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BEGIN SIDE A

JL.. Today isApril the 4th, the year 2000. My nameis James Lane, and I'm
interviewing Zolah lolga Brown who resides on Sikertown Road on the outskirts of
Crisfield, Maryland. We will be discussing the African American community under the
project name My Soul Looks Back in Wonder. Miss Brown has knowledge of the earlier
years of the African American community, also many of the events that occurred when she
was a young lady growing up in this community, and an understanding of the dynamics of
how the community operated and how the people lived. I'm going to ask Miss Brown if
she would first talk about her father, and give us alittle bit of background about him.
Who was your father, and where was he from, and what did he do?

Z.B.: My father was Kinsey Brown. He was from Westover, Maryland. And my first
recollection of what he did, he was a carpenter, and awaterman, but at the particular time
frame, | remember how he -- how | came to be. He was working in Bayside, Virginia,
where he was down there building a church. And he was looking for -- he had acar, |
guess they call Model-T. And the car ran out of water, and he saw this lady at the well.
So he walked up the road and asked her for water to put in his car. And she gave him the
water to put in the car, and they spoke, they talked while he was doing the water from the
well. And he told her that he was down there building a church. So he took water back
to the car, and after he took her bucket back, he decided he'd like to meet her, you know.
So he stopped the car down the road, ran the water out, and went back to get some more
water the next day.

JL.: Andwhat was the name of thisyoung lady?

Z.B.: Thisyoung lady's name at that time was Blanch Bivens. She was a married lady
with three children. And she had a neat little cottage, and he went back the next day. He
said that car has let me down again. This was about dinner time, so she asked him to stay
for dinner, and he accepted. And at that particular time, it was summer, and blackberries
were in season. They had dinner, and she had blackberry cobbler for dessert. And as he
tells the story, as he told us the story, she poisoned him with blackberry cobbler. Hefell in
love with her blackberry cobbler, | think, before he fell in love with her. And during the
time, | guess three or four months down there building the church, they became quite fast
friends, and he asked her to marry him. Of course, he had been married, he had three sons
-- he had two sons, and she had three sons. And he was divorced, and they married. And
through his traveling back and forth to Crisfield, which was the place where you would
get your lumber and your sand and so many other things, and it was a thriving community.
JL.: What years are we talking about, roughly?

Z.B.. Wearetaking about, | would say the early or the late teens. See because | know
my first sister was born in 1917. Her name was Agnes. SO --

JL.: Agnesisdtill living, isn't she?

ZB.. Agnesisstill living. Yes, Agnesat thetimeis 82 yearsold. And she was their first
child. And | would give it about, seeing as to how things were then, four years before
they advanced. He finished building the church, and he had a building, he had a home in
Crisfield too. So he built a home for my mother and himself. His home is still standing.
Asayoungster, | was born the weakling of the bunch. | was born with bronchitis. Of
course, then a man and his wife, they were in the business of making families. And my



brothers and sisters number seven or eight of us, and that stretched from "17, 1917 to
1931. Let me see. My sister, Agnes, was born 1917. Blanch was born 1919. Ester was
born “20, 1920. | was born 1921. Sarah, my sister, was born 1923. Kinsey, the first boy,
was born 1924. My sister, Marcelene, was born 1926. And Roland was bornin “31.

JL.:  With such alarge family, how did your parents provide, and what was available in
the community for families to make a livelihood, and also to provide for their families?
Z.B.: Weéll | feel we were blessed because daddy had many, shall | say, occupations that
he was skilled at and that he could do. My mother --

JL.: Do you know how he acquired these skills? Did he ever share with you, did you
hear him discussing how he came about these skills?

