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ABSTRACT: In this interview with R.L. Kuykendall, Lela Freeman Simmons 
reminisces about growing up in Lufkin as an African American girl during the middle of 
the 20th century.  She recalls attending the segregated Carver Elementary and her teachers  
Mrs. Hackney, Mrs. Hill, Mrs. Collins, and Mrs. Bernice Harris, as well as attending 
Dunbar for High School.  She remembers the relationship between teachers and students, 
the discipline and educational expectations and the challenges that faced African 
Americans during segregation.  She discusses landmarks in Lufkin’s African American 
community including Joe’s Quarters and Lynn’s Theater, as well as interactions with 
White citizens at places like Trevathan’s drugstore.  She also talks about a sit-in at the 
Dairy Queen during the Civil Rights movement, relations between the races in Lufkin, 
and the African American community’s interactions with law enforcement and salesmen. 
 
R. L. Kuykendall (hereafter RLK): Good evening, this is R. L. Kuykendall speaking to 
Mrs. Lela Simmons and today’s date is February 21, 2004. I from time to time speak to 
some of the elder people to learn about history as it has occurred and as one would know 
that many older people, elderly people, sorry Mrs. Simmons, can give us a lot of 
information that we would not even thing about what happened and things and what went 
on is what I’m trying to find out from her the kind of things that went on in Lufkin, 
Texas. You were born in Lufkin Mrs. Simmons?  
 
Lela Simmons (hereafter LS):   That is correct. 
 
RLK:  See she can tell us quite a bit. The next voice you will hear will be that of Mrs. 
Lela Simmons. Mrs. Simmons if you would kind of think back from day one, as you 
know day one, your age and things about your parents, your schooling and we will just 
work on up from that point.  
 
LS:  All right, my name is Lela Simmons but my maiden name is Freeman. I was born 
here in Lufkin, right here on Laurel Avenue right where Rudd Cleaners has his business. 
I was born January 01, 1935. I am 69 years old. I went to Carver Elementary School, 
which is now torn down. I left there; I went to Dunbar which is now Garrett Primary 
School.  
 
RLK:  Mrs. Simmons, may I kind of back up a little bit? Tell us something that you can 
remember when you were at Carver Elementary School. The kind of things that went on, 
maybe you can think about what happens in an elementary school today as your 
knowledge goes and what may have been different at the time you were going.  
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LS:  At Carver Elementary we had Mrs. Hackney, Mrs. Hill, Mrs. Collins, Mrs. Bernice 
Harris, Mrs….her name went away from me. I’ll come back to that. In that era we had 
teachers that taught us. We had respect for that teacher. If we were out of line they 
corrected us. The parents even gave them permission to chastise you if you needed it. It’s 
not like today. We did not talk back. We were mannerable children. If we saw an adult, 
no matter how old that person was, we gave them respect. With the era now there is not 
too much respect going on. We had all kinds of activities at Carver. We played 
basketball. We played softball, girls and boys, and I happened to play the drums when I 
was in Carver. We had a little band. Mrs. Austerine Gilbert was another one of the 
teachers at Carver. 
 
RLK:  This was at first grade or kindergarten?  
 
LS:  This was first grade. We didn’t have kindergarten back then. We went to the first 
grade when I went to school, started school. You went to the first grade and there you 
went through the sixth grade there and then you came to Dunbar.  
 
RLK:  Okay, let me ask you this even though there was no kindergarten at Carver were 
there other schools, daycares or something like that you could have attended before 
getting into?  
 
LS:  We didn’t have daycare at that particular time.  
 
RLK:  No type of schooling before that?  
 
LS:  No type of schooling before that. The only type of schooling you got before that was 
from your parents. 
 
RLK:  Okay.  
 
LS:   That was your schooling and at church. That is where you got your schooling and 
from the ministers and their wives and the people in the church and of course at home. 
And whereas when I was growing up as a small child at five o’clock you were home for 
supper and we sat down at the table and had prayer together before we had a meal. We 
had places to get hamburgers but you had to put your head through a little window.  
 
RLK:  Okay, let’s hold that point. That is a good point and I want to hear about that. 
Between kindergarten or first grade and sixth tell me some of the kind of things that took 
place in your school.  
 
LS:  Well naturally we were segregated and but…we were segregated, we were supposed 
to be equal but we weren’t. But we had to have the books we got were second handed 
books from the whites.  
 
RLK:  What do you mean second hand?  
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LS:  The white kids had the books first and then they passed them on over to us.  
 
RLK:  What kind of conditions were the books in?  
 
LS:  Well they were fairly decent. They weren’t old raggedy books. I guess they had 
them two or three years before they passed them on down to us when they decided they 
would get new books. That is where we would get our books from. Mrs. Hackney was the 
principal there. But now we played with the white kids. We could go to their homes and 
they could come to ours.  
 
RLK:  Okay, about what time of year are we speaking? Not, time what year are we 
speaking?  
 
LS:  ’44 and ‘45, in that era. And, of course you…like I said, you played with the white 
kids. They came to your house and they ate at your table. As a child I could go to the 
white man’s house and sit down and eat with his children but as you grew older you 
knew there was something different.  
 
