Young, who followed her father to 
Michigan from Mississippi in 1944 (she was about seventeen), recalled sadness 
over leaving her small town. Young’s father came to Grand Rapids to attend his 
son’s wedding, and found work in a railroad yard during his vacation. Young 
mused, “I was glad, I guess I was glad to come, but I hated to leave my home, 
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you know, my homeland, Holly Springs, because that was really tough for me, 
you know.”34

For some women, male relatives other than husbands decided to move the 
families north. Ruth Margaret Covington, part of the Fritz/Covington family 
interviewed for the study, left Alabama because of her brother’s wishes. Cov-
ington stated simply, “He [brother Andrew Fritz] was the reason we came here. 
He felt like it would be better for us here than to stay there.”35 Glennette Taylor 
remembered following both male and female family members to Grand Rapids; 
they persuaded her to come and she was glad they influenced her. She had been 
contemplating a move to San Francisco when her family urged her to come to 
Michigan. In retrospect, she feels that, given her fear of earthquakes, it was best 
to live in the Midwest. Her aunt, uncle, sister, brother, and cousins all settled in 
the city before she did. Taylor moved to Grand Rapids from Alabama with her 
husband; she still delights in the fact that she found a position before he did in 
their new city.36

Esther Woods presented the decision to migrate as her own, but also cited 
her brother’s need for help with his nieces and nephews, who lived with him in 
Grand Rapids. Woods’s sister had entered the state hospital, leaving the chil-
dren without a parent to care for them. One of the nieces ended up living with 
Woods for much of her childhood. Woods admitted, “And I came here—frankly 
that’s why I came here—to help him with those kids.” Yet this pressing need 
only provided the catalyst for the move. Woods believed the migration to be 
her only reasonable option for a solid economic future. Note that her language 
points to a return to the South constituting more than a visit; her relocation did 
not occur all at once. “I wouldn’t have stayed there,” she said bluntly, “because 
there was nothing there to do. I worked in York, Alabama, which was about 
eight miles from my home, before I ever left there the first time. But it is a small 
town—wasn’t very much work there for me any longer, so I figured it was time 
for me to move on for something better.” Members of Woods’s family migrated 
to many cities, including Los Angeles, Toledo, Detroit, and New York City. Her 
personal inclination to move was in keeping with the decisions made by the 
rest of her family, yet she came to her decision over a matter of years and with 
considerable personal reflection. An extended excerpt from Woods’s interview 
begins chapter five.37

A number of the interviewees moved north with their parents when they 
were children. The personal stories of minors are not often mentioned in the his-
torical literature. As minors, they of course had little or no say in their parents’ 
decision making. Yet the move constituted a major life event, even for those who 
moved as very young children. The migrants’ life narratives still highlight the 
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importance of the migration in the women’s self-conception. Stories abound of 
the journey, their parents’ reactions to the move, and their scattered memories 
of the South. Although they came north as children, the women still saw them-
selves as southerners. Memories of childhood are often recollections of tales told 
to the individual by his or her parents, explains sociologist Barbara Misztal.38

For some migrants, who moved as very small children or even infants, the story 
relied overtly on such parental tales. Barbara Purifoy-Seldon’s explanation of her 
move highlights the centrality of the migration and the resonance of southern 
culture in the self-image of a woman who made the migration as a youngster. 
Purifoy-Seldon came to the North from Birmingham at just five months of age, 
so she had no personal memories of the transition. Nonetheless, she had plenty 
to say about the migration. Her story, which contains apocryphal details about 
the drive itself, demonstrates the power of this story for the whole family:

I was born April 6, 1943. It was in a little lean-to, because back in those 
days we didn’t go to hospitals to have babies. We had midwives or grand-
parents and things like that. It was on Seventh Street in Birmingham, 
Alabama. Right now when I go back to visit there, there is a plant. It is 
always nice to know that somewhere in the plant was a lean-to house 
that I was born in. That was April 6, 1943. When I was five months old, 
which was about September or so, my parents left there and they came to 
Ecorse, Michigan. They left there because they wanted to get a better job 
and work in the factory. They heard that you could make—what is it—five 
dollars, or something like that, a day by coming up here. So this is what 
they did, okay.

My sister tells me, and I was too young to remember that they drove 
a car up. They had a little car and she remembers her feet being [through] 
holes in the bottom of the car—walking along with the car on the roads 
on the way up here.

Purifoy-Seldon’s sister’s assertion that the family placed their feet through 
the holes in the bottom of the car and walked to Michigan is obviously incor-
rect in terms of its factual content, but presents many aspects to explore. The 
sister, also young at the time of the move, remembered the unreliable nature 
of their car, and the difficulty with which the family made their way from Ala-
bama in 1943. Most likely the car did have holes in its floor. She may have heard 
adults laugh about the difficulty of the trip and the unreliability of the car. They 
may have even joked that walking would have been easier. Exaggeration show-
cases the importance of the tale in the family history, and in fact reveals more 
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truths about the emotion of the experience than simply saying, “We drove to the 
North.”

The pull of northern war jobs made the treacherous journey possible. Purifoy-
Seldon’s father left his factory job and his sharecropped farm to join the bus-
tling “Arsenal of Democracy”—the city of Detroit. Detroit gained this nickname 
(which called attention to the widespread retooling of Detroit’s industries on 
behalf of the war effort) due to the use of the term by Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
during one of his popular radio broadcasts, the “fireside chats.” Once in the area, 
Purifoy-Seldon’s father worked for a taxi company and opened his own gas sta-
tion. With just a third-grade education, her father had provided for his family. 
In Alabama, he had proposed efficiency procedures for the factory in which 
he worked, and factory management quickly implemented his suggestions. His 
contribution netted him a new watch, but no additional pay. Purifoy-Seldon 
credited him for his work ethic, saying, “My father had his own gas station, so 
we didn’t get to see him very much. He had eight children, so he had to work 
two jobs to just exist—not to have a great life, just to exist. But if you ask me if 
I were poor, I’d say no.”39

It is important to highlight the significant minority of the respondents who 
followed other women to northern cities. These stories add nuances to our un-
derstanding the migration process. Bernita Howard, born in 1916, followed a 
female migration route. About twenty years old, she left Alabama to live with an 
aunt in Pennsylvania and then, a few years later, followed her sister to Detroit. 
Howard described the process matter-of-factly, saying, “I had an aunt living 
there and I went and stayed with her for two years, and then I came to Detroit.” 
Howard’s story reveals her role in easing her sister’s loneliness during her hus-
band’s World War II deployment. We also see her sister’s desire to stay with her 
family of marriage. Howard related, “My sister was in Virginia—her husband 
was in the service—she came to Detroit. She wanted me to come with her, but 
she didn’t have an apartment. When she got an apartment, I came. She came 
to Detroit because she had a brother-in-law living here.” Howard’s sister, then, 
had undertaken the migration because of the choice of a male in her extended 
family. Howard cleaned rooms at a Detroit hotel, and then began working as a 
waitress at the veterans’ hospital. She met her husband at the hospital, where he 
labored as a baker. After they married, her husband solidified Howard’s com-
mitment to stay in the North, for he found the region a better place to raise 
children. Howard explained, “I started a family and my husband didn’t want me 
to go back since we started a family.” Howard’s father remained in Alabama. Her 
mother had passed away before Howard left the region.40
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Annie Evelyn Collins of Detroit also migrated due to female ties. Like 
Sims and other migrants, Collins meant to come to Michigan for a visit, yet she 
stayed permanently. She joked a little about the casual beginning of this major 
life change. Economics greatly influenced her decision. Like Bernita Howard, 
Collins sought to keep a female relative company. Collins’s mother proffered 
important advice. In the passage below, Collins worked through a degree of 
incredulity at the way in which small choices end up affecting people’s lives in 
major ways. Her words attest to a degree of ambivalence about the migration. 
She clearly had not worked through her ideas on the migration fully, and per-
haps had not been asked about it for some time. Collins explained at length:

My sister was here and my mother [felt] that she shouldn’t be by herself. 
She had two sisters in Kentucky and one sister in Cincinnati and she [her 
mother] told me to come to Detroit so this sister wouldn’t be here by her-
self. I come to stay two weeks and then have fifty years. Ain’t that terrible. 
Now, ain’t that terrible. Come to spend two weeks and then get fifty-three 
years. Fifty-three years, now that’s terrible, ain’t it. No, that’s good, I like 
living here.

Well, coming here you had better ways of living and making money. 
The houses was different and the money was different and it was different 
than the South, even though it wasn’t all bad living in the South. There is 
more money in Michigan, you know. I didn’t work that much, but I had 
more chance to work.41

Mary Smith also relied on a network of female relatives to help her decide 
where to live. Smith, born in 1938 in Sylvester (Worth County), Georgia, moved 
to find better-paying work. Her quest led her on a circuitous journey—to New 
York City, back to Georgia, back to New York, on to Miami, Florida, back to 
Georgia, and finally to Boston. Childbearing also played a part in helping Smith 
choose her location, because she returned to Georgia to give birth to her babies 
in a familiar location. The children all stayed with her mother in Georgia for 
most of their lives (see chapter six for more on Smith’s children). An aunt and a 
sister had found work in Miami before she arrived. Smith said of her job hunt, 
“The jobs were very easy to find. All you do is get the paper and you call, and 
you go for an interview, and most of the time, you know, they hire you.” Smith 
lived in a female-centered world. Although she mentioned off-handedly that 
she had married, she raised all of her three children with only her mother’s as-
sistance, and seemed to provide the sole economic support for her family. Smith 
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made her way to Boston, where, at the time of the interview, she ran a day care 
center out of her three-decker home. The three decker, a common housing type 
in New England, consists of three separate apartments, arranged one per floor. 
Smith owned the building, and she resided on the top floor, where she also 
located the day care. Smith came to Boston at her sister’s urging. Smith said 
straightforwardly, “She sent for me and I came here.”42

Work also led Rebecca Strom from Alabama to Boston. Strom, born in 
1944, stood out as the only respondent not to mention another relative blazing 
the trail north ahead of her. She did not remember how she heard of the option 
of working in Boston, guessing only that someone she knew had probably made 
the trip. Strom also remained one of the few respondents, joining Mary Smith, 
Anniese Moten, and a handful of others, who labored as a live-in domestic. 
Most domestics had abandoned live-in work for day work by this time. The 
fight for the right to live out had been undertaken by an earlier generation of 
domestic workers, such as the Washington, D.C., workers chronicled by histo-
rian Elizabeth Clark-Lewis.43 As with any social practice, however, change came 
incrementally. Not all employers allowed workers this advantage, and some 
women did not desire this option. For a very young woman like Strom, rent for 
an apartment would have proved prohibitive at this stage of her career. Strom 
stated, “Well, see there was not a lot of work there [in Alabama], and we heard 
about working for families that would pay for you to come here. So, you would 
work for them to pay them back, and then you would have your regular money.” 
The systematized approach to migration mentioned here allowed Strom to 
move without even having to come up with travel fare. Working to pay off travel 
costs echoes the technique employed by many immigrants from abroad, who 
had employers advance the cost of their ship fare. Strom’s reference to “we” in 
the above excerpt indicates her understanding of the great flow of migrants she 
joined by heading to the North. Strom remembered, “They met you at the bus 
station and you went to their home. That was our home till I met some other 
people who told me about Freedom House on Crawford Street, and how you 
got a regular job outside of living in with a family.” (Freedom House, a social 
service agency run by social workers Otto and Muriel Snowden, drew together 
the white and black residents of its Dorchester neighborhood in Boston.) 44 All 
of Strom’s siblings left Alabama, leaving her parents behind. Strom felt that she 
would have eventually located work or entered college if she had remained in 
her home state. Boston brought her alternative work and an alternative future, 
but relocation to the city was not the only option open to her. By the time she 
left, in the last decade of the Second Great Migration, the South was, according 
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to her, a region with some economic opportunities. Like Mary Smith, Strom 
made a living at the time of the interview by operating a home day care.45

Migrants could move back and forth between regions, taking jobs in the 
North for a time, yet returning to family and friends in the South for several 
years or more. African American migrants undertook this form of “shuttle mi-
gration” to a lesser extent than the white, southern migrants detailed in Chad 
Berry’s excellent study, Southern Migrants, Northern Exiles. Berry explores the 
commonplace tactic of moving to the North out of economic necessity, but re-
turning home when possible. The moves might even correlate with the planting 
season. Berry writes that an official for the Champion Paper and Fiber Com-
pany of Ohio noted that “men would routinely leave the mountains after the 
autumn harvest to work in Hamilton [Ohio] and then return to Kentucky in 
time to plant a crop in the spring.” Most African American migrants did not 
carry quite the case of “divided heart” that the white migrants did. White mi-
grants considered the South home, but needed the heavier pay packets to be 
found in northern industry. As we have seen, African American migrants’ sear-
ing memories of southern Jim Crow restrictions somewhat tempered any warm 
feelings for their home states. Despite some of the pleasant childhood memories 
held by the migrants, many believed strongly that the North offered them the 
possibility of a more just society along with the higher pay.46

Yet, as we have seen, the study respondents did report some cases of shut-
tle migration that mirrored that of the white southern migrants. Not only did 
Dean move between a number of cities and towns around the United States, but 
her relocation was motivated by her desire to further her education and career. 
Avezinner Dean, a domestic worker turned hair stylist born in Mississippi in 
1928, moved frequently between South and North. She characterized the moves 
as fitting her own needs, rather than complying with the wishes of a male fam-
ily member. Dean related her convoluted path: “I worked in Alabama and had 
a [beauty] shop. I lived in Alabama and moved to Inkster [Michigan]. I moved 
back to Alabama and stayed seven years. My big girl was born in Alabama. I 
went to Nashville and got another diploma. I wanted to bob hair and I didn’t 
know how. Then I moved back to Michigan and married my sweetheart in 1955. 
I have been here ever since.”47

Beatrice Jackson moved to Michigan to join her family, and, unusually, her 
fiancé followed her to their new home. Jackson traveled to Michigan to live near 
her brother and his family. Years before, she had joined her sister in Tulsa. The 
sister needed her help because her husband had entered a sanitarium; during 
Jackson’s years in Tulsa, she worked as a domestic and earned a college degree 
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in elementary teaching, which she never utilized directly in her employment. 
Jackson did not think highly of the Motor City. “The summer of 1941,” Jackson 
said in her low, tired voice, “I went to Detroit and my husband-to-be followed 
me. My brother was in Detroit. He didn’t have a job at that time. His wife didn’t 
have a job. They had two kids—I was disgusted with Detroit.”48

Jerliene “Creamy” McKinney followed a female family member northward, 
and also drew her boyfriend along with her. McKinney, born in Alabama in 
1940, followed her sister to New York City. Anticipating her move, McKinney’s 
boyfriend (and later husband), Theodosis, moved to the Bronx. McKinney de-
tailed, “My sister moved from Florida to New York because she used to do jobs 
of living in with peoples, doing housekeeping and stuff like that. So she moved 
from Florida to New York, and when I got old enough, I kept asking my mom, 
‘Can I come to stay with her for a while?’ So, when I got older, my mom let me 
come up to New York to stay with her.” After about four years, Creamy and 
Theodosis married, and had four children in New York. “Then the peoples that 
she was living there with moved here [to Massachusetts],” McKinney explained, 
“and they wanted my husband and her husband to come to live with them here.” 
Both husbands found jobs at Boston’s airport, while Creamy and her sister 
worked for the family. Eventually McKinney moved her family to Worcester, 
Massachusetts, and her sister followed.49

At just eleven years old, Gussie Nash moved to Grand Rapids, Michigan, 
from Arkansas. She came because her aunt, the mother of two boys, had always 
wanted a girl; Nash’s mother in effect “loaned” Gussie to the aunt for the year. 
The arrangement benefited Nash by giving her access to northern schools, as well 
as providing her with a taste of northern life. Nash did not consider Arkansas 
rife with racism, and after the year was over, did not express great eagerness to 
return to Michigan. Yet her mother urged her to return after high school gradua-
tion, as the rest of her six siblings (five sisters and a brother) had already resettled 
in Grand Rapids. Nash mused, “I didn’t want to come back [to Grand Rapids] 
and I was the oldest girl at home still and my mother kept saying that ‘you go to 
Grand Rapids with the rest of them.’ I don’t want to go, so I stayed there [Arkansas] 
for a couple of years after I graduated and then come back [to Michigan]. After 
getting back I worked at Kent Community [health care] and I met my husband 
and got married and raised two children.”50

Such an arrangement of child-sharing might strike readers as unusual in 
today’s highly “child-centered” society. Today’s emphasis on bonding and the 
relationship with the biological parents makes such an action almost unfath-
omable. Yet might not Nash’s mother’s placement of her daughter with other 
family members be seen as a rational way to give her a better education and an 
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enduring connection with a northern community in which she might want to 
make a life? The rationale behind the placement was not out of keeping with the 
actions of others. Ella Sims, as we have already learned, lived with cousins in 
Arkansas while attending high school, because there was no high school for 
black students in her Mississippi community. Alverrine Parker left Michigan 
for Mississippi during high school to live with her grandmother, a recent widow. 
The study’s respondents would make similar choices for their own children. 
Children’s welfare was valued above everyday connections with biological 
mothers. Extended family members worked together to raise children. This 
theme will be further explored in chapter six.

Olivia Watson Mitchell of Burton, Texas, allowed her first child, Linda, to 
live with the woman who had raised Olivia’s husband. In Mitchell’s family, kin-
ship was a fairly elastic term. Caring relationships brought people into the fam-
ily circle, while at the same time questions about biological fathers sometimes 
confused relationships. As a child, Mitchell had not known the identity of her 
father, and some of her siblings, born of different fathers, had similar questions. 
“I didn’t know who my daddy was at first,” explained Mitchell. “So I ask my 
mama where was my daddy—I always—never did know my daddy. And she 
said, ‘Oh, yeah. You see him every day.’ ” A married family friend was indeed her 
biological father. Mitchell’s parents later married. Olivia’s husband was raised by 
a woman named Miss Mary, who wanted desperately to care for Olivia’s daugh-
ter Linda as her own. Mitchell recalled, “Miss Mary the one that wanted to take 
Linda away from me. I say, ‘No, you not going to take no Linda away from me, be-
cause that’s my child.” Yet Mitchell ultimately relented, after boarding with Mary 
for a while to make sure she would treat Linda well. It appears that Linda lived 
with Miss Mary on just a temporary basis, for she later returned to Mitchell’s 
narrative. Mitchell’s reference to Mary as Miss Mary may have indicated that she 
was a white woman. If so, it would have been more socially difficult for Mitchell 
to resist Mary’s pleas for her child.51

June Cross, author of Secret Daughter: Mixed-Race Daughter and the Mother 
Who Gave Her Away, writes poignantly about her placement with her white 
mother’s African American friends. Cross’s mother, Norma, left June, a child 
she had had out of wedlock with African American comedian James “Stump” 
Cross, at the home of friends Peggy and Paul Bush in Atlantic City when the girl 
was about six or seven years of age. Cross maintained contact with her mother, 
eventually staying with her and her husband, the Jewish actor Larry Storch, 
every summer in Los Angeles, but she would live permanently with her “aunt” 
and “uncle.” Cross’s story is complicated by her mother’s white race, her unmar-
ried status, and the violent nature of her parents’ relationship, yet it is perhaps 
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less unusual than she herself realizes. Part of the motivation for the unofficial 
adoption lay in the Bushes’ childlessness. Like Gussie Nash’s aunt, Peggy and 
Paul Bush yearned to welcome the little girl into their home. Norma hoped to 
ease the prejudice directed at her as the mother of a mixed-race child, and she 
may have also felt for her friends in their longing for children. She may have 
thought it harmful for June to be raised solely by a white mother. Children 
became a resource to be shared, their upbringing also considered more of a 
community responsibility than many regard it today. Cross reveals the psycho-
logical scars of what she terms a type of abandonment in her memoir; only by 
producing a documentary film on her life story does she come to terms with her 
mother’s reasoning.52

The interviewees who shared their memories for this study add considerably to 
our understanding of the Second Great Migration. Although many did move 
north at the behest of their husbands or other male relatives, their stories reveal 
important facts about the men’s roles as family leaders and the women’s views 
of themselves. In the twenty-first century, it remains highly unusual for women 
to initiate cross-country migrations for their families. My explanation that my 
own family relocated from Michigan to Massachusetts in 2000 because of my 
pursuit of a tenure-track teaching position has led to many an incredulous re-
sponse. Almost everyone outside of academia who has asked about the move 
has queried, “So, you came here so your husband could take a job?” In the mid-
twentieth century, it would have been atypical for families to travel hundreds of 
miles solely to pursue better-paying work for the females of the family. And as 
we will examine at length, black women made more money in the North than 
the South, but they largely remained in domestic positions until the last decades 
of the twentieth century.

In these rich narratives we learn about women who undertook the trek 
to the so-called “promised land” as children. Even though they traveled as 
young people, the migration figured heavily in their self-conception. Migrants 
like Rosa Young mourned the loss of connection with their beautiful southern 
homeland. Others understood the physical and psychological dangers of the 
South and rejoiced at heading to the North, despite that region’s own consider-
able challenges. Some of the young women traveled between the North and 
the South, strengthening bonds between extended families by joining another 
household for a while. Most spoke of these moves as an important part of their 
educational or emotional development.

Stories like that of Creamy McKinney and Beatrice Jackson, however, docu-
ment that some men did follow their girlfriends and wives northward. McKinney 
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and Jackson, both exceedingly motivated, knew the region would improve their 
economic security. Their male counterparts refused to be left behind. Other 
women, including Mary Smith and Rebecca Strom, came north without any 
male companion at all. Smith would remain the sole breadwinner for her family, 
and Strom would meet her husband only after settling permanently in Boston. 
Some women, like Liddie Williams’s mother, divorced their husbands rather 
than follow them to the North.

Viewing the Great Migration through a feminine lens upsets our previous 
understanding of what was arguably the most historically important movement 
of people in the United States before the present era. Although millions relo-
cated, the decision to do so stemmed from highly personal life choices. Each 
family struggled, sometimes for decades, over where to best make a life. And 
for many families, the decision to head north was never truly conceived of as 
permanent. In the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, hundreds of 
thousands of African Americans have been migrating to the South. Many are 
the children and grandchildren of migrants. Migrants themselves have returned 
to their region of origin. In this period, African American college graduates 
are more likely to settle in the South than the North after graduation. The vast 
majority of the new migrants settle in the southern suburbs.53 The South draws 
new residents of all races with its job opportunities and sunny weather. Previ-
ously, the region had limited appeal due to its warm and humid climates; its 
boom owes much to the widespread use of air conditioning. Interestingly, many 
of the African Americans flowing south to follow their dreams envision the 
move as a “return” rather than a simple migration. The South still figures as an 
actual or metaphorical homeland for a significant number of African American 
families.



Three-decker housing, Worcester, Massachusetts. Photograph by Lisa Krissoff Boehm.
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

Encountering the City

The struggle is always there, and it’s always uphill.

— B A R B A R A  P U R I F OY - S E L D O N 1

You knew where you could go in the South. Up here, it had a different face on it, completely different. They 

worked with you and they stabbed you in the back and talked about you. So it wasn’t all that beautiful com-

ing to the North, as long as your skin was black. If it was a different color, it was better.

— FA I T H  R I C H M O N D 2

MA R Y  S M I T H

Boston (Dorchester ) ,  Massachusetts

Mary Smith and I met through a student I knew well; the student, Aiwa Lewis, was 
Smith’s granddaughter, and majored in urban studies at my college. Aiwa was an 
outgoing and thoughtful student, a favorite of her professors and classmates. She 
took an interest in my research, and offered to introduce me to her grandmother. 
I conducted the interview in part as a training session, with two undergraduates 
in attendance. Although interviews are usually best done one-on-one, the atmo-
sphere did not seem greatly affected by the students’ presence in this particular 
case. Smith appeared at ease on this Saturday morning, at home in the top floor of 
her three decker home. Three deckers, the common solution to multifamily housing 
in New England, are free-standing buildings with one unit per floor. Architectural 
enthusiasts often malign the three decker; they frequently have little ornament, 
and the tall, rectangular boxes stand in relentlessly repeating rows in the neighbor-
hoods of Boston, Worcester, and many little towns in between. The three decker 
was characteristically covered in siding, initially wood and eventually aluminum 
or synthetic materials. In Chicago, the small, three-story apartment building, the 
cousin of the three decker, was built in brown brick with minimal decorative detail. 
The siding of the New England three decker ranged in color from white to vivid 
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aqua, yet the color usually did little to abate the monotony of the housing stylisti-
cally. The three decker offered relative privacy for the immigrants and migrants 
streaming into New England in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
Later on, it became a frequently chosen housing option for African American 
migrants, and the form still proves popular for immigrants and the working class. 
The ease of having three families connected to the city’s water, waste, and electri-
cal resources at one location, rather than in three separate, single-family homes, 
helped cities to serve their expanding resident base quickly. Dorchester claimed 
more than 288,000 residents in 2005. Smith’s particular neighborhood, one of the 
four within Dorchester, was 59.9 percent African American, 21.4 percent white, 
5 percent Asian, and small percentages of others in the 2000 census report.3

Smith owned the building and allowed some of her family—including Aiwa 
Lewis and her mother—to board in the floors below her. Like many three deck-
ers, the building showed its age, but it offered a warm home to Smith’s family as 
well as a setting for Smith’s at-home day care business. We all sat in Smith’s small, 
windowless living room. Playthings lined the shelves in the dining room, within 
sight through the open doorway. One could imagine the children at play, although, 
considering the uncertain gait of young children, the third floor location appeared 
perilously far from the home’s front door and small yard. The small patch of grass, 
surrounded by a chain-link fence, would offer the only outside respite for the chil-
dren during the day.

Like her granddaughter, Smith had an aptitude for analyzing the changing 
city. She noted the evolution of her Dorchester neighborhood from a community 
of European immigrants to a mostly African American community to a site under 
pressure from urban renewal and higher real estate prices. As the neighborhood 
transitioned in the mid-twentieth century, retailers had fled. In recent years, the 
area’s consumer options had begun to expand. More Asian and white residents 
moved to Dorchester. Smith feared she would be pushed out, as those seeking an 
easier commute to Boston’s central business district bought out her neighbors for 
staggering sums. During the interview, Smith recalled, apparently with ease, pre-
cise dates for the major migrations in and out of Dorchester. Note also Smith’s 
ability to pinpoint dates for changes in her own life—she has a keen understanding 
of change and an uncanny memory for specific detail.

I was born in Georgia, February 19, 1938. I am one out of ten—I’m the fifth 
child. My mother, who was married to him, my father, had five girls. And 
then she divorced. And she had got married again, and she had two boys, and 
then two girls and a boy, I think, at the end. And I was the fifth child, and I 
was there with the four older ones, and I was there with the five younger ones. 
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And out of all of us girls to leave home, I think I was the last to leave home. I 
stayed home longer than any of them. And first I left and went to New York, 
and I stayed a year, and then I went back home. I had family in New York, two 
sisters and aunts and cousins. New York was nice, you know, then at that time, 
in the ’50s. It was nice. When I first went I was eighteen.

I worked at a book-binding. They made all kinds of books and maga-
zines, and stuff like that. And in ’56, I came back home for vacation, and then 
I go back. Then, at the end of ’57, I went to Miami, and I stayed there, and I 
worked for a family that lives on Miami Beach.

I moved to Boston in 1962. My sister again sent for me, and I came here. 
My sister was in New York, Miami, and then here. She got hitched and sent 
for me. And I got a job working for Mass General. And I had put in for Mass 
General and Boston State. Mass General called me first, so I went there. And 
about a month later, the State called me, so I went to the State. So I worked 
for Boston State Hospital in Mattapan for about two years. I was a dietary 
aide, and during the time I went to school for IBM computers. I finished that 
in 1964, and in 1965 I got a job working at Stop & Shop [grocery] doing key-
punching stuff, like.

Then I started working for an agency. They sent me to First National Bank 
of Boston, I worked there. And then I worked at State Street Bank, doing noth-
ing but payroll. And then I worked at Liberty Mutual, too, for about a year. 
You know, part time, at nights. And then when I left Liberty Mutual, I went 
to Shawmut Bank, and I stayed with Shawmut Bank from 1967 until 1970. 
Then I didn’t work part-time no more. I just stayed at Harvard. Because I start 
working at Harvard in November, in 1966. I was working in accounts receiv-
able. I took an early retirement from Harvard in 1993. Because after being at 
Harvard twenty-seven years—that’s a long time. So, I needed a change. And I 
started doing day care.

When I first came here, I came through Framingham, it was like at night. 
And life was nice. And it was really nice, up and down the road, this area. 
Each corner had a drugstore, and each corner a gas station, fire station, fur-
niture stores, cleaners, bakeries, and supermarket. You really didn’t have to 
go downtown for anything. You just walk right to Blue Hill and you would 
see the stores. Even if you wanted to go somewhere, you’d just go to Douglas 
Station, and it was like a little Boston. You could get anything you want there, 
and it was really nice. And I, you know, rarely went downtown, but then, in 
the late ’60s, ’68, early ’69, the Jewish people start moving out. I moved here 
in ’68, and then, everybody else was in here was Jewish. They start moving 
out. By ’72 practically all them was gone. I really miss it, because you could 
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walk right to Blue Hill and get clothes, furniture, anything. You just walk 
right to the avenue, and you got it.

Before, if you needed furniture, you could walk up there to the furniture 
store. And then pick out what you want, and they’d bring it, you know, the 
same day. And then if you wanted fresh bread, the bakery were right there, 
then it’s your supermarket. A drugstore—one was on each corner. Drugstores, 
movie theaters, everything was in walking distance, you really didn’t need a 
car. And you could walk out here at any time of the night or morning. Nobody 
bothered you. You know, you hadn’t be worried about whether somebody 
going to snatch your bag or hit you in the head.

But everything now’s so different. Really it is. I really liked it. I see Blue 
Hill is coming back, but it’s not the same. If they could bring it back like it 
were, it would be nice, but it’s not. I see now it’s changing back again, because 
I see a lot of people that had moved out in the suburbs are moving back. I’d 
give it another two or three years and there’ll be less of us [African Ameri-
cans] around here because we can’t afford the rent. Because they buying the 
houses up like mad and one bedroom is fifteen hundred dollars. You can’t pay 
that type of money. I mean, really. What you got to buy clothes with? What 
you going to eat? You can’t afford that. I paid sixteen thousand seven hundred 
dollars for this house. Right now, if I sold this house, I could get over three 
hundred thousand. And in Roxbury, a lady sold her house for four or six hun-
dred thousand. So, that’s telling you right there, if you’re going to pay that type 
of money for that house, that you got money. And you don’t need no tenants.

And a lot of the Korean people and the Chinese people, they got money. 
So they always team together and they pool that money, and they can run 
you away from here [laughing]. I usually see them in [groups of] three or 
four, walking up and down looking in the neighborhood, looking at different 
houses, and they all have briefcases. And when they got them briefcases, they 
got money. Black-American people, they don’t stick together.

If I had waited to come for a few years, I probably never would have left 
[the South]. I would’ve just stayed down there, because I got sisters and neph-
ews, and they got beautiful homes in Georgia and Florida. They have them 
built, and it is really nice. And they got the good jobs.4

Mary Smith has watched Dorchester change from her third-floor unit for many 
decades. She made the area of the city her home before many other African 
Americans did. By working long hours and climbing the administrative ladder 
in small steps, she earned enough money to purchase a home and provide for 
her three children. Technically married, Smith nonetheless had to serve as head 
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of her family. She made no mention of any particular man in her life story, al-
though she offhandedly referred to herself as married. No one shared the mort-
gage with her, or worked to gather money to send to the children and their 
grandmother back in Georgia.

Twenty-four-year-old Smith arrived in Boston in 1962, as the Second Great 
Migration neared an end. The middle child of ten siblings, she never expected 
life to be easy. She had seen her mother marry twice. Smith had been migrating 
for years; in the 1950s she had lived in both New York and Miami, along with 
regular stretches back home in Georgia. As discussed in chapter three, Smith 
returned home during each pregnancy, in order to give birth with her mother 
nearby. Due to the dearth of hospitals catering to blacks, African Americans 
often gave birth at home. The trend lessened over the course of the twentieth 
century, as hospital access increased. A female network proved very important 
in childbirth, both for the birth itself and the aftercare necessary for mother and 
child. Historian Gretchen Lemke-Santangelo notes this phenomenon when she 
writes, “Most migrant women were born in their mother’s or grandmother’s 
homes, with a midwife there to assist their delivery. An expectant mother often 
returned to her mother’s home and stayed until a month or more after giving 
birth . . . It was customary to keep both mother and child inside and out of day-
light for a month and to wrap the new mother’s stomach with a cloth to help 
her abdominal muscles retract.”5 Like many women, Smith had to rely on her 
mother to care for her three children. Smith’s mother was needed as a perma-
nent, rather than temporary, child care solution. Smith negotiated Boston on 
her own, gaining a hard-won understanding of urban change from the years of 
closely observing the ebb and flow of people in her neighborhood.

Smith used migration as a tool—by better locating herself in the national 
job market, she could secure better pay. Although she grew accustomed to 
changing locations, the city still had an effect on her. She did not get lulled 
into inattention by her frequent comings and goings, but rather had a height-
ened awareness of the urban landscape. Smith’s review of the social systems of 
Dorchester critiqued the area’s current circumstances. She longed for a success-
ful neighborhood that remained in the hands of African American homeown-
ers. She noted how the bustling storefronts of the early 1960s gave way to a less 
vibrant economy as the neighborhood grew increasingly African American. As 
home prices in Boston soared in the early part of the twenty-first century, mak-
ing it among the most expensive housing markets in the nation, savvy dealmak-
ers looked for untapped real estate markets with access to downtown. White 
and Asian “urban pioneers” ventured out into heretofore avoided neighbor-
hoods, hoping to make a great deal. Smith had begun to take note of the high 
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number of “for sale” signs on her block. The temptation of the high sale prices 
proved too much to resist for many, although Smith herself revealed no plans 
to sell. Noting that some ethnic groups pool resources to invest in real estate 
projects, she bemoaned what she considered the African Americans’ failure to 
take up similar investment schemes. She hoped to preserve her neighborhood 
as an African American one.

Smith’s detailed memories of her encounters with the city, and her overall 
analysis of the way in which northern cities work, link her to countless other 
migrants. In part due to my own prior research on popular perceptions of urban 
spaces, I encouraged the discussion of such memories in the oral histories. Afri-
can American authors, in works of both fiction and autobiography, have long 
taken up the theme of urban encounters. Memories of the very first impression 
of the city have been a particular favorite of many. Gwendolyn Parker’s engaging 
memoir, Trespassing: My Sojourn in the Halls of Privilege, chronicles her jour-
ney from North Carolina to New York. For Parker, like the women interviewed 
for this study, the actual trip from the South to the North becomes a key life 
moment, a time in which sights, sounds, and personal feelings get emblazoned 
forever in one’s memory. The journey holds an important place as part of the 
life story, a narrative bridge from the saga of one life to another. The story need 
not be published, like Parker’s, or even often told to others, to have explana-
tory value. Even if only repeated to oneself, the story impacts one’s personal 
identity.

Parker’s prose captures the importance of the journey for her own personal 
narrative. As a superachiever from an early age, Parker planned to bear witness 
to the entire drive, to drink in every drop of the changing landscape:

I wanted to stay awake the whole trip. The back seat of our Lincoln was 
filled with blankets and pillows and food and boxes, but I was determined 
not to sink into its comfort and fall asleep. Twilight turned quickly to 
darkness and we began to pick up far flung stations on the radio. My 
parents double-checked route numbers and landmarks as one road 
changed seamlessly into another. Occasionally we passed another lone 
car, but for long stretches of road we saw only our own headlights, and no 
matter how hard I fought it, sleep would not be put off any longer. When 
I finally awoke early the next morning, it was to learn that we had arrived. 
We turned off a narrow highway and were suddenly in a warren of streets 
shrouded on both sides by a thick green foliage. This was what I first 
noticed: the color of the trees, a darker green than the variety of trees in 
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the South, and the street, cast in deeper shade. There were houses hidden 
behind the green, set back a discreet distance from the street. It was as if 
they had pulled back just a bit, claiming greater privacy for themselves. 
We turned and turned and turned again, and I feared we were lost, until 
we climbed a steep hill at the crest of which we came to a stop.6

For Parker, the transition from southern to northern life proved rockier 
than expected, especially when she attempted to fit into her integrated school. 
Yet, ultimately, the North was the site of Parker’s economic ascension. Other 
migrants fared less well economically. For some, the harsh realities of the North 
became apparent quite quickly. Richard Wright, in his lyrical autobiography 
Black Boy, demonstrates how migrants’ long-cherished dreams for the north-
ern, urban life could be dashed irrevocably upon the initial sight of these cities. 
Wright recalls, “My first glimpse of the flat black stretches of Chicago depressed 
and dismayed me, mocked all my fantasies. Chicago seemed an unreal city 
whose mythical houses were built of slabs of black coal wreathed in palls of gray 
smoke, houses whose foundations were sinking slowly into the dank prairie.”7

The oral histories collected for this book, as well as the supporting docu-
ments consulted, reveal the stark realities of northern life. Although migrants 
yearned for social equality and unfettered access to good-paying jobs, long veins 
of racism ran under the northern soil, just as they had done in the South. For 
some, the racism was readily apparent during their initial moments in the city. 
For others, the true nature of the North revealed itself with time. The economic 
opportunities the North offered still made the journey worthwhile, and many 
migrants deemed the northern brand of prejudice preferable to the southern 
type. Migrant Lilly Shelby summed up the thoughts of many with her compari-
son of the North with the South: “It’s just a little better but it has a long way to 
go.”8 The migrants could hardly even dream of a world where prejudice did not 
exist. Racism was so entrenched that its absence was, and perhaps still is, almost 
unimaginable.