Z.B.: Fromwhat | can understand, during histime, children were used in the field very
fluently. He had athird-grade education. He went as far as the third grade. And he was a
self-taught man. He, from what | could learn and what | saw, he had avery, very good
library. And | remember one book in particular that he used to use very fluently was a
book called The Steel Scale. And that allowed him to lay out, draw up his blueprints or
hisbuildings. And my mother, she had finished the seventh grade in Baltimore, she was
from Baltimore. And the reason she was in Virginia was her parents had died and she had
gone there to live with her relatives down in Bayside, Bayside, Virginia. But my father
acquired his skills through determination, which was sparked by the times. A man then
was not a man unless he owned himself and had property and know-how. He was fluent
to the extent that I'm almost sure it was Burdell's, Burdell's Lumber Yard. And he had a
berth there at Burdell's where he would keep his lumber. They did not knock down
houses then, they took houses down and re-used the timbers from the houses. Lumber, at
that particular time, was not dressed, it was cut to scale and not dressed. Any dressing
done was done with the plane by the carpenter himself And that's what they were into. |
think he had a mason working with him. He did the chimney work and the plastering
work. Hisname was Mr. Pennet. | remember him saying Mr. Pennet will work some
today. And Mr. Briscoe, there was a fellow named Briscoe, Briscoe put up chimneys,
actually put up the chimney with chalk and line. | remember them using a plumb line, and
Mr. Pennet. Mr. Hance Griffin used to work with my father, even though he was an artist,
he was also a painter, and he worked with my father. And daddy would lay out the
electrical wiring, he would drill the holes. Then they used glass conduits, the wires run
through a glass conduit. And some of them ran from two to six inches long with the hole
built in them and the wire was shoved through that glass, and then that glass was shoved
through the drilled hole into the different joists. And thisis how electric was run. And all
of this had to be done before the laths were put on the building.

JL.: Whileyour father was working in construction, what were some of the things your
mother was doing?

Z.B.. Atthisparticular time, mom taught us, she was a seamstress, and we owned five
sewing machines because she had five girls. And when one started to sew, they all wanted
to sew. However, dad had to put a small -- he had put a small motor on one sewing
machine so my mother could use it because she had problems with what they call
rheumatism in one leg particularly. And he said well I'll put amotor on it and a switch so
al you have to do is use that. Now we did have one sister at that particular time named
Blanch who aso had rheumatism, so she used mommy's machine. We would go to the



rummage sale, pick up a man's suit for about 75 cents, and we would rip the suit apart and
dad would do the cleaning, because he cleaned with gasoline, and we couldn't use
gasoline. Hedidn't allow us. So he would clean the suit, hang it on the line, let it dry.
Mother taught layout and pattern cutting. And we learned how to draft patterns.

JL.. Wasthistypical pastimesfor most females growing up in the Crisfield area when
you were ayoung lady?

ZB.: No.

JL.: Werethere other outlets for young ladies?

Z.B.. Therewere-- well most of them learned how to pick crabs early. And dad was
kind of squeamish because five young girls gave him quite a headache because he didn't
want anything to happen to “em, like getting pregnant or didn't want them obligated to
any of the young men around town, we might offer them favors. He wanted them to have
their own. And my sister, Agnes, she was a hairdresser. She helped mother dress our hair
after she learned how. And she liked it so much, she later became a beautician in
Philadelphia. But getting back to the story.

Men in the wintertime shucked oysters, and that's what my father did in the wintertime.
He either shucked oysters or finished off the building of an interior of a building that he
was working on. He --

JL.: Didhehelp build any packing houses in Crisfield?

Z.B.: Waéll they were, they were just a pastime. He could do a packing house, he and his
men, in about aday and a half. Y es. He built some of the packing houses. | remember
once when it was a small job of putting up drywall that he and | did the job. He wouldn't
call in anyone. | did not learn how to pick crabs because | helped my father with the
carpentry. | learned how to measure and how to cut with the saw. He had a grip saw, a
small what they call table saw. And he would take that with him. Of course, by thistime -

JL.: Andyour father didn't consider that anything out of the ordinary for you to be
learning?