RLK:  In terms of school some of the fifth grade, sixth grade, fourth grade what kind of 
differences did you maybe find there? Did you see anything in particular that maybe 
happened that you would recognize, I’m in another grade, I’m in fourth grade, I’m in fifth 
grade? I mean certain things that happened on that level that didn’t happen on the lower 
level in school that is?  
 
LS:  It was just an honor to even pass, to make the next grade, make it to the next grade. 
Because there were a lot of kids that were held back because they didn’t have shoes, you 
know, or clothes to go to school. Most of my friends, their parents had four or five or six 
children and they were all not able to go to school. They could go to school but they 
didn’t have the clothes, you know and you know how kids back then they made fun of 
children. A child if you want your feelings hurt they are the cruelest people in the world. 
Me being an only child I could go to school, you know, and other kids in my 
neighborhood some of them went and they went when they wanted to and to make a 
grade it was a joy to make your grade. Like spelling bees and math test if you made the 
highest grade, you know, oh boy you were really, really happy to do that. I can remember 
so well I was the little peanut queen. I think I was in the second grade and we were 
celebrating George Washington Carver’s birthday and they had this…somebody made a 
big peanut float and I sat on the peanut.  
 
RLK:  Was this a parade?  
 
LS:  This was a parade.   
 
RLK:  In town or just on campus?  
 
LS:  Just down Paul Street and Adam Street, you know, and Chestnut which was there. 
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RLK:  Just the location of the school.  
 
LS:  Yes, around Carver, Paul and Chestnut and Adams, that is where Carver was.  
RLK:  Okay.  
 
LS:  That was the little area they let us have, well I’m presuming that is what they let 
them do or what they said that they could go with it. But I can’t remember the year but 
there I was that little peanut queen sitting on this peanut with a little white dress on. I can 
remember that. I was scared to death. Let me see, if you’ll stop your tape I got a picture 
of me, of myself the day they took the…but it’s not on the peanut it’s just a picture that 
my mom took me to have the picture made at that particular time. This was a huge 
peanut, on a white…somebody had a flatbed truck and they had something, I guess it was 
paper around it, white paper around it, you know. I just remember it was a T-model 
pulling it or somebody’s horse and buggy pulling it but somewhere along the way there 
that is all I can remember about that.  
 
RLK:  Let me just interrupt. Do you think at this time World War II was going on? I’m 
trying to get a setting in terms of…  
 
LS:  I think so. I believe so. I believe World War II was going in. Was it 44?  
 
RLK:  It ended in ’45.  
 
LS:  Okay, I know it would have to be going on because, let me say this, my stepfather 
was in service and my mother’s brother was in service and they had the rationing stamps 
where you got the sugar and the flour and the shoes, you know, all those kinds of things 
you had to have a stamp for it, you know. And if you did not use that stamp within that 
month of whatever, I don’t know if it was a month or whatever, but if you did not use that 
stamp in that allotted time you lost it.  
 
RLK:  Well let me ask you, do you think that making use of the stamp or not having a 
stamp had anything to do whether persons were able to attend school? Can you connect 
that to maybe why some were not going?  
 
LS:  No, because there were not a lot of people, I mean their parents were not in service. 
Some of them were and some of them weren’t so I couldn’t atone to saying that those that 
I knew because I think my stepfather, that I can remember, was the only man in that 
particular neighborhood and my uncle was in service. It probably was a lot more but I 
can’t recall that. So, after…I’m trying to remember what all went on at Carver. Okay, 
like they would I guess it was the government would bring this can[ned] milk to school. 
Every morning we had to drink a can of this condensed can milk. Now why they had us 
drink this I do not know, but every morning at school we drank this after we said the 
Pledge [of] Allegiance and had a little prayer. Then Mother Hill would always bring a 
head of…Effie Hill, we called her Mother Hill, and she would always bring lettuce to 
school. She would be the one with her legs crossed sitting at her desk while we were 
doing other little things, she would have us doing reading, and she would sit there and eat 
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this lettuce. We would always ask her why are you eating this lettuce like that, she would 
just eat lettuce. She would say it’s healthy for you. Well we children would see 
somebody’s garden when we get out of school we would go in somebody’s garden and 
get the head of lettuce. We would try that but we didn’t like it, you know. It was just 
things adults did in those times. That is what I said but now, people had gardens. 
Everybody had a garden, just about it. When we would leave school we would go down 
the road skipping a rock or whatever and somebody would say, “let’s go in their garden.” 
“No don’t do that.” We would go in that garden and we would get tomatoes, onions, just 
being devilish. That is what children did in my time. That was their bad thing, you know. 
This was the little bad things we did and somebody would say, “get out of my garden I’m 
going to tell your momma.” 
 
RLK:  No police?  
 
LS:  No police, all they had to do was come out and you went on. If they called you back, 
if they knew who you were and they called you back you came back to see what they 
wanted and they might test you a little bit. They might say, “next time you do this I’m 
going to get you.” That was all to that but never the police. The only time we had the 
police is like when we would go berry picking and the white kids would want to take our 
berries and of course I was very mean and if anybody bothered me I would just get them 
off of me. I went berry picking and this little white boy kept telling me he was going to 
take my berries, he was going to take my berries. I said no, no, no, get away from me and 
he picked up my bucket and I just picked me a rock up and I hit him upside the head with 
it. (laughter) I skinned his head real good. That is the only time the police came to my 
mother. And, he told her, he said that this child said I hit him and she asked him why did 
I hit him and he told the truth. He said “I was taking her berries.” So, he said, “well you 
didn’t tell me this.” He wasn’t supposed to be bothering me either so nothing happened.  
 