The ambiguity of the gains made by the move to the North is showcased 
in the paintings of Jacob Lawrence. Although he was born in New Jersey, the 
Great Migration of his parents and their generation captivated the artist. His 
1941 series The Great Migration, consisting of sixty panels and completed after a 
study of the subject at the Schomberg Collection in Harlem, covers the recoil-
ing of black migrants from the vicious attitudes of the South at the time. In 
panel 44, Lawrence depicts a loaf of bread and a slab of meat sitting on a plain 
brown table. Under this painting, the inscription reads “Living conditions were 
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better in the North.” Yet Lawrence’s works fail to paint a uniformly rosy picture 
of the North. Although panel 31 reads “After arriving North the Negroes had 
better housing conditions,” viewers soon learn that this was not the entire story. 
Panel 47 features a family of nine sharing a single bed in a stark room. Law-
rence explains, “As well as finding better housing conditions in the North, the 
migrants found very poor housing conditions in the North. They were forced 
into overcrowded and dilapidated tenement houses.”9

For Addie Smith of North Carolina, the initial encounter with the looming 
red brick factories, winding streets, and reserved Yankee attitudes of Worcester, 
Massachusetts, shook her. Smith wondered if she had made a mistake in coming 
north. While she liked the Jewish family she worked for, she had not planned to 
move north. She came to work temporarily, and found herself staying because 
of the financial security her new job provided. But she questioned the move. 
Smith remembered, “I was here about a month and I hated it, and I cried all 
the time. But I didn’t let them know—the folks I was living with. I just didn’t 
like this place—I just can’t stand it, you know. The people were so different, you 
know, but people at work were real nice.” Smith improved her new situation by 
joining John Street Baptist Church. Church membership led to new friendships, 
and, eventually, a new spouse.10

Avezinner Dean numbered as one of the few respondents who decisively 
cast her native Mississippi as preferable to Michigan in terms of racism. Dean 
announced, “I have run in[to] the most problems in Michigan than I ever [have] 
in my life. You know, the difference in Mississippi and Michigan—white people 
didn’t want to be bothered [in the South], and you know it. You know what I 
am trying to say. They stayed away and had nothing to do with you. They build 
their homes off from you and stayed away from you. Up here you can be door to 
door. In Mississippi, this white guy would pull fresh corn out of my garden, and 
we didn’t have no problem.” Dean’s take on regional difference is compelling, in 
part because some argue quite the opposite—that in the South blacks and whites 
mixed on a daily basis, but that in the North “black” and “white” constituted two 
different worlds. Dean, of course, lived in a Detroit neighborhood that claimed 
a nearly 90 percent African American population. During my forays there over 
the years, I never saw a white person on the sidewalk or even in a car passing 
by, except for an occasional white utility worker. Dean’s memories of the South 
reveal some unclear characterizations. She remembers living near a white man 
in Mississippi, a man who picked corn from her garden, but then said, “they 
build their homes off from you.”11

African American parents taught their children to tread carefully in the 
white world. The lessons may have been taught during southern childhoods, 
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but their underlying message made sense in northern cities as well. Lois Ste-
vens’s father, as a preacher, made sure that his children behaved in public. Good 
behavior was necessary because both white and black residents of Greenville, 
Alabama, scrutinized the children of this well-known family. Extra focus came 
from the family’s open ancestral link to one of the city’s leading white fami-
lies. Stevens related, “My father, being a public man, made a little difference 
for us. You had to walk a straight line while they were looking at you.” Stevens 
did not overstress the differences between white northern and white southern 
racial attitudes. “It’s the same,” she characterized. “You do meet different kinds 
of people [everywhere].” Stevens found that one’s own personal outlook had 
a great bearing on how much racism could penetrate into everyday relations. 
But her words also revealed a certain resignation to the existence of prejudice. 
She asserted, “It all depends on yourself. If you take people as they are, and you 
don’t expect too much, you get along.” Her words “you don’t expect too much” 
are very important here. Many of the migrants categorized what they found in 
the North as preferable to southern life, but their expectations were low. Unlike 
European immigrants, some of whom really expected to find the New York City 
streets paved with gold, African American migrants had advance warning of 
northern conditions from friends and relatives. Although some, like Wright, 
expected to be more pleased upon arrival, no migrant anticipated a total absence 
of prejudice in his or her new city.12

Mundane interactions with white city dwellers became moments that had 
to be carefully read. In the place of the South’s all-too-clear Jim Crow laws, the 
North presented a tangle of cultural practices and legal restrictions. Racial dif-
ference still played out as an important defining element in social interactions, 
but in unexpected, inconsistent ways. Migrants had to keep vigilant. In their 
vigilance regarding everyday interactions, women also made note of subtle 
unfriendly attitudes that could grate deeply. Worcester, Massachusetts, resident 
Addie Smith commented on the uneasiness in a simple “hello” with a white 
pedestrian. Smith contrasted northern and southern attitudes, saying:

Prejudice here is sorta covered up, you know what I mean? It’s here, 
believe me, it’s here. I think they’re [northerners] a little more subtle with 
it, but I don’t think they’re ever gonna eliminate discrimination. Because 
there’s some people just think they’re better than others. They got that 
idea in their head and you can’t take it away. And you walk down the 
street sometimes—I don’t know about you—but I walk down the street 
sometimes and I see people coming, and I say hello or good morning, and 
people get like “What are you speaking to me for?”13
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The interviewees’ musings often turned to whites’ presumption of their 
own cultural superiority. Historians studying colonial America have uncov-
ered how white colonial employers and slave owners promoted racism among 
their white workers to discourage them from banding together with nonwhite 
laborers.14 In early America and on through the twentieth century, racism kept 
people apart in a variety of workplaces, ranging from the agricultural fields 
to the shop floors and even to the corporate boardrooms. In the twenty-first 
century, racism still manages to keep Americans from uniting, whether it be 
as a neighborhood, a city, a social class, or even as a nation. The persistence of 
racist attitudes puzzled the narrators of this study; many used our conversa-
tions as a time to seek reasons for this cultural malignancy. Alverrine Parker 
stated forcefully that the “color of your skin doesn’t have anything to do with 
your mind and your heart, so there’s a lot of that in Grand Rapids. There’s a 
lot of prejudice here, yeah. I can’t figure it out—and maybe you can tell me, 
too—why do people think because their skin is white they are supposed to be 
superior?”15

Public education in the North proved problematic at best. Most of the 
women interviewed for this study had completed their elementary education 
before the migration, but the subject still came up. The failure of public edu-
cation in the North to adequately serve African American and other minor-
ity students slowed down the upward trajectory of migrant families and their 
neighbors. Schools segregated due to neighborhood demographics often had 
substandard facilities. Integrated schools often exposed black students to the 
unexpurgated prejudices of schoolmates and teachers. Ogretta McNeil, later 
elected a member of the school board in Worcester, Massachusetts, recalled 
the antipathy of the Washington, D.C., school system towards black students. 
McNeil said of her Middle Atlantic school district, “They sort of assume you are 
retarded and stupid.”16

Long-time child care worker Anniese Moten vividly recalled her introduc-
tion to Toledo, Ohio. She accompanied her employer to the new city, after living 
for years in Detroit. Moten revealed, “After she [her employer] got married and 
we moved to Toledo, well, I didn’t like Toledo. These peoples over there act like I 
was an animal or something. When I come out doors they close their doors and 
go in the house. I says, ‘I am going back to Detroit.’ ” Despite the ominous begin-
nings, white neighbors eventually warmed to Moten. No doubt they still held 
prejudice towards African Americans generally, but Moten’s skill with children 
brought her respect as an individual. The white neighbors also tried to convert 
Moten to Catholicism, a move they may have interpreted as kind, but which she 
resisted.17
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Historical Encounters

FA I T H  R I C H M O N D

Boston (Dorchester ) ,  Massachusetts

Faith and I were introduced by a mutual friend. Richmond lived in a tree-lined 
neighborhood in Dorchester, a community inside Boston with a significant popu-
lation of African American families. She was in the general vicinity of interviewee 
Mary Smith but on a more affluent street. Faith’s single-family home featured 
solid, traditionally styled furniture. Her mantel and dining room were dotted with 
family photographs. Before the formal interview began, Faith reminisced about 
important sites in Boston history, including the Charles Street A.M.E. Church of 
Boston and the Joy Street meetinghouse. By thus mentioning these important Afri-
can American landmarks, she intertwined her story with the history of African 
American people as a whole. Although Richmond’s story is the story of an indi-
vidual, by taking part in the project she was making her memories part of the 
public face of black Boston as well.

The interview took place at Richmond’s dining room table. A window facing 
the sunny backyard brought some light into the very formal room. Occasionally, 
Richmond would run into the nearby kitchen for a brochure or picture to highlight 
a memory.

I came to Boston on March 4, 1946. It was terrible, it was so cold and dreary, 
dirty and snowy. I was born in Durham, North Carolina, tobacco world.

After my father died, my mother didn’t want pictures of her wedding on 
display in our home. Many people told us how pretty she was and how much 
my father loved her. When they would argue about something, my father 
would say, “All right, I’ll see you later,” and go out some place, and when he 
would come back he would throw his hat in and say, “Is it safe to come back 
in?” We used to laugh when she would tell us about it. She would tell us how 
much our father loved us.

Quentin and I were married at my auntie’s house. She had a beautiful 
house. He brought me up to Boston and I had to live with his family. Quentin 
was from Roanoke, Virginia, but they moved around a lot. His father was a 
lawyer. He had lived in Baltimore. That’s where they caught Quentin. He had 
been ducking the service. He had to join in Baltimore, Maryland. I met him 
in Durham. He was in the Marine Corps.

We came by train in 1946; we lived with my mother-in-law. Quentin 
found an apartment for rent nearby. The owner showed him the apartment, 



120     encountering the cit y

and Quentin said he would be right back with his wife. He came back to get 
me. As we were coming up the street, the man was sitting in the window. 
Quentin said, “That’s the house.” He didn’t point or anything. When we got to 
the door and Quentin rang the bell, the man came to the door and said, “May 
I help you?” Quentin said, “I’m the man that just left here. I brought my wife 
to see the house.” The man said, “I have never seen you before.”

“I just left here fifteen minutes ago. We just live around the corner. You 
said I could have the apartment.”

“No,” the man said, “I have never seen you before.”
Well, my husband looked Armenian or Jewish, you could take him for 

either. I was brown looking. Since I have been in the North I have gotten 
lighter. If I was in the South I’m sure I would be darker. I think that is the 
reason the man would not rent to us. Oh, I cried, that was so hurtful.18

Richmond’s experience of being openly discriminated against in the hous-
ing market mirrored that of countless African Americans in the mid-to-late 
twentieth century. Landlords like the one Richmond and her husband, Quen-
tin, encountered could be found in every American city. Real estate agents 
kept the races apart by refusing to show and sell housing units in historically 
white neighborhoods to African American clients. Unscrupulous agents fed 
into white racial fears by instilling panic regarding racial changeover in white 
neighborhoods bordering urban black belts. These agents aimed to acquire 
homes at rock-bottom prices and then to sell them off to African American 
buyers, who often found themselves paying above-market prices. Black families 
that managed to obtain housing in predominantly white neighborhoods could 
find themselves fearing for their physical safety, as was notably the case for Dr. 
Ossian Sweet, his wife, Gladys, and their daughter, Iva, in Detroit in 1925. Sweet, 
a migrant from Florida who relocated during the First Great Migration, became 
the national symbol of this housing problem. A mounting white mob circled 
Sweet’s property the evening of the move. Men inside the house fired guns out 
the windows when rocks were thrown towards the house. One white man, Leon 
Breiner, was killed, and Sweet and his family and friends faced a protracted trial. 
The NAACP and famed, albeit aging, attorney Clarence Darrow came to the 
Sweet family’s aid, giving the issue of housing segregation one of its first causes 
célèbres. After an initial mistrial, Henry Sweet, Ossian’s brother, was tried alone 
for the murder. Upon acquittal, the charges against Ossian Sweet, his wife, and 
his friends were dropped.19 Restrictive covenants based around race remained 
legal until the Supreme Court ruling in Shelley v. Kraemer in 1948. The Fair 
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Housing Act of 1968 toughened national laws regarding equal access to housing. 
Yet divisions of neighborhoods by race remained far longer than legal statutes 
openly supported them. In fact, the United States has remained unable to solve 
the problem of housing segregation.

Urban planner June Manning Thomas clearly delineates the problem, using 
the case study of Detroit, in her work Redevelopment and Race: Planning a Finer 
City in Postwar Detroit. Thomas explains:

Thousands of African-American families came to Northern cities during 
and after World War I and World War II, attracted by work in the area’s 
industrial plants. Discrimination forced them to live in the most dete-
riorated sections of town. Racial barriers to better housing were lifted 
only slowly, and Blacks pried open previously White neighborhoods a 
block at a time. Because Whites refused to accept mixed neighborhoods, 
the arrival of Black residents led to White exodus and neighborhood 
instability.20

Black families who saved enough to purchase a single-family home consid-
ered the act one of the most important achievements of their lives. At the same 
time, though, the migrants were not overly concerned about the acquisition of 
material possessions. A sense of “making it” in economic terms did not come in 
and of itself from home ownership, or the purchase of any other item. Nor was 
economic achievement judged as the most important marker of success. This 
was especially the insight of old age. Achieving a good life came from acquir-
ing balance. Being able to support oneself and one’s family, and yet having the 
wherewithal to contribute to the community and pay respects to God—these 
were the markers of a good life. Psychologist and migrant Ogretta McNeil nicely 
summarized, “For us, doing okay is not having a big house and a big car. It’s pay-
ing your bills and being nice to people and sharing and being recognized that 
God has His place in your life.”21

In many cases, the migrant’s status as a home owner came even more dearly 
earned, because the security had been achieved by a single breadwinner. Some 
women migrants became home owners based exclusively on their own salaries. 
Housing type varied by region. Relegated to particular areas of the city, Afri-
can Americans often lived in small housing units converted from larger apart-
ments or homes. Segregation made it necessary to rent substandard housing; 
segregation curtailed choice. In Chicago, many migrants lived first in “kitch-
enette” apartments, a single room featuring a simple kitchen. Often multiple 
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generations and even extended family would crowd into such accommodations. 
Those who did purchase homes might have done so by means of “installment 
contracts,” a form of what we might now call “rent to own.” Those who took 
out such contracts could lose all credit for their former payments if they were 
late on any single payment during the contract period. Thus families who had 
paid for homes for years could be evicted. Arnold Hirsch, in Making the Second 
Ghetto: Race and Housing in Chicago, 1940–1960, tells of families living in base-
ment units and units illegally separated by highly flammable building materi-
als. Lacking windows and suitable egress, families could perish in house fires. 
Overcrowding produced such conditions, conditions exacerbated by the high 
flow of migrants heeding the demand for laborers during World War II. Hirsch 
writes, “The 1940 vacancy rate for Chicago was only 3.9%. The Metropolitan 
Housing and Planning Council believed a 5% rate to be the ‘danger line’ below 
which a genuine housing shortage existed. By mid-1941, however, the vacancy 
rate dropped to 1.5% and plummeted even further, to 0.9% by April 1942.”22 In 
Boston and Worcester, the three-family home, or three decker, prevailed. Mary 
Smith, whose words begin this chapter, purchased her own three decker, and, 
like most home owners, considered this the key monetary investment of her life. 
From the home, she ran her home business, a day care, and gained equity as the 
real estate market improved her home value over the years.

In Detroit and Grand Rapids, more African Americans lived in single-
family homes than in many other cities. The homes available to African Ameri-
cans were located in highly segregated neighborhoods. These homes were most 
often small and of poor quality. Neighborhoods were overcrowded. In 1940s 
Grand Rapids, with the exception of the Henry Street neighborhood, blacks 
lived in blighted areas of the city. In Detroit, the black population increased 
about 50 percent between 1940 and 1944, and black neighborhoods faced double 
the densities of elsewhere in the city.23 Fire often destroyed homes in the African 
American neighborhoods of Detroit, as it did in Chicago. Sanitary conditions 
remained poor, with insufficient trash pickup and a good many homes lack-
ing even rudimentary bathroom facilities. A 1938 report by the Detroit Hous-
ing Commission found that in the Eight Mile Neighborhood, only 45.5 percent 
of homes had at least one bath and one toilet. Thomas Sugrue writes of 1940s 
Detroit, saying, “Detroit blacks were entrapped in the city’s worst housing stock, 
half of it substandard, most of it overcrowded. They lived in overwhelmingly 
black neighborhoods, a reflection of the almost total segregation of the city’s 
housing market. Detroit’s black population had doubled between 1940 and 1950, 
but the pool of available housing had grown painfully slowly.”24 An investigator 
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for the Grand Rapids Urban League, quoted in a 1940 report, encountered black 
residents living in condemned homes, as well as families dwelling in basement 
apartments and units where the wallpaper hung down in shreds due to extreme 
dampness.25

Native Mississippian Anniese Moten highlighted the story of finally pay-
ing off her mortgage. Moten had a rather big home for her neighborhood. 
She boasted, rightfully so, saying, “I paid for this house doing domestic work. 
Working in the houses.” Over time, Moten had improved the home, adding a 
fence and a new roof. She regularly sent her cousin’s sons to the local bank to 
pay her mortgage statements. With her limited education, Moten sought out 
assistance at the bank for help with her billing questions. When the boys came 
back one day, grinning, to announce that Moten owed no more on the house, 
she expressed incredulity. Despite health troubles, which normally kept Moten 
close to home, she headed over to the bank to see for herself. The moment had 
enormous meaning for Moten, who, despite two marriages, had largely fended 
for herself financially.26

Most migrants did not move directly into single-family homes, but first 
transitioned through some less-than-desirable housing. Willie Jean Clark Lewis 
recalled, “What I first remember [of Detroit] is the basement of the house on 
Joseph Campau, that’s what my first memories were of. We didn’t stay there that 
long. We just stayed there until we found a house, and then we moved to the 
east side of Detroit.”27

Avezinner Dean remembered the 1955 purchase of her home, a modest 
ranch-style house from which she later would operate her own beauty parlor.28

Having bought a home, the migrants, once so apt to change locations, became 
rooted in place. Alberta Hardy, who was born in Clarksdale, Mississippi, and 
moved to southwestern Detroit at the end of World War II, had lived in her 
home for more than fifty years at the time of the interview.29 Lillie Shelby, whose 
husband was a veteran, qualified for V.A.-backed loans. The purchase of her 
home, built by the developer Practical Homebuilders, necessitated that the fam-
ily have assets of $1,000 in the bank. The Shelbys paid a deposit of $250, and 
initially had a mortgage payment of only $49 a month. This later evolved into 
$60 a month.30

The project’s geographic scope gave rise to a multiplicity of housing forms. 
Because the majority of interviews took place in the migrants’ homes, I learned 
quite a bit about the diversity of options. One interview took place in a city office, 
one in the home where the woman worked as a domestic, and a few occurred 
in the homes of friends. One took place in a recently acquired condominium. 
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Two interviews took place in nursing homes, and one in the narrator’s beauty 
salon. Yet the other interviews allowed me to see the migrants’ homes. Sharp 
economic differences separated the narrators. Although all came from families 
who were motivated to migrate, at least in part, for higher wages, the fami-
lies had quite different means when they began their migration. Often, a slight 
edge in one generation translated into considerable economic stability in the 
next. Migrants whose parents had more education, or owned land in the South, 
tended to do better themselves. The housing clustered in four types: apartments 
in low-income housing (high rises and/or housing projects), single-family 
homes of quite modest means (usually in segregated neighborhoods), single-
family homes of more substance (often on the edges of segregated neighbor-
hoods), and sizable middle-class and upper-middle-class homes in areas of 
mixed ethnicity and even predominantly white neighborhoods.

Those who had lived in public housing in the 1950s and 1960s spoke sur-
prisingly well of the option. Of course, circumstances quickly changed. In the 
late twentieth century, public housing came to be associated with gangs and 
rampant drug use. Raising a family in such conditions proved dangerous. Better 
acquainted with the myriad of problems in the more modern projects, we forget 
the initial enthusiasm for them. In the 1960s, Ella Sims of Grand Rapids reveled 
in acquiring a public housing unit. The Sims family made their home in the proj-
ect for seven years. They preferred the apartment to their single-family home, 
because the home needed a host of repairs. The city razed much of Sims’s neigh-
borhood, taking homes by eminent domain and building public housing in their 
stead. Sims grew distraught when the demolition stopped three blocks from her 
house; she would not be part of the automatic movement into public housing, 
but had to negotiate her way into the projects instead. Sims worked to bring 
more public housing units to Grand Rapids, sitting in planning meetings and 
advocating for change. Many of the homes available to African American resi-
dents simply fell below acceptable standards. Sims recalled the three-bedroom 
apartment she, her husband, and many children lived in for seven years as “won-
derful.” Sims explained: “It was like we had moved up to a mansion, you know. 
Right. And so, our house, it just pushed over, really. Oh, we bought one house 
and we wore it out. It was big and that’s the thing about it—it was the years, is 
what did it. Because, you know, when you sat in the house, it didn’t look so bad. 
But if anything was wrong, it was so major, you know, it just wasn’t feasible to 
have it done.”31

Sims’s initial attitudes toward public housing are echoed by LaJoe Ander-
son Rivers in Alex Kotlowitz’s book on poverty in Chicago, There Are No Chil-
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dren Here, and Ruby Haynes, interviewed in the 1980s by journalist Nicholas 
Lemann, for The Promised Land. Anderson Rivers and her family celebrated 
their move into the West Side’s Henry Horner Homes in the late 1950s. Kotlow-
itz writes:

On the first day at Horner, the Anderson family knew only hope and 
pride. The future seemed bright. The moment, particularly for the chil-
dren, was nearly blissful. Leila Mae [LaJoe’s mother] made doughnuts to 
celebrate and played Sam Cooke and Nat King Cole albums on her hi-fi 
through the evening. That night, in one of the back bedrooms, the sisters 
lay on their narrow cots and stared out the windows. Because there was 
no one yet living in the building and few streetlights, they could clearly 
see the moon and the stars. They had their very own window on the 
universe.32

Upon moving into Chicago’s Robert Taylor Homes in 1962, Ruby Haynes 
experienced elation at the level of the new accommodations. Lemann relates:

It was a great day. There was a feeling of excitement and of festivity that 
went along with the inauguration of an impressive building, especially 
since the accommodations there were better than any of the tenants had 
ever had. Janitors were there to help everyone with their things. Workmen 
were grading the area around the building and planting grass. Everything 
was new and clean . . . As Ruby’s son Larry, who was twelve years old at 
the time, says, “I thought it was the beautifullest place in the world.”33

Whatever housing type they inhabited, however, all the migrants inter-
viewed for this study exhibited care in decorating their homes. Solid, traditionally 
styled furniture was featured, and special keepsakes, including glass figurines, 
dainty decorative objects, and family pictures, often served as the focal points 
of the living rooms and dining rooms in which the interviews took place. These 
were welcoming homes, whatever the social class of their owners or occupants. 
Lillie Shelby offered a memory regarding the purchase of her home in Detroit 
and the acquisition of its furnishings. She and her husband supported eleven 
children. Shelby mused:

In between babies and things I worked here [in Detroit]. I worked out in 
Orchard Lake for a while. I couldn’t tell you the different places I did it 
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because if someone needed someone for a day, I couldn’t turn them down 
because I had children. My husband worked for Great Lakes [Steel] and 
he got paid every two weeks and what I made in between I would get 
groceries with that and that was how we was able to take care of them 
and when these houses got built we were able to buy a house. I been right 
across the street since August of ’49. I raised all of the kids here.

There was a man, he had a furniture store in Wyandotte, Mr. Walker 
Cadillac. So we got over there and all you had to do was show you worked 
at Great Lakes and he would let you have a certain amount of furniture. 
At that particular time and I still got the clipping somewhere over there 
now, he had a big old television screen and we didn’t have no television. 
We bought that as the children’s present—$775—and they even put that in 
the paper that a Negro had bought that $775 television. I still got it there. I 
said one day I am going to have a bar made out of it. You know, television 
on one side and record player on the other side. We put it in the corner 
and all the children sit down and look at the television.

Shelby spoke with pride of this acquisition, yet was quick to put the pur-
chase in context. As Ogretta McNeil theorized earlier in the chapter, Shelby 
claimed that happiness came primarily from the couple’s ability to care for their 
family, rather than from any extravagance. Shelby concluded, “We survived it 
and we’re doing good. I’m just satisfied. I am right here in my little house and 
happy. The house next to me, it kept getting vacant and getting vacant and I was 
finally able to buy it. So I got a daughter living in it—right next door to me—so 
I’m happy. As they say, ‘I’m not nigger rich, but I am living.’ ”34

Establishing a life in the North would not constitute an unmitigated joy. The 
migration story would not play out like a Hollywood film with a happy ending, 
with all problems ultimately solved. The trouble with the North became apparent 
to many families right at the time of arrival. Some migrants were greeted soon 
thereafter by rioters. Black rioters took to the street to protest urban conditions, 
when the ballot box, the picket line, and other means of protest were ineffective 
in expressing the pent-up power of their rage. White rioters and police officers 
mixed into the melee. The predominantly white police forces seemed resistant 
to the black newcomers. Interracial violence plagued the mid-twentieth century 
city streets. Thousands of white families in these urban neighborhoods fled to 
the suburbs after a riot. Even the long-established black communities exhibited 
scorn for their country cousins, and did not embrace them as their own ini-
tially. Around the edges of the hard-won migration, daunting problems showed 
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through. The move would not solve all the problems of the migrant family. 
Migration was just another step in the march towards equality.

Bernita Howard’s attitudes towards her move to Detroit in the summer 
of 1943 were tempered by the 1943 riot. The disruption began when fighting 
between white and black park visitors broke out in the city’s Belle Isle. The ten-
sions moved across the water and into the city. Howard felt that she had to 
make the migration regardless of the violence in Detroit, but certainly this event 
worried her. She stated, “The riot was in ’43 and I came here right after the riot. 
When I got ready to come, the people who I was working for said that they just 
had a riot where you are going.”35 Minnie Chatman also moved to Detroit around 
the time of the 1943 riots, but this provided little dissuasion. Chatman’s hus-
band had fully committed to the move, and she abided by his wishes. Chatman 
reported that he insisted, “We was never going back there [to the South], and he 
didn’t go back there.”36

Annie Benning, ninety-one years old at the time of the interview, had 
moved into her well-appointed brick home in Detroit in 1960. Her husband, a 
GM auto mechanic, made a comfortable living, and Benning was able to stay at 
home as a full-time homemaker. The riot of 1967 shook Benning’s comfortable 
existence. The disruption waged on just a few blocks from her home. Benning 
exclaimed: “They had one [a riot] right down there on Fort Road and way up 
almost to Jefferson. There was a riot . . . we didn’t see none of it but what we 
heard it [sic] on the air. The next morning we [went] outside and it was tore up. 
I was nervous because you didn’t know which way they was going to turn again. 
Breaking in, tearing down, setting a fire and all that.”37

When Barack Obama worked as a community organizer in Chicago in the 
1970s, the sense of dismay that had settled in African American neighborhoods 
was apparent to him. The physical scars of former riots showed clearly on the 
city, and African American Chicagoans wondered where hope would come 
from. Obama writes:

The area had never fully recovered from this racial upheaval. The stores 
and the banks had left with their white customers, causing main thor-
oughfares to decompose. City services had declined. Still, when the blacks 
who’d lived in their homes for ten or fifteen years looked back on the way 
things had turned out, they did so with some measure of satisfaction. On 
the strength of two incomes, they had paid off house notes and car notes, 
maybe college educations for the sons and daughters whose graduation 
pictures filled every mantelpiece. They had kept their homes up and kept 
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their children off the streets; they had formed block clubs to make sure 
that others did too.

It was when they spoke of the future that a certain disquiet entered 
their voices. They would mention a cousin or a sibling who came by every 
so often asking for money; or an adult child, unemployed, who still lived 
at home. Even the success of those children who’d made it through college 
and into the white-collar world harbored within it an element of loss—the 
better these children did, the more likely they were to move away. In their 
place, younger, less stable families moved in, the second wave of migrants 
from poorer neighborhoods, newcomers who couldn’t always afford to 
keep up with their mortgage payments or invest in periodic maintenance. 
Car thefts were up, the leafy parks were empty. People began to spend 
more time inside; they invested in wrought iron doors; they wondered if 
they could afford to sell at a loss and retire to a warmer climate, perhaps 
move back to the South.38

By the 1970s, when Barack Obama acquainted himself with the streets of 
Chicago, the dream some African American families had glimpsed in earlier 
decades looked as if it was not going to come to fruition. Granted, middle-class 
and wealthy African American families headed out to the suburbs in unprec-
edented numbers. Yet they left behind a great many families. These families 
now had no well-to-do neighbors to emulate. The projects, once a better alter-
native to substandard, privately owned housing, failed to withstand the test of 
time. As factories relocated to the South, the jobs that had once drawn people 
to the northern cities dried up. Empty lots remained where homes had been set 
ablaze during riots. Gangs transformed the corridors of public housing com-
plexes into fearsome places. In the project where LaJoe Anderson Rivers once 
dreamed of a better life, she and her family encountered a high level of crime. 
Author Alex Kotlowitz states, “In the summer of 1987, six thousand people lived 
at Horner, four thousand of them children. They would quickly tell you that 
they dared not venture out at night. At Horner, for every one thousand resi-
dents there were approximately forty violent crimes reported, a rate nearly twice 
Chicago’s average.”39

Thus the major urban riots of the 1930s–1960s and the more minor upheav-
als that followed left visible and invisible scars upon the cities and urban dwell-
ers. The later riots quelled the hopes of the migrants, who felt that in their new 
homes, things might, at long last, change. The financial, legal, and other gains 
made by this generation would not sweep up every family in their wake. For 
those left to live in the segregated areas of the city, life could still be difficult.
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Negotiating the Public Sphere and the Workplace

Migrants never knew quite what would happen when they entered the public 
world of the northern city. Florence Allison left Livingston, Alabama, for Detroit 
in 1947, where she found a job sewing dining room upholstery. Yet she quickly 
discovered the social limitations of her new city. At the department store, the 
clerks made their disapproval of her patronage clear. Allison remembered, “I 
went to Winkelman’s. And they wanted to know what white woman sent me 
there. I told them no one sent me.”40

Simone Landry of Detroit spoke openly about the boundaries between 
the white and black communities of the North. Although the region did not 
have a system of legal boundaries the equivalent of the South’s Jim Crow, the 
North had its own form of de jure and de facto Jim Crow. Many newcomers 
did not have access to housing outside of segregated neighborhoods. Their chil-
dren continued to attend segregated schools. Blacks were paid lower salaries 
than whites. Northern blacks thought carefully about what areas of the city they 
entered and what businesses they patronized. As a busy mother of three girls, 
Landry had less need to enter into the edges of the white world than some others. 
She delineated:

There were certain places that you didn’t go. If they don’t hire black people 
then you don’t go in there—they referred to it as colored people at the 
time. I do remember that whatever the rate of pay was, we got less than 
what others got and stuff like that. But there again, I wasn’t worried. There 
were some places you went and some places you didn’t. I just have been 
fortunate, that’s all. I was young and I didn’t do a lot of going anyway 
because I was not single.41

Thelma Lane compared Pittsburgh favorably with her birthplace of Mont-
gomery, Alabama, but still encountered limitations. She lamented, “In Pitts-
burgh, you had more privileges but you also found some places that they didn’t 
want Negroes in—some of the little old restaurants and things. They didn’t want 
to cater to Negroes or to the blacks.”42

FA I T H  R I C H M O N D

Boston (Dorchester ) ,  Massachusetts

Although I did not happen to ask Richmond a formal question regarding Boston 
racism, she recounted two incidents early on in the interview, referring to them as 
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“my two times.” The housing incident, recorded above, and this refusal of employ-
ment, discussed below, fastened themselves tightly to Richmond’s memory.

The next thing, I got a job typing. Well, I thought I had the job. I passed the 
test for S.S. Pierce Company, they hired me. The employment office person 
took me upstairs to where I was going to work and to meet the supervisor. 
The supervisor told him right in front of me, “I will never have a nigger in 
here.” Yes, she did, right in front of me. So, the man said, “I have hired her.” 
She said, “I don’t care what you did, she is not coming up here to work.” So, he 
said, “You have a person going out on maternity.” She said, “I don’t care what 
I told you, she is not coming here to work. I don’t have niggers working in this 
department.” So he brought me downstairs and said how sorry he was, but 
that didn’t solve anything. That was my two times.43

W I L L I E  J E A N  C L A R K  L E W I S

Southf ie ld,  M ichigan

Willie Jean Clark Lewis credits affirmative action programs of the 1960s and 1970s 
for her ability to gain admittance to the management ranks at the Ford Motor 
Company. She felt the pressure of being one of the few black employees at her level 
of administration. One boss even called her derogatory names; Lewis did not pro-
vide details on why this occurred, although I did ask her directly. She may have 
misheard the question, or she may not have wanted to expand on the story. Born in 
Flat Lick, Kentucky, in 1941, Lewis came to Detroit as a child. Her father, who did 
not know anyone in the area before heading to Michigan, located employment and 
sent for his family. Lewis was a highly personable woman whose energetic attitude 
belied her years. I interviewed her in her daughter’s expansive home in Southfield, 
Michigan, a town that lies sandwiched between largely African American Detroit 
and the city’s predominantly white northern suburbs. Southfield is the first inde-
pendent suburb across the infamous Detroit boundary, Eight Mile Road. By cross-
ing it, one changes worlds. Southfield, easily accessible from the area’s crisscrossing 
highways, features tidy suburban streets of uniform middle- and upper-middle-
class homes, as well as a scattering of office parks and an occasional high-rise office 
building. In 2006, Southfield’s population of 75,053 was composed of 30.1 percent 
white residents, 65.8 percent African Americans, 1 percent Hispanics, or Latinos, 
and others.44 On the day I interviewed Lewis, a shiny Jaguar automobile was 
parked in the curved driveway outside her daughter’s beautiful home. I would learn 
that Lewis’s husband had founded his own business, Lewis Metal Stamping, which 
Lewis’s daughter continued to run after his death. The cordial family welcomed stu-
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dent Elizabeth Cote and me and ushered us into a large living room with soaring 
vaulted ceilings. We interviewed Lewis, her mother, Lillian Clark, and daughter, 
Jacquie Lewis Kemp, in turn. The day felt somewhat celebratory, a special time set 
aside to recall memories and think about intertwining lives. It proved especially in-
formative to interview across three generations. Lewis opened up about her career 
in business administration.

I was born in 1941 in Flat Lick, Kentucky. It’s the southeast corner of Ken-
tucky, not too far from the Tennessee border. It’s rural. Momma was a house-
wife and Dad worked on the railroad. My father came up, and then us. I came 
here to Detroit when I was two. So I didn’t really live down there, but we went 
back every year on vacation for two weeks. It was very different, because down 
there, especially when I was a teenager, they didn’t allow black people to sit 
at counters or enter places. Forgetting that, I would go in and sit down and 
people from behind the counter would say, “You’re not from around here, are 
you?” So it was very different than up here.

In high school, I worked co-op with Blue Cross. I was a file clerk. I thought 
it was good. I enjoyed it. I attended high school and I went on to university. I 
studied business at Wayne State University. That’s where I met my husband. 
Well, I knew my husband before and then we got married. I didn’t finish the 
degree then. I returned to school at fifty, my kids were all gone and I went 
back to school. I earned my degree in 1991.

I married and we moved to another home in Inkster, Michigan. I was 
a homemaker and then we moved to Ypsilanti and back to Westland. I then 
worked at Ford Motor Company, 1963 until 1999. At first, I was just a sec-
retary. Not just a secretary, because that’s an important job. Then I was an 
analyst in human resources. I liked that one. For a long time I was the only 
black person. We were all mostly in the clerical positions. The analysts and the 
supervisors and the managers were all white. I think my pay was comparable 
for what I was doing at the time. Now I would get promotions and they always 
took care of me, but there were a number of black people that applied for 
positions and didn’t get them.

I did feel like a trailblazer. I felt that I had to work extra hard and I felt 
that I had to do the best job I could so they would hire another black person. I 
didn’t get a lot of pressure, but I thought I was qualified to do the job anyway 
and that was good, but I really felt that I was part of the impression [regarding 
black workers] that I was going to make on my boss.

One thing that one of my bosses told me that I have never forgotten is 
that you determine your career. We determine the direction of our jobs. That’s 
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stuck with me. That’s more true today than it was back then when I started 
working. Women can go to school for various careers and go to positions to 
utilize those careers.

They moved me along because I helped their numbers. I think I did a 
good job. I worked hard and tried to do the best job I could do. I never really 
had a problem. I had a boss one time that said “nigger” but that was the most 
he said to me. I felt that sometimes I could do the job better than they could 
because I had to teach them how to do their job, but I didn’t let it bother me 
that much. I did my best. The young people coming in don’t have the knowl-
edge of how to start up a group project and know what all has to be done. So 
the older people that have been there have to train the young people or they 
don’t get a lot done.

Northern racism often seemed at its most tangible in the workplace. Just secur-
ing a job proved to be a significant hurdle. Some migrants, like Richmond, were 
rejected openly due to their race. Some employers acted with racist intent but 
veiled their racism under references to “rules” or “tests.” When the migrants 
aimed at jobs in the middle tier, administrators often invented reasons to re-
ject their applications. The phone company infamously snubbed black women 
job seekers. Alverrine Parker applied for a position with the phone company in 
Grand Rapids in 1955, even taking the job placement test. Told she did not pass, 
Parker demanded to see her test. Parker thought the company would hire light-
skinned African Americans. She related, “I think my color skin was too black. 
They were hiring by the color of the skin. The lighter the skin, the more, you 
know, the jobs were more available.” Parker did not take her rejection quietly. 
The incident led her to migrate to California for a time, in search of a more 
open community. Parker said, “I always had a big mouth—didn’t do any good, 
but I wanted them to know that I know what they did . . . That’s one reason why 
I went to California.”