Z.B.: No. No. He had a son, two children after me, see. And he had wanted a son.
However, | was| guess -- | imagine about 12, 13 years old about now, understanding --
able to understand measurements, probably 15 years old, understand measurements and
how to use the tools. And | showed no fear of the tools. That's what he was looking for.
The show of fear was dangerous. So | showed no fear. If he told me to cut a piece of
wood, say 15 feet long, | knew that | would need a prop. | knew that 1'd need -- I'd lay it
out with -- we used wooden rulers mostly, didn't have steel scalesthen. | would lay it

out. AndI'd cut it and he would probably be working on setting up something else at this
particular time. But he wouldn't give me those jobs that were impossible for me to do.

He didn't have to test my skill because he didn't want to have to hang around and look
and see how well | was doing.

JL.. What were some of the attitudes that the men exhibited towards women during the
time that you were growing up in terms of the occupation and some of their social outlets?
Z.B.:. Well the men, which | didn't have too much contact with, but | do believe the men
were more honorable toward the women then than they are now because men -- she had
more value by that he knew that if she didn't do his shirts, he couldn't take them to the



laundry. Heknew if she didn't fix his dinner, it wouldn't be finished because there weren't
that many restaurants that blacks could attend. He couldn't take out anything. And labor
was too cheap, or labor didn't pay that well. | remember 20 cents an hour is what they
paid for labor when | was agirl growing up. Thisis one reason why | didn't want to learn
how to pick crabs. They paid 20 cents agallon for picking crabs. They paid 20 cent a
gallon for shucking oysters. They paid 20 cents an hour for work. But on the other hand,
food was quite cheap also. A 12-pound bag of flour cost 25 cents. Y ou could get two
loaves of bread for five cents. Sugar was five cents a pound. See, so the men and women
got along quite well until Friday night or Saturday night, and then he wanted to go out.
And she, particularly, wasn't --

JL.:  She, being your mother?

Z.B.: No. I'm talking about women of the time. They would frequent a place called
Back Street. And Back Street seemed to be a place that was not segregated in any sense
of the word. If you could get to Back Street, you could frequent Back Street. Of course,
that was a place where sailors came, where the boats came in, and the sailors would come
in. And we were, as children, we were never allowed down there. Friday night was choir
rehearsal night for my father and my mother. Ever since I've known them, they have sung
on the choir, they had sung on the choir. And --

JL.:  Andwhich church did they attend at that time?

ZB.: St Paul. They attend St. Paul on the South Port Street. My father built St. Paul
Church, however. And but the men's respect toward the women seemed to have been
much higher than today.

JL.. Wasthisone of the -- one of many social opportunities for men and women to
interact together? Were there others?

ZB.. Yes

JL.: Weretherefraternal quarters and societies, women groups where men and women
came together, or were women themselves conducted --

Z.B.: Wsél they were generally affiliated with the church -- if you did not go to church,
well there was the Elks hall, Elks lodge.

JL.: Areyou saying that there were Elks members that did not frequent the church, or
there was interaction between both?

Z.B.. Therewere-- well there was interaction between both because my father was an
Elk. | think -- an EIk or a Mason, one. | saw these badges that he had. But my mother
and my father did not frequent because they said there's a handshake in one and adrink in
the other. So they were church people, you see. But there were those in town who were
affiliated with both.

JL.:  And these social gatheringsincluded men and women, and sometimes --

Z.B.: Men and women, yes. But the women did not have an active part. They might
cook for asocial or some other like that, but to my knowledge, there was no, we'll say
affiliation for women at that particular time, to my knowledge. | understand there is such
athing as Eastland Star, but | don't know aswe had it, and if we had it in Crisfield or not.
But there was also -- the movie houses were very, very popular at thetime. We had two
in town. And we did not feel that we were being put upon, but we did go to the movie,
and we had to sit in the balcony area. We weren't allowed to sit downstairs. But that was
al right. We were till in the movie.