RLK:  Well let me ask you something. It seems that you were leaving school walking in 
the same direction did you live pretty much in the same neighborhood?  
 
LS:  See Carver was on Adam and you come up Adams and hit Paul go one block down 
and turn on Lining Street and that is Joe’s Quarters. We were the only people, black 
people, I say anywhere in East Texas lived in Joe’s Quarters and had a picture show.  
 
RLK:  Now this is during your early school years between… 
 
LS:  Second, third. 
 
RLK:  …were there any different kinds of things happening that was not happening in 
the early part of school just because you were in the sixth grade or activities that you 
experienced that you did not experience in the lower grades?  
 
LS:  Not really. I can’t say because school was fun. You get up in the morning going to 
school and you wanted to be there. It wasn’t somewhere I didn’t want to be, you know 
and my mother didn’t have to worry about me going to school anytime.  
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RLK:  Do you think most of the kids felt this way?  
 
LS:  Most of the kids, all of them wanted to go to school.  
 
RLK:  Would you say that maybe those that could not go as frequent as they wanted to 
that they did miss not being there?  
 
LS:  Yes, they wanted to go. Some of them had to stay out because they had to work and 
help around the house. The mother had to go to work because they had too many children 
at home. I’m not sure how much the salaries were that the fathers were making at the mill 
because there was a sawmill down the street there from us on Paul and one across from 
Reverend Simmons’ church now. It is out there at Lufkin Land now and kids from…well 
this side of town, I say north Lufkin, they had Brandon. You didn’t…kids from Joe’s 
Quarters, I would say, you had to have permission to come on this side of town unless 
you were going to school. At that particular time we weren’t going to school at Brandon 
because when you left Brandon you went to Dunbar.  
 
RLK:  Let me ask you something, you say Joe’s Quarters what?  
 
LS:   That is a neighborhood that is on Lining and Rhodes.  
 
RLK:  Rose?  
 
LS:  Rhodes, R-h-o-d-e-s and right now it is the Inez Tim’s apartments.  
 
RLK:  Okay. Why was it called Joe’s Quarters?  
 
LS:  Because Joe Stefano, he had a store there on the corner of Chestnut and Rhodes and 
his home next to it and he had these houses and they were called Joe’s Quarters. Like on 
Adams Street they were called the Stroud Quarters. Stroud had a sawmill and this is 
where most of the men in that area right around in there worked for this Stroud man. I 
can’t think of his first name but I know that is what we called Stroud Quarters.   
 
RLK:  Were Joe and Stroud owners of these houses?  
 
LS:  They were the owners of the houses.  
 
RLK:  That is how the name came about these particular houses.  
 
LS:  Yes, Joe had the store and Stroud had the mill plus Joe had the picture show, Mr. 
Stefano. I don’t know what nationality that is. Italian I think but like I said we were the 
only area that had a picture show in that neighborhood.  
 
RLK:  Have we pretty much gotten out of the elementary school setting now?  
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LS:  Yes. 
 
RLK:  So from there you went to?   
 
LS:  Dunbar.  
 
RLK:  Where was Dunbar located and what grade level was Dunbar?  
 
LS:  Dunbar was there where Garrett is right now. It was seventh through the twelfth, 
seventh grade through the twelfth and the location was on Leach Street because where 
Kurth Drive is now wasn’t anything but a field.  
 
RLK:  We are still talking about the forties right?  
 
LS:  Yes, because Leach Street, that is right that is Leach Street. Dunbar was sitting on 
Leach Street. That was the front of the building, yes. First Baptist was sitting right across 
the street in that same spot where it is today and so was the Tims Funeral Home.  
 
RLK:  You say where it is today before it moved to the new building.  
 
LS:  Okay, Tims was in the old Masonic Lodge building. It used to be owned by Pace. It 
used to be Pace’s Funeral Home and Mr. Pace passed.  
 
RLK:  Was he black or white?  
 
LS:  He is black. After he passed because Tims was working with him and Mr. Pace 
passed and of course… 
 
RLK:  I. D. Tims?  
 
LS:  I. D. Tims, he is not a senior because he didn’t have a junior but it was I. D. And 
I.D. went to Dunbar and graduated from there after he got out of service. I don’t know 
what year he graduated but all I know is that they told me he was in that, you know, 
graduated from Dunbar. What was next to…and on this side was Simond’s Café, Percy 
Simond’s mother.  
 
RLK:  It was on the side of the school.  
 
LS:  It was on the side of the school. Mrs. Simond fed a many a kid from that little 
building of hers. That is where they got the school lunches. If a kid couldn’t bring his 
peanut butter or whatever that is where you got your lunch if your parent didn’t bring you 
something to eat. I think it was only a dime or fifteen cents.  
 
RLK:  Well let me ask you, are we seeing now Dunbar what is this junior high, high 
school or what?  
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LS:  Dunbar was junior and senior high combined and you had the seventh grade to the 
twelfth grade.  
 
RLK:  Tell me some of your experiences being there after leaving elementary and going 
over there just start discussing some of the things about it.  
 