From time to time, especially when relations at work were pressured due to 
increased work load, a conflict, or other issues, white northerners would bare 
their more intolerant sides. Southern migrants expressed little surprise over 
these revelations. Ruth Margaret Covington recalled a racially tainted remark 
billed as a compliment. Her boss at a clothing store, pleased with Covington’s 
demeanor, stated that she “had no business being black.” In other words, in 
comparison to all others of her race, the boss considered her unusually adept. 
Covington tried to take this remark in a complimentary way.45 Addie Smith 
encountered racism among her fellow workers in the supply room at a Mas-
sachusetts hospital. She quit her job rather than deal with such treatment. 
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Smith explained, “So she [a co-worker] started a little problem, so, naturally 
the woman [supervisor] believed the white person over me. So I left. I said, ‘I 
don’t have to stay with this.’ So I went to Fairlawn Hospital and I worked there 
twelve years.”46

Leaving a position became a frequent response to an intolerable solution. 
Dealing with a myriad of slights on a continual basis, migrants learned to judge 
which fences could not be mended. They also lacked or believed they lacked 
sympathetic supervisors at the topmost levels of their workplaces. Rather than 
filing grievances or appealing suspect attitudes and behaviors to higher-ups, the 
women often simply quit. In domestic work, no higher authority existed than 
the man and woman of the house—thus there was no recourse when employ-
ers acted inappropriately. The more informal the job, the more informally the 
working relationships came to be ended. Historian Kim Phillips found quit-
ting to be a common tactic for the African American male migrants to Cleve-
land she studied. Phillips writes, “When faced with limited job mobility, black 
men used the one recourse available to them—they quit, and did so at a rapid 
pace whenever better jobs or wages could be found.”47 Sociologist Pierrette 
Hondagneu-Sotelo came to a similar conclusion when documenting the lives 
of Latino immigrant workers in California. Hondagneu-Sotelo explains, “Many 
housecleaners find it expedient to just stop going to a problematic job. After 
finishing their cleaning on a Tuesday afternoon, they may quietly—or at least 
unbeknownst to the employers—decide never to return.”48 This tactic kept day 
worker Fannie Mae Kennedy from having to deal with unpleasant employers for 
too long. Even though she documented a variety of undesirable bosses in her 
stories, she chose to summarize her life’s work as relatively pleasant—because 
she had the option of leaving the jobs. Kennedy concluded, “I never had any real 
bad experiences because if there was something going on that I really didn’t like, 
I didn’t go back.”49

Even women in higher-ranking positions, such as Willie Jean Clark Lewis, 
bore witness to terrible prejudice on the job. Sometimes the malicious com-
ments came from underlings and other times from supervisors. Thelma Lane 
remembered a heated argument with a white woman insubordinate at her 
workplace, the Department of Defense offices in Washington, D.C. Lane, even 
with her college education, could not insulate herself from workplace exchanges 
that bore the taint of racial prejudice. As in this instance, many whites did not 
bow to the authority of their black supervisors. The white woman insisted on 
capitalizing the word “white” but not “Negro.” Lane explained that she had it 
backwards. Only Caucasian is capitalized, Lane tried to explain. Such incidents 
fueled Lane to keep a careful record of workplace goings-on. She admitted, “I 
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kept a big log of all the things that happened, not to anyone else, but to me—
who was promoted over me, when they were promoted, when I had my last 
promotion. . . .”50

For some women, the issues stemmed not from work colleagues, who 
tended to know the migrants on a personal level, but from customers, clients, 
students, or patients who were utilizing the migrant’s services. Migrant Mary 
Edmonds, interviewed in 2001 for the Grand Rapids Public Library by Marg 
Ed Kwapil, became the first African American to teach music in the Grand 
Rapids public school system. Despite her college degrees and years of train-
ing, students initially questioned her skills, likely because of her race. Edmonds 
remembered, “Students questioned my ability when I was teaching music. My 
first conversation in class was with a little girl who told me that I just didn’t 
direct like her former teacher, my other colleague. I asked her if she was ready 
for a demotion, since she could go back to ninth-grade choir. I’m teaching here 
and this is the way I direct [laughter]. Then I didn’t have any more problems. I 
got along very well with the students.”51

Jacqueline Dock of Detroit labored as a nurse’s aide, a surgical instrument 
technician, and a babysitter during her adult work life. Dock admitted, “Well, 
being an aide, the main thing it taught me [was] humility. I didn’t like a lot of 
people, but it taught me to listen to what people are saying to you and it taught 
me not to be selfish.” Initially, most of her co-workers were white. Dock said, 
“I had a couple of problems with patients, but not with co-workers.” Dock’s job 
duties involved taking the patients’ temperature and pulse, as well as helping 
them with personal hygiene. One patient’s attitude was particularly objection-
able. Dock notified the patient that she was laboring only for “extra” money. 
In making this statement, Dock defined herself for the onlooking patient and 
white nurse as a free agent and as a consumer, rather than as a lower-status 
worker trying only to get food on the table (and thus tied without choice to her 
job). Dock recalled:

When you come back around, this lady felt that I was inferior to her. 
From her talk and especially her mannerisms, I knew that she thought I 
was inferior to her. She told the nurse that I lacked in my job as an aide by 
doing her personal hygiene. So the nurse came to me and said what the 
lady had said. And I went in and said to the lady with the nurse and said, 
“You tell her in front of me that I did a bad job.” Then she started to call 
me names. I said, “Well, you know that I have done what I am supposed 
to do.” I said, “I am here because I am greedy. I am not here because I have 
to work.”
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Dock’s patient was reassigned to another aide. In similar circumstances, 
Glennette Taylor of Grand Rapids, Michigan, worked at Butterworth Hospital 
in the nursing department for six years during the late fifties and early sixties. 
Taylor had her share of trying patients. Male patients openly confronted her 
regarding racial difference. In one case, Taylor transformed an uneasy relation-
ship with a female patient into a friendship through unwavering kindness. Tay-
lor opened up:

I had an experience with a man. He cornered me outside of his daughter’s 
room and he wanted to know how I felt about taking care of Caucasians. 
I said, “Well, you know, I haven’t thought about that. I am assigned a 
patient and the color of your skin doesn’t even enter my mind.” I was 
telling him, “God loves Judy [the patient], and I am there to do my job, 
regardless.” He was quite upset that I would take care of her. And, oh, I 
had a minister that had a heart attack. He didn’t want my kind taking care 
of him. And the nurse in charge said that “if you are unhappy with our 
floor and our nurses, you have to ask the doctor to have you moved.” But 
that was shocking.

It is sad, but it’s true. And I had an experience with a lady. She did not 
want me to touch her. Not at all, don’t come near her. Nobody else would 
take care of her. So when her light came on, I would check her out and we 
became the best of friends. The meaner she was to me, the better I was to 
her, if I could be any better. [Later I was] downtown in front of Steketee’s 
Department Store, I kept hearing someone saying, “Mrs. Taylor, Mrs. 
Taylor,” and it was this lady. We embraced right there in front of Steketee’s 
with people walking around. I said, “Now, Mrs. X, a number of months 
ago, no one would have believed this.” The Lord did it.

Taylor concluded her thoughts on northern racism with this statement: “There 
[the South] you really know where you stand, and here it is not so blatant, but 
yet it is, if I am making any sense. It’s still around but there are groups like our 
media that are working towards making things better. But yes, it still exists, and 
I think it always will. But it is up to the stronger ones to try and wipe it out, and 
we do the best we can and live with those that we can.”52

In domestic work, negotiating relationships with employers required a 
deft hand. Work in a private home is complex on a variety of levels. The work 
is highly personal and employers divulge much more about their own lives to 
their workers than the employers know about their employees. Employers may 
feel uncomfortable with their role as boss, and may even deny it altogether. 
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Rather than speaking clearly to the employee regarding their needs, employers 
often speak indirectly or not at all. Many employers failed to acknowledge the 
special skills of domestic workers, and assumed everyone could clean a house 
or watch children with equal aptitude. These employers treated their employees 
with continual disdain.

Fannie Mae Kennedy, born in Louisiana in 1925, labored in a wide vari-
ety of jobs at the bottom of the pay scale, including domestic work. Interac-
tions with employers ranged from surprisingly warm to highly uncomfortable. 
Her memories indicate that the seemingly small things—where a domestic 
sat while eating, or what food they were to eat—structured the quality of the 
employer/employee interaction. Kennedy matter-of-factly recalled her various 
employers:

Doing day work here [in Detroit], the first person I worked for doing day 
work was a Jewish lady. My momma never did teach us about segregation, 
but some way or another I found out that we wasn’t supposed to sit with 
the white folks and eat. So at lunchtime, she fixed my food. She and the 
children was sitting at the table, but I sit at the counter, and she said to 
me, she said, “Fannie, you don’t have to sit at the counter.” She said, “You 
come to the table and sit with us.” And I thought that was the most nicest 
thing that I had ever heard from white people. From then on, I did [sit 
with them], you know.

I worked for a lady once and it was lunchtime so she had boiled a lot 
of corn. And so I sit and I ate the sandwich she had and she said, “You 
don’t eat corn? You don’t want the corn?” I said, “No, I don’t like it.” She 
said, “Well, you the first Negro I ever seen that didn’t like corn.” I said, 
“Well, I don’t,” and we just sat there like that. Maybe it shouldn’t have 
bothered me, but it did. So then I worked for some people doing day work 
in Taylor. Now this lady was real nice, but her husband used to say things 
to hurt you. You know what I mean, but I didn’t feel it that much. So when 
I stopped doing day work then I worked for two people at the same time. 
I’d work at her house for half a day, and then go three streets over and 
work for this other lady for half of a day. Altogether it wasn’t but ten dol-
lars a day. So I got pregnant and after then I quit working for them.53

Ultimately, the African American women migrants characterized their en-
counters with the northern city as a mixed set of experiences. Most women 
were glad that they had migrated, yet they bore witness to the deep flaws of 
their new communities. Some considered, or even planned, relocations back to 
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the South. The northern cities offered improvements over life in the South in 
terms of increased legal rights and fatter paychecks, but provided only ambigu-
ous modifications to the day-to-day onslaught of racism. The migrants, for the 
most part, spoke of their decision to migrate as the best possible choice for the 
time, yet readily admitted to their homesickness for family in the South, and 
even the southern way of life. Some wondered what life would have held for 
them if they had stayed. Those who migrated near the end of the Second Great 
Migration felt that they had just missed significant positive changes in their 
home communities. Migrants like Mary Smith could not help but notice that 
her relatives in Georgia and Florida owned beautiful (and relatively affordable) 
homes, and held desirable jobs.

The women migrants worked hard to carve out a space for themselves in 
their new northern homes, holding themselves proudly despite the prejudice of 
those they encountered. The women often felt compelled to act to hone down 
the sharp edges of this discrimination; they accomplished this by showing 
even more kindness to clients or patients who were cruel, or by making a well-
considered remark. The constant onslaught of racially charged moments proved 
challenging to negotiate. A tight grasp of religious doctrine, a belief that God 
would help out where and when He could, brought many through the hard 
moments. A moral steadiness provided a refuge of sorts, a steady perch above 
the fray of an uncomfortable workroom, unwelcoming department store, or 
harsh city street. And then there were the triumphs, more subtle perhaps than 
one might hope, yet emblazoned on the memory forever. Fannie Mae Kennedy 
found herself sitting at the table with her employer and her family, her human-
ity recognized in the all-too-often dehumanizing situation of domestic service. 
Glennette Taylor embraced her former recalcitrant patient in front of Steketee’s 
Department Store in downtown Grand Rapids; with a little help from “on high” 
she felt she had worked through a difficult situation and discovered a pleas-
ant outcome. Anniese Moten, in a similar vein, shared her personal moment of 
triumph—the time in which she had rushed to the bank to verify that she had 
in fact paid off her mortgage on her domestic’s salary. Such are the well-earned 
moments of life.



Mrs. Thomas, the wife of a wholesale grocer, in the kitchen with an unidentified domestic worker. San 

Augustine, Texas, April 1943. Photograph by John Vachon for the Farm Security Administration. Library of 

Congress, American Memory Collection.
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C H A P T E R  F I V E

The Work of a Domestic

I’ve been struggling here a long, long time. So I just thank the Lord as well as it is because I could be worse. 

But every time I think about how far I have come and how the Lord has brought me, I just get joy, unspeak-

able joy, thinking about how good God has been to me, you know.

— A N N I E S E  M OT E N ,  D E T R O I T,  M I C H I G A N 1

E S T H E R  W O O D S

Grand R apids ,  M ichigan

Esther Woods and I had this conversation on a warm June day. Esther owned a 
tranquil-looking beige clapboard home of two stories, situated on a corner lot with 
many thick shade trees. The neighborhood, at the northern border of the city, had 
transitioned over the second half of the twentieth century from an area of white 
families to a hub for the city’s African American community. Many of the stately 
older homes had been subdivided into rental units, but their architecture still 
proved impressive. During the interview, we sat at Woods’s highly ornate dining 
room table, just feet from the front door. Woods had a lovely dining room hutch, 
crafted of the same dark wood as the table, which held dainty china dishes laid out 
to best effect. In Woods’s front parlor, visible through the open doorway, she had 
positioned two welcoming love seats and a collection of colored glass vases and 
candy dishes, a few of which had originally sat in my own great-grandmother’s 
living room. Just off the dining room was a very small bedroom, inhabited off and 
on by Woods’s niece, whom Woods had helped to raise. The home’s first floor had 
a small powder room, decorated with brand-new gauzy white curtains, and an 
expansive kitchen featuring mid-twentieth-century appliances and countertops. 
The home was sparklingly clean.

Woods found herself working exclusively for the Jewish community of Grand 
Rapids. Some of her employers and their friends were active in liberal-minded 
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volunteer organizations, such as the board of the Brough Community Associa-
tion, the local affiliate of the Urban League.2 Working exclusively for Jews, Woods 
developed a specialty service. She knew about the customary foods and rituals 
of the Jewish holidays, and could help in holiday preparations. She could make 
the traditional potato pancakes, known as latkes, and knew how to set out the 
unleavened bread, matzah, for Passover. In the small Jewish community, in which 
everyone seemed to know each other, almost all the community children who 
had run through these homes or attended one of the holiday parties had become 
acquainted with Woods. After knowing these families for more than fifty years, 
Woods still referred to many of the women by using a proper title, their husband’s 
first name, and surname. I never heard her speak of any white employers by their 
first names. In another conversation, Woods confided in me that her formality 
sometimes caused comment. In one case, she referred to a little girl in her care 
as Miss —. The little girl took affront to such treatment, saying, “Esther, I’m not 
a ‘Miss,’ I am a little girl!” I noticed, however, that no one, including the little 
girl in the story, granted Esther the courtesy title of Mrs. Woods. Traditionally, 
such niceties remained the privilege of whites. Yet formal language also may have 
served a purpose for Woods. Her use of proper names long after such practices 
had generally fallen from fashion in this fairly casual city may have served to bol-
ster Woods’s professional boundaries, strengthening her veneer of detachment. The 
physical closeness between employee and employer in domestic work could prove 
uncomfortable; a high level of etiquette on the part of the employee could partly 
mediate the situation. In some ways, manners provided a mask, shielding the real 
woman from the family for which she labored. This form of speech also could carry 
an element of mockery, although this was not readily apparent in Woods’s case. 
White scholar Susan Tucker recalled her own use of excessive formality when 
employed as an au pair in France. Tucker admits, “I also came quickly to real-
ize that the deference I gave them had another quality that would more aptly be 
described as mocking. And I knew that I had learned to imitate, learned to act, 
learned to mock, at least in some ways, from black domestics. I heard in my words 
their voices.”3

After the interview, we walked through Woods’s garden, viewing the veg-
etables beginning to flower and the decorative perennials lining the sidewalk 
that flanked Woods’s kitchen door. Every inch of the beds had been put to some 
sort of plan. Woods had placed green wire cages over her tomatoes the day before. 
The garden featured collard greens and cabbage, all staples Woods would use. 
She had invested a substantial part of her lifetime in establishing an order in this 
home.
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I was born on a farm in Alabama—Cuba, Alabama, and I lived there until I 
was nineteen years old. [Woods was born in 1913.] I worked in York, Alabama, 
which was about eight miles from my home, before I ever left there the first 
time. But it is a small town—wasn’t very much work there for me any longer, 
so I figured it was time for me to move on to something better. I lived in East 
Chicago, Indiana, for three years. And I went back home and stayed with my 
father for another two years, and then I came here. I came here in April of 
1945. I was keeping house for my brother the first year that I was here, because 
he had my sister’s children. She was in the state hospital, and he had her chil-
dren. Frankly, that’s why I came here, to help him with those kids. I wouldn’t 
have stayed there [Cuba, Alabama], because there was nothing to do.

I said at one time I wasn’t going to stay here [Grand Rapids] because I 
didn’t like it. Then in October of 1946, I had surgery at St. Mary’s Hospital, 
and the doctor dismissed me and said I could go to work. By then I started 
looking for work. But the type of work I wanted at the time—I wanted to go 
to a factory. And the doctor told me I shouldn’t go into a factory because at 
that time, I would have blackout spells—I would black out on the job. And my 
stomach was very weak. And he told me, he says, “You look like a very healthy, 
strong person, but you’re not.” He says, “If you go into a factory, they’re gonna 
put you on a machine, because then you might get killed or you might cause 
someone else to get killed.” He says, “So, I wouldn’t tell you to go to a factory 
at all.”

So, then, I started looking for an electrical business because that’s what I 
was equipped to use. I couldn’t be a secretary or have a job like that because I 
didn’t have the education for it. So I looked in the paper, and I found this ad 
there, and I went over to see the — [family] and I got hired the same day I went 
there. And then, February of 1947, I started work for Mr. and Mrs. Jerome Baer. 
And believe it or not, when I retired, I had worked for them for forty years. It 
didn’t seem like I had been in Grand Rapids for forty years, but I had.

Mrs. Rosenbaum came by Mrs. B’s one day and I met her there. And she 
wanted to know if I had any spare time, would I give her a day’s work, which I 
did. So I started working for her—that was in ’59. And from Mrs. Rosenbaum, 
I met Mrs. Sam Albert. She wanted some time. So I told her some weeks I 
didn’t work every day at Mrs. B’s. And when I had some extra time, that’s how 
I started working at Rosenbaum’s. As the Bs’ kids grew up, then I would have 
more extra time. And from Mrs. Sam Albert, I went to Mrs. Sy Albert. And I 
worked for them for a while. In the meantime, after Mr. Rosenbaum’s sister 
got married, she wanted me sometimes, so I had an extra half a day I would 
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give her. And in the meantime, when I started working for Mrs. Carpenter, I 
met Mrs. Krissoff. And at the same time, I stopped working for Mrs. Sy Albert.
And then I gave Mrs. Krissoff the time. I was working for her for a day and a 
half.

I would work there on Tuesdays, and I’d go there a half a day on Thursdays, 
and then in the afternoon I’d go to Mrs. Carpenter’s. And in the meantime, 
when I was working for Mrs. Sam Albert, some days when I was supposed 
to go there, she would have me to go to her daughter’s house, Mrs. Kravitz, 
instead of coming to her house to help her out. She had three children.

I cleaned the house, done the laundry, watch the kids. And along the way, 
every so often, I’d have a day off, I would go to Mrs. Sarah Albert. If I had 
some time off, I would go there and work for her. And take care of the kids. It 
was very nice working for all of them. They all were very nice, and Mrs. Sam 
Albert had taken me all over East Grand Rapids, I guess. When they were 
having parties together, you know, all of that stuff, which was nice. And all of 
the peoples were lovely—they were nice people to work for. And I did the best 
that I could to please them with my work.

And I’ll tell you something funny. When I started working for each one 
of them, I says, “I’m going to do my best to give you a good day’s work.” I said, 
“But if it starts to thunder and lightning,” I says, “I’m going to go somewhere 
I can get down close to the ground.” And they laughed at me, and said, “Why, 
Esther?” I said, “I just can’t work if it starts thundering and lightning like 
that.” And they were all very nice people; there were never no misunderstand-
ings about anything, and I did the very best that I could to do all of the little 
things, you know, that lots of people don’t do when they doing their work, 
but I would. I have to laugh at Mrs. Krissoff. Sometimes as she tells me, she 
says, “Esther,” she says, “all the little things that you do that no one else ever 
does,” she says, “you do those things.” Well, when I went in the bathroom, 
to clean the bathroom, I felt that everything in there should be clean. They 
had mugs—they each had a mug with their toothbrushes in there, and twice 
a week, I would clean those mugs with toothbrushes like I would clean their 
countertops, the mirrors, and everything else. I felt that they should be clean 
too—if there was a little drip of water from the toothbrushes, the little tooth-
paste lying there—and I would always wash them, twice a week.

I tried to think of all the things that needed to be done. I didn’t want to 
leave anything undone; I didn’t want them to have to come to me and say, 
“Oh, you didn’t such-and-so,” you know, I’d rather get everything done.

I think Mrs. Krissoff was the only one that was working [out of the house.] 
But they all kept their houses pretty neat. They kept their houses pretty neat, 
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and they kept the clothes picked up pretty neat. Now some of the kids didn’t. 
Course at Mrs.Baer’s, she kept her house neat, but sometimes she’d tell Larry 
to clean his room, and you know where he used to put everything? He’s got 
everything together and throw it up under the bed. And he knew I was going 
to be there from under the bed to put it away, so he would hide it above there 
from her so she didn’t know where it was. And we’d laugh about it. She’d go in 
there, “Larry, your room clean?” He’d say, “Yes, ma’am, my room is all clean.” 
I’d go in there, I’d look under the bed, and there’s all everything was under-
neath the bed. But, that’s plain human nature, too, for a child.

And working for the different people, there were never any misunder-
standings about anything, or hurt feelings because everybody was nice to me 
and I tried to be nice to them. Because I felt that I had to work for a living. 
And I knew some people that were here for a while, [saying], “Oh, I don’t want 
to work there, blah, blah, blah.” And they give it up. So I thought to myself, 
why work here a little while, go somewhere else to work a little while, as long 
as you got to work and you get along with people, stay where you are. And 
that’s what I did. And there was never no misunderstandings, or no nothing. I 
don’t think I made any of them angry. Maybe I did, I can’t say I didn’t, I can’t 
say I did. They never showed it, if they was ever angry about anything. Now 
there may have been times that maybe I would forget one little something. 
But it didn’t bother me if they told me or showed it to me. Now I have met 
some people that I don’t think I could work for.

But you can’t just be completely perfect all the time with everything. But 
I tried. I did the best that I could, because I wanted to satisfy the people I was 
working for, and they all was nice to me, and at the time, common labor was 
very cheap. And the most of them would give me more than what common 
labor was.

I can’t say anything [too positive] about the work. For the simple reason, 
we all know what housework consists of. And if you’re gonna do the messy 
work, you know what you’re supposed to do. So, just do it. And it’s no use in 
saying, well, I’ll do this, I’ll leave that alone. I always had certain places I would 
start in the morning when I would get there. And then, as the people would 
leave and get out, then I would . . . Of course, I watched the soap operas, and 
I’d make sure I would be when the owners come home not to watch television. 
It wasn’t an addiction to television. I wasn’t watching it that much because it 
didn’t affect my work. I didn’t let nothing like that affect my work.

Now, I wouldn’t tell anybody that I love to work, because I wouldn’t be 
telling the truth. But I have always been the type of person that doesn’t mind 
working for an honest living. Because I never wanted to beg; I never wanted 
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to steal; I knew I had to work. And I told all of the people that I started work-
ing for, I says, “I’m going to tell you now,” I says, “in working in your house,” 
I says, “I might see something in here that I like, and I might ask you to give 
it to me. But if you don’t want to get rid of it and you don’t want to give it to 
me, you don’t have to put it behind lock and key because I’m not going to steal 
it.” And I know some of the people I’ve been in their houses and worked for 
them—I’m very sure that they left some money around to see if it would dis-
appear. I’d pick that money up and dust under it, and put it right back down 
where it was.

In working for these families for forty years, Woods had supported herself fi-
nancially. She came to Grand Rapids to attend to the children in her own fam-
ily, but soon had to bring in an outside income. One niece continued to reside 
with her while she worked, and Woods did marry for a time. (See chapter six 
for more on this marriage.) Woods turned to the job advertisements in the 
newspaper, the most common way to locate a position. She readily revealed 
that domestic work—the work of her life—was not something she particularly 
enjoyed doing. Woods credited her doctor’s warning against factory work for 
her choice of labor type. Factory positions were not bountiful for black women 
in Grand Rapids in 1947. Although World War II has been known as the era in 
which women gained access to higher-paying factory work, most of the faces 
of the much mythologized Rosie the Riveters were white. Nationwide, black 
women had begun to enter into industrial work in significant numbers only af-
ter the threatened march on Washington—spearheaded by A. Philip Randolph 
of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters—encouraged President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s Executive Order 8802. This order, which established the Fair Em-
ployment Practices Commission (FEPC), mandated that the federal government 
and defense industries end discriminatory hiring on the basis of race, creed, 
color, or national origin. The act did not mention discrimination on the basis 
of sex. The government did not assiduously pursue violators of this order. Black 
women made some limited gains during the war, particularly in the maintenance 
crews at the factories, or in other of the less coveted factory positions. After the 
war ended in 1945, however, black women were among the first workers dis-
missed in favor of the returning soldiers. According to historian Jacqueline Jones, 
black women’s share of the domestic labor market actually rose during the war, 
as white women headed for the factories. In 1944, African American women 
filled 60 percent of the jobs in private households, a gain of 13 percent over 1940. 
In Detroit, black women and their supporters, including the leftist minister 
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Rev. Charles A. Hill, took to the streets, decrying the women’s exclusion from 
these lucrative positions.

Woods’s doctor’s warning may have been contrived; a friend of Woods’s 
told me a similar story regarding her doctor’s pronouncements on her health. 
I later wondered if the women shared a physician. Did the doctor or doctors 
have some other motive in preventing patients from seeking factory work—per-
haps a fear of a domestic worker shortage or a disapproval of women labor-
ing in factories? Woods valued being treated decently by her employers, and 
for the most part, she was. Clearly, boundaries existed between employer and 
employee, boundaries compounded by differences in social class, race, regional 
origin, and religion.4

Woods’s interview highlights the process by which domestic workers met 
potential employers while on other jobs. In Woods’s case, her employers formed 
a tight community, and with each needing only a day or so of work, she could 
spread out her services. The women even introduced Woods to their friends. 
For domestic workers laboring for a single family, meeting a potential new 
boss might mean ending the current working relationship altogether. The new 
employer would be seen to have “stolen” the employee from her former boss. 
Animosities could build between employers, each seeking the services of repu-
table employees.

Migrant women often termed work of this nature “day work.” The term 
emphasized the fact that the worker did not live in with the family she worked 
for—a situation usually considered undesirable by the time of the Second Great 
Migration. “Day work” could be defined as a position that took as little as a few 
hours, or that encompassed the entire day, or that spread over multiple days per 
week. Day workers often gave their days to multiple employers. Some found 
one-time day work jobs at placement agencies. Yet the term had a wide variety 
of meanings. Many workers referred to their full-time, non-live-in jobs for a 
single employer as day work as well.

Jobs involving cleaning, particularly in domestic work in private homes, 
but also positions on the cleaning crews of hotels, trains, and offices, could be 
located relatively easily. The Grand Rapids Urban League reported in 1940, “It 
should be stated here that of the 287 families which came, almost a half had jobs 
in less than a week’s time.” They also concluded that the majority of migrants 
headed to Grand Rapids with the primary objective of securing work. Grand 
Rapids was not a waypoint on the migrant’s journey, but rather the ultimate 
destination. The study concluded that 93 percent of African American women 
had jobs classified as being in the laboring or domestic services.5 Alberta Hardy 
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of Detroit, summing up her job search experience, described the event as being 
perfectly straightforward: “I just went there [a local hotel] and applied for a job 
and they hired me.”6 Some women even found themselves set up with employ-
ment before they considered themselves true migrants. Venturing to the North 
to visit, a woman fielding an offer of higher wages might just make the visit a 
long-term one. Ella Sims encountered such a situation during her visit to Grand 
Rapids in 1946. Such temptations offered themselves up more readily to male 
migrants, for men’s positions tended to pay much more than would opportu-
nities in the South. Men not only realized the regional pay differentiation but 
also gained access to entry-level industrial work. Industry offered the highest 
possible wages for blue-collar workers. Women also made noticeable financial 
gains, but they remained working in domestic and private service to a signifi-
cant degree.

In limited instances, placement agencies connected female workers with 
potential employers. In addition to connecting women with jobs, the employ-
ment agencies provided the benefit of a reference. Employers preferred hiring 
women with known work histories. Minnie Chatman remembered bringing a 
reference from a family in Memphis with her to Detroit, but encountered no 
problems with her lack of local contacts.7 Reliance on the placement agency 
was more frequent during the First Great Migration. Only a few of this study’s 
respondents utilized an agency to find work. Avezinner Dean mentioned place-
ment by an agency in her oral history. Lillie Shelby of Detroit also worked 
through an agency for years. The agency located employers seeking domestic 
servants, and then placed a call to Shelby. She would take a bus to the local mall, 
where her employers would pick her up in their cars.8 The local branches of the 
Urban League also provided job placement services. A typewritten history of 
the Grand Rapids Urban League found in the organization’s records stated, “The 
Urban League works primarily in the field of employment, creating new job 
opportunities, and in aiding newcomers to adjust to their new environment. It 
attempts to accomplish this goal through the technique of counseling, negotia-
tion, direct approach, etc.” The Detroit Urban League offered courses for urban 
newcomers, starting in 1916 with its Day Workers’ Training School (renamed 
the Domestic Service Training School in 1920). The migrants came to disdain 
the courses that offered only cursory housework skills, preferring courses on 
more unusual skills. The Urban League hierarchy expressed a range of preju-
dices against the southern migrants, especially during the First Great Migration. 
League documents reveal the leadership’s perception that the migrants dressed 
sloppily, had lax attitudes towards their work, and remained unable to operate 
modern appliances. Contrary to these misperceptions, the majority of migrants 
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had no real difficulty with the work and quickly adapted to the few tasks that 
were unfamiliar. Jobs in housework could be located easily, and certification by 
the Urban League proved unnecessary. Women did take advantage of the place-
ment service, especially in times when it was harder to find work, like the Great 
Depression. The Urban League also provided assistance in locating housing and 
obtaining childcare.9

Those that did not turn to the newspaper frequently found positions 
through friends. More often than not, a female network connected the women 
migrants with job openings. Simone Landry explained that jobs came through 
“association, you know, people that you talk with and they refer you to some-
body and then you call.”10 Minnie Chatman of Detroit knew a woman who knew 
of a white woman in a neighboring town who sought a household employee. 
Chatman spoke warmly of her contact, saying, “She was just like a sister and we 
was real close.” Chatman followed this position with a job caring for the fam-
ily of a doctor in the legendary upper-class Detroit suburb of Grosse Isle. She 
worked for this family five days a week, arriving as the employers were heading 
out the door to work. Chatman cared for the family’s home, oversaw the chil-
dren, and even stayed overnight if they needed her. She later took on additional 
cleaning for the doctor’s neighbors. Well after retirement, Chatman remained 
curious about the wealthy families and the spectacular, oversize houses on tree-
shaded streets of Grosse Isle and Grosse Pointe. Chatman admitted to visiting 
the neighborhood in the years following her employment there. “Sometimes I 
just drive out that way and look,” she confided.11

Bernita Howard recalled that, when she arrived in Pittsburgh, her cousin’s 
wife procured a placement for her in a hotel. Howard cleaned thirteen rooms 
a day. She explained, “She had a sister working there and she introduced me to 
her and I got the job.” Howard had never held this type of position before, but 
her co-workers quickly taught her the duties.12 Mattie Bell Fritz took on her day 
work position at the urging of a friend. The friend located a good job for Fritz, 
who even formed a friendship with her employers. Fritz remembered the friend’s 
casual query: “ ‘I do day work, you wanna?’ ” Fritz continued, “I said, ‘Yeah.’ So 
I got this job on Grosse Isle. Her name was Mrs. Walker and she was a wonder-
ful woman. I worked for her until she moved to California. I think I worked for 
her about four or five years. She moved to California and she sent for me twice 
to come out to visit her. She lived in [name of city unclear] and you didn’t see 
blacks but they was so nice. Her neighbors and everybody was so nice to me.”13

Liddie Williams of Chicago related her job search experience. Williams, 
sixty-four at the time of the interview, still worked as a housekeeper for a fam-
ily. After a long-term career in the publication industry—she worked as a 
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“jogger,” assembling Playboy magazines—a friend passed along Williams’s num-
ber to a potential employer. Williams negotiated the job with the husband of 
the couple she would come to work for. Negotiating with the husband was an 
unusual, but not entirely unheard of, situation. Williams said, “He called me and 
we talked and he say, ‘I like the way you talk.’ I say, ‘I like the way we hit it off.’ 
‘Well, how about coming out for an interview?’ I forgot what day, I think it was 
on a Wednesday and I came for an interview. That’s the way we hit it off. It’s 
been almost fifteen years.” For some time, Williams worked from nine to two, 
Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, then added Tuesday to her regimen as well. 
In some years, she juggled a Tuesday/Thursday family along with her primary 
employer.14

Employee/Employer Relationships

AV E Z I N N E R  D E A N

Detro i t ,  M ichigan

For Avezinner Dean, personal dignity and a place in the community were estab-
lished through her career as a beautician. Dean also worked as a domestic during 
adolescence, and then again briefly in the Detroit area. She demanded that people 
treat her courteously; she would accept nothing less.

Dean was born in Mississippi in 1928. She attended a one-room school with, 
she insisted, one hundred and fifty other African American children. Her father 
co-owned a four-hundred-acre farm with a few of his siblings. Their grandfather 
had handed this impressive piece of land down to his children. Dean’s father had 
people who labored for him as sharecroppers, which constituted a significant 
achievement and placed him in the upper echelon of black farming families. Dean 
moved between Mississippi, Alabama, and Tennessee. She lived in Michigan for 
a few years, returned to the South, and moved up again permanently at the end 
of World War II. As I conducted the interview, Dean’s teenaged granddaughter 
Sarah went in and out of the room. Dean had helped to raise Sarah; Sarah’s par-
ents had high-level careers requiring extensive travel, and they relied on Dean at 
times for child care. Sarah occasionally stopped to speak to us, sharing her college 
plans and dreams of medical school. She attended the elite private boarding school 
Cranbrook just outside of Detroit. Her clearly expensive telescope sat in the middle 
of the Dean’s tiny living room, an incongruous addition to the modest bungalow 
home.
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Dean lived in a completely African American neighborhood in the southwest 
corner of Detroit. The neighborhood was made up of single-family homes, all of 
them bungalow style. Dean was known for sitting on the front porch of her home 
with her shotgun, just to make a certain kind of impression.

Dean recalled being sent out by a placement agency to work for a woman 
who was said not to hire African Americans. The white woman’s unease became 
apparent immediately. Dean set up limits for the kind of speech she would allow 
in her presence, what kind of work she would do, and the kind of treatment she 
expected.

When I first came up here [to Detroit] I did work in a home for about a year. It 
was so strange. [On the first day] when I rang the doorbell and she came to the 
door . . . [she turned] so red. She looked at me and said, “You look too big [for 
the uniform].” I said, “I work in a T-shirt and jeans.” She said, “Come in,” and 
I said, “What do you want me to do.” She went and called the bank where her 
husband owned the bank. She said [to me], “I am so nervous.” They wanted 
me to wash [the floors] on my knees. I don’t even get on my knees to pray. She 
said, “Just work in the kitchen; do what you can and do whatever you want. 
When you finish that I want the upstairs bathroom.” I said, “Lady, how much 
do you think I can do in eight hours. You done give me two days’ work.” That 
floor was bigger than this whole house. I could have been there a week.

The next day she said, “I am going to leave this little girl [from across the 
street with you, along with the other children].” The children had hamburg-
ers, potato chips, and something for lunch. She said, “Well, you can have the 
rest of the hamburger they didn’t eat.” I told her I didn’t eat garbage. She said, 
“I am going to take my daughter to the barbershop and get her hair cut.” I 
said, “I’ll cut it for her.” I said, “Show me how you want it cut.” I cut the little 
girl’s hair.

She looked so pretty and then she showed the lady across the street and 
she said, “Momma don’t work niggers.” I said, “Well, how do a nigger look, I 
never seen one.” She looked at me. [She said,] “I was in a restaurant and they 
didn’t serve niggers.” I said, “I’m glad you don’t. I don’t eat them.”

I said, “You go home. I don’t have to bother with you.” I said, “These 
kids didn’t bother me and you come in and bother them and got them acting 
cuckoo. Now you go home.” I said, “I don’t care what your momma say, I am 
babysitting for [this family]. I wasn’t hired to keep you.” I made her go home, 
and, well, she sat there on the porch all day. When Mrs. came home she said, 
“What happened?” I said, “That little girl come over here and she was messing 
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up for me to clean up the house and she put hell in your kids. I had had no 
trouble with your children until she come over here and I told her to go home. 
You didn’t hire me to babysit for your neighbors. You asked me to watch the 
kids and do their rooms.” I don’t know what she said to the neighbor lady but 
the little girl never did come over [again] when I was there.

In the narrative above, Dean was sent by the agency into the home of a known 
racist, and the employer exhibited strange behavior from the first moment of 
Dean’s employ. The white woman, exceedingly fearful, even called her husband, 
a successful banker, for some immediate advice. Dean refused to bend to the 
employer’s demands that she wear a uniform or clean more of the home than 
was practically possible in the allotted time. Dean also chose to set out bound-
aries for the work. She would not care for a neighbor child who used racist lan-
guage, even if it meant that the little girl, her mother presumably out for the day, 
had to sit on her doorstep and wait for reentry into her home. Dean established 
some limits in this seemingly untenable situation.