J.L.:  Uh-huh (Affirmative). What were race relations like when you were growing up?
Z.B.: Racerelations. There was an understanding, and | dare say a closeness between
the white race and the black race, particularly in Crisfield. Because the whites had to
depend upon Crisfield to unload their boats, shuck their oysters, pick their crabs, work
into the line plant and the barrel factory, see. And these jobs were generally filled by
blacks. So the women pick crabs in the summertime and shucked oystersin the
wintertime.

JL.: What were the women's opportunities to make decisions regarding their work?
Were they only allowed to make those decisions once they returned home in their own
social setting, or did they have opportunities even on the job to make decisions about their
work? | know that there were labor unionsin Crisfield, and some of the important roles
were involving women, since they were predominantly the work force --

Z.B.:  WEell there was no -- there was no labor union in Crisfield. My first recollection
was when they tried to get a union here. And the person who came, | guess, they did not
know the caliber of place they were coming to. Or maybe they were used to being run out
of places. But anyway, | remember they were trying to get this union here, and things
were in an uproar in the working part of downtown. | remember one incident --

JL.. You'retaking about what year? Or what years?

Z.B.: I'mtalking about, | imagine, about the late 30's. I'd say late 30's. Because | was
agirl, | wasbornin "21. And so | imagine it was the late 30's, because | was a young
lady, I'll say. But thisincident reminded me of another incident that had happened,
however, | will not speak of that. But this incident occurred when torches, flashlights
werein, but they weren't as plentiful asthey are now. Torches were used to chase
somebody up the railroad tracks. The tracks were, we'll say, secondary to the main street.
And these people were running up the railroad tracks chasing a white man. And he tried
to get away from them, ran around in back of the houses. And that's where the toilets
were. And | remember thisincident, this woman was -- there was a woman who went out
in her back yard, and she grabbed this man and pulled him into the toilet with her. She
was a big woman. And she pulled her clothes up and sat in hislap. Set him on the hole
first, and sat in hislap, and let her clothes hang down. And when they smashed open the
door, she said why, what's wrong? Can't | go to the toilet? And that was the only thing
that saved him was her sharp tongue, and she was known to fight. They didn't bother her.
Let her -- passed her by. And that's where that man was, she was sitting on him. And she
saved hislife.

JL.: AndI want to ask, was thisindividual associated with unionizing in Crisfield?
Z.B.: Hewasthe union leader. He came down here to organize the union in Crisfield.
JL.:  Well return to this conversation. We're going to begin another tape. So we're
going to close out this section of tape one, side one, and continue with a succeeding tape.
(END SIDE A, TAPE 146.1)

(BEING SIDE B, TAPE 146.1)

JL.. Atthetimewe were discussing the incident with the union organizer and the
threats against his life, and him being rescued by one of the residents of Crisfield, were
there any other incidents that you heard of regarding union activity in Crisfield afterwards?
Z.B.: Waéll | know there have been strikes, many, many of them.

JL.: During your years as ayoung woman in Crisfield?




Z.B.: Yes. And that'swhen we were kept off the street. We were kept off the street
because we did not know, particularly, when that would happen. | want to bring to focus
-- thiswas in the 30's. Now if we remember, the country had just gone through a
shocking time. 1929, the stock market crashed.

JL.:  Yes

Z.B.. See, sothistook the bottom out of everything, everything. And man had to almost
start from scratch again getting his life together, his businesses and everything. So there
was a constant fight for better living. And living wages, living quarters, people were
traveling from the south to the north doing agrarian work, agriculture workers. They
would work a season here and move on. So many of these people, finding it better in one
place than the other, would stop and stay. Thisiswhat Crisfield became made up of,
people who had been dissatisfied and find that, they found that Crisfield was amost like
community -- good community living, even though the relationship here toward the white
people --

JL.:  Family relationships?

Z.B.: Family relationships.