LS:  Going to Dunbar in the seventh grade there was I would say approximately 250 of 
us because I came from Carver and then there were kids came from Brandon and going to 
Dunbar was a big change.  
 
RLK:  Those were the only two schools that fed into Dunbar?  
 
LS:  Yes.  
 
RLK:  No other schools existed?  
 
LS:  No, not at that time, nobody but Carver and Brandon.  
 
RLK:  What were some experiences at Dunbar seventh grade through twelfth grade? 
 
LS:  Well seventh grade was a new experience but we had all of our kids, everybody 
knew everybody. I had a teacher named Helen Davis. I don’t guess too many of us cared 
too much for her because we couldn’t do fractions and she didn’t give us enough time to 
try to take care of that. She…but we learned under her and she was a music teacher too 
and we had this little song called Zing Zing Zitty Zitty Boom Boom A. (laughter) I said I 
would never forget that song. We had a basketball team up there but you couldn’t play on 
the basketball team until you got in the ninth grade because that was considered as high 
school then.  
 
RLK:  Well did anything interesting that you can remember happening while you were in 
junior high? Sometimes people think of junior high as the rough years. 
 
LS:  Well yes because the lessons got harder and I can’t remember the year, that 
particular year Billie Boone, this Mrs. Janie Boone was a teacher and she had two 
children Billie and Bubba Boone. I was in the eighth grade. That is what it was. I was in 
the eighth grade is when Billie Boone and I can’t remember this girl’s name that was 
liking the same boy, but Billie was two grades ahead of me. Seems like to me I would run 
with the older kids, you know, myself and Margie Allen seems like we got to run with the 
older group of girls and boys. And, somehow or another we were there and there was a 
fight and of course a knife came up and there was a killing and I can’t…  
 
RLK:  At school?  
 
LS:  At school. I can’t remember this child’s name that Billie stabbed her with a knife, 
but it was over Reverend Simmons’ son. I never will forget his name either. That was a 
very, very hard year for the whole school.  
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RLK:  That is what I was fixing to ask you, some of the reactions of that occurrence 
during the school day or the following year.   
 
LS:  Well, back then the teachers would just tell you to go to your room and be quiet, you 
know. They didn’t really want you to talk about it because Mrs. Boone was a teacher and 
she was a teacher at that school and that was her child. And it was like I said it was a very 
hard year that year. You just couldn’t really get into it. The activities were not as spirit-
filled as they normally were, you know basketball. That is all we had was basketball and 
football and the band and then we really didn’t have a band we just had drums and a few 
instruments. Not a whole lot. I can’t remember what year it was that Dunbar attended.   
 
RLK:  It was ‘63. Let me ask you, what happened to the person that did the stabbing?  
 
LS:  They sent her to a girl school.  
 
RLK:  Did she ever return?  
 
LS:  Yes, she sure did.  
 
RLK:  Is she around now?  
 
LS:  No, she is in California but they did nothing, you know, there wasn’t anything done 
because this was a black person and, you know, that was just another one of us out of the 
way. It was real, real…when I got to high school I really knew what prejudice was 
because I knew what being called a “nigger” was.  
 
RLK:  Why so?  
 
LS:  Because I was called one. I went to Trevathan’s Drug Store and this same Trevathan 
that has a grandson on the police force now, which is a good friend of mine now, but we 
went to his drugstore to get a soda and we were going to go in there and just sit down like 
we saw the other kids, the white kids were hanging out, it was a few of us had parents 
could give us fifteen cents and we could go downtown and spend it if you wanted to. That 
is my first experience with being called a nigger at Trevathan’s Drugstore. They asked 
us…let me see how did they say it, “what do you niggers think y’all going to do sit down 
in here, we serve niggers but we don’t let them sit down” something to that effect.  
 
RLK:  Let me ask you, why did you think just because you had the money you could do 
that? Nothing else had happened in your life or to your parents or to other people that 
would have told you that…you knew the school was different, but there was nothing that 
suggested to you that if I go downtown I have to stay in my place as such? What made 
you think that just because you had money that you could?  
 
LS:  Well if you really want to know the truth it’s because most of the time everywhere I 
went my mother was with me. She carried me and because my mother was the chef cook 
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at Angelina Hotel all the white people knew her. I would say the upstairs white folks 
knew her, you know, and they knew me and I was always with her but we never really 
went into the drugstore and sat down or whatever. It never dawned on me to even ask 
because I was in another little world where I was. Down where I lived because we had 
picture show there was popcorn, ice cream and at church we always made polly pop, it’s 
Kool-Aide now but it was polly pop when I was a kid. We made polly pop, Kool-Aide, 
ice cream and cookies at Long Chapel. Then there was Mrs. Bradley up the street right 
there from Long Chapel. We called her Auntie and she had this car, she was a beautician 
but she always worked with the kids and she carried us around everywhere we wanted to 
go, everywhere or I guess wherever we were suppose to go and that shielded us from, you 
know, being called these names. I don’t guess they carried us anywhere they thought 
somebody would say something to us. That is why I said when I was in after about 
seventh or eighth grade is when I went, my mother started letting me venture out just a 
little bit by myself. I wasn’t with her all the time and Mrs. Bradley as I said, we called her 
Auntie she always, always, had something for us to do. The church…after you got 
through with school you were there with her and Mrs. Hicks, Mrs. Perkins, Mrs. Rye, my 
grandmother and Mrs. Mary Williams, Mrs. Hackney. And Mrs. Hackney, Lois, you 
know, they had something for us to do after you left school and there were just so many 
things that we could go back and do. I can’t even think of what I’m trying to say. I can 
visualize it but I can’t say what I’ve got pictured in my mind to say. 
 