As in any type of work, domestic work presented a nearly endless variety of 
employer types. The migrants described a wide variety of employee/employer 
relationships. Some, like Mattie Bell Fritz, formed close bonds, even bonds 
bordering on friendship, with employers. Fritz characterized her employer as 
a “wonderful, wonderful lady.” However, Fritz, as has been previously stated, 
referred to her employer as Mrs. Walker, even after visiting her in California 
for vacation.15 Anniese Moten of Detroit, a career domestic worker, became a 
valued mentor to her employer. Moten recalled offering advice to this single 
mother. This woman trusted Moten’s guidance in child development and in 
adult personal matters. Moten recalled:

Before she [one employer] got married, she would bring her boyfriends in 
and she asked me, “Anniese, how you like him?” I said, “Let him go, you 
don’t need him.” “Oh, you don’t like him, I like him pretty good.” “Oh, no, 
that is not your husband.” She said, “It ain’t?” I said, “No.” But she would, 
she would let him go. Then she would bring another one. She ask me, 
“How you like him; he is a preacher.” I said, “Let him preach somewhere 
else, not here. No, I don’t like him.” So she met a senator from Toledo, and 
he came, so when he left she said, “Anniese, how did you like him?” I said, 
“Marry him.” “Marry him?” “Because he is the one.” She said, “You like 
him?” I said, “Ooh, I said anybody that take up time with your children 
and not put a lot of confusion in their head[s].” I say, “He’s nice, he’s real 
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nice.” She said, “Oh, Anniese.” So she married him and they had a little 
girl after I left.16

Scholar Mary Romero warns that employee/employer relationships ought 
to be carefully scrutinized. The employer’s assertion that an employee was a 
dear friend or a family member often led to a lessening of worker rights. This 
claim bolstered the employer’s inability to view his or her home as the employ-
ee’s work site. Playwright Alice Childress famously revealed the farce surround-
ing the employer’s claim that a domestic worker was truly “one of the family” 
in her work Like One of the Family: Conversations from a Domestic’s Life. In 
Childress’s story, the worker, Mildred, overhears her boss describe her as just 
“like one of the family,” although Mildred eats in the kitchen. Romero surmises, 
“Domestics, particularly women of color, may be more vulnerable to employer’s 
definition of their relationship as ‘one of the family’ because they seek respect, a 
rare quality in the employee-employer relationship.”17 Solid emotional connec-
tions did make domestic work more pleasant, but employee and employer could 
perhaps never be friends or family in the usual sense.

The migrant women frequently categorized the employer-employee rela-
tionship as “nice.” Some of the narrators utilized the term “nice,” a rather bland 
attribute, in part as a corrective to the mainstream historical narrative, which 
would paint the migrant women’s lives, and particularly their employment, as 
unmitigated drudgery. Sociologist Judith Rollins made similar findings in her 
1985 study of domestics and employers in Boston. Rollins writes, “To create a 
career that was ‘real nice’ is to create a self of worth. Socially safe because of the 
ingratiating persona it requires but psychologically fragile because of the dis-
crepancies between reality and the women’s versions of it, this is one possible 
way of coping with a life lived on the lowest strata of this society’s class, race, 
and gender hierarchies.”18 Many of the narrators, entering into old age, hoped 
to describe their lives as meaningful and more fulfilling than the lives of some 
others. These women chose the term “nice” as a way to retell their stories in a 
favorable light. Certainly many of the stories highlighted the more humiliating 
aspects of household work, and the patronizing tone of employers. Some nar-
rators used the term “nice” to describe their relationship with an employer, and 
subsequently told unsettling stories about the same employer. In these cases, 
“nice” might mean simply “better than it could have been.”

Susan Tucker discovered a similar tendency to proclaim things were “nice” 
in her study of domestics in the South. In the interviews collected by Tucker, 
who is white, and her African American research assistant, social worker Mary 
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Yelling, many interviewees insisted that the overall tenor of their life was “nice.” 
As in my own study, the label often seemed to contradict the stories the women 
recounted. Yet, the word had utility for the memoirist, who used the term to 
protest those who would characterize her as somehow inadequate. It is impor-
tant that interviews conducted by both Tucker and Yelling utilize the term; it 
was not the racial difference between Tucker and her interviewee, or between 
myself and the women of my study, that encouraged the use of the word. Bon-
nie Thornton Dill, a sociologist who is African American, also encountered a 
widespread use of the term in her interviews with domestics. Characterization 
of the past as “nice” imparts a dignity to the personal history of the women 
workers. Tucker writes, “In most of the interviews, I found the general tendency 
to choose stories that show the ‘good’ in one’s life over the ‘bad.’ To choose, if 
you will, the revised version.” Later, Tucker adds, “Revision allowed the recol-
lection of sadness and hurt feelings with dignity.”19 Thus, use of the label “nice” 
or other positive terms actually allowed for the admission of less than positive 
stories, because a claim for acceptability had been made.

Few of the women interviewed extolled the virtues of their employers. The 
employers might have been passable—even, as many insisted, better than aver-
age—but the majority of the women were not overly fond of the families they 
worked for. In recounting the stories of their lives, only a few of the women 
offered positive details about the employer’s family. This silence on the part of 
the migrants would have no doubt surprised their former employers.

The setting of the work—private homes—magnified the more objection-
able aspects of some employers’ personalities. It is one thing to have a minor 
disagreement with an employer in an office or a public setting. It is quite another 
to have a disagreement in the homeowner’s kitchen, or in the presence of the 
boss’s children. The domestic worker, most often working alone in the home of 
another, faced isolation and an unbalanced power dynamic. If something went 
awry, she had little recourse other than leaving the job altogether.

Mattie Bell Fritz, who so cared for one of her employers, easily admitted 
that she had had some objectionable employers. Fritz recalled a particularly 
agonizing day. Clearly, this story figured centrally in her memories of domestic 
work. She had told this story to others in the past. Fritz recited:

When I got off the bus there was another [African American] lady going 
and she said, “Are you new out this way?” And I said, “Yes, this is my first 
day out here.” So when I went to their house, she said, “This is going to be 
your first and this is going to be your last day.” And that’s what she said 
but I don’t know what she meant. So I went on.
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First, she [the employer] told me she had a piano and she wanted the 
keys washed with milk. So I cleaned and then she had a chandelier and 
she wanted me to take each one of those crystals off and wash them. Then 
she wanted me, after I did that, to clean the stairway all the way down the 
same way.

So that evening the same lady, both of us walking to the Woodward 
[Avenue] streetcar, she say, “Are you coming back?” I said, “No, I am not!” 
But I could only handle that one day.20

Many African American women used domestic work to fill in between other, 
more sought after, employment opportunities. In fact, women of all races con-
tinue to use child care jobs in this occasional manner. Women of color linger 
longer in the field, and more undertake domestic labors for a lifetime. And the 
jobs held by women of color tend to contain a wider variety of duties than those 
held by white women. Black women’s positions more often contained an element 
of housework than white women’s jobs. When extra money was needed, the jobs 
were easily located. Many took on this work while young, as the flexibility of the 
work hours went well with young women’s focus on schoolwork. Ogretta McNeil 
remembered that while attending Howard University in Washington, D.C., “I 
would do some house cleaning or some babysitting. Later, about my junior year, 
I got a babysitting job. Not anything. Just spending money.” The funds comple-
mented her parents’ financial support and her partial scholarship.21

In the years when she was primarily concerned with raising her large fam-
ily, Ella Sims sometimes joined family members at their domestic jobs for extra 
pay. Sims recalled, “My mother-in-law and her sister, they both worked for 
prominent families doing their work, and sometimes when they spring cleaned 
or they got hard up, I’d go help them with something.” This money, the kind 
of income dismissed as “pin money” by uninformed cultural commentators, 
figured importantly in Sims’s financial picture and added to her sense of self-
reliance. She noted, “I always think about that, I was always so glad to have 
twenty or twenty-five dollars in my hand to stop at the store and spend every 
penny—little stuff I couldn’t buy just on my husband’s salary.”22 Simone Landry, 
who lived in Detroit, New York, and Chicago, performed both factory and 
domestic work. Landry stressed the transitory nature of her domestic work; she 
did not categorize herself as a domestic worker, although she did find employ-
ment in the field from time to time. Her husband earned enough to keep her 
out of the workforce for the most part, and Landry enjoyed both the status and 
the flexibility of his solid income. If she wanted to go out of town, she was not 
tied down by a job. Landry said, “I did some day work, but it was nothing that I 
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had to rely on.” She offered this description of her occasional foray into the field: 
“When I felt like doing something or somebody told me that such and such a 
person needs somebody, you know, ‘Would you mind?’ I would try it out . . . 
It’s nothing I relied on.”23 Annie Benning worked as a domestic in Georgia, but 
never labored outside the home once she arrived in Michigan in 1948. Benning 
was one of the limited number of African American women to land factory 
work during the war. She recalled, “I did housework for a year, then I got a job 
working in Belkes Cotton Mill, and I worked there to 1948, and that’s when 
I come to Michigan.”24 Fannie Mae Kennedy pointed out that domestic work 
offered both flexibility and a paycheck—two things she needed as a mother. She 
stated, “I started doing day work because, see, after then I had children, and I 
couldn’t hold no job, but I could do day work every once in a while.”25

Some women tried domestic work for a very short time, immediately com-
ing to the conclusion that the work was not for them. Florence Allison of Liv-
ingston, Alabama, who worked for much of her life as a seamstress, undertook 
domestic work for just a single day. Allison forthrightly said that she did it for 
“one day and I didn’t like it so I didn’t do it.” Allison explained, “Well, it was in 
Wyandotte [Michigan] and the lady had small children. She said I was the first 
black person that had ever come so I made sure that I would be the last one.”26

Barbara Purifoy-Seldon also worked as a domestic worker for just one day. She 
had graduated early from high school, and found herself with few marketable 
skills. She had to fill the winter and spring with some useful work. Purifoy-Seldon 
stated:

So the gentleman across the street whose name was Mr. Dallas, he had 
a domestic business. He would take his children around to clean Jews’ 
homes in the suburbs. He took me one day. I only went one day. I was the 
worst housekeeper. I did nothing right and the people asked him not to 
bring me again. I was only seventeen and I just couldn’t understand why 
I was doing domestic work, but I had to earn some money, so I did it. But 
it was horrible. I was there all day and when they were eating I sat outside 
on the porch and there was a lot of things that I did not like. Then I would 
come in and I was supposed to clean the bathtub. They gave me a scour-
ing towel and I had never used a scouring towel. They were very upset. 
They didn’t like me at all.27

As many scholars have noted, black domestics served as a bridge between 
black and white worlds. African American females were often the sole non-
whites ever to enter inside their employers’ homes. The domestic laborers were 
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some of the only African Americans with whom the employers were personally 
acquainted. But the domestic workers knew far more about their employers’ 
intimate lives than the employers knew about the workers’ lives. For personal 
safety, women migrants often created a boundary between themselves and 
their bosses. Few personal facts were divulged. Some workers feigned inti-
macy, revealing only inconsequential details, just to make conversation. Labor-
ing in private homes, the workers knew a great deal about their employers. All 
too often, as seen earlier in the chapter, the women workers witnessed their 
employers’ highly inappropriate behaviors. The employers exhibited bad behav-
ior towards their employees, and they also revealed personal oddities in front 
of their employees because they were forgetful or dismissive of their presence. 
The migrants categorized the interactions between employee and employer on 
a range between “nice” and completely objectionable. Although whites often 
considered their household workers “one of the family,” the workers rarely used 
such language to describe their work relationships. Not a single narrator told 
me that she considered her employers family; the most effusive simply labeled 
their employers as “friends,” but clear divisions remained.

Domestic Work and Relations with Children

LO I S  S T E V E N S

Worcester,  Massachusetts

I contacted Lois Stevens after an article ran in the Worcester [Massachusetts] Tele-
gram and Gazette documenting her one hundredth birthday. Stevens was born 
in Greenville, Alabama, in 1902. We met in her nursing home apartment, where, 
although she had moved in only recently, she had already gathered a close group 
of friends due to her engaging personality. Three students working on a summer 
course on oral history methodology attended the interview. Lois had been sorting 
through her closet before we arrived; piles of discarded dresses lay on the bed.

On a small bookshelf, I spotted a sepia-colored photograph of Stevens, wear-
ing a soft smile. On the wall above the brown settee were framed color photos 
of a formally dressed woman with President Bill Clinton and Vice President Al 
Gore. We discovered during the interview that Stevens had served as the nanny 
for Denise Eisenberg Rich. Denise’s parents, Emil and Gery Eisenberg, owned the 
Desco Shoe Corporation of New York and Webster, Massachusetts, and were co-
owners of the Worcester company Jefferson Cable and Wire. The Eisenbergs, Jewish 
immigrants from Austria, had hired Stevens to care for their daughters, Monique 
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and Denise. Denise Eisenberg Rich, who became a Grammy-winning songwriter, 
captured public attention for her generous donations to the Democratic Party and 
the William J. Clinton Presidential Library, as well as for President Clinton’s sub-
sequent pardon of Rich’s former husband, the fugitive financier Marc Rich, on 
Clinton’s last day in office.

I got a job with a family. They had a little girl, well, they had two girls, but 
one was older [Monique] and attending school in Europe. She [Denise, the 
younger girl] took to me and I took care of her. She came over for my party. 
She is living in this country now. She had been living in Europe. She lived 
there many years after she married, and now she is back in America.

The other girl went to school in Europe; this little one went to school 
here. She and I had a grand time. She is living in New York now.

The parents of the girl didn’t have much to say. They were so glad to have 
someone to take care of things. I took care of the whole house. They had a 
shoe business, and they were very well liked. I guess they appreciated having 
me around there. The little girl had to travel to school and I would take her 
and pick her up. I had been invited to Thanksgiving dinner and her parents 
were someplace else, so my friend said, “Bring your little girl.” Sure enough, 
I took her.

I stayed until the little girl got married. I didn’t make the wedding; I 
wasn’t feeling well. Her mother cried because I didn’t get to the wedding. The 
child was so used to me, and naturally she didn’t know what to think that 
I wasn’t at her wedding. She lived in Europe; she married a fellow that was 
working in Europe. She came home after she had two children and said to 
me, she wished I lived over there, so her children could love me as she does. I 
said, “Honey, your children don’t have to love me because you do. They might 
think you were nuts.” Now, she is a grandmother.

They [the child’s parents] felt safe that they could go as they please and 
their child was taken care of. We all took music lessons together. Piano. I had 
been at it longer so I could help her with her lessons. We had a good time. I 
remember when the older girl got married, and I didn’t have much to do with 
the older one. I had the little one, and if someone invited me to dinner they 
would say, “Bring your little girl.” And she would go. She went to church with 
me, she enjoyed these things. She got older and decided to get married and 
went to Europe. She always called me “her Lois.”

Stevens’s story illuminates the special bond that could form between children 
and domestic workers. Not having children of her own, Stevens may have 
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relished the relationship with young Denise in a manner similar to that of a 
mother. Friends came to know Denise as Stevens’s “little girl,” and the child 
often spent holidays with her nanny rather than with her parents. Although 
Jewish, the child accompanied Stevens to church. The title “her Lois,” used in 
reference to Stevens, reveals the close relationship between Denise and Lois, 
although the lack of a surname and title also indicates Stevens’s role as a servant 
for the Eisenberg family.

Emma Jo Hustede, interviewed as a part of the “Oral Histories of Low 
Income and Minority Women” series by Fran Leeper Buss, spoke similarly about 
her relationship with a young child. Hustede was born in Texas to a sharecrop-
ping family, and her mother died when she was just three months old. Foster 
parents raised Hustede in Washington, D.C., where she received a high school 
education. She attended Howard University for about six months. Hustede told 
her interviewer of her nanny job during the 1930s in Roswell, New Mexico, say-
ing, “It was my first experience of the working and making my own way.” Hus-
tede’s first paid employment blossomed into real affection between her young 
charge and herself. She recalled, “I done everything for this child just like he was 
mine . . . I taught him how to read and write long before school . . . I just adored 
him.” She left the work because she wanted to move to a city with a greater num-
ber of eligible men, and to leave the prejudice of the New Mexico town behind.28

Hustede, Moten, and others concerned themselves primarily with child 
care. For many domestic workers, child care responsibilities came with the job, 
but only as an ancillary assignment. Employers had hired women to clean, cook, 
and run the house; their primary assignment remained housework. Yet when 
these employers left the house, child care responsibilities transferred to the 
employees. Even when the employers were at home, some level of interaction 
with children was inevitable. The workers who were hired primarily as cleaners 
and cooks kept an eye on the children, but did not get involved in their games 
or concern themselves with their psychological or intellectual development in 
most cases. Mary White of Detroit explained that her domestic job entailed 
“everything. Washing, ironing, cleaning, washing walls and linens. Name it, I 
have done it.” She only watched the family’s children if the woman of the house 
stepped out while she happened to be cleaning.29

This tangential relationship to the children in part stemmed from the at-
titudes common to the era. In the period, mothers tended to play a more re-
moved role than is common in twenty-first century parenting. By the postwar 
years, too, experts warned women not to overly mother their children, for fear of 
“momism.” “Momism,” a psychological weakness purportedly prevalent in the 
male children of overly domineering mothers, had played a role in the rejection 
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of thousands of would-be military recruits during the World War II draft. Ex-
perts openly blamed coddling mothers for homosexuality, another trait deemed 
incompatible with military service. Historian Sara M. Evans writes, “In the 
middle-class world of consumerism and abundance, they [the experts] charged, 
women had lost a sense of duty and turned instead to emotionally devouring 
their children.”30 Public intellectuals such as writer Philip Wylie, joined by social 
scientists, attributed the weakened American character to the early imprinting 
of the mother’s feminine character on their sons. Fearful of such an effect, moth-
ers took a step back from their children, male and female, in the late 1940s and 
1950s. According to the experts, mothers should be present—working moms 
were shunned—but they should remain emotionally at arm’s length from their 
children.

In many cases, domestic workers had a fairly casual relationship with the 
children of their employers. If it was not necessary for mothers to overly involve 
themselves with their children’s every emotion, then it certainly was not the 
concern of a hired assistant. If the parents happened to step out, the domestic 
worker simply took over as the adult eyes and ears in the home. For some labor-
ers, the duties of domestic work included all tasks otherwise assigned to the 
woman of the house—everything from cooking to child care. Anniese Moten, 
whose position working for a single mother included doing laundry, vacuum-
ing, closet arrangement, and child care, assumed the multitude of duties her 
employer would have undertaken had she been a stay-at-home mother. In rarer 
instances, however, the housekeeper was hired specifically as a companion for 
the children.

The no-frills lives of the migrant women often contributed to the women’s 
honest, open style with children. Having little of value in their pockets, the 
women took great pride in their personal moral values and bore themselves 
with great dignity. Children, who see through pretense, understood this authen-
ticity. Sociologist Bonnie Thornton Dill made a similar observation in her inter-
views with African American household workers. Dill concluded, “Because 
most young children readily return love that is freely given and are open and 
accepting of people without regard to status factors that have meaning for their 
parents, the workers probably felt that they were treated with greater equality 
and more genuine acceptance by the children of the household.”31 In some cases, 
the domestic workers could manage the children, even if the children’s own 
parents could not. The spoiled attitudes of many of the middle- and upper-class 
children must have been galling to the hard-working domestic workers, many 
of whom had labored for pay since childhood. Minnie Chatman remembered 
her direct approach with the son of a client: “She had a son and he didn’t want 
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to get up and stayed in bed all day and didn’t want nobody [to] clean up. When 
I went there I could talk to him and he would get up. ‘Minnie, I know you going 
to come directly, you want to come in my room.’ I say, ‘Yes, but I want you out,’ 
and he just went. I told [him] that he ought to be ashamed of himself. ‘You just 
stay in bed and don’t ever come down and help your mother do nothing.’ And 
he began to talk to me.”32

Special Work Skills

A N N I E S E  M OT E N

Detro i t ,  M ichigan

Anniese Moten and I met to work on this book during a warm June day. We sat in 
her formal dining room, a nearby fan keeping the room only partially cool. Moten’s 
dining room and living room featured display shelves with glass collectibles. Moten 
raised her cousin’s three boys as her own, and also took in other relatives and 
friends over the years, offering shelter to all she could. She financially supported 
herself and others, despite having to leave school at a very young age due to an 
automobile accident. She expressed a great joy in caring for her own home and the 
homes of the people she labored for over the years. Moten had particular talent for 
organizing home storage and caring for unruly children. She advocated corporal 
punishment for disobedient children. Her testimony regarding her organizational 
and managerial talents illustrates the fact that some domestic workers brought 
special skill sets to the work.

I love to keep the house. I like all of my drawers organized, you know, every-
thing—my socks one place and everything is organized. I love that organiz-
ing! My cousin used to come over here and open my drawers and say, “Just 
look in, just look in.” And they say, “How she do that?” And I just love it.

It’s just a gift the Lord just give—and folding sheets. I fold sheets just like 
they do at the hospital, and I never have worked at the hospital. I worked for 
people and they say, “Anniese, how did you learn how to fold sheets?”

You know I got a paper with a sheet, it was showing you how to fold 
them. I tried to teach them. They would say instead, “I want you to come over 
and get my linen closet fixed up.” I worked for white people and I would fix 
up their linen closets and they would say, “Oh, Anniese! That is just so nice, 
everything is just so nice.” And I also keep their children, you know. And I tell 
them, now, “If I can’t discipline these kids, I don’t need to be here. Because 
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they ain’t going to run all over me and they ain’t going to take over this house.” 
And they would tell me, “Yeah, we want you to discipline them,” you know.

Sometimes I would have to spank them, but they know that Anniese 
would get them, you know, and I would just look at them. One little boy, 
Chipper, he told me, he said, “Anniese, you won’t have to whup me anymore.” 
I said, “I won’t?” “No,” he said, “this is the last time because I am going to 
obey you and I going to do what you say.” I said, “Okay, that’s good,” because, 
see, a lot of times they would be playing in the room with me, you know, and I 
have eyes and I told them, “Don’t do that.” And they would say, “How did you 
know that?” And I tell them, “The Lord I serve is able to teach me that you 
are doing something you ain’t got no business [doing].” So one day, some little 
boys came up there and they were going [to] the back of my head, looking for 
eyes, and I said, “What is you looking for?” They say, “I don’t know, Chipper 
say you got eyes in the back of your head,” and I say, “Chipper don’t know 
what he was talking about.” I said, “The Lord I serve got eyes everywhere,” 
and I said, “when they doing something wrong I know they doing wrong.” 
Chipper say, “I don’t mean no harm, I didn’t mean no harm.” I said, “I know 
you didn’t, Chipper.”

The family left and went overseas. I told the mother, I said, “Now if Chip-
per get to playing and he won’t mind you, send him back to me and I put 
him in shape.” Because he got to the place that he won’t mind here and went 
to hiding his clothes and all of that and I said, “Chipper, if something else 
been missing, me and you going to have a fight.” He said, “Anniese, I don’t 
know where they at.” I said, “Okay, you better know where they at, because 
your mother buys you expensive things and you know that they nice, because 
the other kids doesn’t wear nice things, you don’t want to wear them, you 
want to look like a bum.” I said, “But you ain’t going to look like no bum going 
out of here.” He would wear them sweaters and hide it on the way, and then 
come back and get them and put them on and come on to the house.

Now, the one family I worked for, she had four kids. May God bless her. 
She said, “Anniese, these are your kids, now you raise them, you do what you 
have to do for them.” They broke three picture windows out of the house 
before I got there. The neighbors didn’t even allow those kids to come on 
their property. “Go back! Go back! Don’t come over here, go back!” I says, 
“Now I wonder why they don’t want them children to come on their property.” 
They won’t let them play with the kids. I said, “This is terrible,” and one day 
we were going over to the grandmother’s house. When we got over there, she 
had every door locked but the bathroom and the den and the kitchen. Every 
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room was locked and I said, “I wonder what this is for.” When we’d go places 
and when we drive up to a filling station, they say, “I want candy, I want a 
pop, I want this.” I said, “Listen, now you be quiet.” I said, “If they want to 
get you something, they will, if they don’t, they won’t.” “But I want it, I want 
it.” I said, “That’s all right if you do want it.” I said, “There is a whole lot of 
stuff I would love to have, but I don’t have it.” I got those kids where the man 
come to the car and he said, “Where are the children?” I said, “They’re here.” 
He said, “They ain’t hollering. They ain’t whooping and hollering.” She [the 
female employer] said, “Them is Anniese’s kids now, she straightened them 
out.” And you know, before I left there they was inviting those kids to spend 
the night. I said, “No, my kids don’t spend the night, because I am going to 
see them go to bed and all of that and they cannot spend the night with you.” 
One lady next door, she begged me to work for her. She said, “If you just work 
for me, Anniese, and straighten my kids out like you have straightened them 
out, I would be happy.” They had dogs and there was so much dog [excrement] 
downstairs and all that stuff that I had to get a hoe and scrape it up and wash 
it up and all of that. And the yard, ugh, you couldn’t walk nowhere because it 
was so filthy. But when I left everything was clean. I worked for them about 
half of [a] year.

Then another lady, I went working for her, she moved to Toledo. [Anniese 
lived in with her and commuted back to Detroit on her days off.] Now them 
kids, she had three little boys, and they said, “Anniese, my momma ain’t there. 
We can do this and that.” I said, “No, you can’t do that.” I said, “You got to be 
nice.” And one day the oldest of the boys says, “I going to run away.” I said, 
“You are?” He says, “Yeah, I going to run away.” I say, “Where you going?” He 
says, “I don’t know, but I am going to run away because I am tired of staying 
here.” I said, “Well, okay, I am going to pack you a lunch and I am going to 
pack you some clothes in a bag.” I said, “If you not back here by eleven o’clock, 
you not getting back in here. I am going to call the police to pick you up.” “You 
would call the police on me?” I said, “Yep, I call the police on you.” So when the 
mother came, she said [to her son], “What’s wrong with you?” “I am going to 
run away.” I shook my head at her so she wouldn’t say nothing, you know. She 
said, “Well, go on and run away, just help yourself and run away.” “Oh, what 
did Anniese say about it?” Now she was one lady who really cooperated beau-
tiful with me and kids. She said, “What did Anniese say about it?” “She said 
go on and run away, and she done fixed me lunch.” “Well, I will fix you a sand-
wich too,” [said the mother.] So he went and got his sleeping bag and went out 
into the yard and when it was getting dark, he didn’t wait to no eleven o’clock. 
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It was ten and he was knocking on that door. I said, “Okay, you come on in 
here and put your lunch in the refrigerator.” He put it in there and got his bath 
and he went to bed. I says, “Okay, now, you all done running away.”

And the next little boy, he was crying. He says, “I don’t want my brother 
to run away.” I says, “Let him run.” I says, “We can get another little boy and 
name him that. Let him run away, that’s good,” I said, “another little boy won’t 
run away.” But that boy come back in that house and we laughed and laughed. 
From then on she asked, “What did Anniese say about it?”

And I would come back [to Toledo from her home in Detroit], most of 
the time the baby would be chapped so bad. I said, “Why did you let him chap 
like this?” She said, “Oh, Anniese,” she said, “I don’t know, I have been trying 
to change him.” I said, “At night you get up and go in there and change him 
and oil him down,” and I said, “then put another diaper on him.” I said, “He 
won’t even wake up. You just turn him back over and he go on back to sleep.” 
She said, “He will?” I said, “Yes.” So she went to doing that, then he stopped 
chapping. But they just be raw when I get back. Oooh, that would hurt me 
so bad. Blue Seal Vaseline is the best thing for them, you know. So the kids 
was just wonderful. It just a gift the Lord give me to care for kids. I just love 
kids, but they have to obey. They really have to obey. So after all, the children, 
they come and before they go to bed, they have to hug and kiss me and every 
morning they would get up and tell me they enjoyed their sleep. “Anniese, I 
enjoyed my rest last night.” I said, “That’s good, that’s wonderful. I am so glad 
you did.”33

Moten brought a host of skills to her work. Hampered because of the limited 
schooling she had received, she nonetheless had little trouble finding paid work. 
She had an eye for arranging storage areas, including drawers and closets. Mo-
ten followed a set of directions on a printed diagram she had obtained to fold 
sheets in the most pleasing manner, and arranged her clients’ linen closets for 
them. Today, closet organizing companies charge high fees for such services. 
In the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, organizing even became 
fodder for television programs. Clean Sweep, a show on TLC (The Learning 
Channel) that is dedicated to organizing, featured hour segments in which 
guests purged their homes of excess clutter and profited from the advice of a 
motivating expert. Celebrities like Oprah Winfrey have brought television cam-
eras into their own closets to teach their audiences about how to make a pleas-
ing and useful arrangement. Moten also had a deep understanding of children’s 
psychology. She worked with children, especially wayward boys, deemed prac-
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tically incorrigible by their parents. If necessary, she resorted to physical pun-
ishment. But she could usually talk a child out of his bad behavior.

The migrants remained divided on physical punishment. Some saw it as a 
means to get otherwise difficult children to behave. Mary White said straight-
forwardly, “Spare the rod and spoil the child. Some don’t know the difference 
between discipline and abuse. Of course, you don’t slap your child in the face, 
because nature had a better place. So use the behind and bring them up to have 
respect for people.”34 Annie Benning related a story in which just the threat of 
physical punishment worked to calm a child in her care. Benning worked as a 
cook for a postman and his family in Georgia, simultaneously making dinner 
and managing the children of the household. Benning remembered:

I started cooking for them because they had a little girl. She was named 
Angie and they couldn’t do nothing with that little child. But, honey, I just 
sit her down in the little chair and me and her be playing, and I tell her, 
“If you don’t be good you know that your mother will whup you when she 
come home.” I said, “She going to burn you up. Your mother will whup 
you good. You better be good.” She’ll sit down by me, and she really mind 
me. And they come in at night and they say, “Annie, what did you do to 
Angie? She’s so quiet.” I say, “I didn’t do nothing, just sit down and talk 
to her. I told her y’all were going to whup her when you come in if she 
didn’t be good.” They said, “Well, you sure got her cooled down.” Well, I 
never did have to hit her and they didn’t have to whup after, because the 
other lady they had, I don’t know what she did to her. I don’t know if she 
whupped or what she did, but I didn’t have to whup her or do nothing.35

Others felt that corporal punishment, real or threatened, imparted serious 
psychological damage. Dental hygiene professor Barbara Purifoy-Seldon took 
particular umbrage at the use of corporal punishment to encourage children to 
mind adults. She collected artifacts related to the American history of slavery 
and racism, including actual slave shackles and books featuring racist depictions 
of black characters. Purifoy-Seldon wanted African Americans never to forget 
the history of their people. Physical punishments figured in the containment of 
slaves. Purifoy-Seldon asserted, “I tell black folks that they should remember 
how the slave master used to hit and wanted to control that slave.”36

To bear witness to the true meaning of these life stories, we ought to pay 
attention to the ways in which the women’s narratives defy common preconcep-
tions. Although domestic work has long been considered unskilled, the women 
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told stories of how they learned their trade. They report that a high degree of 
training was necessary for most of their jobs. Looking back on their experi-
ences, many domestic workers consider their southern training, particularly 
the apprenticeships served to their own mothers or other female relatives, as 
central to their acquisition of housework skills. (This theme was introduced in 
chapter two.) Lottie Lewis, born in 1908 in Dennison, Texas, remembered that 
her mother’s careful teachings about the “thus and so” of housework led her to 
take great pride in her later work as a maid in a number of upscale Michigan 
hotels. She related with satisfaction that “it gave you a push to the air” when a 
guest recognized her handiwork with a tip.

Some women even served formal apprenticeships. For instance, Minnie 
Chatman’s mother apprenticed her daughter to a white seamstress so that Min-
nie could earn a trade. Annie Nipson, interviewed for the Schlesinger Library’s 
“Black Women Oral History Project,” attended a domestic science school in 
North Carolina funded by the Vanderbilt family. Nipson’s training led her to 
work in the Vanderbilts’ Biltmore Estate, as well as for another very wealthy 
family. Nipson spoke in a positive tone about domestic work and her training, 
saying, “That [domestic work] was something that I could do, something I was 
interested in, and I worked very hard in this course. And now, after I was there, 
I don’t remember just how long I was there, but it was a course there for, oh, 
a couple of years or something like that. And I finished that and got my little 
diploma. And then, from then on, I was able to get with a very rich class of peo-
ple. That was a wonderful thing for all of us.”37

Nipson provided her clients with specialized services, such as party plan-
ning, that garner high fees and a great deal of respect in today’s marketplace. 
Nipson arranged flowers and centerpieces, planned menus, and created the fes-
tivities fitting the upper-class family she served in Asheville, North Carolina. 
Minnie Chatman revealed that her duties working for upper-class families in 
the Detroit suburbs included decorating, another highly respected job in con-
temporary urban areas. Chatman stated, “I used to cook for that lady, wash for 
her, clean her house, and do her draperies and decorate. It was just fun to me 
and they was so glad they found me.”38

Both Nipson and Chatman worked for wealthy families; the status of one’s 
employer affected the work. Domestic workers who labored for upper-middle-
class or upper-class families stressed the family’s social position. In many cases, 
the higher on the economic ladder the family was, the “higher” the caliber of the 
domestic work. Nipson and Chatman’s narratives illustrate this point. The class 
status of the family, however, could not account for personalities, and inconsid-
erate bosses abounded at many income levels. Objectionable messes and back-
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breaking labor figured as part of domestic work for families of all income levels. 
Still, if the homes offered considerable creature comforts, employees might be 
more inclined to view them as favorable work sites. I interviewed Liddie Wil-
liams of Chicago in the home where she worked. The Gold Coast apartment, 
located on Lake Shore Drive just doors from the renowned Drake Hotel, fea-
tured huge picture windows framing breathtaking views of Lake Michigan. Col-
orful artwork dotted the walls, and the expansive gourmet kitchen offered cool 
granite surfaces inviting to the touch. Williams commented, “Like I told Lynne 
[Williams’s employer], it’s just like being on vacation. Vacation with pay. I enjoy 
it—I enjoy coming to work. You know, a lot of people hate going to work, but I 
enjoy it.”39

The work of a full-time party planner or flower arranger differs vastly from 
that of a domestic worker who also undertakes these duties. Domestic workers 
usually tackle a wide-ranging set of tasks. While a domestic worker might bake 
dainty cakes or plan a menu on one day, she might also spend hours washing 
the family laundry, mopping the floors, cleaning the toilet bowl, and other more 
disagreeable activities. Annie Nipson, in working for the Vanderbilts, labored 
with blacks and whites on a staff of at least fifteen or twenty. Nipson labeled the 
work as “very pleasant at times,” yet admitted, “sometimes it wasn’t.”40

Domestic Work and Personal Dignity

Whether or not the workers consistently found the work pleasant, almost all 
judged their own actions to be of value to society, and took pride in their la-
bor. The women looked back on their lives and judged their labors of merit. 
They especially noted their personal dignity in the face of challenges. As scholar 
Susan Tucker argues in her work on southern domestics, it is important to ac-
knowledge this pride in personal strength, while at the same time critiquing 
the tendency to stereotype all black women as strong. American mythology has 
long categorized African American women as exceedingly strong physically. 
The mythology was created in part to address the fact that black women’s labors 
in the field and their difficult work in domestic situations took them out of the 
realm of what society deemed acceptable for white women. American society 
also cast African American mothers as the emotional linchpins of their families, 
in part to erase the guilt for the mistreatment of African American men, many of 
whom, unable to find decent paying work, could not provide as they wished for 
their families. It would be equally wrong, however, to ignore women’s achieve-
ment in surviving such situations. Tucker writes, “Black urban domestics who 
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knew of the value of their work to their families, as well as these perceptions the 
whites had of them, expressed a strong sense of pride in themselves. The sense 
of pride allowed them a different, but nonetheless related, self-image centered 
around strength. This self-image was projected both to whites and to blacks.”41

In 1994, Elaine Moon published a collection of oral histories entitled Untold 
Tales, Unsung Heroes: An Oral History of Detroit’s African American Community, 
1918–1967. Many of the women and men interviewed for Moon’s study took part 
in the First Great Migration, between 1914 and 1930. Ernestine E. Wright is one 
of the few domestic workers whose story is part of the collection. Wright left 
Eudora, Kansas, for Detroit in 1929, just the time at which many African Ameri-
can women demanded to be allowed to live away from their jobs. Wright, a 
devoted member of Detroit’s Second Baptist Church, recalled that as a live-in 
worker, she never had a chance to attend church, even if she had been promised 
Sundays off. She explained, “So I’d have to wait until they got up and had their 
breakfast, and wash up the dishes and make the beds, and tidy up the bathroom, 
and then I would get off [if there was time].”42 Wright expressed little satisfac-
tion in housework. For her, the church proved to be the central inspiration of 
her life. Wright said, “I love the Second Baptist Church because their vespers 
meant so much to me through the years when my husband was sick. I have 
known times when I didn’t have my meal for the next day, but I didn’t cry.” 
Wright’s church extended her a loan of eighty dollars and later refused to take 
repayment. Wright never forgot this kindness.43

Not all migrants took so little pleasure in their work. A number of the 
women in this study found the work highly satisfying, an assertion that should 
be acknowledged, and not dismissively critiqued by the contemporary paradigm 
that seemingly only allows Americans to value work also highly valued by the 
marketplace. Domestic workers understood the necessity of housework—the 
cleaning of dishes, the sweeping and mopping of floors, the preparation of food, 
and the care of children. These were not tasks that could be overlooked. While 
many families handled these chores without outside assistance, the chores had 
to be completed. Due to illness, job responsibilities, and other concerns, some 
employers could not completely care for themselves. Even the able-bodied and 
relatively unencumbered benefited by some assistance with household labor. 
Surely some domestics labored for employers who were truly lazy, and the class 
differential that often, but not always, stood between employer and employee 
complicates even a partially positive critique of this labor. Yet the work of car-
ing for families and households was necessary and honorable, whether done 
by members of the household or by those assisting them with that work. If the 
basic tasks of the household were not achieved, nothing else could be accom-
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plished. Those who worked outside the home relied on a smoothly functioning 
household. The domestic labors made possible every other occupation or pas-
time pursued by household members.

Most migrant women did not characterize domestic work as pleasant, and 
they did not describe the duties as ones they would have chosen freely. The mar-
ketplace greatly circumscribed the work opportunities open to black women 
during the twentieth century. Yet many still did not utterly disparage the work. 
Among the women interviewed who engaged in domestic work, three distinct 
patterns emerged. First, some of the domestic laborers, although cognizant of 
the underlying inequities that brought them into the field of domestic work, 
expressed a degree of satisfaction with the work. A second group, compris-
ing the majority of domestic workers interviewed, characterized the work 
as undesirable, yet stressed their control over some aspects of the work. These 
women carefully negotiated their way through the job market, at times choosing 
domestic work as the best possible option. This group divulged that they would 
have vastly preferred finding other types of employment or having the ability 
to work solely in their own homes. Yet they also valued having some degree of 
choice about the work they took, or having the wherewithal to shape their lives 
in response to that work. Such choices included deciding what employers to 
consent to work for or what types of work to perform, determining the hours 
worked, ascertaining when to enter and exit the workforce, or even choosing 
the kind of tone to use in addressing an employer. The third group consisted of 
the women with the fewest options. They found themselves hampered by edu-
cational limitations, intense financial hardship, and societal prejudice, and thus 
their choices only concerned nonwork activities. Their choices consisted of such 
things as deciding to devote oneself to the local church, participating in other 
community activities, or taking solace in God through prayer.