JL.. Andinterracial relationships?

Z.B.: Yes. Because the white men had to depend on the black men to get his work out.
So he couldn't afford, he was losing money every time a strike headed up. So he tried to
compromise. The white man had it pretty rough in Crisfield because he was trying to
compromise and trying to status quo, remain as he was on top of the heap. He had to give
ground. So that is why they fought so hard to stop the unions from coming. And even so
in doing, they hit a number of black families, a number of black familiesis when they had
to, shall | say, live in with their cousin or move in with such and so and so.

Because as quiet as it was kept, so many of the whites at this particular time were helping
the blacks buy their homes. There was very little renting done in Crisfield at this particular
time. The only renting was done was done room-wise by the blacks. If you had a number
of rooms that you could rent, | remember my father built a 16-room apartment house at
this particular time. And he only charged, | think it was a dollar and a half a week for four
rooms. He had four apartments, and each one had four roomsto it. And so many of these
people would rent a four-room apartment, and rent out two rooms. See, so living became
quite a clutch at this particular time. 'Y ou moved in, you had to do your part and keep up
your side because you could not go to the white man for help.

JL.: With all these various dynamics occurring in the community with regards to work,
living conditions, national calamity, what were the avenues of news information? Was
there a grapevine in the community that kept people informed apart from, perhaps, alocal
newspaper or information that may be distributed through kinship network or fraternal
networks? How did the community stay abreast of happenings going on around them, and
how were you able, as ayoung person, to be abreast about what was going on in the
community? Did your father reflect or discuss thisinformation in his home around the
children and with hiswife?

Z.B.: Let'sgoback. Let'sgo back just abit. | remember hearing my father and my
mother discuss, she says are you going out again tonight? He says |'ve got to go. He
saysif the peoplein Crisfield draw their money out of the bank, the bank will crash, the




bank will go up. And he would go from meetings to meetings telling the blacks do not
take your money out of the bank.

JL.: Canl comment? Even with the horrendous conditions of depression occurring and
affecting people nationally, there was concurrently labor problems that were also being
fought out in Somerset County and in Crisfield in the seafood industry at the same time,
and your father was a part of both of those things.

ZB.. Yes, yes yes. Hewasapart -- well what made him so interested, he knew the
background of any community isits banks. He knew that. He knew just as surely asthe
banks would go up, the community would go under. Because so many of these people
depended upon the banks to borrow the money to buy -- to build their homes. They didn't
buy homes, they built the homes because the homes were not here for them to buy, they
had to build their own, and they depended on the banks to do this. My father, | can
remember him saying | got $25,000, in the bank and | don't want to lose a dime of it.

Well now by him saying that gave them the ideathat if Mr. Kinsey Brown saysit's good,
it's got to be good. See because -- | don't make much money, but | do make enough to
save afew dollars every week, and | do have a place to go to borrow money.

JL.. Sotheoldfolk saying the proof isin the pudding, he was more convincing by
giving avivid example --

ZB.: Anexample of himself. So --

JL.: Toconvince others of the importance of not conducting arun on the bank which
would have devastating effects for the entire community.

Z.B.: That'sright. So | remember there was a Mr. Ward --

JL.: Washeabank manager?

Z.B.: Hewas-- he had something to do with the bank. Now | don't know what.

JL.: Didyou recall the bank that your father was conducting transactions --

Z.B.: Itwascalled The Marine Bank. It was called -- we had -- at that particular time,
let me bring you up to date on something. We had the steamboat wharf. | think the
steamboat came in once or twice aweek. We had three passenger trains per day, and we
had two freight trains per day coming into Crisfield carrying out the crabs and oysters and
doing big business here because so many --

JL.. Werethere other cargo, other than oysters and crabs, were there --

Z.B.. Oh,yes We had a sewing factory. Of course, the blacks weren't allowed to work
in the sewing factory.