But, I knew what it was to be black and I knew what it was to be called nigger and after 
that we just stayed right there in that little center where we were. We knew these people 
didn’t want you there; you stayed away because you didn’t want to be hurt anymore 
because that is a hurting thing to be called something like that.  
 
RLK:  You said you had a movie in Joe’s Quarters so you didn’t make attempts to go 
downtown because you had one in your neighborhood.  
 
LS:  Now they had the Lynn’s Theater downtown and it was nine cents to go there then. 
Of course black people sat at the top and the whites sat at the bottom. There was this one 
lady that took up tickets there. I went to that show because you could sit there and see 
that Roy Rogers over and over and over, over and over and over for that nine cents as 
long as you get home before dark. There was this one lady and she hated black folks with 
a passion. Now, that is where you got called a nigger, there too! But, then…let me see 
how to say that…if you just go there and put your nine cents down and she would look at 
you and say “are you older than” how old were you suppose to be twelve, I don’t know, 
she would look at you and say “how old are you” and you would tell her how old you 
were “no you are older than that” you know, you suppose to pay, you know, but you 
could say “I know how old I am” but she hated you. She lived right up here on Abney. 
She is one of those Ray’s that is kin to this Ray’s Drive-In. But we went to that show but 
then we also had our own Joe’s show.  
 
RLK:  Okay, are we out of high school yet?  
 
LS:  No, we haven’t got out of high school yet.  
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RLK:  I remember you telling me something that you were a majorette or something.  
 
LS:  I was a drum major in the tenth grade.  
 
RLK:  Was that a good experience?  
 
LS:  That was a very good experience because I loved it!  
 
RLK:  You want to talk about it?  
 
LS:  Oh sure, oh boy it was real thrilling because Dunbar was always winning. Dunbar 
was the winningest team in town and of course it really was a good thing. I enjoyed it. I 
got to experience a lot of things when we would go out of town and we would get on the 
bus. We had our little uniform for the drum major before we got the band uniforms when 
Carl Martin came is when we really, really got the newer uniforms but before then we 
had Mrs. Billie Allan made our uniforms for us. The little white short dress with the long 
sleeves and of course Lufkin High School over here had some cast-off uniforms and cast-
off hats, you know, from previous band members. They gave them to Dunbar – of course 
we were still getting scraps and when Carl Martin came, I don’t know if you remember 
when Carl Martin came, anyway that is when we first got new drum major and majorette 
uniforms. It was just thrilling. It was just fun, enjoyable. We had a good time. We looked 
forward to stepping out on the field, look forward to it, it was real good. I didn’t have a 
problem with it.  
 
RLK:  Okay, we still haven’t got out of high school yet. Mention some other things.  
 
LS:  Well what else did we do? Oh well Maggie McCoy had all kinds of drama. This was 
before we left Dunbar on Leach Street now because we still were playing basketball on 
dirt. We played basketball on dirt, real dirt, not any kind of cement. We didn’t have an 
enclosure. This is all we had and we were…Dolores Wilkins, myself and I can’t 
remember all…Annette Lamb and I think Jessie Carrington, we were all in this little 
island place that Maggie had. She was always dreaming up these exotic dances and things 
that you had to do. She would make the little costumes we had to wear. She was just a 
fantastic lady. I think we liked all of our teachers. I can’t recall us having any teachers we 
just really didn’t like. We just gave some of them a harder time than we did the others, 
like Mr. Carter. Mr. Travis Carter we didn’t want to stay in his room. All I had to do was 
cough.  
 
RLK:  Cough?  
 
LS:  Yes, and if he said “get up, get up” he didn’t want you getting germs on him. I can 
recall in his room if you were taking a test and when he said stop if you had a T to cross 
or an I to dot when he said stop you better stop because if you crossed that T or dotted 
that I he would take your paper. I don’t know how he could see out of all the kids in there 
but he knew which kid didn’t stop writing when he said and he would come get your 
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paper, snatch it and tear it up. I mean it was strange but that is the way he was. If you 
were failing a test and you thought you were failing and you weren’t going to make the 
grade well you could go there and talk to him. “Mr. Carter I can’t fail, you can’t fail me I 
got to have this grade, my parents ain’t gonna have this.” You could talk to him and he 
would give you the grade. I mean if you were actually failing he wasn’t going to but just 
being nonchalant and you know how children are in school. 
 
TAPE STOPPED 
END OF SIDE ONE 
 
RLK:  I believe you are almost out of high school or you are out of high school. No 
longer are you being shielded from the world as such as it existed in Lufkin, Texas. I 
would like for you to relate to me your experiences, some hear says or whatever of things 
that were actually going on at that time because now you are in the real world. Just talk to 
me about those kinds of things.  
 