When asked what words of wisdom she would like to pass on to younger 
women, Fannie Mae Kennedy offered her analysis of domestic work. Kennedy 
argued:

It’s nothing wrong with being a day worker. You learn a lot about people 
and you are also helping when you are doing day work. Day work is noth-
ing like it used to be. Did you see my knee? That’s from day work. You 
used to have to crawl on your knees and scrub. Now I finally got it [the 
callused skin] off of this one, but I guess I was on this one more than the 
other because that will not come off. That is my skin. I don’t feel bad about 
it. I did what I could because of my education. I was afraid to branch out 
and say, “I’ll do this and I’ll do that” when I knew that I didn’t have the 
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education. So I stuck with what I knew and I couldn’t go through enough 
people telling about me, because I can clean a house, honey.44

Scholars often render quick judgments of domestic work, deeming it inher-
ently degrading and far less preferable than factory work. Some of the twenti-
eth and twenty-first century unease with domestic work stems from the racial 
difference commonly found between employers and employees. Clearly, white 
women tend to be the employers and women of color the employees. In the 
twentieth century, legions of African American women labored in the homes 
of white families; by the twenty-first century, Latino women filled many of the 
country’s domestic positions, especially in the southwestern and western United 
States. The clamor for household help rose as more white, American-born women 
entered the paid workforce. Onlookers continue to question the morality of 
having the work of former stay-at-home mothers done by paid employees. The 
hackles of these critics rise further if the woman laboring in the home is non-
white. Compellingly, few wonder about the morality of employing a young, white 
babysitter. A former household employee myself, I earned spending money in 
college and graduate school by doing dishes, changing diapers, chasing young 
children, and picking up errant toys in comfortable living rooms. Granted, as 
mentioned earlier in the text, employers typically assign fewer household clean-
ing responsibilities to white babysitters, while the domestic workers of the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century found such duties to be their primary respon-
sibilities. I myself was never explicitly asked to clean. I felt, however, that it was 
my duty to clean the entire kitchen if I fed the children dinner, or to straighten 
the play area while the children napped. I never vacuumed. Sociologist Pierrette 
Hondagneu-Sotelo comments on this disjuncture: “Racial inequality increases 
the likelihood that employers will require the same employee both to care for 
children and take full charge of housekeeping. While white American nannies 
are generally not expected to do housecleaning work, Latinas regularly are.”45 So 
were African American domestic workers. Yet it is primarily the poor treatment 
by employers that makes a position degrading and unpleasant; household work 
is not inherently lowly, but rather crucial, needed work.

The distaste Americans currently hold for housework is socially con-
structed and particular to the period. In colonial America, especially in frontier 
situations, much of the work done in homes was well regarded. Certainly colo-
nial Americans understood that all of the work done in frontier settings was 
necessary for human survival. With industrialization, the nature of what was 
done in the home began to alter, along with popular perceptions of housework. 
Housewives began to purchase goods that had formerly been manufactured in 
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the home, the women’s roles transforming from that of producers to that of 
consumers. At this point, popular culture began to show signs of disregard for 
household work. The perception of the field continued to diminish to the point 
that in the late twentieth century, some did not even consider housework to 
be “work” at all. As Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo explains, much of the tension 
between current employers of domestic workers and the workers themselves 
stems from the employers’ refusal to acknowledge, even to themselves, that their 
homes function as work sites. Hondagneu-Sotelo argues, “Parents hire nanny/
housekeepers to do work involving intimate care, yet may fundamentally resist 
the idea that these services require monetary compensation.” So housework has 
transformed itself from well-regarded work to a somewhat hidden, shameful 
exercise.46 Oddly enough, this characterization increasingly began to manifest 
itself at the same time that the mania for organization and cleaning showed up 
in popular culture. Americans ought to be organized and clean, but only if the 
work is “fun,” almost like a hobby. The hours of backbreaking labor involved 
in caring for a home and a family cannot be featured on a reality television 
show.

Many studies concentrate only on domestic workers in private homes. But 
the same women often alternated between service work in private settings and 
service work in semiprivate or public settings. In their overview of black women 
and work, Sharon Harley, Francille Rusan Wilson, and Shirley Wilson Logan 
note that after World War II “black domestics were much less likely than before 
the depression to live in, and more worked as janitors and charwomen in offices, 
factories, and schools.”47 Annie Evelyn Collins of Detroit detailed, “I came here 
[from Kentucky] in 1950 and basically I was a housekeeper and in 1952 I started 
working cleaning a dentist’s office for a couple of years. After that, in 1965, I went 
to Sears. I was there twenty years in the maintenance department.”48

In both domestic work in private homes and domestic positions in other 
settings, workers encountered few opportunities for advancement. In factory 
work, workers commonly could avail themselves of a promotion system. In 
household work, a worker could not negotiate an entirely new position. The 
workers held only dim hope of a pay raise. No workers on cleaning crews in 
trains, office buildings, and hotels knew anyone who had climbed the corporate 
ranks from the humble origins of the bottom rung. Ella Sims of Grand Rapids 
expanded on this theme, drawing here from her experience as a maid at the 
upscale Pantlind Hotel:

On occasion, I don’t mind it. Well, it was all right. I didn’t know anything 
about any work, so I didn’t have anything to compare it to. I’d never 
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been in a hotel in my life, really, it was nice, nice things, and I liked it. 
And I liked to work, and so, it was all right. But I knew, even then, that 
it wouldn’t be anything; I wouldn’t be there five years from now—like 
some of the people, you know, that work there, you know. And even then, 
I knew something else—that the nice jobs the white folks had. You see, 
that’s the contrast, too, you know, you’re not gonna be a supervisor, you 
know, you’re not gonna be this, you’re not gonna be that. So, I just knew 
then that it wasn’t anything I cared to do.49

Domestic work ought not to be considered inherently lowly and degrad-
ing work. In all private homes, significant labor takes place. All public facilities 
also must be cleaned. Weighty questions come in regarding who performs that 
work, why they undertake the work, under what conditions they labor, and for 
what pay. Is it ethical to hire a person outside of a household to perform domes-
tic work under any circumstances? How much does paying a decent wage ease 
the issues inherent in the transaction? Inez Smith, who grew up in Mississippi, 
wondered about the practice of hiring domestics. Smith’s mother shunned paid 
domestic labor, greatly preferring the work involved with running her restau-
rant. As described in chapter two, Smith worked as a domestic growing up, help-
ing out her aunts on their jobs. She believed domestic work required learned 
skills, and regarded the work in a better light than her mother. Smith recalled 
her mother’s brief foray into domestic work after an extended illness:

When she began to feel a bit better she would go and clean, but she didn’t 
like that. She was always against it. She would rather help my aunt run 
that café. We would make four times the money [at the café]. I don’t know 
if they even gave her four dollars a day at that time, which was really 
ridiculous. Women would go and take care of white families and raise 
kids and at the end of the day, the pay was three dollars a day. It was just 
crazy. I think that is one thing that sometimes I think about [that] is the 
one thing that upsets me. I said, you know, I don’t know how anybody 
could have somebody do that—run your whole household, look after your 
kids and you hand them three dollars at the end of the day. I always had a 
problem with that in the South, and I had an aunt who did do it all of her 
life, but you know, that was her business.50

Domestic work performed during the middle part of the twentieth century 
differs in part from that done during recent years. In the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, 
many white families could afford to live solely on the male family member’s 
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income. Many African American domestics were employed by a stay-at-home 
mom and her husband. In the twenty-first century, most American families 
require two incomes to live comfortably. In many cases, two incomes are neces-
sary just to subsist. In many families, there is more housework to be done than 
the free hours available to the adult family members could allow for. Hiring help 
remains an option. Many of the domestic workers interviewed for this study 
preferred working for a two-worker family, but not all. In such a situation, no 
one hovered around while the woman worked. Yet some domestics preferred 
not working for employed mothers, as cleaning an empty house could prove 
lonely.

Some workers regarded the hiring of household help a luxury for stay-at-
home mothers. These women could be very demanding employers of house-
hold help. As Mary Romero points out, full-time homemakers often based 
much of their self-image on the house, children, and outsiders’ views of the 
family’s home life.51 Working mothers tended to be less worried about obtaining 
status through the home, and thus were more accepting of imperfect employ-
ees. Significant status issues, however, remained. And working mothers devel-
oped jealousies when strong ties formed between home child care workers and 
children.

Pierriette Hondagenu-Sotelo concluded, after studying Latina domestic 
workers at the end of the twentieth century, that despite the great inequities fac-
ing those laboring in housework and in-home child care, the job type did provide 
a sought-after starting point for immigrants. Many of the problems now present 
in the work may have remedies. Hondagenu-Sotelo posits, “Because domestic 
employment in the United States will continue (absent a major restructuring 
of our society) to be not only one of the best sources of employment for many 
Latina and Caribbean immigrant women but also a necessity for many of the 
families who employ them, I advocated the upgrading, not the abolition of the 
occupation.”52

If employers and others recognized the number of skills necessary for 
household work, its status as an occupation could rise. Categorized as women’s 
work, the labor of the household has long been considered something women 
were born knowing how to perform. Housewives and household workers know 
differently. Many women remember the training their mothers imparted in the 
kitchen—small girls stood on a box while their mothers made soup or taught 
the lessons of a proper pie crust. Mothers insisted their daughters iron baskets 
of laundry again if not done properly. As women’s work, too, the labor has never 
been properly recognized for its role in undergirding the rest of the economy, 
nor has it been assigned a fair wage.
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As the work week of midgrade and executive employees lengthens, the 
time they can devote to housework dwindles. Salaried employees find them-
selves working seventy hours a week and longer; hourly employees encounter 
mandatory overtime, and some find it necessary to hold multiple jobs. In many 
families, elderly relatives have shouldered day-to-day housework and child 
care responsibilities. Yet in other cases, elderly relatives have put off retirement 
due to insufficient retirement funds and cannot be called upon for household 
work. The nuclearization of our households and the migratory nature of the 
workforce have removed many families from the geographical proximity of 
their relatives. The continued assignment of the bulk of housework to women 
family members proves problematic, and seems incongruous with the gains 
women have made in the workforce. Employers still assume men have house-
hold support at home, and often give little regard to men’s requests for flex-
time or alternative hours. Traditionally, work sites employing high numbers 
of women have offered greater flexibility, but, in many cases, the options still 
fail to allow women to attend to all household needs. Adult men assume more 
household duties than their male predecessors, but women still complete more 
hours of housework than their male partners. Many American families seek 
to pay for assistance with household work. Some consider the immorality of 
hiring others to complete household work lessened when employees share the 
racial heritage of the hiring households. This attitude could promote racist hir-
ing practices. And even when the worker and employer share the same racial 
background, employers often fail to grant employees the proper respect. Louise 
Rafkin’s memoir, Other People’s Dirt, and Emma McLaughlin and Nicola Kraus’s 
autobiographical novel, The Nanny Diaries, expose the struggles of these well-
educated, white household workers. For instance, Louise Rafkin’s employer 
berated her for leaving two Cheerios in the sink of her summer home.53

Hiring outside of one’s race or working for employers of another race offers 
an opportunity for firsthand reflection on the racial inequities of American 
society. A greater percentage of white families than minority families earn the 
extra income necessary to pay for domestic workers. A greater percentage of 
minority workers are reduced to seeking jobs that offer only a low remittance. 
Employers of household workers fail to even follow legal guidelines govern-
ing the work, including those laws governing minimum wages, overtime, social 
security payments, and workman’s compensation. If a host of problems were 
addressed, however, the work could begin to rise in status and slowly evolve into 
a more tolerable labor option.

White domestic worker Louise Rafkin claims, “I myself like cleaning, 
though other people can’t understand it, and it is often hard to explain why I 
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like an activity other people find unbearable.”54 It is hard for most people to 
understand. Nothing in Rafkin’s cheeky but honest memoir points to any-
thing but truthfulness in her claim. However, not a single African American 
domestic worker interviewed for this book described her work in such a posi-
tive way. Rafkin has the benefits of her identity as a white woman and a college 
graduate to bolster her unusual attitudes. But the oral histories studied here 
reveal a more favorable characterization of the work than often was made publi-
cally heretofore. Women testified to their considerable skills at housework, and 
expressed pride in these talents. The household laborers developed warm rela-
tionships with some employers, and felt empowered—at least eventually—to 
quit working for employers who acted in unacceptable ways. Domestic workers 
did not claim to “like” the work, but neither did they characterize it as unim-
portant. While the pay was small, it helped to sustain the worker’s own family 
and, when deposited faithfully in the bank for years on end, succeeded in pay-
ing the mortgage.



Young couple sitting on the steps of home, holding a baby, 1952. Library of Congress, Prints and 

Photographs Division.
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C H A P T E R  S I X

Family Aspects

I appreciate the people that helped me because, you know, you can’t do it all by yourself.

— B E S S I E  L E E  S TA F F O R D,  WA CO,  T E X A S 1

It’s the women who keep everything together. They take care of everybody and I’ve learned so much from 

them. They are just great warriors.

— Z E N A R A  CO V I N G TO N ,  DAU G H T E R  O F  M I G R A N T  R U T H  MA R G A R E T  CO V I N G TO N , 

D E T R O I T,  M I C H I G A N

Caring for Children and Other Family

A D D I E  S M I T H

Worcester,  Massachusetts

Addie Smith and I were introduced through a mutual acquaintance, Shirley Wright, 
then executive director of the Office of Human Rights for the city of Worcester, Mas-
sachusetts. We met in Wright’s office in Worcester’s city hall, an impressive edifice 
built in an Italianate style. Despite the official surroundings, Smith seemed at ease 
and launched into her story. She proved to be an apt storyteller, crafting a nuanced 
vision of her past.

Addie Smith’s life story illustrates the kinds of limited agency wielded by the 
respondents in shaping their migration. Although there are misogynistic and racial-
ized power structures at play in Smith’s story that must be fully acknowledged, her 
words also urge a recognition of her ability to negotiate a life that met her needs. 
Smith made the hard choices necessary for financial survival. Her history forces a 
philosophical debate: to what extent are “choices” made under the great inequities 
of American society really choices at all? If the word “choice” is defined as deciding 
between limited options rather than picking from an endless array of options, then 
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the word serves as a better descriptor. Too often “free will” has been interpreted as 
“unlimited choice,” yet even kings or despots have various types of boundaries that 
impinge on their actions. To lose the ability to employ the word “choice” at all leaves 
scholars stranded in the second stage of women’s studies, the stage where victimiza-
tion of women is acknowledged and addressed. The third stage, the stage academics 
struggle to operate in today, seeks to transcend victimhood and to examine wom-
en’s lives through the prisms of their own experience. When scholars employ gen-
der as a category of analysis, their scholarship can yield unexpected results. These 
unexpected findings can radically alter operating paradigms, transforming con-
temporary understanding of American history.

Contemporary examinations of the twenty-first century work lives of white 
middle- and upper-class women take place within both academic scholarship and 
more mainstream publications. Both types of works tend to reject the use of the 
word “choice” in their analyses. The women studied do not head into the workforce 
simply on a whim, the commentators point out, but for a host of financial and per-
sonal issues that make working outside the home a necessity. (Whether or not these 
women consciously structure their concept of work around the idea of necessity is 
the subject of debate, however.) The current tenor of the discussion on contempo-
rary working women ought not to lessen our ability to address the working women 
of the 1940–1970 period. Conceiving of African American migrant women as actors 
in their own lives—as they themselves vociferously attest that they were—rather 
than passive victims of societal restrictions proves essential in the reconsideration 
of this particular labor history. Documenting the women’s choices, although they 
are, of course, choices made under staggering limitations, assigns recognition to the 
women’s own readings of their lives. When relating their life histories, Addie Smith 
and her contemporaries fashion dark dramas with hopeful endings, rather than un-
remitting melodramas or tragedies.

Smith’s most gut-wrenching choice involved her decision to provide for her chil-
dren by leaving them in North Carolina when she came to Massachusetts. Relying 
on family for child care was a learned survival mechanism. Smith’s mother had also 
placed her children in the care of their grandmother. Smith’s mother did not migrate 
to another region, however, and only lived in a neighboring town. Like many migrant 
women of the time, Addie Smith believed that putting her children in the care 
of her mother, in the known, albeit severely flawed, society of the South, was in the 
children’s best interest. Where could the children safely have played in the concrete 
jungles of the urban North? How could her small paycheck have stretched to cover 
food, clothing, and shelter for her family in the expensive setting of the city? These 
questions, however, were moot; Smith worked as a live-in domestic and compan-
ion—she had no option of having her children live with her.
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The millions of mothers currently traveling the globe in search of adequate 
pay share Smith’s dilemma. In order to support their families financially, millions 
of women leave their children behind, and often do not see them again for years. 
Rhacel Salazar Parreñas exposes the circumstances facing Filipina women who 
emigrate in search of higher-paying positions. In recent decades, the Phillippines 
has become increasingly dependent on the remittances sent to families from work-
ers abroad. Studies place the number of Filipinos directly reliant on such payments 
as high as 34 to 54 percent of the total population. Parreñas writes, “Indeed, the 
transnational family has become a norm in the Philippines, where according to rep-
resentatives of local non-governmental organizations in Manila, there are approx-
imately 9 million Filipino children under the age of eighteen who are growing up 
without the physical presence of at least one migrant parent in the country.”2

Smith’s narrative illuminates the plight of all women workers. On a global 
level, we have yet to solve the issue of child care for working women. In this study, 
the history of working women from the twentieth century allows for insight regard-
ing the plight of women and children in contemporary situations. Additionally, 
it proves compelling to consider the situation of twenty-first century elite white 
women, ostensibly the women with the most options, and those furthest away 
from Smith’s reality. Twenty-first century middle-class and upper-middle-class 
white women face significant daily issues juggling work and family. The weighti-
est issue still proves to be child care. High levels of education and a lack of racial 
discrimination do not dissolve all of the pressure on working mothers. And, ironi-
cally, while we are reticent to utilize the word “choice” when discussing the lives 
of African American women workers in the mid-twentieth century, the popular 
paradigm regarding white elite women workers of recent decades overstresses the 
concept of choice. Modern working women themselves have gotten so accustomed 
to talking of their life “choices” that it is difficult for them see beyond such rhetoric. 
For these women, as well as for those who critique them, less emphasis on per-
sonal choice and a clear realization of the American societal pressures on working 
women, and families generally, would be an important corrective. Clearly, these 
women have far more freedom to act than the African American women work-
ers of the twentieth century. Yet they are much more constrained by the lingering 
sexism of the workplace than is usually admitted. These women, raised and edu-
cated to be workers, find the complications of life multiplied if they bear children. 
According to social commentator and New York Times columnist Judith War-
ner, “Like the women of the pre-feminist 1960s, most women today almost never 
stop to think that perhaps the choices they’ve been offered aren’t really choices to 
begin with.” Of high importance here are Warner’s words “they’ve been offered.”3

If women are waiting to be offered an array of choices, presumably by a society 
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controlled by financially secure white males, the freedom of all women appears 
even more circumscribed.

We ought to afford dignity to the lives of all women, listening to the ways in 
which women fashioned their life courses the best they could. At the same time as 
we honor the personal successes in women’s lives, historians and policy makers 
must come to understand how all women’s lives—across class and across race—
have been deeply impacted by cultural misogyny. In her oral memoir, Addie Smith, 
age seventy-nine at the time of the interview, explains how she came to move from 
North Carolina to Worcester, Massachusetts. She decided financial stability was 
very important to her family and worth significant change. Smith presents her 
story as that of a successful, yet difficult, life. Through hard choices, Smith finan-
cially cared for the needs of her five children and her mother, all on her own.

I was born in Claremont, North Carolina, on August 15, 1924. I was the second 
child; my sister is four years older than I am. My mother was a homemaker. 
My father was a brickmaker. My father died when I was about three years old. 
I do remember him, but I was just three when he died.

My mother took my sister and I to my grandmother’s. My grandmother 
had fifteen kids, so we stayed there, and my mother went to another town and 
got a job working in the home for some wealthy white people. And we stayed 
with my grandmother and she took care of things. Mother’d come home on 
the weekend and visit with us, and then she’d go back on Sunday evening, and 
we all week went to school, worked in the garden, and picked cotton, and just 
whatever happened on the farm. We were just there to do it.

I was about twelve years old when I left my grandmother’s and I went to 
where my mother was working in that town that she was living, which was 
Hickory, North Carolina. My mother married this man and I didn’t like him. 
And when my mother was away, he would, you know, try to, you know, mess 
over with me. And I told my mother and my mother got after him. So he left 
her and went back to live with his family. And so, my mother said, “Okay, you 
got to pull together here.”

I went to Brookford Mill, that’s the shop where they make socks and 
things, and we run these looms and things, until I got, I don’t know, some-
thing in the building there. I must’ve got pneumonia, and I got highly con-
gested, so I came out. So I came out of there and went to work for Richard 
Baker Hospital, and I trained in Central Supply as a technician. And I worked 
there for fourteen years, at the same job. You’re setting up the instruments 
and the trays that they do surgery with. And you’d have to know how to set up, 
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say, major basic sets, cut-down sets—whatever set they used in surgery, you’d 
have to know how to set that up.

I really liked the work [as a hospital technician]. And then this man from 
Worcester had a business, batting for furniture. He also had a business there 
in Hickory [North Carolina], and he had an apartment there, and he needed 
somebody [to clean], too. I worked at the hospital, and Saturday I’d clean his 
apartment. I guess I had two weeks vacation [from the hospital], and he said 
to me that Saturday, “Addie, what are you doing this weekend?” I said, “Why?” 
You know, just like that—this is a man from up north asking me what I’m 
doing; I’m cleaning his house. He said, “My wife is sick; she has multiple scle-
rosis. She’s in a wheelchair.” I said, “And?” He said, “Well, my housekeeper got 
sick and she had to go into the hospital.” And he said, “Can you go for the week-
end?” I said, “Go? Where?” He said, “To Massachusetts.” I said, “Go to Mas-
sachusetts? What are you talking about?” He said, “You’re on vacation, aren’t 
you?” I said, “Yeah.” He said, “Can you go up there for the two weeks that you 
have off and help my wife out until my housekeeper gets better, then you can 
go back to work.” I said, “Mr. Solly, I gotta talk to my mother,” and I said, “I 
got five kids and a mother, and I’m working and I’m supporting. My mother 
takes care of my kids while I work every day.” He said, “Whatever you got to 
do, do it, and tell me how much it costs.”

I knew him because I’d worked for him and he’d been down in North Car-
olina, so I didn’t mind helping out for two weeks. But when she [the house-
keeper] passed, he called me from North Carolina and he said, “I want you 
to stay.” I said, “Man, I got family!” He says, “I’ll be home tonight.” He caught 
a flight, came home. “Pick me up at Logan Airport.” So I had to pick him up 
at Logan Airport. He came home and he told me what he would give me to 
stay there. “Now, I’m gonna be home,” he says, “for two weeks. You go home.” 
I had my plane ticket, everything. “You go home, and you get your business 
straightened out.” I said, “Man, I got bills and things, what do you think?” 
This is a Jewish man, he’s loaded. “Get everything straightened out, put it on 
paper, and bring it to me.”

So I got things together and talked to my mother. “Well, if that’s what 
you want to do,” she said. “You know, but these kids are here.” And of course, 
my kids were all upset—they didn’t want me to go. The youngest was eight. 
Mother was at the age where she could stay out of work. And she took care of 
things very good, and whenever I got back to Worcester, I gave him [the bills]. 
He says, “I take care of this.” My mother sent me all the receipts and every-
thing—he took care of everything.
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I went up for two weeks in 1960 in July, and I’m still here. The house-
keeper died, and Mrs. Solly liked me and he did too, and I took care of things. 
I had to see that she had food, and a bath, and got dressed, and all that. I 
mean, it was not a hard job; it was just being there. And I’m just there every 
day, you know, with her.4

Addie Smith’s life merits the acknowledgment of her agency. Faced with limita-
tions, she took advantage of her best financial option for herself and her fam-
ily. Smith stressed that her boss, whom she nicknamed Mr. Solly, offered her a 
financial security her other job could not provide. The boss’s complete assump-
tion of the payment of her family’s bills encouraged Smith to migrate north, 
even if it meant living apart from her family. Interestingly, Smith’s acceptance of 
a negative stereotype—that Jews are well off—led her to trust in her employer’s 
financial abilities. She left her job as a hospital technician, considered higher 
status than domestic work, although she did resume hospital work in later years. 
Smith’s labor for the Worcester, Massachusetts, family would be subsumed un-
der a medical heading today, perhaps “in-home care,” but at the time caring for 
invalids often fell into the category of domestic work. Smith performed other 
domestic duties in addition to personal care.

In 1960, Smith left five children in the care of her mother and accepted a 
permanent job in Massachusetts. She chose not to present the situation with 
a lament; she did what she felt was best for her family. Her children were well 
cared for by a trusted caretaker. Smith never mentioned co-parenting with her 
children’s father, who served in the military. The financial responsibilities for 
the children rested on her alone. Smith remarried four years after arriving in 
Worcester; she and her second husband had met at church. The couple spent 
fourteen years together—Smith’s second husband died in 1978 from medical 
complications due to leukemia and pancreatic cancer. As discussed in the intro-
duction to this book, author Mary Catherine Bateson poses a provocative ques-
tion in her study Composing a Life. After studying a number of women, all of 
them leaders in their fields yet survivors of daunting challenges, she asks, “At 
what point does desperate improvisation become significant achievement?”5

Smith’s ability to negotiate the difficult terrain of the work world in order to 
benefit her family qualifies as a significant achievement. While women like 
Smith structured their life choices within severe restrictions, they were still 
consciously composing a life.

Creamy McKinney of Worcester employed positive language to describe 
the period in which she and her children had to separate and live in different 
regions of the country. McKinney gave birth to her first child while staying with 
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her sister in New York City, and later married the child’s father, her first hus-
band. The couple had four children together. McKinney obtained a live-in posi-
tion with a Jewish family in upstate New York. There she performed housework 
and cared for the family’s two children. During this time, McKinney’s mother 
cared for the children in Alabama. When McKinney retrieved the children, her 
mother despaired. The grandmother had enjoyed the constant contact with the 
children. McKinney felt that bringing her children to the Alabama countryside 
was not overly difficult for her or the children; the country setting offered a 
healthy place for them to grow up. McKinney argued, “It was such a nice place 
in the country, and my kids loved it. They loved it. And, so, they still love it out 
there; they love the country.”6

Mary Smith of Boston, who made reference to two marriages, assumed sole 
economic responsibility for her family. Smith had three children, one with the 
first husband and two with the second. Her mother raised the children in Geor-
gia for many years, while Smith resided in Boston. Smith’s first child was born 
in 1959, and she moved to Boston in 1962. Smith, like McKinney, presented this 
aspect of her life in straightforward terms. Smith says only, “When I came here, 
I left them with my mother.” One year, she allowed the children to visit dur-
ing the summer months; another year, they traveled to Boston for Christmas. 
Smith found the visits disruptive to her carefully guarded routine. After the 
children visited Boston, it took her months to put her house and her life back 
together again. Smith clearly considered working and separating from the chil-
dren physically preferable to the alternative of applying for government assis-
tance. She also provided a model of hard work for her children. Smith stated, 
“But, you know, I could have went, got here [Boston] and got me a job . . . and 
a place, and went back and got them, and come back and got on welfare like a 
lot of people did, but that wasn’t for me because I wanted them to know it’s no 
free ride.” Smith spoke with pride about purchasing her first car in 1967 and 
buying her home in 1968. Although she acknowledged her achievements, Smith 
also presented her financial independence as typical for the era. Single moth-
ers have to provide for their children. “It’s more women in the workplace than 
mens now,” she explained. “As you know, it’s no dad to bring home the bacon.” 
After the death of her father in 1976, Smith moved her mother and her children 
to Boston. She expressed no regrets about her choices. Instead, she said, “You 
know, it was nice. If I had to do it over again, I would do the same.”7

Some of the migrant women had a view of the level of bonding necessary 
between parent and child that differed from what is now in vogue. Few expressed 
an extreme level of angst about whether or not they had spent enough quality 
time (a more modern concept to begin with) with their children; if finances 
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faltered, locating paying jobs proved the foremost worry. The relative quiet on 
this topic can be attributed in part to the respondents’ more advanced age. The 
women’s children had reached adulthood, and the migrants had already suc-
cessfully shepherded their families through the highly demanding early years. 
Except for the women who ran in-home day care centers, the care of crying 
babies, wiggly toddlers, and constantly inquisitive school-age children did not 
figure centrally in the migrants’ current list of everyday worries.

The care of their children ranked foremost in the women’s concerns dur-
ing their early adult lives. The women spent as much time with their children 
as possible. While work proved necessary, the women missed their children. 
Women structured their jobs so as to allow for the best possible parenting. 
Domestic work and cosmetology beckoned due to their flexible hours, although 
remuneration was low. Alverrine Parker, following the advice of her physician, 
drove a school bus. Parker had the summers off, and of course did not work late 
hours. For one year, her young son rode along for her afternoon route, safely 
ensconced in a special seat. Parker remembered, “He was four years old when 
I took him with me, so that way he haven’t had to have a babysitter. So then I 
got him into Head Start I think—they didn’t want us to go into there, either, 
because my husband was working, I was working.” In time, Parker related, her 
son “knew my route better than I did. Yeah, he did.” When he went to Head 
Start, the separation from her son proved painful for Parker. “Oh, I cried when 
I went back to work,” Parker admitted. “I know it’s difficult.” Parker dreamed of 
an America where all work sites offered on-site day care, so that parents could 
easily visit their children.8

Like many women, Gussie Nash of Grand Rapids only returned to work 
when her children were all old enough to attend school.9 Beatrice Jackson, who 
ultimately worked as a beautician, secured a position near home, so she could be 
close to her children. Bernita Howard had to hire a babysitter for her young son 
while she went to waitress at the veterans’ hospital in Detroit. Howard noted, “I 
would have to get somebody to take care of him. That’s one of the things I hate 
because I couldn’t spend so much time with him.” And Howard, like almost all 
women, worried about the quality of care her son received. She noted the dif-
ficulty of child care work, and felt lucky that she was able to employ the relative 
of a close friend on many occasions. Yet not all of the babysitters were as trusted. 
Howard explained, “Some people weren’t good and would let him do what you 
didn’t want.” All of the migrants spoke of hiring African American child care 
workers; the migrants often worked for whites, but they were not in a position 
to hire whites as workers in their own homes. Child care workers often moved 
on to other positions. Howard went on, “Sometimes, when I would get some-
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body good, they didn’t stay long.”10 If a migrant lived with her husband, and the 
husband had secured a sufficient salary, the wife often left the work force. The 
women’s abandonment of paid work often came at their husbands’ urging, as a 
stay-at-home wife allowed for a certain societal cachet. (The husbands’ attitudes 
will be explored at length further on in this chapter.)

Family members constituted the most trusted child care providers, according 
to working mothers. Mattie Bell Fritz’s cousin-in-law, Frankie, who had no chil-
dren of her own, always cared for Fritz’s children during the years she worked on 
the cleaning crew for the UAW offices. Lillian Gill of Grand Rapids, born on a farm 
near Tupelo, Mississippi, sent for her father and stepmother after the untimely 
death of her young husband. She returned to work, while her parents watched 
over the children.11 Willie Jean Clark Lewis found her job in human resources 
at Ford possible only with the live-in assistance of her mother-in-law. Even with 
the help, the family needed to be highly organized to function successfully. Every 
family member took on a share of the work. Lewis explained, “We had our jobs 
around the house and my children had their jobs around the house.” Her mother-
in-law “monitored the home and chores. I did laundry and things like that.”12

Ogretta McNeil, who earned a Ph.D. in psychology at Clark University and 
secured a faculty position at Holy Cross College, utilized the services of day care 
provider Essie Smith, who operated the Happy Day Child Care center in McNeil’s 
new home town, Worcester, Massachusetts. Smith even accepted McNeil’s chil-
dren before they were toilet trained, usually against the rules. Smith also picked 
up McNeil’s children in the morning, and brought them home at night. McNeil 
admitted, “You can’t do it [work full-time] and not be completely crazy unless 
you have that.” She attributed her children’s independence to this early schooling 
experience. McNeil spoke eloquently about the benefits of a strong community. 
“I think it’s about having that community around you, guiding and supporting 
you and caring about you,” she said. And McNeil, like many migrants, also saw 
the pieces of her life coming together—education, friends, employment—as a 
sign of God’s intervention in her life. McNeil asserted, “You can’t say all of this 
is just by chance. Somebody else planned all this because it just couldn’t happen 
by accident.”13 Dotty Goldsberry, a psychiatrist who earned her medical degree 
at Howard University, settled in Worcester, Massachusetts, with her husband, 
also a physician. Goldsberry, a migrant from Oklahoma, benefited from her 
husband’s family’s multigenerational residence in Worcester. Goldsberry, like 
McNeil, placed her children with Essie Smith. Goldsberry relied on the addi-
tional help of a host of babysitters, as well as the help of her mother-in-law.14

In the challenging circumstances of the regional migration, families con-
tracted and expanded to meet personal needs. If children needed adult 
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guidance, they could be informally (or legally) adopted by other family mem-
bers, stepparents, or friends. The kinship networks created by necessity both 
complicated and simplified the women’s lives. The women often provided care 
for more children than they had given birth to—a factor that no doubt added 
stress to their lives, although in many cases bringing joy as well. The women also 
took comfort in the fact that their own children and extended family benefited 
from this community of care. Such support proved necessary in a nation where 
employers of African Americans typically paid rock- bottom wages. And even 
the few legal safety nets available, such as the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, 
contained loopholes exempting categories of labor in which high numbers of 
blacks found employment. The personal stories also reveal a high degree of sick-
ness and untimely deaths within these families. Family members often could 
not afford necessary health care. Usual illness rates in the African American 
communities were expanded due to exposure to high levels of toxic chemicals 
in dangerous occupations and environmentally unsound neighborhoods.

Zenara Covington, daughter of migrant Ruth Margaret Covington of Ala-
bama, added her insights about the commitment to caring for extended family. 
Covington spoke vehemently about the strength and courage of African Ameri-
can women. She proclaimed, “We really have a lot of extended family within 
African American culture—that’s part of it. Mom’s two rules—there’s always 
food and there’s always love regardless of the bloodline and that alone tells you 
then in order for that to happen there’s got to be a strong base. Somebody is tak-
ing care of business by being there and who will listen and who will take time in 
spite of whatever else they are trying to maintain.”15

Liddie Williams of Chicago expanded her family to include her stepson, 
saying warmly, “He just like mine.”16 Ella Sims brought an adopted daughter into 
her large family—this child would be her only girl.17 Glennette Taylor of Grand 
Rapids revealed the elaborate planning inherent in juggling paid labor and the 
care of her own children and that of a cousin. Taylor said, “I did that [patient 
care at a hospital] while I was attending the school of cosmetology, but after that, 
I needed to leave because I had taken on other kids in the family and we couldn’t 
afford sitters and I had to get hours opposite of his [her husband’s job at an auto 
plating firm] so someone would be there all the time.” Even with this child care 
plan, Taylor remembered times when her cosmetology work extended past the 
usual hours and the children had to be left unattended.18

The women also cared for their grandchildren. Daughters entered the work 
force and needed assistance with their children. Some grown children also 
struggled with health issues and could not care for their own children alone. 
Avezinner Dean said, “My daughter got very ill and I moved the beauty shop in 
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the basement to raise her children. She married and worked. I kept my grands.” 
But Dean’s caretaking extended even further. Although seventy-four at the time 
of the interview, Dean cooked and provided hair care to other senior citizens in 
her church, Southwest Baptist Church of Detroit. Dean said of these volunteer 
efforts, “I help all of the old people in the neighborhood and cook for the holi-
days. There are about four in the block back this way. When they got retired a 
lot of them is ill. Now about six or eight of them. Bring them downstairs [to her 
basement beauty shop] and mostly I cook.”19

Anniese Moten assisted in the parenting of her stepchildren and the chil-
dren of her cousin. Moten found benefits in these investments in care, because as 
she aged the young cousins she helped raise began providing emotional support 
for her. Moten admitted, “I don’t know what I would do if it wasn’t for them.” For 
Moten, caretaking drew on religious motivation. Her difficult life passage was 
feasible only with the constant solace of church, prayer, and tightly held faith. 
In addition to her role as a substitute parent, Moten opened her house to others 
in financial need. She took in family members and friends, finding them shelter 
wherever she could in her two-bedroom home. At times, friends slept in her 
dining room. “I have taken care of a lot of peoples and then charged them noth-
ing. We just all bunked in here,” she said. “Let this house be God’s house, and 
just called ‘the house by the road,’ ” she preached, giving her home the title it was 
known by to others. With considerable emphasis, Moten continued, “ ‘The house 
by the road, ’ if you want to stay somewhere, go there to [she gives her address], 
‘the house by the road’ and she will take you in.”20

Women migrants, like many other women, also devoted significant labor 
to caring for their aging spouses and other ill family members. Rosa Young of 
Grand Rapids spoke with a quiet sadness about the years spent nursing her 
husband, who suffered from Alzheimer’s disease. For three years, she served as 
his primary caregiver; his condition demanded round-the-clock surveillance. 
Young lamented, “Three years, and I had to sometimes change him like a baby.” 
Ultimately, as her husband was big and difficult to control physically, Young 
placed him in a nursing home. Her fifty-two-year marriage ended when, after 
suffering a cracked hip and an operation, her husband quit eating. The death of 
Young’s daughter compounded the sorrow. Young described these painful losses 
by saying, “You don’t get over it; you just get through it.”21 Lilly Shelby, eighty-
two at the time of her interview, cared for her ailing husband and her son, who 
both suffered from strokes, and she also assumed the care for her grandchildren 
while her daughters worked.22

At the time of the interview, many of the migrants were themselves suffer-
ing from age-related diseases. Fannie Mae Kennedy revealed that illness had 
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slowed her down, saying, “I had a stroke. I don’t do nothing but wipe up in the 
middle of the floor at my house.” Mary White had had a stroke during her usual 
walk between her Detroit home and the nearby Southwest Baptist Church. Mat-
tie Bell Fritz faced a host of medical concerns, including the ravages of two 
kinds of arthritis. Fritz admitted, “I have to take Ensure, the iron pills, all kinds 
of pills. Living off of the pills.” Fritz could no longer drive. She bemoaned her 
lack of freedom. She sighed, “I like to go to the store and just look around, but 
they don’t let me do that . . . I missed all of the Christmas sales.”23 As Kennedy’s 
and Fritz’s words disclose, the migrant women found it difficult to slow their 
lives down to accommodate the physical limitations of aging.