JL.. I'msorry, | may have not stated my question correctly. With the cargo that was
being transported out of Crisfield on the trains, for example oysters and crabs, were there
any other shellfish along with those two items that went on the freight train?

Z.B.: Oysters, crabsand fish. They did agreat business, big businessin fish. And at this
particular time, that was how the lime plant shipped out crack shells for farming and
shipped out the lime. And tomatoes, they skinned tomatoes at this particular time, and
they wrapped tomatoes, green tomatoes were brought in. And it was a thriving small
town. We had an ice house here, you see. So they didn't have to ship in theice, theice
was made on the spot. And these fish, crabs, and oysters were shipped out iced. So there
were, perhaps, many other businessesthat | wasn't even aware of that they shipped out. |
do know we had a barrel factory, and the barrels were used in many, many instances.




3.L.. What do you recall were some of the occupations that women were involved in to
make it through the depression, other than working in the packing houses? Were there
entrepreneurs or other women that were involved in businesses?

Z.B.: | remember this was the beginning of the end of the black, the only restaurant that
you could go to to eat. And | remember my mother had a restaurant, and there was, next
to her store, Mr. Roger King's fish market. He had the fish market. And Miss Maggie
Wick's Variety Store. She had many, you could buy anything in there, | would say,
except clothing. Small articles. She even sold gas -- | mean kerosene in there. And
molasses was sold by the barrel -- | mean in the barrel. Y ou would take your container
and get molasses in it. And she would sell many things, but my mother had a restaurant --
JL.. Didyou, asayoung member of your family, help out with the restaurant with your
mother? And what role did you play?

Z.B.: No, I did not help out with the restaurant, but | had brothers and sistersto be
taking care of. So | took care of the children over at the house. See | wasthe, shall | say,
head honcho --

(Laughter.)

ZB.: --of my brothers and sisters. Blanch and Agnes worked in the restaurant.

JL.: Didtherestaurant have opportunitiesto provide food for the packing house
workers?

Z.B.. My mother, at that particular time, it wasn't a problem for them to eat because
there were small places down on Back Street and different other places. Crisfield at this
time, | dare say, had at least 50 crab houses and oyster houses. Oyster houses they would
convert in the wintertime to oyster houses. But we had what is known as Hot Point and
Jersey. There used to be alarge drawbridge between Crisfield downtown and Jersey.

JL.. Toclarify the word Jersey, not meaning the state of New Jersey --

ZB.. No.

JL.. That was actualy an adjoining --

ZB.. Anldand. Yes.

JL.: -- pieceof land that was detached from the mainland that had to be crossed by a
drawbridge which was called Jersey.

Z.B.: That'sright.

JL.: Isthat correct?

Z.B.: That'sright. And they would, they would Jersey -- they would buy a sandwich or
take their lunches. Andin "31, my mother had to close the restaurant because she gave
birth to my last brother.

JL.. In 1931 your mother closed her restaurant?

Z.B.. Closed her restaurant. And then my father had bought a car, automobile in 1930 --
1929 before the crash, and he paid cash for it. By thistime, he could not buy ajob. Jobs
werenil. No jobs. So we cooked pies and made soup and coffee, and we sold to the crab
houses. | remember as a girl going to school so many times we would cook as high as 300
pies overnight. And the next morning when those pies would cool, we had to get up 5:00
in the morning, four or 5:00 to wrap those pies. And they only sold for a nickel a piece.
So as you say afamily, we were not poor. \We were poor people living in poor times, but
we made out quite well. If we could clear $35 aweek, that was good. \We made out well
and were able to buy more commodities, more, you know, that we would need. And she




made sweet potato pies, coconut pies, lemon pies and these were pies that did not need a
second crust. If you had a second crust like apple pie, then it would have to be seven or
eight centsthey sold for.

JL..  Apart from home-based businesses like your mothers, were there businesses that
were in the community that were not so formal, or they were not a part of the mainstream,
to give you an example, like numbers, gambling houses?