LS:  Okay after high school I told my parents I didn’t want to go to college right then and 
I wanted to go and live with my aunt in Houston. I wanted to see what the world…the 
other side of the world looked like, you know. I wanted to be free because I guess I 
wanted to be free from being held all the time so, I went to Houston. And I went to work 
in one of the hospitals and I was a nurse’s aide there for awhile. I decided I wanted to 
become a nurse, but I worked there for quite some time and came back to Lufkin. I 
decided to go to school and they had a course at memorial and I took the LVN course at 
Memorial along with Angelina College and I came out to be an LVN. Then here it is the 
real world and of course I know some things that happened here in Lufkin that is not 
pretty. The thing that happened here is one old man that I still have a piece of paper, I 
have a picture somewhere, I’m going to find it but I can’t think of his name. It seems like 
it’s right on the tip of my tongue but my grandmother told me about this. This old man 
was in jail and they shot him while they were in jail. That picture showed, when they put 
it in the paper it ran with him lying in the pool of blood just there on the floor and didn’t 
see anybody else around him, you know, trying to give him any aid. These are some of 
the ugly things I can say that my grandmother told me about but this I saw.  
 
The other thing I can relate to is that my grandmother said that Thelma Graham, who is 
my grandmother, who was my grandmother, she said black people would come to Lufkin 
on the train and if the white people saw them here they would get on the train and beat 
them off. They had to pull the shade down when they got to Lufkin in order for them not 
to see them. This I didn’t know, but she told me about this, you know.  
 
Then there was another incident that I knew about and I was grown when this happened. 
Mrs. Odessa Purvis, I don’t know what her husband’s first name was, I think it was 
Sterling, he worked at the Foundry and some of the white men there playing a joke on 
him put this air hose up his rear and blowed him up, as a joke. Now if that wasn’t hostile 
I don’t know what was.  
 
RLK:  Do you know what may have happened to the guys who did this?  
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LS:  I don’t think really anything happened to them. I don’t remember them saying they 
gave them any kind of time or if they fired them or that they were arrested or anything.  
 
RLK:  Well what do you remember about the relationship between black and white as 
you knew it?  
 
LS:  Black and white in some instances they had good working relationships. It all 
depended on what you wanted from the white man. Now, they say you have a place. I say 
as long as this black man went along and tipped his hat he could get along with them and 
they would, if you wanted to borrow some money you had to have another white man 
that knew you very well before you could get any money or you could go borrow some 
money, you know, those kinds of things. Like if you went downtown you could go and 
borrow you some money on your signature. Black people couldn’t do that back then to 
my knowledge. You had these people come around to your door and sell you sheets and 
pots and pans and collect from you say like once a week, you know. I know they were 
doubling the price on whatever they were selling you.  
 
RLK:  These were whites?  
 
LS:  These were white people. They didn’t allow you to be a peddler. If you did you had 
to peddle in the black neighborhood. You couldn’t peddle in the white neighborhood. I 
can remember old man Albert Caesar, he was a black man, he sold ice. Him and a white 
man sold ice too but old man Caesar happened to go in the white quarters to sell some ice 
and they got into an argument and of course old man Caesar stabbed him but somehow or 
another they didn’t bother him. I don’t know why but they didn’t bother him, the police 
didn’t bother him. There was a territorial thing I guess, I don’t know. Like, now there is a 
million Mexicans here and when I was growing up there wasn’t but about five or ten 
Mexicans living here and, they stayed to themselves. They only visited with black people, 
why I don’t know. They were out in Lufkin Land because my uncle had a farm out there 
and he grew everything. I guess he would grow meat if he could have. He grew every 
kind of vegetable that you wanted. I would go out there on the weekends and I made 
some friends out there with him. They would make their moonshine and what is that 
other stuff? You put it in a pot, hominy, hominy, it’s corn. You boil it in a pot and they 
would have that hominy and beer. They would make that beer with something called 
hops. I can remember my daddy’s mother, right up here on Leach Street, she and Mrs. 
Emma Weaver they made home brew and hominy on Leach Street. Because back then 
they said at that time the law said that they could do it if they were just making it for 
themselves.  
 
RLK:  Is this a still or what? Well when you say the law what kind of relationships or 
relationship did the blacks have with the police? 
 
LS:  It was very bad. It was very bad because any time the police saw a black man, say 
for instance he was in his car he always stopped a black man, and anywhere he went he 
stopped a black man. It was just a bad relationship. That is all I could attest to because 
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they were always putting black people in jail. Very rarely, if it was you didn’t know it, 
I’ll say it like that, you didn’t know any whites were in jail because every weekend the 
jailhouse was full of black men. As long as I can remember there has always been the law 
here in Lufkin been putting black men in jail. It is not a good working relationship.  
 
RLK:  Well let me ask you this since you put it that way. Was there any kind of 
relationship that you could think of good, bad, right or wrong for black women?   
 
LS:  No, because black women, the police, that was their favorite prey for black women.  
 
RLK:  What do you mean prey?  
 
LS:  Well they took them for their women and they had children by them.  
 
RLK:  Did this appear to be a willing thing on the part of the black woman?  
 