Attitudes of Husbands Regarding Wives’ Paid Labor

E L L A  S I M S

Grand R apids ,  M ichigan

Ella Sims did not work during the years of her first marriage, which began at age 
seventeen. Following the sudden death of her first husband, her subsequent move 
to Michigan, and a second marriage, Sims left the work force again for many years. 
For the most part, Sims remained out of the work force between the ages of twenty-
six and forty-five, devoting herself to raising her children. Occasionally she cleaned 
houses alongside female family members, just to have a little spending money of 
her own. Yet for her husband, Clive Sims, Ella’s full-time presence in the home car-
ried much importance. Clive Sims’s community standing and his self-image related 
to his ability to financially support his family.

And then, after I started working at the C&O [Railroad]—because, you see, I 
wasn’t at the C&O over four or five months before I met my husband. And I 
think the last thing I would’ve been thinking about was marrying again—you 
see what I mean? But then, after we were going together for a year, we got 
married. And so, because in all, I worked for about four years for the C&O. I 
remember there I had Clive, Jr., and then I was pregnant with Tommy. Now, 
they are just eighteen months apart. And I remember he was begging me not 
to go back to work. Now, he was from those who thought that a wife should 
stay home. I can remember like yesterday, the thing he said that made me 
agree to stay home. He said, “Oh, I know how come you won’t quit.” And I 
said, “Why?” He said, “You don’t think I can take care of you. I know that’s the 
truth!” I said, “It’s not that—but I just know, you know, we could do better, we 
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could pay for this, we could both afford a house.” That’s how come I went back 
to work. See, when I had the first baby [Clive, Jr.], I wasn’t going back to work, 
but we wanted to buy a house.

His mother just worked in all private families, and he would only let me 
go back to work if his mother stayed home and kept Clive, Jr. And so I went 
back to work for us to put together enough for a house. And so by then, I was 
already pregnant with Tommy. And, I mean, I was still working when I was six 
or seven months pregnant with him.

I must’ve worked up until six weeks before he was born. But then there 
was the issue of going back. And so, that’s when we cussed and had this argu-
ment. So I never went back after Tommy. So, after that, after Tommy was born, 
I never went to work again until I was forty-five, and my last child was five. 
Yeah, so all that time I stayed home, I was a stay-at-home mom.24

With the advent of American industrialization in the late 1700s and early 1800s, 
and the growing perception of a separation of the workplace and the home, 
full-time motherhood gained a widespread symbolic value, and served as an 
important indicator of family financial solvency. Despite the pressures of this 
ideology, a significant percentage of working-class Caucasian families could not 
manage on the earnings of one adult worker. In the years after the repeal of 
slavery, many African American families attempted to live up to this ideal of 
motherhood, envisioning it as a key statement about their freedom as a peo-
ple. Yet many could not attain this goal. Stay-at-home mothers proved to have 
continued symbolic value on into the twentieth century, with each subsequent 
period ascribing its own particular, yet no less culturally resonant, meanings to 
the role. As white families fled the urban core for the beckoning new suburban 
developments after World War II, full-time mothers served as linchpins for the 
ideal of the thriving American white family. Black families, although not able 
to follow the movement out of the inner city, could at least attempt to don the 
mantle of respectability acquired through this cult of motherhood. The concept 
resonated more with black men than black women, many of whom appreciated 
the power inherent in having one’s own money. Many women migrants spoke 
about their resistance to their husband’s efforts to keep them at home. Ella Sims 
loved and respected her husband, but they fought bitterly when he requested 
that she leave the workforce. He felt that her presence on the railroad cleaning 
crew publically mocked his money-making abilities. She had three children at 
home (one was from her first marriage), and he felt her place was with them. 
Sims did not submit readily to her husband’s demands, yet she did ultimately 
decide to stay out of the workforce.
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For the women establishing families in heavily industrialized cities during 
the 1940s and 1950s, stay-at-home mothering became a more realistic goal due 
to the relative stability of their husbands’ work. Industrial positions, typically in 
the maintenance, foundry, painting, and other highly dangerous work sectors, 
supplied African American men with more stable incomes than their fathers, 
who had often worked hardscrabble farms to make ends meet. According to 
Ruth Margaret Covington, whose own husband found a position with DeSoto 
in Detroit, “most men always do okay [financially].”25 Michigan resident Alberta 
Hardy related that while she worked as a hotel maid as a young woman, she was 
able to leave the workforce in later years. Hardy’s husband worked for Great 
Lakes Steel for thirty-five years. Hardy had no children, yet her role at home was 
no less prized.26 Migrants who settled in the Midwest spoke of their husbands’ 
commitment to full-time mothering far more often than migrants to New En-
gland. The interviews conducted in Texas for the Baylor University Institute for 
Oral History, although conducted with African American women of the same 
age range as those interviewed directly for this study, made only fleeting refer-
ences to such cultural views on mothering. In the midwestern families, only the 
relatively high-paying positions of the husbands made living up to this ideal 
remotely feasible.

At the same time, families were severely disrupted, both financially and 
emotionally, by the high death rates of these male workers. In addition to the 
environmental challenges of many of the lines of work open to the men, health 
care options for African American men (not to mention for African Ameri-
can women and children) lagged far behind national standards. Many of the 
migrant women recalled losing spouses at an extremely early age. Ella Sims’s 
first husband died just years into their marriage due to an infection which could 
have been easily cleared up with greater access to the latest medical treatment. 
Creamy McKinney lost her husband when he was just thirty-nine.27 Annie Eve-
lyn Collins’s husband became ill when she entered her thirties. She obtained a 
job on the all-black maintenance crew at a Sears department store, thus pro-
viding for her family.28 Florence Allison said forthrightly, “Well, one thing is, 
I learned how to manage a household because I lost my husband twenty-two 
years ago and I had to go on.”29

Anniese Moten recalled her husband’s disapproval of her work outside the 
home, despite the fact that she had no children of her own. Moten’s phrasing 
suggests that her husband’s subsequent abandonment carried the positive side 
effect of increased freedom. “He wanted me to stay home,” Moten explained, 
“so I told [him], I said, ‘Well, I love to work, I like to get out and work.’ But after 
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he see fit to leave me and stay with somebody else. I had to get out then and got 
me a job and go to work. But the Lord has been good, good, good to me down 
through the years. He has made a way, and I tell you, I just like Him for His 
goodness and His mercy.”30

Simone Landry referred often to her mixed emotions over her husband’s 
edict against paid work. While she characterized her husband’s ability to pro-
vide for the family as “fortunate,” the repetition of her positive attitudes towards 
paid work reveal tensions surrounding her husband’s cultural views. At one 
point in the interview, Landry stated, “I worked if I felt like doing something, if 
not, fine. It would have been nice [to work], but he felt that I should have been 
home with the children. ‘You stay here and take care of these children, and I 
take care of you’—that was the way he felt. I was fortunate, I think.” Later on in 
the interview, Landry offered, “I would say that I was fortunate, because I didn’t 
suffer as much as a lot who were not blessed to have someone they could count 
on for survival. I mean, like even when we lived in Chicago—he said, ‘You don’t 
have to go to work.’ I didn’t mind working and I would stay home.”31

Even for women whose husbands clearly provided a stable income, the 
thought of outside work constantly came up. Lillian Clark considered full-time 
motherhood a fulfilling job, and did not wish to enter the marketplace as a paid 
laborer. Clark’s husband worked at Uniroyal Tire and as a minister serving a con-
gregation in Ontario, Canada. Yet female friends brought up the possibility of em-
ployment to her. Clark noted, “A lot of people have said to me and still said today 
that I needed to work, now why I don’t know, but I found it [housewifery] to be 
a fulfilling thing.” Clark put serious effort into her role as the minister’s wife, at-
tending church every Sunday and serving on the Sunday school committee and 
other church-related activities. She maintained that her role as full-time wife 
and mother allowed for her husband’s success in the workforce. Clark detailed:

I didn’t ever work. He didn’t know how to cook, how to wash, how to do 
the ironing, nothing and whatever. He didn’t want me to work. When he 
was getting ready to go to work in the morning, he had to have his break-
fast, but he was going to work, but he didn’t want me to go out to work.

He had to be at the plant at seven o’clock in the morning. He had to 
start work at seven. So I had to get his biscuits going.

It wasn’t too bad. You know, if you like what you are doing, it’s not 
hard. And I liked what I was doing. I stayed home all day with the chil-
dren and would have his dinner ready. Then after dinner he would relax 
for a bit.32
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Employers also considered males the unequivocal heads of their house-
holds. Sandra Gantt of Detroit, whose mother was a domestic, recalled that 
gains in civil rights encouraged the management of Chrysler Financial Corpo-
ration to consider her for a promotion. Although the job offer was buoyed by 
affirmative action, the company placed a sexist contingency on Gantt’s accep-
tance. Gantt stated, “As a result of this [the national civil rights movement], I 
was asked to be in management. I never forgot when they offered me the job, 
they told me [to] go home that night and ask my husband if it’s all right.”33

Many husbands strongly disapproved of their wives working in private 
homes. Not only did women in domestic service appear to publicly demonstrate 
their husbands’ limited earning power, but they often faced real danger in the 
homes of whites. Lessons regarding the dangers of working in private homes 
had been learned in slavery. House slaves faced threats from lustful white males 
and vengeful, jealous white women. House slaves were easily in reach for physi-
cal punishments and open to a wide variety of general mistreatment. Twentieth-
century domestic work carried both a real threat and a type of stigma. Domestic 
workers labored in proximity to people outside of their community, and per-
formed this work in secluded private spaces, where crimes against them could 
occur unseen. Very real worries regarding domestic work haunted black families 
in the North and the South. Eunice Brown Johnson of Texas recalled her hus-
band’s grave disapproval of domestic work. Ultimately, however, she accepted 
a job opportunity in the field. A white woman named Mrs. Brown asked her if 
she would come and cook for them. Johnson could not immediately consent. 
“So I told her I didn’t know. I’d have to let her know later,” Johnson admitted. 
She explained, “So my husband didn’t want me to work.” She only hinted at his 
reasoning, implying that it was far from acceptable to speak of such matters in 
the public record of an interview. Johnson’s interviewer was white, and perhaps 
Johnson felt she would be speaking out of turn if she detailed her husband’s 
fears of white employers. One can read between the lines, however. Most likely 
Mr. Johnson feared there would be affronts to her personal dignity, and perhaps 
even her physical safety, in a white man’s home. Johnson wanted to accept the 
work, and she coaxed her husband to relent. She related, “So, but I went ahead 
and I just told him, I said, ‘I can always quit.’ But I worked for her, and we got 
along just fine. Mrs. Brown was a good, good person.”34

Vivienne Malone-Mayes’s mother did not permit her daughter to work in 
private homes. Malone-Mayes told her interviewer, historian Rebecca Sharp-
less, “All middle-class blacks and any blacks that could afford it kept their kids, 
as a rule, as far away from white people as they could to keep them from two 
things—from being hurt.” Malone-Mayes recalled that when she was an ado-
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lescent, her friend’s mother, a teacher, augmented her salary by laboring for a 
white family on the weekends. Malone-Mayes’s friend accompanied her mother 
and earned a small wage, and Malone-Mayes grew jealous. Malone-Mayes’s 
mother, also a teacher, scoffed at her daughter’s desire. When a white woman 
asked Malone-Mayes to babysit—a request commonly made to young, black 
females, regardless of their financial status—Malone-Mayes’s mother laid out 
her objections more explicitly. Malone-Mayes recounted, “And she began to 
explain that we could not ever go into any white people’s home to work.” She 
continued, “And so she began to tell us how that you never knew what day the 
woman might not be there, then the man could return home unexpectedly, and 
that you would be in a compromising position. And that was why you could not 
work in service. You could not work in a white home, and you forgot it.” As she 
matured, her mother allowed Malone-Mayes to accept a job in a pharmacy; this 
work was more acceptable, due to its public nature.35

Relationships with Husbands

The migrants’ relationships with men, including husbands, brothers, sons, and 
fathers, were tempered by the daily stresses faced by these men. While African 
American men had more success in securing paid work in the industrial sec-
tor than women, their jobs often proved dangerous or objectionable. African 
American men died at younger ages than African American women. All too 
often, alcohol, the pool room, or other unhealthy pastimes appeared to be the 
only outlet from grinding work. Ogretta McNeil, who herself had a notable ca-
reer as a professor and community leader, spoke directly about the trouble her 
brother faced migrating to Washington, D.C., “with the changes that he had 
to go through coming from that environment to another. You know, the pool 
room was there and all kinds of lures for him, and you can’t lock the kid in the 
house.”36

Some migrants recalled the love affairs between themselves and their hus-
bands. Creamy McKinney gushed about the care-taking abilities of her second 
husband. The two shared memorable trips around the United States and even 
traveled to Mexico. Many years older than herself, McKinney’s husband resided 
in a nursing home at the time of the interview. McKinney visited him every 
day after she finished her work in her hair salon. She said of their marriage, 
“When we first got married [in the 1980s], I didn’t have nothing to do. He did all 
the cooking and the cleaning and he did all the housework. I didn’t have to do 
anything, but come to work. Then, he would come down here [to the salon], he 
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would do the laundry, he would do floors and stuff for me, and [he] had food on 
the table when I got home.”37 Minnie Chatman expressed warm memories of her 
husband’s care for her, especially his cooking. Chatman said enthusiastically, “I 
like for him to cook me ham and fried pineapple. He could make me a fixing 
and they would be so good.”38 Others expressed dissatisfaction with their mates. 
Avezinner Dean lamented, “I let the first one [husband] go and married him 
[her second husband]. This one had a different education. The other one was a 
fool and was overbearing.”39 Due to the high level of societal discrimination 
against black men, some fared poorly on both economic and emotional levels.

A few of the migrants, including Annie Benning, Alberta Hardy, Anniese 
Moten, Barbara Purifoy-Seldon, Lois Stevens, and Esther Woods, had no chil-
dren. Moten and Woods had rocky marriages that may have precluded children. 
Annie Benning had had to raise her younger siblings. Stevens never married, 
and Purifoy-Seldon married later in life. Purifoy-Seldon remained the only nar-
rator who prolonged marriage for career goals. She acquired graduate degrees 
in dental hygiene and education, and only married at age forty-five. She di-
vulged, “In my acquisition of knowledge and skills, sometimes you put marriage 
on hold. I don’t have any children either.” Purifoy-Seldon served as associate 
professor of dental hygiene at the University of Detroit Mercy, and also had 
served as Assistant Dean for Special Projects at the university. An army veteran, 
she was the president of the Southfield, Michigan, Veterans’ Organization and 
had been appointed by Governor John Engler to the Michigan Board of Den-
tistry. Purifoy-Seldon spoke poignantly about trying to merge marriage and this 
type of fast-paced career. Her statements recalled negative stereotypes about 
the views of black men towards educated women, but seem to genuinely reflect 
her own lived experience: “I think marriage is difficult, [it is difficult] to find 
somebody, especially when black women really want so much out of life. Black 
men think if I get out of high school and get in a factory I will be able to do just 
fine. So then the black women are going to college. There is a big gap there in 
knowledge and understanding. Education broadens you and lead[s] you right 
out. So sometimes guys are threatened by a lady’s education.”

Purifoy-Seldon met her future husband in graduate school. The marriage 
ceremony provided her with an opportunity to connect a moment in her indi-
vidual history with African American history as a whole. The couple sancti-
fied their commitment by jumping over a broom. The observation of this ritual 
solidified a connection with African American couples in the past. In slavery, 
marital unions were illegal, and jumping the broom sanctified a moment not 
recognized by law. Purifoy-Seldon related, “You probably hear a lot about jump-
ing the broom. It’s part of our history. We don’t want to forget. A lot of people just 
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wish we would forget about all of that stuff . . . You ask a Jewish person to forget 
the Holocaust? He is going to tell you you are crazy. They sure would like for us 
to forget, but I don’t think we should.”40

As explored in the section concerning attitudes towards paid work, black 
families often maintained quite traditional roles for men and women. For the 
migrants coming from rural areas, the norms had been established on the farm. 
Men often took charge of the crops and animals. Women typically reigned over 
the kitchen, and usually the vegetable garden, but only assisted with the farm’s 
major crops during certain busy seasons. If they pursued paid labor, women 
took on jobs suitable for women, like domestic work, laundry, or the sale of 
eggs or baked goods. Family members rarely transgressed gender roles. Rubie 
Wilburn Evans remembered her father and grandfather cooking simple meals 
for the family in the kitchen, an uncommon household contribution for men 
with wives. However, the men never prepared the biscuits for the family; bis-
cuits remained solely the domain of the women. Evans’s parents reversed roles 
in other ways as well; her mother was a better cotton picker than her father. 
When the harvest time came, Evans’s father busied himself with weighing the 
cotton rather than picking it. These variations in Evans’s family system evoked 
her comments years later; she had no doubt forgotten many details of her early 
life, but not these uncommon characteristics.41

A significant number of the women migrants made only passing reference 
to their husbands during the interviews. A few failed to mention the marriage 
at all. These acts of omission mirrored those found in interviews conducted by 
other scholars. In my own oral history work, I try to privilege the narrator’s sto-
rytelling. Normally, I would not interject if a woman failed to mention a mar-
riage in her recounting. The migrants knew I wanted to know about their lives, 
their work, and the migration experience. The mothers who were interviewed 
always mentioned their children, but they sometimes remained quiet regarding 
boyfriends and husbands. In some cases, the absence of an explanation regard-
ing a spouse helped to instill the narrative with a positive tone. A number of 
marriages ended badly, and the women did not want the stories of these rela-
tionships recorded for posterity.

Sociologist Bonnie Thornton Dill made a similar discovery in her inter-
views with domestics in the 1970s. In an interview with Dill, migrant Lena Hud-
son spoke for some time with no mention of her husband whatsoever. When 
she finally did speak of him, Hudson admitted to a tumultuous relationship. 
Hudson revealed that Wilber Hudson was “not a family man. Sometimes I knew 
where he was, and sometimes I didn’t.”42 Hudson’s unstable marriage was not 
entirely uncommon.
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I knew that my friend Esther Woods had married earlier in life—and 
Woods was aware of my knowledge. On one occasion, in which we were meet-
ing for a social gathering, she chatted with me openly about memories of her 
husband. Woods wryly commented on his lack of attention to the home. He left 
the cleaning solely to her, she complained, as husbands were wont to do. Yet in 
the “official” story of Woods’s life, as presented in her recorded oral history, she 
made no mention of her husband at all. The omission reveals interesting aspects 
of the oral history process. If the interviewer refrains from leading the narrator, 
as I attempt to do, is the interviewer complicit in a sanitation of the past, or is 
the interviewer simply honoring the narrator’s intention? Can the interviewer 
speak openly about the omission in his or her scholarly work, as I am doing 
here? Personally, I have decided that, during the interview process, my role cen-
ters on assisting the narrators in delivering the testimony they feel comfortable 
with. Yet, as a historian, I must speak openly and honestly about my insights 
into the created document.

In an incident during the 1960s, Woods’s husband physically attacked her. 
Someone, perhaps Woods herself, phoned in a complaint to the Grand Rapids 
police. When the policeman arrived to subdue the violent outburst, Woods’s 
husband killed him. After the conviction, Woods and her husband divorced. 
This dreadful piece of her life was excluded from Woods’s life narrative. Why 
did she not relate this story? Perhaps she considered it too ghastly to include. 
Conceivably, Woods wanted to cast her life as a more tranquil one. She may have 
felt that this incident had no place of importance in her own self-conception, 
and thus she chose not to discuss it during the oral history. Or perhaps she did 
not imbue the incident with the importance of history, an event worth record-
ing for posterity. The absence of the story in her oral narrative proves highly 
compelling. Woods knew that I knew of the story, yet she deftly skirted the issue 
throughout our interview. In creating the official memoir of her life, she omitted 
her marriage and its dramatic and deadly conclusion. I cannot know that she 
made the omission consciously, and the omission proves compelling whether 
or not Woods made it deliberately. Had I prompted her, even towards the end 
of our recorded discussion, I would have gravely disrupted Woods’s storyline. I 
can only prove that she entirely omitted her marriage from the oral history if I 
also refrained from bringing up the topic. If I had mentioned it, I would not 
have known if she herself would have included it, perhaps revealing it right at 
the end of our recorded interview. By discussing her husband with me in other 
venues, Woods acknowledged my own more intimate view of her life. She knew 
I knew, but the story was not for the consumption of others. Nor perhaps was it 
a story she frequently told herself. It may simply have been too painful.
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Remaining silent regarding a spouse was not unique to Woods or Hudson. 
Women with far less acrimonious relationships failed to highlight the marital 
relationship in their interviews. Narrators providing their life stories for the 
Baylor University’s Family Life and Community History Project interviewers 
often devoted little time to their husbands. Harriet Caulfield Smith first men-
tioned her husband on the forty-fourth page of her fifty-five page-transcribed 
interview. Bessie Lee Stafford similarly made no mention of her husband until 
well into the interview. When asked to provide an oral memoir of their lives, the 
women included their children and their extended family, yet some, surpris-
ingly, included little commentary on their spouses.

Perhaps the omission in my own interviews can be attributed to the inter-
views’ focus on the themes of work and migration. Children did figure cen-
trally in women’s work; their care took up much of a mother’s day. In postwar 
America, typical husbands did not intimately involve themselves with the day-
to-day concerns of child raising, and the men were not working alongside their 
wives in the home. Rather, these men were busy with their own occupations 
for the majority of the day. While housewives certainly did care for their hus-
bands’ welfare, children occupied the bulk of their labor. The sheer volume of 
child care, and the interrelatedness between motherhood and labor—both paid 
and unpaid—may account for the greater emphasis on children than husbands 
in these interviews. The worlds of men and women were also vastly different. 
Vivienne Malone-Mayes, interviewed in 1987 by the Baylor University Institute 
for Oral History, remembered the separateness of her parents’ leisure activi-
ties. Her father relaxed with friends in the Mecca Drug Store, and her mother 
devoted time to her sorority and playing bridge. Their lives intersected less than 
one might imagine, especially on a public level. Malone-Mayes argued, “In fact, 
even to this day, black people very seldom associate as a couple.”43

Little mention was made in most interviews of courtship, marriage ceremo-
nies, or romantic moments. Migrant women met good men and loved them, but 
their life stories did not revolve around white dresses, long veils, and dramatic 
walks down the aisle. There was no “happily ever after” for migrant women. Nor 
was a fairy-tale ending ever expected. Black men could lose their jobs at any 
time, and, due to high levels of discrimination in hiring, the men could not de-
pend on finding another job easily. Black workers were almost always the “last 
hired, the first fired.” The scramble to survive remained a central concern for 
many migrant families. The migrant women relied on their own skills, educa-
tion, and work ethic to care for themselves and their families. If their husbands 
could shoulder most of the families’ economic burden, their financial prowess 
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might be celebrated, but it was rarely expected. Migrant women trusted first and 
foremost in themselves. Although there were a few women interviewed for this 
study—including Annie Benning and Lillian Clark—who married and subse-
quently never worked outside the home for pay, most married women could 
not leave the workforce. And many who did leave paid work for a time did so 
at the behest of their husbands, as a fulfillment of his wishes rather than their 
own. Working outside the home was an ingrained practice, in addition to being 
a necessity, for many women. Vivienne Malone-Mayes, the first African Ameri-
can professor hired at Baylor University, was the daughter of a schoolteacher 
and a businessman. Malone-Mayes commented on the high numbers of African 
American female workers in the Southwest:

I don’t know anyone [female] who didn’t work. I don’t know any—if 
people didn’t work it was either because they didn’t have any education or 
they couldn’t find a job but they were looking for one. I don’t—I grew up 
in an environment—in fact, my mother always told me that black women 
had to work and grow up. And so the main thing was to get prepared to 
work where you could make a decent wage. This is why it was so impor-
tant to get an education. But I don’t remember anyone not working. I 
don’t remember a black woman sitting at home just being a housewife. 
Now, I imagine some were . . .44

Zenara Covington, the successful daughter of a migrant, called the women 
of her mother’s generation “great warriors.” Artist Willie Cole, moved by his 
mother’s and grandmother’s work as domestics, fashions iron scorch marks 
into shields. Forced by circumstance to balance both jobs for hire and work at 
home, the women did what they had to do, and did it well. They accepted great 
responsibility. Parenting, no doubt the weightiest of all responsibilities, proved 
much more complicated given the limited economic opportunities in the South 
during the period. Like immigrant fathers who journeyed alone to America in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries seeking work, many mothers 
felt compelled to assign the physical care of their children to others in order to 
care for them financially. They often left the region in search of higher wages. 
This sacrifice perhaps resonates even more strongly because the migrants were 
mothers, and motherhood has a symbolic and emotional value that is difficult 
or impossible to substitute for. Yet when families rely on mothers for economic 
support, especially when they are the sole economic support, such sacrifices can 
be considered logical choices. As the oral histories attest, black families adopted 
multifaceted survival strategies to best cope with an inequitable system. Indi-
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viduals were willing to relocate, often at great distances and more than once, 
to find suitable work. Families attempted to compensate for inadequate pay by 
forming strong networks of care. Women took in the children of family mem-
bers, raising younger siblings, cousins, and even the children of friends, when 
the other adults faced illness or death. They took comfort in the knowledge that 
their children could also benefit from these safety nets, should the need arise.



Brookford Cotton Mill, Brookford, North Carolina, near Hickory. Migrant Addie Smith, of North Carolina and 

Worcester, Massachusetts, labored in this mill. Courtesy of the North Carolina Collection, University of North 

Carolina Library at Chapel Hill.
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C H A P T E R  S E V E N

Experiences with Other 
Types of Employment

When I start to feel sorry for myself, I think about other people who have had much harder times than I. I 

have been a Christian since I was thirteen, and, I’m telling you, God had brought me a mighty long way. I tell 

people, don’t turn back, but look back, and see from where you have come. You can make it.

— MA R Y  W H I T E ,  D E T R O I T,  M I C H I G A N 1

J E R L I E N E  “ C R E A M Y ” M C K I N N E Y

Worcester,  Massachusetts

Creamy McKinney and I spoke in her beauty salon, a large space decorated with 
advertisements for beauty products. We met early in the morning, before McKin-
ney’s customers would start trickling into the shop. The shop was located in an inner 
courtyard of Plumley Village, the 430-unit, Section 8 complex in which McKinney 
resided. The apartments stood at the eastern edge of Worcester’s downtown, and the 
interstate highway entrance ramps and overpasses circled the buildings, bringing 
with them a hum of traffic. The high density of the sixteen-building village assured 
McKinney of a steady customer base. McKinney, born in Cullman, Alabama, a small 
town just over one hundred miles from Tuscaloosa, had been a domestic worker in 
New York City, New York State, and Massachusetts before settling into cosmetol-
ogy. She had managed her own salon business for twenty-seven years at the time 
of the interview.

I was growing up, I went to a school called Cullman High School, from kin-
dergarten to the tenth and eleventh grade. I left Alabama at the early age of, 
ah, seventeen, eighteen. I went to New York; I spent—I don’t know—it was 
about six or seven years in New York. I got married, had four kids, and came to 
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Massachusetts here. And I started to work in a coat factory down here on Main 
Street. Then I got a job at Jefferson Wire and Cable. I went to Jefferson Wire and 
Cable for about six, seven years. I worked there. Then I went to hairdressing 
school. Beals Beauty Institute. Seven months—I went full-time. I only missed 
three days, and I made that up [laughing]. And I graduate, I went to Rob Roy’s 
hairdressing school for different courses. I went to Rob Roy’s beauty salon; 
my first job was there. From there I worked five or six years with Rob Roy. I left 
there; I came here with Miss Lucille. I got a job here, and I worked with her for 
about four or five years, maybe, three or four years. And when she passed away, 
I [have] taken over the business. And I’ve been working here—oh, so now I’ve 
been in the hairdresser business about thirty-one, almost thirty-two years.

I started when my kids were small; I raised all my kids. And my husband 
died at the age of thirty-nine. Seven, eight, or nine years, then I remarried. And 
then I’ve just been working. Just working alive. I go to Second Baptist Church; 
I’m a member there. All my kids are a member of Second Baptist. And, I run 
the Pastor Aid at the Second Baptist too.

I always wanted to be a hairdresser. My mom used to do hair when I was 
small. In the country, they used to do hair out in the yard. They used the to-
bacco can; they made a little fire outside, and they’d take the chair and stuff. 
And they’d put the combs in the can, in the tobacco cans, and I used to carry the 
comb to her, back and forth. When the comb got hot, I would take it to her. It 
was exciting. People would come up on Saturday, and sometimes Sunday after-
noon, and they would pay her. She did all the hair as a little girl; washed and 
braid, and combed my hair. Press it and curl it, and when she press your hair, it 
would stay till you wash it. It would stay straight till you wash it. I don’t know 
how they learned how to press and curl, but she was doing it as I was growing 
up. Pressing and curling people’s hair. They would come in, and sometimes we 
had to do housework while she pressed and curled.

So, I went to hairdressing school, and I’ve just been a hairdresser for many 
years. Now, I’m getting ready to retire. It’s killing my legs. And everybody’s 
saying, “Creamy, don’t retire. Not yet.” They don’t want me to give it up, but 
I says, “Its after four o’clock, I’m done.” I have so many customers. Whew. [In 
a day] twenty, thirty, sometimes forty. And my daughter, Jennifer. My grand-
daughter Keisha—she helps me. And my sister Karen does the shampoos. My 
granddaughter Keisha does shampoos. And I do shampoos. Jennifer does 
shampoos. So we work. We work good together.

I worked with Lucille Harriet for about two or three years. And while I 
was going to hairdressing school, she died. But she wanted me to take it over. 
And she knew she was getting ready to retire. But then she died before she 
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retired. So, she had spoken the offers for me to take the place over, anyway. So, 
after she passed, the kids closed it down and everything. So they called me in 
and said, “Creamy, give it a shot.” And I’ve been here ever since. Back in the 
seventies, I started to work. I’ve been here for many years in this village. I 
should own it [laughing].

I worked for Rob Roy’s [salon] too, in Shrewsbury [Massachusetts]. I 
worked for them five years and a half. I worked for Jefferson Wire and Cable. 
I did factory work. Doing coats and housecoats, robes, and stuff like that. I 
worked for a laundry company for a while. I worked for a laundry company 
pressing sleeves and things of different clothes, and stuff like that. I worked at 
Austin Restaurant, repairing and shopping for the restaurant. A waitress. And 
a cook. It was near the bus stop in Queens. And, [now] I works at Mercadante 
Memorial Funeral Parlor, too. Yeah, dead people’s hair. That’s what I do. I go 
down and do their hair and makeup. They need me and they call me, and I go 
right down and do their hair. Black peoples mostly. I do their hair, by request. 
When I retire, I hope to continues working with Mercandante’s.2

Most studies of domestic work focus on women who worked in the field al-
most exclusively. But scholars ought to widen their view of the work to include 
the numbers of women who took up domestic work along with other types of 
employment. High percentages of African American women were engaged in 
domestic work at any given point in the twentieth century. Yet, the chance that 
any given black woman had done domestic work during her lifetime was even 
higher, as is demonstrated in the oral histories. The flexibility of the work and 
the ease in finding a position meant that women used it as a first job after their 
migration, an occasional way to make money while primarily concerned with 
raising their own families, or a way to earn supplemental income after retire-
ment. Many women had worked in the homes of white families in the South, 
commencing paid work when still adolescents. Some women, particularly mi-
grants to the Midwest whose husbands earned a steady, substantial income, left 
domestic work behind in the South. Others did not have the opportunity to 
forgo paid labor. Many women found jobs that were, in effect, domestic chores 
done in a public setting, such as cleaning for an office or store, waitressing, or 
working as a hospital aide or technician. Women often considered these public 
jobs of higher status than household labor, and the level of pay and the relative 
safety of working in public did bear out this attitude. However, a number of the 
actual tasks involved in the service sector remained similar to those of domestic 
labor. A significant number of women also entered factories—some gained ac-
cess during World War II, although deep discrimination remained in industrial 
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hiring during the war. More African American women entered factory work 
in the 1950s and beyond, as the wages for industrial labor declined and white 
workers increasingly moved out of the field. Thus black women finally gained 
access to coveted jobs in the industrial sector just as the social capital and actual 
pay rates for these positions declined. In this period, too, the industrial jobs the 
migrants had followed northward began to move to the South, where pay rates 
were lower and unionism was not yet entrenched.

Many women found employment as both domestic workers and cosme-
tologists during their work lives. Cosmetology shared the flexibility of domestic 
work; hours could revolve around other responsibilities to some extent. Cosme-
tology offered work sites solidly within the African American community, an 
added benefit. Most, but not all, of the cosmetologists worked in salons serving 
primarily African American clients. These salons were safer spaces than white 
families’ kitchens. The separation of salons by race was standard practice, but 
was not a necessity. Hair stylist Avezinner Dean of Detroit pointed out that she 
had trained to serve both black and white clients; many whites doubted her 
ability to cut “white” hair, an assumption she highly resented.3 Increasingly, cos-
metology schools stressed that graduates were ready to serve a variety of clients. 
In practice, however, salons have remained quite segregated.

Although historian Julie Kirk Blackwelder informs readers that salons were 
“one of the few institutions as segregated as the church,” her study of southern 
beauty establishments also lauds the businesses as centers of pre–urban renewal 
black civic culture. Blackwelder urges a rereading of the shops. They ought to be 
considered examples of black entrepreneurship, rather than institutions out to 
prey on women’s insecurities.4 Fierce debate has always churned around cosme-
tology services aimed at African American women, for beauty practitioners have 
historically pushed beauty aids that whitened skin and straightened hair. A’Lelia 
Bundles, descendent of the famous beauty entrepreneur Madame C. J. Walker, 
presses for a reconsideration of her ancestor, whose company, Bundles insists, did 
not tout such products during her lifetime.5 As one of the few careers available 
to black women trying to go into business on their own, the field deserves recog-
nition as a means of financial independence for women. Criticisms of cosmetolo-
gy’s traditional deference to white versions of beauty ought to be noted, but need 
not stultify any mention of women’s business achievements within the field.

Detroit resident Avezinner Dean testified to the flexibility of cosmetology 
for migrants; she worked in the beauty industry in a number of cities. Dean also 
invested time and resources in expanding her knowledge of the field over time. 
For women who may not have had the opportunity to complete their formal 
schooling, beauty school remained an option. Obtaining added credentials in 
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the field offered a way to advance in pay and status, increase one’s skill set, and 
add to one’s self-image. Dean attended beauty schools in both the South and the 
North. She said, “I wanted to be a hairdresser. I worked in Alabama and had a 
shop. I had a shop in Mississippi. I moved to Michigan and I worked in Inkster, 
and moved back to Alabama and stayed seven years, and I went to Nashville and 
got another diploma and I wanted to bob hair and I didn’t know how to bob. 
Then I moved back to Michigan in ’55.”6

Cosmetology offered a social workplace. Working primarily for black cli-
ents, African American cosmetologists insulated themselves from the interracial 
conflict so common to domestics and many other service workers. In serving 
mostly female clients, cosmetologists reduced their risk of sexual exploitation. 
The work called for a personal interaction between client and beautician; satis-
fied customers returned again and again, and the client and cosmetologist de-
veloped a rapport. Cosmetologists often worked alongside other women, while 
domestic workers often labored alone. Glennette Taylor of Grand Rapids worked 
as a hair stylist for about eighteen years. Taylor served both male and female 
clients in a local shop, until her work tenure ended due to a diagnosis of diabe-
tes. Taylor enjoyed the sociability of the job. She observed, “The other cosmetol-
ogists were nice to work with and so were the barbers. They were all nice to work 
with and I met some interesting people.”7 During her years raising small chil-
dren, Beatrice Jackson selected a career in the beauty industry. She said, “I wasn’t 
so good at it, but I liked the people.”8

Mary White opened her salon, Mary and Lee’s Beauty Salon of Detroit, 
at a key moment in her life. Friends expressed incredulity when White, forty-
five years old at the time, commenced studying beauty at night in 1955. But the 
choice proved fortuitous. White explained, “After that, my husband got sick. 
Six months later he died. So in a way I was lucky to have opened my salon 
when I did. Otherwise, I would not have been in the position to start a business 
and care for a household.” White kept the business open for many years, out of 
financial necessity. She noted, “I really didn’t have much choice. It was better 
than doing domestic work, going from place to place.” White favored cosmetol-
ogy over all the other forms of employment she had tried, including domestic 
work, factory work, and office work. Her father had inspired her interest in the 
field. He had become a barber at a time in which no formal training was open 
to African Americans—rather he learned by watching others. White felt she 
always made the best of her lot. She acknowledged, “I have always just adjusted 
to circumstances. Whatever I had to do, I enjoyed doing it.”9

Cosmetology contained an entrepreneurial aspect that migrants like White 
used to full effect. A few migrants interviewed for the book also opened other 
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types of businesses. Establishing one’s own business remained a way to make 
a living when relatively few establishments hired blacks as employees. Bernita 
Howard agreed to run a bakery started by her husband, who had worked as a 
baker in the South. The Howards opened the bakery on the strength of a small 
bank loan, and then used Mr. Howard’s paychecks from his work as a baker at 
the veterans’ hospital to fund their start-up costs. Howard proved so competent 
at the management that she permanently assumed the major responsibility for 
the bakery. Her husband retained his other job. The business first supplied a few 
stores with their wares, and then expanded to serve more stores than Howard 
could handle comfortably. Howard mused that it was a “lot of work and when 
I just started, I really loved it. At that time, no black had a bakery and so it was 
kind of hard. We made fried pies. I would make them in the morning and after-
noon and then I would get in my car and take them to the stores in the after-
noon.” Eventually Howard added cakes to the bakery’s repertoire as well.10

Faith Richmond launched her own travel business in Boston; she arranged 
group tours around the United States, as well as to Panama, Paris, Greece, 
Africa, and Turkey. Richmond laughed, “It makes me happy and keeps me quite 
busy. I mean busy.” The business did not provide her with substantial savings, as 
some of her friends suspected. Rather each trip financed her launch of another 
and kept Richmond personally fulfilled. She sighed, admitting, “If I had more 
education or had someone to really work with me I would have been a little bit 
further.” Yet later Richmond praised her own achievements, saying, “This is the 
amazing thing of my life, knowing I did this with a high school education.”11

Factory work remained preferable to domestic work for many women mi-
grants, although not all. Annie Benning, who lived in both Alabama and Georgia, 
worked in cotton mills (later converted to war materials) in the South and also 
labored as a cook for a private family. She much preferred her mill work, as the 
set hours gave her some time to fulfill her domestic responsibilities to her ex-
tended family. Benning, who had no children of her own, nonetheless had many 
household duties. In response to the question of whether she preferred working 
in the mills to cleaning, Benning stated, “Oh yeah, Lord, yeah, Lord, because I had 
them eight hours—I made them and went on home and took care of my house 
because my husband was in the service and my mother when she died—she had 
some young children, and I raised them two girls and two boys.”12 Although Rosa 
Young of Grand Rapids initially did not like her work at the General Motors fac-
tory, in time she found the work quite interesting. Young made the “lace-around”
for car seats, as well as the upholstered car doors and headrests. In the 1970s, 
Young made a little over four dollars an hour in her position, as well as benefits. 
Due to the development of back problems, she took an early retirement.13
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Many of the factory experiences took place during World War II, when the 
majority of the interviewees were in their primary work years. However, as 
previously stated, black women’s opportunities to enter into factories were far 
more limited than white women’s. Although the percentage of employed Afri-
can American women doing domestic work fell from 59.5 percent in 1940 to 
44.6 percent in 1944, the proportion of African Americans working in the field 
rose, as white women increasingly fled from paid household work. While the 
percentage of black women in industry rose from 6.5 percent to 18 percent dur-
ing the war, the women were at the very bottom of the industrial hierarchy, most 
often relegated to custodial work, objectionable tasks, and/or the most danger-
ous jobs within the plants.