Z.B.: Wsdl now --

JL..  Off the beaten path.

Z.B.: | don't think there was an awful lot of lottery. | think it was called lottery. But
most of the women, alot of the women worked in what was known as domestic work.
They did domestic work, cleaning. And so many times, they cleaned all day for adollar,
dollar and a half Y ou see, so if you clean every day for we'll say Miss Susan, every day,
if you went to her house every day, you'd probably earn something like three dollarsand a
half, three dollars, something like that. But there wasn't an awful lot. \Women wanted to
do other than pick crabs and shuck oysters. They actually shucked oystersin the
wintertime.

JL.. What would have been the quality to define an important woman in your time who
had influence in the community? What would she be doing and what would she be
involved in? Could you explain if there were women around at that time who had avery
important role in the community?

Z.B.: Yes. These women were our school teachers. These women were our school
teachers or the wives of the pastors in our churches. They were very, very high on the
social scale, and respected as such. And they would have different clubsin the church.
These women belonged to the men so many times who shucked these oysters. And they
would have quilting groups, sewing groups, and they would put on different rallies for the
church. And they also collected clothes for the poor. The poor people in our community.
JL.: Describe for mewhat atypical rally may be like.

ZB.: Allright. A rally, they had arally that was called the apron rally. Now they would
make these small four by -- four by four little aprons sewn on a sewing machine and put a
little pocket in them. And they would make 200, 250 of these and pass them out in the
neighborhood, and tell them the apron rally will be such and such a day, and we will be
collecting our aprons to see how much you have in the pocket of the apron. It was also
known as peanut crabs. And thiswas like, on this particular night, you might pay 10 cent
to get in, and you would have two or three baskets of peanuts. And with one hand, you
can draw as many peanuts as you could out of there, and they would sell for two for a
penny. If you picked up 12 peanuts, it cost you six cents. They also had what you call a
lemon squeeze. Now that was mostly for the young people, kissing age. Y ou would buy
alemon for adime, and if you wanted to, you could cut that lemon in half and sell the
other half to afriend, or you'd keep both halves. And for every seed that was in there, it
would take five seeds, five seeds to get akiss from the girl. So you didn't want anybody
kissing that girl, so you want to keep all the seeds.

(Laughter.)

Z.B.: And then we had box lunches where they would sell, they would sell box lunches
at the church. And for every box lunch, when it was auctioned off, the' young lady would
make up the box with the necessary chicken, bread, napkins and stuff like that in it, and
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pie, cake or whatever, and the young man who bought that box in the auction was able to
have lunch, sit down and have lunch with that young lady.

JL.. Werethesefundraising efforts used to undergird the organizationsin the
community, and also to help out any needy families in the community?

Z.B.:. Thesethat were sponsored particularly in this manner were to help the church
meet its different organizational, we'll say, deficits that they had to meet.

JL.: Okay.

Z.B.: But they would have clothes gathering. Y ou gather clothes from Mrs. so-and-so,
and everybody went there to see what they could use.

JL.: Sincewe're discussing the church, was the church also a place where one could
come in contact with politics of the community and also information regarding what was
happening in the community or happening in the country?

Z.B.: Now let's say that the church did its part not as a pulpit thing, but as a special
night set aside. The men particularly would go to these meetings. It was trustee-
affiliated. If you were atrustee and you want George to sit in tonight, you asked George
to come tonight, or you would ask John. John, | want to see you at church tonight, we're
going to discuss something important.

JL..  Werethese men also the men that would shuck in the packing houses, work at the
docks, loading and cooking, preparing the seafood? Were these men affiliated with
Masonic lodges and Elk lodges also who came into these meetings that were arranged by
the church for special nightsto discuss topics and issues?

ZB.. Yes, yes. Seethe Masons, the Elks --

JL.. Weretheodd fellowsin the organization at that time?