LS:  Yes, in some of them, in some of them and then in some instances it was just 
because they had to, a have to thing. Some of the women that I know of and the children 
are here it was just automatic. I mean you know it was just one of those things that they 
wanted to do. It is just like the insurance man, you know, the insurance man used to come 
around to people’s houses to the black folks house and sell them a thousand dollar policy 
for twenty five dollars a week and it wasn’t only suppose to be but a dollar a month but 
they took…because I’ll say the reason that this was the black man didn’t read the fine 
print. He just bought this insurance because Mr. Charlie said this is what you need.  
 
RLK:  Were you about to say that there was something possibly with the insurance man 
and the black woman in terms of payments or something?  
 
LS:  Yes sir.  
 
RLK:   What do you think? 
 
LS:  Well black woman that was the way she should pay the bill.  
 
RLK:  Can you think of any particular thing that you know in terms of this? I mean we 
know this is an assumption in many cases but can you think of any situation where, not 
names we don’t need names, but where you know that this actually…that it was going on.  
 
LS:  I do. I’m trying to see how I can tell you this without relaying who this is. Well, let 
me back up. I had an aunt in Houston and we were going to see this aunt and every time 
this aunt would come up she would want to go see her people here. Well, this aunt was 
white, you know, she was just like a white woman but she was black with hair down her 
back, you know. Of course I would always ask the question “why in the world would she 
want to come from Houston and go see them for” you know. I kept every time she come I 
would ask that question because she would want to go see this same set of people. Finally 



© Copyright 2012 THE HISTORY CENTER            Lela Simmons              Interview 235a 

 
15 of 18   

one day my grandmother said “well that is her brother.” She told me that was her brother. 
I said “oh okay, now I know.”  
 
Then there was this other case where there was a minister’s daughter and the girl is alive 
today. She is black but she is white. She is more white than she is black and she had two 
kids by this particular man, insurance man. One the boy is retarded and her sister, these 
are educated people, teachers, so what I’m saying is it doesn’t have to be the little low 
totem pole person. So, the girl is in New York and of course the boy is dead now and his 
aunt is too and they both belonged down there to where I go to church but they moved to 
Houston. This lady, his aunt, was fluent in Spanish and she taught at Texas Southern. So 
these are some of the things that I know in my lifetime that I have seen that I can say 
things about. And after being grown I can also remember the first time that Dairy Queen 
over here that used to be across from Brookshire Brothers on Timberland, Mrs. Kent 
Houston’s mother was doing hair and he was in high school and he came in all puffed up 
telling his mother and father “come on we need to go over here and sit down we going to 
have a sit in at this Dairy Queen.” Mrs. Houston asked him she said, “boy have you lost 
your mind, you can’t do this.” And he said, “yes we are going to do it.” This was Kent, 
M. L. and some more and his brother Joe, his sister was doing my hair and she said, “do 
you see that he is crazy, he can’t do that.” His daddy said, “let him go but I’m not going 
down there to get him out of jail because that is what they are going to do.” This was in 
the sixties and he said that is what they are going to do, they are going to put him in jail. 
But they went over there. I can remember it so vividly. They went over there and yes they 
carried them down to jail and at that same time D. Colwell, they had arrested D. Collwell 
but I guess they arrested Mr. D. for doing something else but Lou Berta Richardson had 
went down to get M. L. out and I guess she said this officer called, said something to Mr. 
D. and it didn’t set well with him and she said all she could see was dust flying because 
D. Colwell had that police down whopping him good as he wanted to. There was some 
black people here in Lufkin they didn’t care anything for these people wearing pistols or 
being an officer. They would fight them and he was one of them. He didn’t care…he was 
just a little bit shorter than you are. I don’t know if you ever knew D. Colwell but he was 
a carpenter and everybody in town knew Mr. D. but maybe he might have been fighting 
or something but anyway he didn’t care anything about the police. He was just one of 
those type persons so, after the sit in over here at Dairy Queen I believe that is the time 
that we started to organize some things here in Lufkin to try to get better things for 
Dunbar along with Coach Redd and Candace Beamon and Dorothy Clark, of course 
myself and Cloristine Ward, Arbella. What was Arbella’s name? I don’t know what her 
name was. She was a cook at the Country Club. These were the people that tried to make 
things better for some of the people. Well I’ll just say this, they were trying to make 
things better for black people but they were also trying to make things better for the 
school. You know as well as I know we had a hard row to hoe with these superintendents 
and the school system.  
 
RLK:  Let me ask you about this then; was there a great problem with black men finding 
jobs?  
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LS:  Yes sir, it sure was. The only place they could find a job, most of them, was at the 
foundry and then they had the dirtiest jobs, you know, the lowest pay, the meager. They 
didn’t get top positions.  
 
RLK:  Did it have anything to do with education, or education and racial?  
 
LS:  Education and racial.  
 
RLK:  So one part could be held against them in terms of the lack of education and the 
other could have been the racial aspect.  
 
LS:  Well more racially than anything, you know, and which today it is still that way, 
right now, you know. I see that in school. It is still that way. I mean they are saying we 
want more minorities but what are you doing to get more minorities. I will say this and 
being truthfully I know for a fact that I know somebody that graduated from here, born 
and raised here, I know two or three of them that went to school and came back and these 
people did not asked them, you know, they did not give them a position here. They 
wanted to stay home but by not being asked they up and left.  
 
RLK:  Do you think they applied?  
 
LS:  I know they applied. I can tell you one because they applied but, you know, they are 
gone to Fort Worth now.  
 