Even as America claimed to be zealously searching out potential labor 
sources, racist hiring practices persisted. Some plants sent out recruiters to 
encourage the migration of more southern whites rather than resort to hiring 
the black workers already living in their cities. Managers claimed that hiring 
black women was impossible, because white employees would refuse to work 
side-by-side with them or share lavatory facilities, locker rooms, and dining 
halls. Northern whites were not keen to share work space with black workers, 
and many white industrial workers were recent migrants from the South, accli-
mated to strict legal segregation. Managers who wished not to hire blacks also 
overplayed their employees’ inability to work with African Americans. If inte-
grated workplaces had offered the only route to industrial employment, surely 
the majority of white workers would have had to acquiesce.

Black industrial workers staged a number of wildcat strikes between 1943 
and 1944. One of the main areas of contention for the strikers was the treatment 
of black women workers and the discriminatory hiring practices. Six hundred 
male workers left their jobs in protest of the conditions faced by black women 
at the Chrysler Highland Park facility in March 1943. At this plant, trained 
women found themselves in the most dangerous, strenuous work, or assigned 
to the custodial team. Rev. Charles A. Hill, the chairman of the committee Jobs 
for Negro Women, launched a public crusade on behalf of African American 
women looking for industrial positions. On April 11, 1943, activists demon-
strated in Detroit’s Cadillac Square, protesting the dire situation in workplaces 
around the city. The black-owned newspaper the Michigan Chronicle reported, 
“In this arsenal of democracy, the Negro worker is being forced to fight in order 
to make his contribution to the war effort. Our women are jobless which [sic]
production is menaced by a shortage of labor.” Karen Tucker Anderson con-
cluded that in Detroit, nonwhite women held only 1,000 of the 96,000 jobs 
occupied by women in major war industries by February 1943. Unfortunately, 
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few concrete gains were realized by the efforts of Rev. Charles A. Hill’s com-
mittee and other activists. At the end of the war, black women found it hard 
to hold on to their very modest gains in industry. In 1950, there were 782,520 
black women employed in domestic work—40 percent of all working black 
women.14

A few women interviewed for this study obtained industrial jobs during 
the war, but none did so in the factories most infamous for discriminatory hir-
ing practices. Minnie Chatman made bunk beds for soldiers in a factory in the 
South.15 Annie Benning produced rubber for automobile tires and much-needed 
nylon. She earned about a dollar an hour, with double for overtime.16 Simone 
Landry of Detroit worked for Federal Motor Works while her husband was in 
the service during World War II. Landry, who also performed day work, said, “I 
liked working in the factory [better] because you made more money, you know, 
and then the hours were more regular.”17 Mary White of Detroit shied away from 
factories like Ford, which had a reputation of refusing to hire black women. A 
neighbor provided White with a tip on a factory job involving inspecting air-
plane springs and related activities. At her particular plant, White’s race did not 
prove an insurmountable obstacle.18

Other migrants located factory jobs in the decades after the war, when hir-
ing practices evolved. Faith Richmond worked for B. F. Goodrich in Massachu-
setts in the 1950s. She was assigned to the cutting machine. Then Richmond 
took a factory position making athletic shoes, and she enjoyed the time with 
her workmates. “I was the lead person,” she related. “Why they put me there 
I don’t know. I would play around. I would do a lot, then I would talk. It was 
fun.”19 Rebecca Strom, who came to Boston to work as a domestic, later took a 
variety of more preferable factory jobs, including making chocolate in a fac-
tory in South Boston.20 As previously mentioned, Liddie Williams of Chicago 
worked as a “jogger,” assembling Playboy magazines for approximately twenty 
years. Williams was unique in ending her working days, rather than beginning 
them, as a domestic worker. She categorized the factory work as “pretty good” 
because the workers there “made pretty good money.” Williams described the 
work, saying, “The machine was a press and we had pages to put in and it moves 
along the line and all of the pages folded. You got to watch your pages.” The job 
ended when the company, like so many in the Midwest, moved south to Ten-
nessee. Williams found factory work more physically demanding than her sub-
sequent domestic labor. “When I was working factory work,” Williams related, 
“I had to pick up those heavy books. So many girls, they have to have surgery 
on their shoulders and on their wrists, and my wrists hurt so bad when I was 
working there and it’s a funny thing—they don’t hurt now.”21
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Maggie Langham Washington had a wide variety of jobs, including indus-
trial work. Washington was born in Texas and later migrated to Chicago. As a 
young girl, she labored at home, assisting her mother as she washed and ironed 
the laundry of others. Washington sometimes missed school to work, and she 
resented her mother for involving her so deeply in the strenuous labor. A kind 
schoolteacher, sensing Washington’s hunger, as well as her pride, invented a small 
job for the student. Each day the teacher paid Washington five cents to fetch her 
lunch box, and Washington used the money to purchase her own school lunch. 
At Texas’s Paul Quinn College, she earned her tuition by washing and iron-
ing for thirty-two male classmates each week (each was allowed to have five 
dress shirts) and cleaning a college office. She became a cosmetologist, and then 
moved to Chicago, where she labored as a bartender and as a factory worker. 
The industrial work gave her a broader understanding of how commerce and 
manufacturing functioned. At the Continental Canning Company, Washington 
fashioned the half-pint, pint, and quart containers used to package ice cream, 
and also produced matchboxes. She said, “That was when I really realized how 
interdependent we are, because I always had an idea that people that made the 
matches made the boxes to put them in, you know. But that’s what the company 
did. Made containers.” Washington fled from Chicago, where she lived for eight 
years, when her doctor insisted she have a necessary surgery. (She somehow felt 
she could avoid surgery if she returned to Texas.) She postponed the surgery 
for many years, finally relenting when overcome by the pain. Washington spent 
time in the military, completed a teaching degree from a four-year college, and 
moved to Midland, Texas. There, she labored as a household domestic worker, 
a hotel maid, and a substitute teacher. Eventually Washington took up full-time 
teaching in Midland and Dallas. Because she was the first black teacher to inte-
grate the schools in Midland, the white teachers snubbed her.22

Cleaning in public settings occupied many migrant women. Such jobs of-
fered higher wages than household work, as well as the attributes of steady em-
ployment, work colleagues, and, if the women were lucky, some benefits. Work 
in a public setting contained fewer threats of sexual harassment than jobs in pri-
vate homes, although women were never immune to this danger. The drawbacks 
of such positions included the lack of flexibility, the low wages in comparison 
to those of others working at the same setting, and the nature of the job tasks. 
The repetitive movements could result in injury, and many of the products used 
in cleaning proved toxic, although this was not largely understood at the time. 
A great many women performed this type of labor in their younger years. Each 
day, the newly married Alberta Hardy single-handedly cleaned sixteen hotel 
rooms, constituting the entire first floor of the hotel. She described her labors: “I 
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just fix the rug, made the beds, and cleaned up and that’s all. They [also] house 
[sic] a man housekeeper . . . the heavy work—he did that.” She stated that the 
hotel patrons kept their rooms relatively neat, and she remembered the work 
itself in a generally positive way.23 Ella Sims cleaned coaches for the C&O Rail-
road until she got pregnant with her third child. At its leanest, the C&O cleaning 
crew consisted of twelve people. They would wait for the train to come into the 
station, and immediately enter and begin cleaning. The crew washed the train 
windows, cleaned the bathrooms, and pulled out the seat cushions to dislodge 
the dirt hidden there. The teams, divided into two groups, started at each end 
and met in the middle of the train.24

Many other migrants related their experiences cleaning in public settings. 
Thelma Lane’s mother, who worked at a hospital, located a job for her daughter, 
then a junior in high school. The position involved cleaning the apartments of 
the hospital nurses, who lived in dormitories adjacent to the hospital. “I used 
to go up there and run the sweeper and dust,” remembered Lane. For other 
women, such work comprised their lifetime employment. As explored in chap-
ter five, Annie Evelyn Collins, born in 1930, cleaned for a dentist’s office, and 
later worked for the maintenance department at a Sears department store in 
Detroit. She retired from the latter position in 1983. Collins appreciated the 
higher wages at the Sears job, but noted that all the employees in her depart-
ment were black. She said of white women, “They don’t like cleaning.”25 Mattie 
Bell Fritz of Detroit labored part-time in a dress shop. She described the work: 
“We just take the clothes off and put them on the shelves, clean, keep the clothes 
and things clean, and keep the dust from building.” Following this position, 
Fritz cleaned the UAW offices for eight years, from five p.m. until ten p.m. Her 
colleagues consisted of both white and black employees, and she found them 
cordial. Fritz retired when she was beset with arthritis. If she had persisted two 
more years she would have earned an increased benefit package, but her health 
precluded it.26

Many women found employment in positions that, while not labeled do-
mestic work, included some similar duties. The jobs were not considered high 
status by society at large, and most often paid low salaries. Respondents for this 
study seemed to regard such positions as socially preferable to domestic work. 
In the second half of the twentieth century, jobs in service industries such as 
nursing homes, commercial laundries, fast food restaurants, and day care cen-
ters proliferated. Northern cities substantially deindustrialized, lessening the 
chance that factory work could be found, and much of the service work that 
had once taken place inside homes (especially cooking, laundry, and child care) 
moved to public spaces. The move did not substantially alter the structure of the 
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work. Many of the migrants were on the leading edge of this trend towards pub-
lic service work. Sociologist Patricia Hill Collins observes that in contemporary 
America, black women continue to transition away from domestic work and 
enter into fields that bear striking resemblance to black women’s former roles in 
private homes. Collins writes:

The work performed by employed poor Black women resembles duties 
long associated with domestic service. During prior eras, domestic service 
was confined to private households. In contrast, contemporary cooking, 
cleaning, nursing, and child care have been routinized and decentralized 
in an array of fast food restaurants, cleaning services, day-care centers, 
and service establishments. Black women perform similar work, but in 
different settings. The location may have changed, but the work has not.27

Many women worked in commercial laundries, a field dominated by Afri-
can American women in many cities. In the South, the migrants’ mothers, like 
Maggie Langham Washington’s, had often earned extra money for the house-
hold by washing the laundry of other families. Some women had gathered laun-
dry from families and washed it at their own homes, while others had done the 
laundry at the employers’ homes. Their daughters now labored in commercial 
laundries in northern, urban settings, undertaking the notoriously difficult 
work. Workers had to lift irons and contend with dangerous machinery such as 
presses; additionally, laundries were extremely hot, and the pace could be back-
breaking. Lillie Shelby,who worked in a laundry for two years in Detroit, remem-
bered, “That was fast work. You had to be fast to be able to do that because there 
was somebody else doing something. If they were body pressing and you were 
sleeving, the collar and the yoke, you got to keep your hand going, so it was fast 
work.”28

Migrants undertook work that resembled domestic labor in a wide variety 
of settings. Sometimes the women were the only workers in the setting under-
taking work of that nature. Ruth Margaret Covington worked in a drugstore as 
a young mother in the 1950s. Her job consisted of waiting on customers and 
dusting the store products.29 During high school, Mary White, born in 1910, 
began working in a Detroit decorating shop as a Jane-of-all trades, and she 
remained at the shop for eleven years. White did “a little of everything. Answer-
ing the phone, cleaning, and everything else. Rearranging the furniture.”30 Fan-
nie Mae Kennedy of Detroit, born in 1925, headed up the salad bar at a restau-
rant for seventeen years and four months. She singly-handedly replaced two 
women who had left the restaurant to return to school. She had been working 
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at the restaurant, Chicago Road House, as a dishwasher for six months, when 
the promotion took place. “They always worked the hell out of me,” Kennedy 
lamented. At first, the tasks required bewildered her. “Like I said, I was from the 
country,” Kennedy said, “and I didn’t know nothing about these chef salad[s] 
and shrimp cocktails.” Her pay, four dollars an hour at the time of retirement, 
was higher than that of day work, yet she never considered it adequate. She also 
seemed to be working longer hours and getting paid less than her colleagues. 
Yet she considered the position preferable to all others she had held. Kennedy 
said of the job, “I met a lot of people and I learned a lot of things.” She and 
her fellow restaurant workers still gathered once a year to reminisce. Kennedy 
looked back on her life with some regret, for she wished she had had a better 
education. She mused, “I never thought about it [school] then. Now for the last 
ten years it has been on my mind. I really want to go to school and I had said I 
was going last year and I had the stroke. There was a lot of time between there 
that I could have went but I didn’t because I have five children.”31

Operating a home day care center interestingly brought one of the duties of 
the private household worker—child care—into the worker’s own house. Two of 
the Boston respondents, Mary Smith and Rebecca Strom, both former domes-
tic workers, were operating day care centers in their homes at the time of the 
interviews. Smith had worked previously as a domestic, a hospital dietary aide, 
a key-punch operator, and a staff member at Harvard University. Needing a 
change of pace, Smith turned to child care. She cared for six children, the maxi-
mum allowable by law at any one time. Smith laughed, “Yeah, day care would 
be a challenge, and believe me . . . the younger they are, the louder they are!”32

Rebecca Strom found that the demeanor of contemporary children differed 
from that of those in the past. As a child, she would wash the dishes or attend 
to chores if her parents asked. Children today might balk at a request to help 
out. The modern children, according to Strom, appeared outspoken and did not 
listen to their elders. Her charges arrived at 6:45 a.m. and left by 4:30 p. m. Strom 
commented, “It’s a long day to have them. After you do it for so long you find a 
way to keep them from killing each other, and from getting hurt. That’s what I 
have been hoping, that I never have to call a parent and say, ‘Come, something 
happened.’ So far, I have been lucky.”33

Migrant women also found employment in a variety of hospital jobs—from 
surgical instrument technician to patient aide. Although some of the duties 
resembled work done in private homes, the mission of the hospital and the 
public nature of the work brought added respectability. In the hospital a rigid 
protocol remained in place, and tiny mistakes could have grave consequences. 
Although some patients balked at being tended to by black hospital workers, 
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others expressed clear appreciation for their assistance. Glennette Taylor of 
Grand Rapids stressed, “It’s hard work, and yet, the hours have been long, but 
no matter how hard your day has been at the end of the day it is always a con-
solation knowing that you have helped someone.”34 Jacqueline Dock of Detroit 
acquired cosmetology certification at the urging of her mother, but never used 
this skill in the workplace. Rather, Dock worked as an aide in the hospital, 
and then secured a job as a surgical instrument technician. Dock provided a 
detailed description of her position, which was to “make sure that the instru-
ments were sharp and that they were all there and then wrap them in packages 
and then send them back to medical supplies so they could be sterilized. You 
had to know everything about the instruments. I did that for about twelve and 
[a] half years.”35 Alverrine Parker, born in Mississippi, held a wide variety of 
jobs, including working as a trimmer for Catalina Bathing Suits in Los Angeles, 
serving as an aide in a nursing home in Grand Rapids, working ten years at 
the Calvinator factory making refrigerator motors, and driving a bus for the 
local schools. Parker located the nursing home job quickly. She said, “So I think 
I wasn’t home [from California] even a week, I started to work for them—a 
nurse’s aide. And oh, but I was looking for something better—more money. I 
think she wasn’t even paying a dollar an hour there then [in 1959].” Parker knew 
this rate was too low. She continued, “You know, what the funny thing [was], 
well, I told her about minimum wages. She said she would pay me but not to tell 
the rest of them, and I didn’t like that.” Parker confided, “[Of] course there were 
all black girls working there, and she [knew], I guess, maybe they had families, 
a lot of them had children and all, and they usually work [for] what they knew 
they could get.” Parker summed up all of her jobs, saying, “Never really liked 
any of them, but it was a living. Because then I didn’t know about grants-in-aid 
and all that stuff to go to school—we didn’t have it.”36

As is still the case for people of underprivileged economic status, the armed 
services beckoned the migrant women with its training and opportunities. Bar-
bara Purifoy-Seldon of Detroit joined the United States Army on a program 
called the “buddy system”—she was allowed to join up with a friend. She remi-
nisced, “In the buddy plan, two ladies could go together if they were willing 
to stay three years and the army recruiter said that we would see the world 
and that we will get an education. We saw wonderful pictures and a wonderful 
film. These army [recruits] had wonderful formal dresses and they were also 
so perfect and my friend and I thought that was just the best thing.” Purifoy-
Seldon initially planned to pursue dental hygiene studies once she had enlisted—
a specialty she studied after she was discharged. Yet after singing and dancing 
for a contest, she found herself assigned to the special services entertainment 
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unit instead. The performing proved to be welcome training for the formerly 
reserved young woman.37 Lois Stevens served for two years in the army, joining 
on a whim after two neighbors signed on. Stevens, one hundred years old at the 
time of the interview, said of her early job, “You had to know what your duties 
were. I was a driver in the army. I had to work nights and the boys were very 
nice to me. The cook always had something nice for me to eat.”38

Maggie Langham Washington, who had already graduated from junior col-
lege, joined the WACs (Women’s Army Corps—initially known as the Women’s 
Army Auxiliary Corps and abbreviated accordingly) in an impulsive moment. 
She was having a spat with the administration at Paul Quinn College, where she 
had worked as a temporary librarian. She quit and joined the WACs. Washing-
ton expressed outrage at the fact that, even as a member of her nation’s armed 
services, she had to eat in restaurant kitchens rather than in their main din-
ing rooms. Eating establishments from Texas to Washington, D.C., refused to 
feed the group of fourteen black female soldiers and their white female escort 
in public. Nor could the travelers sit in the main car of the train. When they 
arrived in Washington, D.C., two young WACs, one white and one black, set 
off sightseeing together, but they were told, according to Washington, to leave 
town—mixed-race socializing was not allowed. Later, en route to Germany on 
the USS George Goethels, an officer’s wife slighted Washington, and the incident 
stayed in Washington’s memory for life. The woman confided to Washington 
how pleased she was to see WACs on board, because they always cared for the 
officers’ children while at sea. Washington bridled at this presumption, ask-
ing the woman if she had inquired as to the availability of the white WACs on 
the upper deck of the ship. Washington said she would only take care of her 
own children. And, as she indeed had none of her own, she told the woman, 
she would not be doing any child care. The officer’s wife did not understand 
Washington’s remark, and Washington worried she would be court-martialed 
for her refusal. A meeting was called by the ship’s captain. Washington spoke 
laughingly about being placed in the ship’s jail, but her sarcastic tone makes it a 
bit hard to ascertain the actual punishment, if any, for her refusal.

Washington had already gotten in some trouble by breaking curfew, so she 
may have been punished just for her previous infraction. She said, laughing, 
“And they couldn’t do anything for me [for refusing the officer’s wife] but put me 
in jail, because I had already been busted. I am sure I was the only recruit that 
crossed the Atlantic [in the brig] but then the trip was very pleasant.”39

Local schools also provided some employment opportunities for migrant 
women, both in teaching positions and a myriad of other duties. Teaching was 
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among the most obvious occupations for any woman, white or black, who had 
graduated from college in the mid-twentieth century. Many historically black 
colleges offered an education major and the teaching certificates needed for em-
ployment. Women with less extensive education coveted jobs with the school 
system as well. The jobs often included time off in the summers (crucial for 
women with children) and they imparted a certain social status. Gussie Nash 
worked in a factory making baby clothes, and later found a position as an aide 
at a local hospital, carrying trays and setting things up for the patients. In the 
1970s, Nash worked with parents of school-age children in Grand Rapids; she 
took the parents to nutrition classes and other important parenting skills work-
shops. She later assisted disabled children in the school district. When we talked 
about her career, Nash firmly advocated for higher wages for women.40

African American women had a difficult time securing teaching jobs in 
many northern cities. Prior to 1940, three African American women with teach-
ing degrees from Western State Teachers College (a predecessor to Western 
Michigan University) were turned away by the Grand Rapids School Board. The 
Grand Rapids Urban League commented, “This is a most unfortunate circum-
stance for Grand Rapids, for not only is it losing its best minds and potential 
leaders, but it is losing the very examples which it needs for the younger genera-
tion which must have some concrete evidence of what it can strive for in the 
community.”41 Indeed, teachers in southern segregated schools served as revered 
community leaders. Northern schools, many facing de facto segregation due to 
neighborhood boundaries, if not outright de jure segregation due to city ordi-
nances, nonetheless were not major employers of black teachers. Thelma Lane, 
born in Alabama in 1920, moved repeatedly between Alabama and Pennsylvania. 
She earned her high school diploma in Pittsburgh and graduated from Alabama 
State Teachers College. Following graduation, Lane taught in Troy, Alabama. 
After she married, she and her husband moved to Virginia, where she taught in 
an all-white school. Lane remembered making fifty-four dollars a month teach-
ing in Alabama, and about a thousand dollars a year in Virginia. Male teachers 
earned higher salaries than female teachers, a practice Lane fervently lobbied 
against. Following her years in teaching, Lane had an extended career as a cleri-
cal worker for the Department of Defense in Washington, D.C.42

Migrants found job openings in other assorted fields. Minnie Chatman, 
who had undergone an apprenticeship with a seamstress, opened her own tai-
loring shop for a time on Beaubien Street in Detroit. Even as a youth, Chatman 
could create a pattern for any design she saw, using newspaper or flour paper.43

Government jobs increasingly opened to black women in the second half of 
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the twentieth century. These jobs attracted a significant number of college-
educated black women. The United States Post Office offered steady and re-
spectable entry-level work for migrants. Ruth Margaret Covington stated, “I 
carried mail and sorted it and drove the truck.” Covington later worked as a 
property management clerk at the Veterans Administration. Beatrice Jackson 
of Detroit, a college graduate, also worked for the government as a staff person; 
she worked for Detroit’s city hall.44

Some migrants acquired college degrees, and a few even attended graduate 
school. Migrant families emphasized education, and the women were readied 
to take advantage of any opportunity open to them. Ogretta McNeil arrived in 
Worcester from Washington, D.C., to attend graduate school in psychology in 
1956. Born in Georgia, McNeil had pursued an undergraduate degree at How-
ard University. Her parents had attended normal schools, institutions of higher 
education consisting of both high school and college studies. Normal schools 
primarily offered degree programs in teaching. McNeil’s parents attended a seg-
regated normal school serving only black students. Neither parent worked in 
positions that drew directly on this education, but the advanced study did place 
them in the upper echelon of educated African Americans at the time. McNeil 
always believed that her parents had not attended college; she later came to 
understand that the normal school they attended was a type of college. As nor-
mal schools offered a range of services, from high school remediation to bach-
elor’s degrees, it is often difficult to tell what attendance at such an institution 
means by today’s education standards. As a teenager, McNeil had little under-
standing of how one might apply to college, but when a friend readied her own 
application, McNeil decided to apply as well. She taught for twenty-seven years 
in the psychology department of Holy Cross College in Worcester, Massachu-
setts, and also served on the board for the five-college system of the University 
of Massachusetts. After retirement, McNeil was elected (and reelected) to a seat 
on the Worcester School Committee.45

Ella Sims, mother of a large family, defied all odds in her journey from 
being the child of sharecroppers in rural Mississippi to being a member of the 
board of trustees of Aquinas College in Grand Rapids, Michigan. Sims’s turning 
point came through her church work and broader community activism. She 
explained, “I think that the church is one of the best workshops in the world 
for leadership. I didn’t realize that then, but you’re doing some mighty things 
if you’re involved and it reaches out and then, by that time I was president of 
the PTA, [I] got involved in housing in that area.” Sims volunteered for a local 
empowerment program that evolved into an Office of Economic Opportunity 
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(OEO) branch project called Kent-Cap. She became a paid employee of the OEO 
from 1965 until 1974. Sims said, “My husband said when I went to work that I 
just started getting a little pay for something I’d been doing for years for free.” 
In 1974, she became vice president of the executive board of Kent-Cap. Her pro-
gram offered, among other services, training for those seeking jobs as cashiers 
and assistance for young pregnant women. Sims came to head up the urban 
agents for the OEO in Grand Rapids. She traveled extensively, made speeches 
about the Grand Rapids poverty program, trained others in the community, 
and kept statistics. Aquinas College administrators learned of Sims through 
her community work, and asked her to serve on its board of trustees. She later 
directed programs for minority students at the college. Ostensibly, the program 
director position called for someone with a master’s degree. Sims’s extensive 
background as a community leader encouraged the college to overlook her lack 
of a college degree. After accepting the role, Sims earned both a bachelor’s and 
a master’s degree.46

Dotty Goldsberry was raised in Langston, Oklahoma, where her father 
taught at Langston University. Goldsberry attended Langston herself, and de-
veloped an interest in medicine. She gained admittance to the Oklahoma School 
of Medicine, but worried about being the first black woman to attend the insti-
tution, racial restrictions on enrollment recently having been removed. She in-
stead enrolled in the medical school at Howard University, where she met her 
future husband. Goldsberry created a life centered around her four children, 
her fruitful career, and community service. She remembered:

Well, I graduated from medical school and then I went to do an intern-
ship at the Howard University Hospital, just a general rotating. And I also 
thought I wanted to be a pediatrician, and I got married the day after I 
graduated from medical school so then I got pregnant my internship year, 
so I thought, “Oh gee,” so I actually took off a good part of the following 
year, and the next year I thought, “I’ll just do a year in psychiatry,” and it 
was primarily a daytime residency. So I spent a year at Saint Elizabeth’s 
Hospital. It’s a huge psychiatric hospital in Washington. It was really fasci-
nating that year. And so I was going to go back to pediatrics and it turned 
out I never did, I stayed in psychiatry. Then we moved to . . . we moved to 
Worcester [Massachusetts] and I was still torn whether to go to pediatrics 
so I decided I may as well finish my psychiatric residence. So then I did 
the residency—the next two years—at the Worcester State Hospital. And 
then I moved into child psychiatry.47
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Volunteer Work and Leisure Time

Studies that chronicle the urban life of African American women, and particu-
larly middle-class women, most often devote considerable space to the exami-
nation of volunteer or club work. Frequently forced to accept paid positions 
that did not take full advantage of their many talents, black women looked else-
where for fulfillment. And those who did not work outside the home craved 
some public role. Barred from the majority of the organizations populated by 
white women, black women were instrumental in creating their own social and 
volunteer societies. Organizations offered women a chance for the sociability 
and prestige often lacking at their jobs. Women who did not need to labor for 
pay had even more time to devote to volunteer organizations. Opportunities to 
volunteer centered around the churches. Almost every migrant interviewed for 
this book had formed a steady relationship with a church in their new city. In 
addition to the regular church services, the women took part in Sunday school 
leadership and a host of other church committees. Without their hard work and 
deep devotion, northern churches would not have been the bedrocks of com-
munity that they were. Women also formed community through many other 
organizations, including groups like the National Council of Negro Women 
(NCNW) and the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 
(NAACP).

By and large, the women interviewed for this study were not active mem-
bers of the NCNW, which filled most of its ranks with nonworking women. 
However, a number of the interviewees spoke of taking on leadership within the 
NAACP and local church organizations. Lillie Shelby attended NAACP meet-
ings. Fannie Mae Kennedy of Detroit was a member of the board of directors 
of the local NAACP. She also attended the National Baptist Convention and 
sang second soprano in the 150-person Wolverine State Choir. Kennedy said of 
the NAACP, “Now I like it there. You learn a lot about what’s going on in your 
communities, you know, and things like that.” She spoke unblushingly about her 
singing talents. Using the third person, Kennedy said of herself, “She sings like a 
mockingbird. Everybody knows that about Mrs. Kennedy. All of the churches—
they love to hear her sing.”48

For many, the desire to expand oneself beyond home and school mani-
fested itself at an early age. Young black women could take part in activities 
only if they remained of a highly respectable nature. Daughters were watched 
assiduously, yet still encouraged to pursue their talents. Lonnie Graves of Satin, 
Texas, remembered his sister’s piano lessons. As the family did not own a piano, 
Graves’s sister would walk to a home about three-fourths of a mile away each 
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day for practice. Due to their mother’s great protectiveness, Graves accompanied 
his sister on the walks as a chaperone.49 It could be very dangerous for a young, 
unaccompanied black woman on the streets alone. Other women remembered 
practicing their piano skills by hammering out the tunes on a piece of card-
board on which keys had been drawn, in lieu of a real piano.50 Music served as 
a wonderful way to expand boundaries, but many rules still applied. It was fine 
to exhibit musical talent at school or at church functions. Women could sing or 
play piano for the church on a regular basis. However, a life on the commercial 
stage brought women into dangerous surroundings, and thus work in the per-
forming arts was highly discouraged.

Part of the lure of both the First and the Second Great Migration certainly 
stemmed from the large northern cities’ wide variety of entertainment offerings. 
Alberta Hardy remembered that in her younger days she “used to go to ball 
games and to shows.”51 Facilities were segregated, even in the North, although 
restrictions relaxed with time. Rebecca Strom had limited free time when she 
first arrived in Boston because she was a live-in child care worker. On her days 
off, she met friends to go shopping and hang out, and then returned to her 
employer. She felt the Boston social life to be fairly staid. There appeared to be 
few young black men. Boston was not a major destination of the Great Migration, 
due to persistent rumors of regional racism. Yet a network of African American 
friends slowly developed. Strom remembered, “Every weekend and every other 
Sunday we would be invited to someone’s home for dinner, that’s how we got 
to meet other people.” Strom met her future husband in this manner. He was 
the brother of Strom’s girlfriend.52 For older and married women, home-based 
pursuits, like decorating, crocheting, and quilting, occupied considerable free 
time. Anniese Moten busied herself with crochet work. Rosa Young completed 
a nine-hundred-piece block quilt, all done by hand. Young, who had worked as 
an upholsterer for G.M., said, “Sewing is really what I like to do.”53

Studies in domestic labor tend to present all domestic workers as career labor-
ers in the field. Yet oral memoirs testify to the fact that domestic work served 
as a convenient, although low-paid, fill-in position between other employment 
opportunities. Many migrants alternated between domestic work, factory work, 
and jobs in the service industry. The relative flexibility of domestic work also 
made it a good fit with motherhood. The intersection of racism, misogyny, and 
class prejudice relegated many migrants to entry-level positions, and many 
workplaces excluded them altogether. The World War II factory mobilization, 
one of the reasons for the Second Great Migration, resulted in many more in-
dustrial jobs for black men than black women. Rosie the Riveter was usually
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white. African American women migrated to make a new home, sometimes at 
the side of their husbands, to flee the threat of violence and the legal restrictions 
of the pre–civil rights South, and to take advantage of the higher wages in non-
industrial employment. The higher wages alone made the decision to migrate 
quite clear for most women. With educational access, some black women pur-
sued high-status careers in such fields as business, academia, law, and medicine. 
These pioneers marked the trail for the next generation of African American 
women, who would enter in even greater numbers into higher education degree 
programs and stable careers.
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“Blue Jean Pockets,” quilt made by Essie Robinson (born 1918), 1990, Detroit, Michigan. Courtesy of the 

Michigan State University Museum.
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C H A P T E R E I G H T

Reflections on 
the Migration and 
a Life of Work

The little people are forgotten, and they really make up the world, don’t they? They make up America, they 

make up America.

— E R N E S T I N E G .  A N D E R S O N 1

A Changing South

In some respects, many migrants never fully left the South. The migrants re-
mained southerners at heart, despite the harsh realities they had endured under 
Jim Crow. Warm childhood memories persisted, as well as southern cultural 
practices. But southern ties were not solely a matter of memory or cultural legacy; 
migrants actively maintained connections with their home region through regu-
lar visits. The ties proved so well established that many of the migrants’ children 
returned to the South to raise their families. The post–civil rights movement 
South, with its burgeoning economy and invitingly warm weather, attracted Af-
rican American young adults just as it did other young people.

Gussie Nash of Grand Rapids noted that she still returned to Arkansas each 
year to visit an aunt. Because of the out-migration of blacks and whites from the 
South, and the in-migration of millions of newcomers looking to secure work 
in the late twentieth century, Nash considered the contemporary South vastly 
different from the region of her childhood.2 Migrants Creamy McKinney and 
Annie Benning also stressed that their visits to the South remained frequent. 
Alberta Hardy of Detroit recalled her initial loneliness at arriving in Detroit: “I 
was away from everybody, but I finally got used to it.” Hardy’s parents remained 
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in Mississippi, and eventually relocated to St. Louis. Hardy’s repeated visits to 
her parents in Mississippi strengthened family ties.3 For Lillian Clark, return 
visits to Kentucky became a yearly ritual. Clark explained, “Every year we went 
back except in ’59. We went back every year. We was going on the train and then 
we got a car. We would then drive every year.”4

Just as children of immigrants identify with their parents’ country of origin, 
the migrants’ children had a nuanced understanding of the American South. 
Zenara Covington, daughter of a migrant, attested to ties with Alabama, which 
she visited every two to three years.5 Migrant Liddie Williams traveled to Mis-
sissippi multiple times each year. Williams’s sustained connection with her for-
mer home inspired her daughter to attend college in Mississippi and then settle 
there permanently. Williams’s daughter enjoyed living in the South. Williams 
explained, “She says Chicago is too fast.” Yet Williams noted that the South also 
experienced its share of gang violence and drug-related crimes.6

Mary Smith’s interview revealed tensions surrounding her decision to leave 
Georgia and settle permanently in Boston in 1962. She had previously lived in 
both New York and Miami, so regional moves were clearly part of her response 
to the challenges of the job market. Smith noticed a positive change in the South 
about two years after she made her final migration. She revealed that she prob-
ably would not have moved to Boston if she had lingered in the South for just a 
while longer. While Smith expressed pride in her ability to purchase “two and a 
half ” homes while working for Harvard University, as well as five new cars, she 
noted that her sisters and nephews owned beautiful homes in the South. Due to 
the extremely high cost of housing in Boston, Smith’s investment dollar did not 
stretch as far as it would have in Georgia.7

Addie Smith of Worcester, who entrusted her five children to her mother’s 
care when she migrated from North Carolina, was eventually joined in Mas-
sachusetts by some of her children. Her daughter Belinda had come to live near 
her mother. Belinda suffered from liver failure, and died far too young. One of 
Smith’s sons still resided in North Carolina, and another son, in Louisiana at 
the time, planned to move back to North Carolina as well. Smith related that 
they would build an addition on the family home and then she would try to join 
them there.8

Jacqueline Dock left Climax, Georgia, for Detroit in April 1942. She found 
racist attitudes in her new city. Dock recounted difficulties in shopping, as well 
as in the workplace. She summarized her thoughts, saying, “Back in the forties, 
the difference was that there were places you couldn’t go in the South, but now 
I would rather live in the South than in the North.” Dock returned to Georgia 
every year to visit family and friends. In her interview in 2003, she pondered 



reflections on the migration and a life of work     223

Detroit’s instability, saying, “Detroit needs strong leadership—to the church, to 
the police department, to the mayor’s office, to the governor. Everywhere! It has 
to move to have strong leadership.” She felt the daily injustices of life in Detroit 
keenly. Prejudice against African Americans remained palpable in many set-
tings. Dock confided:

Sometimes when you are going to the stores and you are not dressed the 
way they think you should be, they will look at you. If you go and you 
are going to buy jewelry especially, they are think[ing] I am looking at it 
to rob them. Or they show me cubic zirconium. “No, I don’t want that. I 
want to look at this.” I said, “Lady, do you know what, I have a charge card 
with nobody’s name on it but mine. Nobody can use it but me. I can come 
in here and buy $13,500 with this card and it will be approved. I am not in 
here begging and I am not in here for stealing, I want to see what I asked 
for.” You see, that because I am black, she thinks I can’t afford it, you know 
what I am saying? They are like that.9

According to Glennette Taylor, Grand Rapids, Michigan, had changed for 
the worse. Grand Rapids transformed from a city boasting of a thriving indus-
trial economy to a city with few opportunities for those in the working and lower 
middle class. Taylor watched as relatives with high school diplomas struggled 
to find work. A few decades earlier, a high school graduate felt certain of earn-
ing a living wage in the city. Taylor recounted, “It [Grand Rapids] has changed. 
There are a lot more changes that need to take place. I don’t know if you are 
aware of the plants closing and the laying off here. There is quite a bit of change.” 
Taylor blamed the loss of factory jobs on the global economy. She stated, “They 
keep taking it overseas or where they can get cheaper labor and it doesn’t help 
us.”10

Some of the boundaries between southern whites and blacks, stringently 
maintained by those in power for generations, began to break down in the late 
twentieth century. Barbara Purifoy-Seldon of Detroit related that her white 
Purifoy relatives urged the family to come together at a family reunion. Purifoy-
Seldon, for whom African American history is a subject best confronted head-
on, matter-of-factly referred to Purifoy as her “slave name.” She did not mention 
attending the reunion.11 This newfound sense of family across color lines us-
ually resonated more strongly with white southerners, who may have wanted 
to release some of the guilt associated with the actions of their ancestors, than 
for mixed-race (legally and culturally most often categorized as simply Afri-
can American) family members. The latter may not have found it as healthy 
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to explore these family ties, although a few did attempt to claim this extended 
family as well.

Children of Migrants

J A CQ U I E  L E W I S  K E M P

Southf ie ld,  M ichigan

Jacquie Lewis Kemp and I met in her home in Southfield, Michigan. The house was 
an expansive home of an inviting, contemporary architectural style typical of the 
Detroit suburbs. The great room where Kemp and I talked featured a sliding glass 
door providing views of a sunny backyard. The room, painted in neutral tones, had 
vaulted ceilings, and the stairway to the second floor opened onto the room, so that 
someone could look down into the room from the second floor. Kemp’s walls were 
dotted with family photographs, including pictures of her son and a framed photo-
graph of a magazine cover that featured her late father’s image. We spoke during a 
series of interviews. I also interviewed Kemp’s grandmother, a minister’s wife from 
Flat Lick, Kentucky, and Kemp’s mother, also from Flat Lick, who had worked in 
the Human Resources Department at Ford. Kemp exemplified the spirit of the 
migrant children, who were schooled by watching the struggles of the generations 
before them. Kemp, a highly educated woman, had succeeded in business despite a 
struggle with illness. As a working mother, she also faced a number of challenges in 
attempting to care for her child and attend to her business responsibilities.

I was born in Wayne, Michigan—March 30, 1962. I went to grade school in 
Westland and my parents didn’t want me to go to middle school there. The 
middle school was rough. The neighbor was moving and building a new house 
and he said, “You should see mine.” So they went and really liked it. He talked 
them into buying the acres next door. They had ten acres. In 1974, we moved.

My dad worked for General Motors and then he left and went to work for 
Ford Motor Company. She [Kemp’s mother] worked for Ford. My [paternal] 
grandmother stayed with us and took care of us. Now my son spends time at 
my grandmother and grandfather’s house.

[I attended] Lincoln High School. It was southeast of Ann Arbor. I went 
to the University of Michigan. My bachelor’s is in communication and politi-
cal science and my master’s is in public policy. I finished in five years. I had an 
internship in Lansing. I worked for the Department of Commerce. I thought 
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about working in politics, but my dad, when I was in high school, started his 
own business. So, um, I started thinking more and more about it. I had two 
cousins who went to U. of M. I talk to my son now and say you don’t have to 
go there. Look here, look there, go here, go there, and he says, “Why?” I keep 
thinking—I only applied to one school. That was dumb.

It was a metal stamping business [Lewis Metal Stamping] in Highland 
Park. So I went there the Monday after graduation [in 1985]. I was his produc-
tion control manager. I talked with the customers about their orders and, at 
that time, they implemented a new system and I wrote a computer program 
to help because it was taking too long with the new system. And they are still 
using it. After working there for two years, my dad said to come home and 
save my money to buy a house. So I did that. I moved home and then things 
got crazy at work, so I said, “Dad, I am going crazy, let me try my degree.” He 
said, “Okay, go ahead,” and I worked for the U.S. General Accounting Office 
for one year. It used to be in Detroit. They had one office in Detroit.

It [the new work] was interesting. It was different. It was so slow. I was up 
to here [Kemp points to her neck] before, but this was so slow. I didn’t feel like 
I was impacting anything. Before, if I didn’t ship parts, they couldn’t build 
cars, but here it was just slow and I felt like I did better with hands on where I 
could get things done. I came back.

I worked there and then my dad died suddenly in 1991. When I was seven 
years old I was diagnosed diabetic. It was actually a good age. Taking the shot 
was like nothing, you just do it. It wasn’t a big deal like when you are a teen-
ager. My parents, both of them, always said, you can do whatever you want as 
long as you work hard. Work hard. Today, I still believe it. Every little hurdle, 
you just work around it. In November 2000, my kidneys failed as a result of 
my diabetes. I started dialysis in May and I didn’t let anyone know—only my 
immediate family. I would carry the tube and put it under my desk. I had a 
separate door for the stuff. I would close the door and put the phone [on hold] 
and they would think I was on a personal call for a half hour and then I would 
do my exchange. A couple of times I would do it on the way to a meeting. I 
had to be there. I decided at the end of 2001, two weeks before the kidney 
transplant—my brother gave me his left kidney—I decided it was too much. 
I had a pancreas transplant in May. Because my immune system is so bad, I 
got West Nile disease in September. I am trying to figure out what I am going 
to do now.

I had a lady who took care of children in her home until he [Kemp’s son] 
went to school and then I had a nanny for a while because my mom was still 
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working. She was a live-in and I wanted somebody who really loved him and 
[would] play with him. But you can’t do that with people. There were a couple 
of times when I was really jealous. There is a big dilemma now. Do you stay 
home with your kids or do you work and want to be able to afford the things 
you want? We travel and want to provide and afford things. With middle 
school, I am finding that he really needs me more now than when he was 
little. If I can work when he is in school, but be done in order to pick him up, 
that would be best.12

Like her mother and grandmother, both migrants from the South, Kemp has 
persevered against adversity. She watched as her mother struggled in the work-
place without a degree (Willie Jean Clark Lewis did eventually finish her un-
dergraduate work), and Kemp knew that she would attend college directly after 
high school. The granddaughter of a minister, she understood the power of edu-
cation. Her grandmother, Lillian Clark, had set an example by graduating first 
in her class in high school. Kemp took over her father’s business when he died in 
1991, becoming president and CEO of Lewis Metal Stamping. Kemp also served 
on the Board of Visitors for Oakland University’s School of Business Admin-
istration. Research conducted in 2007 showed Lewis Metal Stamping’s thirty-
four-thousand-square-foot building and various kinds of equipment up for sale, 
no doubt a victim of Detroit’s precipitous downturn. In that year, Michigan had 
the highest unemployment rate in the nation.

The migrants’ families ranged in size. A number of the respondents for this 
study had no children at all. Some of the women never married; others may 
have desired children but found themselves unable to reproduce. Some women 
had their hands full raising other family members—whether it be nieces and 
nephews, cousins, or very young siblings—and this duty precluded bearing 
additional children. The majority of migrants had the midsized families com-
mon to those living in urban settings in the second half of the twentieth century. 
Between 1880 and 1940, African American birth rates fell at a faster rate than 
that of whites. African American women, who had 7.5 births per woman in 1880, 
had just 3 per woman in 1940.13 A few of the women in this study had large fami-
lies—up to eleven children. Some migrants had thirty or forty grandchildren.

The migrants may have been the first generation in their families to employ 
active family planning techniques. A few women felt they did not get the guid-
ance they needed from their mothers in this regard. Ruth Margaret Covington’s 
mother never talked to her about sex, and she felt unsure about the processes 
involved even at the time of her marriage.14 Although many birth control meth-
ods were illegal or inaccessible through regular shops, migrants gained advice 
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from other women on how to limit family size. Annie Mae Prosper Hunt, born 
in 1909, had been told that having many children benefited a woman’s health. 
She knew nothing about diaphragms, and, having been pregnant thirteen times, 
wished someone had explained them to her. She did know women who took 
bluing or quinine to induce abortions, but this often resulted in their death, 
and Hunt would not take such a drastic step. Hunt termed abortions “throwing 
away babies.” Mary White had seven children while she was between the ages of 
twenty and twenty-eight, and then she put a stop to childbearing. She confided, 
“No birth control or anything at that time. But after the age of twenty-eight, I 
didn’t have any more.”15 Olivia Watson Mitchell’s doctor sterilized her, although 
she was not completely briefed on the procedure ahead of time. She repeatedly 
discussed the fact that she had had only two children; clearly, the sterilization 
unsettled her. The history of the forced sterilization of nonwhite women is a 
frightening aspect of American public policy, although it is unclear exactly why 
Mitchell’s doctor felt compelled to perform the procedure. Mitchell stated with 
some ambivalence, “So, I guess if I hadn’t have been stopped I’d a had twenty 
kids. So I’m glad I was stopped.”16

African American migrants from the South have long faced discrimination 
based on myths regarding their family structure. In 1932, E. Franklin Frazier 
asserted that “deviant” family structures were carried north with southern black 
migrants, upsetting the underpinnings of black communities like that of Chi-
cago. Frazier argued that the southern families proved more volatile than those 
of northern-born blacks. Other writers have penned arguments in the same vein. 
Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s 1965 report, “The Negro Family: A Case for National 
Action,” drawing extensively from Frazier’s work, brought national attention to 
the plight of the black family. Slavery, of course, strained family ties for Afri-
can Americans. Yet Frazier and Moynihan argued that familial instability tran-
scended slavery. According to these authors and others, this family form existed
in the South during the Reconstruction period and early twentieth century 
and was exported to the North during the First and Second Great Migrations. 
Nicholas Lemann’s 1991 study of the Second Great Migration introduced a new 
generation of readers to the “tangled pathology” argument regarding the black 
family. Yet newer research weakens these assertions. Most convincingly, soci-
ologist Steward E. Tolnay uses data from the Integrated Public Use Microdata 
Series (IPUMS) from the Social History Research Laboratory at the Univer-
sity of Minnesota to conclude that “northern urbanites with ‘southern origins’ 
actually exhibited more traditional family patterns—more children living with 
two parents, more ever-married women living with their spouses, and fewer 
never-married mothers” than the northern-born black population. While Tol-
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nay notes that “there is little question that the family life of African Americans 
in northern cities has undergone a profound transformation during this cen-
tury,” the numbers clearly indicate that the changes in family pattern occurred 
in the northern setting—affecting both families of southern origin and families 
of northern origin—and the transformation of family was not a southern trans-
plant. In fact, migrants had a “migrant advantage,” actually having slightly more 
stable families than the native-born blacks. In 1940, Tolnay found that 74 per-
cent of the children of northern origin parents living in northern and western 
central cities resided with two parents. In the same year, 76.4 percent of the chil-
dren of southern origin parents living in these same cities lived in two-parent 
households. The rates of children living with two parents declined precipitously 
over the next fifty years, yet a slight southern advantage remained. Using the 
data for 1990, Tolnay discovered only 31.5 percent of African American children 
of northern origin parents and 37.7 percent of African American children with 
southern origin parents living with two parents.17

Tolnay’s findings refute a long-standing mythology of a pathologically 
strained family structure among southern migrants. In my own set of respon-
dents, while not a statistically random sampling, there were no never-married 
mothers. Some women bore children before marrying, and a significant num-
ber no longer lived with a spouse. This again fits with Tolnay, who finds “the 
percentage of all ever-married women living with their spouses fell from 71.4% 
to 46.7% between 1960 and 1990.” Many of the women interviewed for this study 
had become widows in midlife, never to marry again. Very few of the elderly 
women still resided with their husbands, who had a shorter life expectancy than 
their wives. A large number of the respondents had divorced or separated from 
their husbands at early ages, and many of the men played a limited role in their 
children’s lives. Note too that the women of this study had largely defied the 
odds, some living decades beyond their life expectancy. Thus the women in 
Making a Way out of No Way, interviewed between 2000 and 2007, represented 
a dwindling subset of Americans. Fewer and fewer Second Great Migration 
migrants remained, especially those who had made the migration as adults dur-
ing the 1940s and 1950s. 

Tolnay’s study points to an interesting supposition—if southern migrants 
had lower education levels than northern blacks, yet still had more stable fami-
lies, higher rates of workplace participation, higher overall incomes, lower rates 
of unemployment, lower levels of poverty, and lower rates of reliance on wel-
fare, might not personal attitudes have factored into their relative success? Per-
haps there was some degree of selective migration, such that only those best 
suited for taking on the northern work left the South. Presumably the south-
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ern migrants would tend to be younger, able-bodied people in the prime of 
their work life. Yet these differences might not explain the southerners’ success. 
Indeed, personal attitudes might have had a statistical effect. The attitudes could 
include the inclination to accept difficult work and even the consolation of reli-
gious faith. Tolnay proposes, “Perhaps it [southern success in the North] was 
because their economic opportunities in the North compared favorably with 
their recollections of the southern labor market with its lower wages and more 
powerful racial discrimination.” Or, Tolnay suggests, “they had not yet had time 
to become permanently discouraged by the obstacles they faced in the urban 
marketplace.”18

Through the example of their tenacious parents, the children of migrants 
learned the value of hard work. Due to positive changes in the hiring practices 
within American companies, this generation proved statistically more able to 
locate jobs that would secure them a place in the middle class. However, the 
children of migrants also faced daunting health challenges, due in part to the 
environmental concerns facing many black neighborhoods and the physical 
dangers resulting from criminal activity. A few of the narrators’ children had 
themselves tangled with the law.

Like mothers the world over, migrant mothers struggled alongside their 
children during life crises, and rejoiced with them when their dreams came 
true. Mattie Bell Fritz’s son lived across the street from her own home, and she 
worried about him. Fritz used the unobstructed view from her living room pic-
ture window to keep an eye on his comings and goings. During one of my vis-
its to her home, she peered out at him, expressing general dismay. Ella Sims 
lamented the fact that one of her grandsons had had ten children with multiple 
women. She also remembered the troubled time she had with her son “when he 
killed that man, went to prison—first he went to a mental institution.”19

A number of the migrants’ children died untimely deaths. Mary White had 
survived all but three of her seven children. Simone Landry lost two of her three 
daughters. Faith Richmond of Boston, mother of seven, nursed one child dur-
ing an extended illness. The son, one of Richmond’s two gay children, received 
unwavering support from his mother. Richmond recalled, “Sam came back 
home in 1988. I took care of him until he passed. I put him in a hospice the 
last few weeks. He would keep you laughing. What a funny boy.” Sam’s death 
occurred in 1991; Richmond’s son John died in 1992.

Some of Richmond’s other children have had more successful trajectories. 
One daughter had her master’s degree and directed an intercultural program in 
a midwestern city. Another graduated from culinary arts school and moved to 
Georgia.20
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Ruth Margaret Covington of Detroit had shepherded three children 
through college. As a divorcée, Covington shouldered the majority of the paren-
tal responsibilities. Her son, who had attended Shaw University and Marquette 
University, pursued a career in asbestos management. A daughter, Deborah, who 
resided in Texas, attended Wayne County Community College and became a 
housewife; a second daughter, Zenara, earned degrees from both the Univer-
sity of Michigan and Pennsylvania State University. Zenara Covington, a speech 
pathologist, had worked for Wayne State University. She subsequently launched 
her own catering business.21 Ogretta McNeil also had highly successful children. 
One son, an ordained minister, lived in New York City, where he directed a 
peace organization, while another son worked as a professional photographer 
in Oakland, California.22 Alverrine Parker, mother of two, expressed pride over 
her children’s college graduations and incredulity over the previous generation’s 
ability to raise large families. Parker stated, “God is really good to us. And He’s 
really brought the black race from a long way. Yeah, He did. But [what] we had 
to go through with raising your families and children. I looked to see what my 
dad had made with seven kids—I don’t know how he did it.” Parker’s oldest son, 
a mechanical engineer, had worked for Goodyear and Ford; her younger son, a 
businessman, also worked as a barber.23

Advice from the Migrants to a Younger Generation

Prior to the interviews, I wrote a list of questions as a guide. After a few inter-
views, I typically reviewed the questions before each session, and kept the typed 
questions hidden away in my book bag. If the question list had been visible to 
the narrators, it may have discouraged them from taking the conversation in 
their own directions. I took a few notes during the interview, writing down 
follow-up questions while talking with the narrator so that I would not forget 
to cover them. With fairly unobtrusive recording equipment, the interview pro-
ceeded in a casual manner, much like a conversation. As is now the practice of 
many oral historians, I allowed the narrator to lead the story as much as possi-
ble. I found that, although venturing down an unexpected conversational path, 
the narrator and I most often covered all of the topics outlined on my guide. 
Given the one-to-two-hour space of an interview, the narrators found plenty 
of time to discuss the major storylines of their lives. I would begin by saying 
something to the effect of “tell me about your life and the work you did, and let’s 
start at the beginning.” A few inadvertent themes emerged from this method-
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ology. The last question I often asked—“Is there anything else you would like 
us to know?” or, sometimes, “Is there anything else you think people should 
understand about women and work?”—offered a serious moment of reflection 
for the narrators, an invitation for them to speak directly to a younger genera-
tion concerning life lessons. The women gave the gift of their stories in order 
to instruct younger people about the American past and provide guidance. The 
narrators’ roles as teachers were enhanced by the fact that students often accom-
panied me to the interview sessions, in a few instances asking questions near the 
end of the exchange.

The advice offered contained repeated themes. A number of women wanted 
to discuss gender roles. While almost all of the migrants had worked outside of 
their homes for pay as adults, these respondents still valued a division between 
male and female spheres. Each of the married women deferred to her husband’s 
authority to some extent, or at least regarded her husband as the head of the 
household during the marriage. Rosa Young, born in the mid-1920s, consid-
ered it acceptable if a woman worked “a little” outside of the house, as long 
as her husband maintained a position as the prime breadwinner and ultimate 
household authority. Young herself held a host of jobs, many of them factory 
positions. “I think the women should stay feminine,” she offered, “the feminine 
role, you know. And, uh, it’s all right to work, but then [not] still try to take over 
the man’s role.”24 Florence Allison concurred that some boundaries ought to be 
maintained, insisting, “I don’t think women should be a truck driver. To me, 
that’s a man job.”25 Texan Annie Mae Prosper Hunt offered an extended discus-
sion of feminism in her interviews with author and activist Ruthe Winegarten. 
Despite Hunt’s pride in raising her children by herself, she strongly believed in 
differentiated roles for men and women. She insisted, “But I don’t want no equal 
rights. I don’t want to be no man.”26

As this book concerned labor and the Second Great Migration, a number 
of respondents chose to conclude with a discussion of general advice for work-
ers. Rebecca Strom of Boston counseled, “Just find the thing you like and hang 
on there with it. Some jobs it’s not really the job, but the people you work with. 
If you can get past those obstacles, you could be happy anywhere.”27 In a similar 
vein, Creamy McKinney suggested that women should “be on time, do their 
work, the best they can do, and be kind to your customers, your people. Always 
be kind, speak, say hello, and just be friendly, you know?”28 Much of the advice 
drew on Christian religious beliefs, which figured centrally in most migrants’ 
lives and attitudes. Ruth Margaret Covington concluded, “Do the best you can 
and do it as you would do to the glory of God. Always help whenever you can 



232     reflections on the migration and a life of work

and take time out for people, because you never know how life is going to end.” 
Jacqueline Dock offered, “Do unto others as you would do unto yourself.” For 
believer Minnie Chatman, too, the most important teachings stemmed from 
the Bible. “If you look in the Bible, it will tell you, do unto others as you would 
have done unto,” Chatman stated passionately. “And if you do that, I believe He 
will bless you because He has blessed me and I feel so good about it, and I just 
be happy and I can talk until it makes you cry sometimes.” Addie Smith, born 
in North Carolina in 1924, included memories of injustice and practical advice 
in her statement:

Anything you go into, say, you go into a private home to work, I think 
you should be honest and do your job well, and be fair. And I think you 
should be straightforward with the person you’re working for and they 
should be the same with you. You should be treated humanly, you know. 
Some people don’t do that because down South, they hardly do things 
like that, you know. You wanna come in the back door or do this—I don’t 
know what they do now. But back then, I used to see people when they go 
to work, they had to go in the back, because as a child, I followed a lot of 
different things that were, you know, not right.29

Another line of commentary included admonitions aimed directly at a 
younger, black audience. Aspects of recent trends rattled the aging migrants, 
who felt they might lead to negative repercussions for the black community. 
Alverrine Parker of Grand Rapids bemoaned the fashion trend of low-riding 
pants, fearing that it revealed a disassociation between the young men who 
adopted the style and the larger American community. Parker felt the young 
men simply did not care about negative attitudes towards the style choice, and 
perhaps had little regard for their own future. Parker also expressed incredulity 
at continued racist statements made by those in power, and specifically refer-
enced Senator Trent Lott’s 2002 praise for Strom Thurmond’s 1948 campaign for 
president on a segregationist platform. Parker also posited that blacks felt dif-
ferently from how white Americans did regarding the violence of the terrorist 
acts of 9-11. Many African Americans had witnessed other violent acts, or had 
heard tales about how violence born of cultural hatred had impacted the lives of 
family members. Violence was perhaps less surprising to these Americans than 
to others. Black history, both that of lived experience and that learned through 
study and family stories, added a number of complex layers to many African 
Americans’ processing of the events of 9-11.30
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Conclusion

“My life is not dull and is not exciting; it’s just a life.”31

“That’s about my life. I just worked. I didn’t want no problems with nobody. I 
think people have to like me because I was honest.”32

“I think . . . we have God in our hearts, and if we didn’t, I don’t know how we 
would’ve made it. I really don’t.”33

“The journey has been a good one.”34

The women interviewed for this study were not overly surprised to have a re-
quest for a formal interview. One of the women had fielded such a request be-
fore. Others had books of African American history lining their coffee tables 
and bookshelves. Living through the civil rights movement, the women had 
long ago learned the importance of African American history, and the trans-
formative aspect of adding new voices to the pages of our national story. Yet 
many summarized their lives humbly. Annie Evelyn Collins characterized 
her life story by saying, “It’s just a life,” and Avezinner Dean concluded, “I just 
worked.” They could not conclude their oral histories with one meaningful an-
ecdote or an overarching tale of triumph. Social historians search out the usual 
story, the typical person, in order to get a sense of an age or a movement. The 
women featured here, who migrated north during the Second Great Migration, 
did not earn great fame, and their lives were filled with hours devoted to paid 
and unpaid labor. Sociologist Patricia Hill Collins points out, “In the context 
of Black family studies that either castigate or glorify them, the theme of how 
hard Black women work is often overlooked.”35 Scholars have heretofore devoted 
inadequate space to the black migrant women’s lived reality. These courageous 
women expressed agency in creating their lives, choosing the best options for 
themselves and their families.

African Americans rarely use the term “American Dream.” The phrase calls to 
mind immigration by choice, yet the ancestors of the vast majority of African 
Americans living in the United States in the twentieth century had traveled to 
this country on slave ships. Malcolm X provocatively declared, “I don’t see any 
American Dream; I see an American nightmare.” His remarks stood in stark con-
trast to those of Martin Luther King, who, while unblinkingly acknowledging 
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American imperfections, did speak of a great dream of racial integration in the 
decades to come. In the same 1964 speech, “The Bullet or the Ballot,” Malcolm 
X argued that he and other blacks, overtly relegated to the edges of society, were 
not even really Americans.36 In America, if one’s lived experience does not pres-
ently represent the American Dream, one at least wants to have the freedom to 
pursue it. Kept even from joining the race, some African Americans, including 
Malcolm X, critiqued the whole package of the American promise. Was it real? 
Could it be sustained? Based on whose labor and at whose expense had pros-
perity for millions come to fruition?

Black female migrants would never associate the experiences of their an-
cestors with the American Dream. Indeed, these male and female ancestors, 
many born into slavery, had lived a true American nightmare. For the migrants 
themselves, life stood somewhere between dream and nightmare. The migrants 
experienced racially motivated violence and lived with the threat of physical 
reprisal during much of their lives. The neat streets of small single-family homes 
they settled into in Detroit or the multicolored, tightly arranged rows of three 
deckers they claimed in Dorchester remained preferable to the Jim Crow South 
for most migrants, yet violence still factored into daily existence in the north-
ern cities. Neighbors rioted in the streets, the migrants repeatedly clashed with 
white urban residents, and black city dwellers feared indiscriminate police offi-
cers, quick to resort to force. Migrants frequently found the doors of employers 
and landlords shut to their inquiries. Yet they took advantage of the few door-
ways they were allowed to pass through, making the most of every opportunity, 
whatever its size. The women migrants crafted lives of great meaning—suc-
cessful lives—and provided their children even broader access to American 
opportunities.

Migrants like Lillian Clark enjoyed making quilts in their spare time. For 
Clark, the quilts represented a great achievement, and were a testament to her 
housewifery skills. She exclaimed, “I got one that was begun in 1936 and I gave 
it to my daughter. This is hers [pointing to an elaborate quilt]. I made this one. 
The names on it are embroidered on the quilt. We did a lot of that. We did every-
thing that you were supposed to do at home.”37 In the late 1990s, the Charles H. 
Wright Museum of African American History in Detroit launched an impres-
sive exhibit showcasing modern quilts made by African American women. The 
myriad of quilts, from the popular crazy quilt to patterns that drew on designs 
devised during slavery, dazzled in their complexity and the sheer determina-
tion they required. The artists used a broad array of fabrics, from the newest 
synthetic fibers to scraps handed down by family members over generations. 
Rubie Wilburn Evans, growing up in the Gholson community of central Texas, 
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remembered her mother piecing elaborate quilts of simple cotton. “They were 
usually made of cotton scraps. And they were fancy. Different, stars and first 
one thing and then the other,” Evans related. Her mother also made “britches 
quilts” for Evans’s brothers; these heavy quilts were made of the boys’ worn and 
outgrown pants.38 Ultimately, the cloth chosen did not much matter. A seam-
stress could use even the oldest or most careworn piece of cotton and produce a 
stunning coverlet, for it was the artist’s sewing skill and the overall design of the 
piece that truly affected the end result. In a manner of speaking, the same could 
also be said of the African American women’s lives. Supplied with only scraps 
from the scrap bag, the women had very little raw material with which to work. 
Yet the end product, of their own careful devising, proved impressive.

“I’m glad that you want to write on black women, though, because we have 
been working all our lives and raising our children,” commented Alverrine 
Parker. Parker asserted that African American women had stories worth com-
piling and analyzing. In the midst of the seemingly endless work that is wom-
en’s lot, few have the opportunity for extended reflection, let alone the time to 
record their insights for posterity.39 Working with the women whose stories fill 
this book proved to be one of the great honors of my life. More than any other 
research study I have yet embarked on, this work proved personally and profes-
sionally satisfying. I hope that I have sufficiently captured the wisdom imparted 
by these women, true teachers, who have generously shared their life stories.

Like the women who rallied in the 1943 protests of the racist hiring practices 
at Detroit’s industrial plants, the women interviewed for this study maintained 
a clear vision of the discriminatory practices rampant in America. While the 
northern cities did not have quite as extensive a variety of legal racial restrictions 
as the South, discrimination flourished, and, in fact, seemed more poignant to 
many migrants than the southern variety. If such deep cultural fissures existed 
in the North, where did hope reside? The northern cities were the ultimate des-
tination for the migrants; they had no new places to go in trying to seek out true 
democracy. The women had spent their lives moving. First their families had 
moved within the South, in search of better farms, looking perhaps for a setting 
where the white landowner more fairly shared profits with his sharecroppers or 
kept the books more carefully at the plantation store. Then the migrants tried 
various southern cities, drawn by urban life and economic opportunity. Mostly 
relegated to low-paying service jobs in southern urban settings, they ventured 
north, in search of higher wages, a lessened threat of violence, and a chance to 
hold one’s head up a little higher. No one really thought they would find Nirvana 
in the North. But it would have been nice for the North to have been a bit more 
hospitable than it turned out to be.
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Black women migrants headed north for a variety of reasons. Many accom-
panied husbands or fathers as the men sought placement in the northern fac-
tories. Some set off unaccompanied by men. Women migrants knew they had 
limited hope of finding their own industrial jobs in the 1940s, although they 
pursued them. When the women finally broke into industrial work in the 1950s 
and 1960s, such jobs did not offer a clear route to a stable life as they once had. 
Many of the families were just making do. Were the women content with the fact 
that their male family members had access to better paying, yet initially racially 
restricted, industrial jobs? Contentment was not an emotion expressed by the 
migrants in these interviews. They were pleased with the increased options 
for the men in their lives, but the negative attitudes towards black women, so 
apparent in hiring practices, grated terribly. Women living in cities with greater 
options for black men seemed to have more stable marriages, although the oral 
history sample size and lack of randomization cannot offer definitive answers 
regarding this point.

The migrant women moved north because they had a number of problems 
to solve and they had learned to address problems by moving. The decision to 
move proved agonizing, even when millions of other African Americans were 
also moving northward. The move had many elements that are compelling to 
view from the women’s viewpoint. The Second Great Migration is by no means 
a male-oriented story, although it has been portrayed that way.

Unfortunately, the migration did not provide a remedy to all of these fami-
lies’ difficulties. Nor were the migrants utterly convinced that they had made the 
right decision. The migrants’ children moved “back” South, to a region some 
of them had known only through visits. A few migrants themselves planned 
permanent moves to the South.

Memoirist M. J. Andersen, who relocated to the East Coast, writes of a 
longing for her former South Dakota world. She extends the lessons of her tale 
to more Americans. Anderson posits, “The great tragedy of our era was uproot-
ing and separation. But the American variety of this experience largely goes 
unnoted. Our brand of exile is assumed to be voluntary; our separation from 
family and place is believed to be freely chosen.”40 Home proves to be a wily 
concept for Americans. Many of us must relocate for economic reasons, but 
we couch these moves in the language of choice, which belittles the imperative 
behind them. Moving, especially across regions, proves emotionally unsettling. 
And the feeling of dislocation does not abate quickly, but rather persists for 
decades. Thus the migrants offered detailed memories of their childhood homes. 
They recalled each variety of plant in their mothers’ kitchen gardens. Then, too, 
with the exception of Native Americans, all people in the United States are liv-
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ing in a state of continental diaspora. (Native Americans, of course, have faced 
relocation within their home continent.) The African diaspora, with the compli-
cation of slavery, has bequeathed a tangled legacy to the descendants of slaves. 
Relatively few African Americans have found relief by moving to Africa.41 For 
African American migrants, different varieties of American regional racism 
complicated the unsettled feelings of displacement. Where then is home, where 
the promised land? At the dawn of Reconstruction, African Americans set out 
searching for a place where they could count on being treated equitably. The 
search continued during the First and Second Great Migrations. Most African 
Americans are yet to find complete social and economic justice.

The problems of working women still prove vexing. African American 
women made great strides in the job market during the last decades of the 
twentieth century. Many obtained college degrees and moved into management 
positions in business and civil service. Although most black women left domes-
tic work behind, too many still were relegated to low-paying service jobs in 
settings like hospitals, day cares, and retail sales, performing low-status tasks 
with little chance for advancement. It remained difficult to combine work and 
care for family. In the early twenty-first century, the United States remained one 
of the few industrialized nations not to offer paid maternity leave to working 
mothers. The Family and Medical Leave Act, authorized by President Bill Clin-
ton in 1993, did not go far enough, offering only unpaid leave to employees who 
gave birth to or adopted a child, needed to provide care for a relative, or were 
themselves ill. And to qualify for this benefit, employees were required to work 
for a job site with at least fifty other employees, and the employee had to have 
worked in the position for a full year before receiving benefits. As seen in the 
oral histories, migrant women often made great sacrifices in order to provide 
for their children or other relatives under their care. The migrants undertook 
this work without even the limited legal assistance of the 1993 Family and Medi-
cal Leave Act. A good many of them worked for cash wages, and were thus not 
eligible for social security based on their own labor or workers’ compensation 
payments. Caretaking responsibilities remained whether or not the federal gov-
ernment provided a safety net for caregivers.

It is truly important to expand our historical lexicon to include voices like 
those of the migrants. Their story is the story of America—the quest for a better 
life, the pursuit of freedom, the perseverance of hope despite all odds. Although 
the migrants did not live the American Dream, they never gave up on it, and 
this makes them truly Americans. In history courses across the United States, 
the First and Second Great Migration are accorded brief mention, and, at times, 
overlooked altogether. Yet the migration transformed life in northern cities, and 
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by extension, American life and culture as a whole. We need to take care to 
guard against any further loss of the artifacts and documents related to the Afri-
can American past. Because the history had been disregarded, important docu-
ments were misplaced, and our potential understanding of African American 
history is degraded. Unfortunately, those who hold personal memories of the 
Second Great Migration are now slipping from the earth, and we have fewer sto-
ries to collect. My thoughts go frequently to the women who trusted their stories 
to me, yet who will never see this book in publication. For Esther Woods and 
others, the book remains a crucial legacy. Sociologist Sudhir Alladi Venkatesh 
argues for the importance of the human voice in attesting to the histories of 
marginalized peoples:

Archives exist, but rarely do they capture the nuances of an American 
group whose life has been so selectively represented and so consistently 
expunged from full, meaningful participation in the national record. 
Indeed, any formally available source of information can never document 
a history defined by contest, resistance, and at times evasion of a public 
gaze. It is the human voice that must be carefully heard; it is personal and 
collective memory that must be tilled with rigor and then matched against 
the formal record.42

The women migrants made a way out of no way. Even when the way proved 
elusive, they forged on. By sharing their stories, they gave others a weighty gift. 
We must listen, treasuring the tales, rejoicing in the women’s personal fortitude, 
and working towards the elimination of systematic prejudice within American 
society. The women expressed agency in creating meaningful lives out of the 
limited opportunities available. Comforted by deep religious beliefs, a strong 
upbringing, and the continued support of extended family and close friends, the 
women not only survived, but did so with considerable grace and dignity.
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The author’s early exposure to housework. Photograph by Madelon Krissoff.
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Migrants, Community, and Working-Class Activism in Cleveland, 1915–45 (Urbana: University
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Living In, Living Out: African American Domestics and the Great Migration (New York:
Kodnasha America, 1991); Gertrude Lemke-Santangelo, Abiding Courage: African American 
Migrant Women and the East Bay Community (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 1996).
 3. Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (New York: Norton, 1983). In her later years,
Friedan recognized the limits that access to work had in curing American sexism. Friedan
characterized the work/family balance as the new “problem that had no name.” See Simeon
Moss, “Life Is More than Work,” Cornell News, February 23, 2001, accessed at www.news
.cornell.edu.
 4. Patricia Hill Collins, Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the 
Politics of Empowerment, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 2000), 18.
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 5. The pogroms involved physical attacks, often condoned or even aided by government
officials and police, that resulted in deaths, rapes, and pillaging within Jewish neighborhoods.
Most Russian Jews were forbidden from living in major cities and prohibited from farming,
so they tended to live in villages and make a living where they could from small business.
 6. For more discussion of the term “agency,” see philosophical discussions such as
Robert Kane, “Free Agency and the Crisis of Nature,” Journal of Consciousness Studies 12
(2005): 46–53. In history, see works on slavery including Eugene D. Genovese, Roll, Jordan, 
Roll: The World the Slaves Made (New York: Vintage Books, 1972).
 7. See Peter Gottlieb, “Rethinking the Great Migration: The Perspective from Pittsburgh,”
in Joe W. Trotter, Jr., ed., The Great Migration in Historical Perspective, 77.
 8. See “Spelman’s Independent Scholars,” http://www.spelman.edu/academics/
enrichment/independent/index.shtml.
 9. “Housework,” performed by Carol Channing and written by Sheldon Harnick, Free to 
Be . . . You and Me, Artista Records, 1972 (record) and 1983 (compact disc).
 10. Darlene Clark Hine, “International Trends in Women’s History and Feminism: Black
Women’s History, White Women’s History: The Juncture of Race and Class,” Journal of 
Women’s History (Fall 1992): 4, 125–133.
 11. For more on the construction of racial categories, see the PBS film African American 
Lives, 2005.
 12. Minnie Chatman, interview with Lisa Krissoff Boehm and Elizabeth Cote, Detroit,
Michigan, October 19, 2001.
 13. See Luisa Passerini, Fascism in Popular Memory: The Cultural Experience of the Turin 
Working Class (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 8.
 14. One narrator may have been surprised to greet a white interviewer at the door of
her home. I believe the other narrators understood that I was white before the meetings.
In the neighborhood of Detroit where this narrator resided, just seeing a white person
walking down the street could evoke comment. One could safely assume most of the day’s
interactions would be of an intraracial nature.
 15. Some Jews consider it improper to ask another to work in their place on the Sabbath.
In the shtetl villages of Eastern Europe, some families used a hired hand known colloquially
and, I feel, disrespectfully as a “Sabbath goy” to light the fire when this was forbidden on the
Sabbath. Jews could, if they wished, offer similar services to Christians on their Sabbath. And
Jews could provide services such as money lending, forbidden by Christianity at times, but
not expressly forbidden to religious Jews by their faith.

On a personal note, I was briefly hired as a cook to work with the wife of a rabbi. She
was to teach me her recipes, and I would work in her stead on the Sabbath. Having never
practiced the Sabbath as a day of complete rest, I was thrilled to have the work. I also wanted
to learn the special recipes. But I was promptly fired when my religion was discovered. The
rabbi’s wife would not hire a Jewish cook as a Sabbath breaker, even a nonobservant one.
 16. Mary Catherine Bateson, Composing a Life (New York: Plume, 1990), 10.
 17. Harold S. Kushner, foreword, in Victor Frankl, Man’s Search for Meaning (Boston:
Beacon Press, 2006), x.
 18. Robert Ross refers to the philosophical discussion surrounding the existence of
“choice under constraint” in his work. In this case, sweatshop workers choose to work for
unfair wages rather than starve. Such choice cannot really be said to be a true choice, but
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a choice under extreme constraint. See Robert Ross, Slaves to Fashion: Poverty and Abuse 
in the New Sweatshops (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2004), 324–325. Many
scholars would argue that all of our choices are mitigated by constraints, although the levels
of impediment are heavier as one proceeds downward on the rungs of class.
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