RLK:  Working?  
 
LS:  They are working and right now she is going to administrator now. I said to her, 
“you are too little to be where you are, those kids are going to whip you to death.” She 
said, “no I got second and third grades. But, there is prejudice here in Lufkin and it is still 
prejudice here in Lufkin.  
 
RLK:   What about the Klan?  
 
LS:  There’s some Klan people here in Lufkin.  
 
RLK:  Did anything ever show itself or you just know the attitudes of people giving the 
impression that they might belong to? Has anything happened in Lufkin or shown up that 
may have appeared and done some damage?  
 
LS:  It’s some Klan here, but they’re undercover with it but it is here, it is here.  
 
RLK:  Okay, let me jump to this. There is such a thing as the 19th of June, tell me about 
the 19th of June.  
 
LS:  Oh lord!  
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RLK:  Tell me about the 19th of June from the day you knew of the 19th of June and all 
kinds of activities and things that took place.  
 
LS:  All right! Oh boy I can tell you about the 19th of June, you know they say you were 
free, “Free at Last, thank god almighty I’m free at last” 19th of June out there on Paul just 
where Sears is now today that was a sawmill. Now, Max Wortham gave everybody the 
day off.  
 
RLK:  Who was he?  
 
LS:  He was the owner of the mill. They had all kinds of beer, all kinds of red soda water, 
barbecue of all descriptions. They had watermelon, whatever it took to make homemade 
ice cream. There was somebody that made homemade ice cream. There was somebody 
that barbecued all night long just for that particular thing. 
 
RLK:  What kind of activities?  
 
LS:  Oh they had baseball, you know, the men played baseball, and they had these little 
nailing contest, you know, see who could nail the most nails the fastest and it so 
happened one year that my husband won it. They had the basketball, I mean volleyball 
and of course you had a basketball but we just had a little goal that you shoot hoops in 
and then you had the bobbing for apples. They had a little thing called skeet shoot, you 
know, where they would shoot guns and things, shoot something and knock it down. 
What else did they have for 19th of June? Everywhere the black man worked the 19th of 
June they let him off. That was his day. Now, like now they don’t particularly care to let 
you off for the 19th but back then everywhere a black man worked he got off for the 19th 
of June. But, now you say the 19th of June well that is just another day. They don’t care 
anything about that but, that was the time everybody thought they were free. You could 
just have a good time. All kinds of drinks and eats and cokes everywhere, children from 
every description, people would just come from miles and miles around just to have a 
good time. I can remember my grandmother telling me that her father was born into 
slavery and the way the 19th of June ended it began with the log that they cut down and 
set it on fire and if it burned till the next day, twelve o’clock the next day that is when the 
19th of June ended for them. They cut down a big tree and it burned all night long, you 
know, and that is when the white man said it was his time to go back to work.  
 
RLK:  It could last more than one day couldn’t it?  
 
LS:  That is when the tree…I guess they knew how to cut down a tree that would… 
 
RLK:  Be all in one day. 
 
LS:  Yes, to have that one day.  
 
RLK:  What did the children do? It seems that you were mentioning adults because of 
the shootings and things like that.  
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LS:  Well the children played ball and stuff and just run around and they were so busy 
eating and having kids jumping rope and playing jacks.  
 
RLK:  Did anyone ever interfere with you from the other side?  
 
LS:  Not that I know anything about. Now that was the one day they left you alone as far 
as I know.  
 
RLK:  I’m switching you off of that. Have you ever been told of a period of time that 
there was a separation in light of the town where after a certain time of day blacks could 
not be beyond a particular street?  
 
LS:  Now, I think I heard something to that effect, something about downtown, you better 
not be caught downtown after dark. Seems like to me I heard that, but I don’t know if that 
is true or not because Dr. Stewart had his office down there in that one thousand alley 
where Maggie McCoy was a barber down there and Mr. Norman Evans was a barber 
right there where Nolan Duck’s church is. It’s diagonally across the street from where the 
telephone company is. They have bought all that property now but right there is where 
Mr. Norman, Maggie and Dr.  Stewart, James Stewart’s daddy, Maggie McCoy’s brother 
in law, he was a black doctor here. I don’t know if they could go any farther than there or 
not. That is all I know about that.  
 
RLK:  We may not get through. When you get tired you tell me. We have been doing - 
it’s five thirty now and we’ve been going an hour and a half. I can always come back and 
make another arrangement.  
 
LS:  Okay.  
 
RLK:  Can you tell me anything about World War II that you remember? How things 
were in Lufkin, Texas at that time?  
 
LS:  I’m thinking World War II things were pretty good because a lot of women’s 
husband’s were in the army and from what I can gather they were getting about fifty 
dollars a month and at that time that was a lot of money for a black woman. Now, my 
mother was a chef for Angelina Hotel and I still have a pay stub of hers. Do you know 
how much that check was for? Eighteen dollars.  
 
RLK:  Eighteen dollars a week?  
 
LS:  Yes, eighteen dollars and back to the women getting the checks. I understand they 
were getting fifty dollars.   
 
(the phone rang and tape was turned off)  
 
END OF INTERVIEW 



© Copyright 2012 THE HISTORY CENTER            Lela Simmons              Interview 235a 

 
19 of 18   

 