Z.B.. Yes, yes They were also there, but as ayoung lady not being able to be present at
that meeting or interested, see, in these particular meetings, | can't say as to when or
where or how many. But | do know that we had in our neighborhood, in our community
at that particular time, a Mr. Palmer who was an electric, | mean an insurance collector, an
insurance man. He sold insurance. And a Mr. Bud Hearn who had a store of odds and
ends, you know, and Mr. Wittington who had the barbershop. And these were on South
Port Street. Now on North Port Street there was Mr. Cotman. | think his name was
Emanuel Cotman. I'm not sure, but | think -- I know his last name was Cotman. And
these were, we'll say, the pillars of our neighborhood, Cotman, and the Wicks, Miss
Maggie Wicks' store. She also had a shoe shine parlor and arestaurant on the side, on
another street. But | remember Mr. Cotman taught his son, Harlan Cotman, how to cut
hair. And he has taught his son how to cut hair. Now what | understand, the son hasn't
had a son, so | don't know. And | think the son is about 60 or 65 years old, something
like that.

JL.:  Sothese werethe important people in the community at the time.

Z.B.: Atthattime.

JL.. Andthey wereinvolved in various --

ZB.: Inpoalitical --

JL.. -- occupations as well as the political climate at the time.

ZB.. Yeah. Now --

JL.. Along with that, were they also involved with any national events or national
affiliated events outside of Crisfield?
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Z.B.: Now there wasaMr. Howard Miles.

(OFF RECORD - TELEPHONE.)

JL..  Wewerediscussing Mr. Howard Miles. Did you say that Mr. Howard Miles was
adistributor of The Afro American, which was a source of information for the community
at that time?

Z.B.. That'sright. Wewould get our paper from Mr. Howard Miles. | remember Mr.
Howard Miles also sold insurance. An outstanding figure in the community. Mr. Howard
Miles rode a bicycle because there was no road up where he lived, so he came down by
the tracks on his bicycle, and he was definitely an influence. He had an influence. He was
quite atalker.

JL.. Haveyou heard whether Mr. Miles was involved with the labor movement in
Crisfield?

Z.B.: No, I don't know that. | don't know whether he was affiliated or even involved in
that.

JL.: Werethere any other individuals in the community who might have been involved
with the labor movement that you knew about as a young woman that your father may
have known or your mother may have known, or you have heard discussed?

Z.B.. I'mtryingtothink. | can't, | can't think of any at this particular time.

JL.. Wereyou aware of Mr. Albert Bell during those years?

ZB.: No, | wasnot. No, | was not.

JL..  Waéll well end the interview on that note, and we'll continue with a succeeding
tape about the African American community and its history and the things that were
occurring during those times.

(END TAPE 146.1)

(BEGIN TAPE 146.2 - SIDE A)

JL.. Youhave commented that in the areawhere Mr. Bell lived, Mr. Albert Bell who
was awell-known labor |eader, he was struggling to improve the conditions of men and
women working in the seafood industry, but there has been a remarkable change in our
contemporary setting where conditions have not improved, but if not retrogressed. Do
you care to comment on that?

Z.B.: Waéll | have been away from Crisfield for some 45 years. But in that time, Albert
Bell did not drag his feet when he saw his people still struggling to bring changesin
today'slivesinto their living. | find that such that he was fighting for has changed. He
was fighting for changes so people then, his people then could buy their homes and pay for
them, could send their children to colleges. But | find just the reverse of that now. Then
people owned their homes. There were very few rental spotsin Crisfield. But today, |
find that most of the living community now live in rented quarters. Almost nobody owns
their home. And not only that, they don't even dream of buying a home.

And even though times have changed, salaries and wages have increased threefold, the
time of the grocer has kept up with the change of money times. A home now, a decent
home will cost you anywhere from 45 to $95,000. And that isjust the reverse. Thisis
why aman living now will say about three or four generations later has no -- he has no
conception whatsoever of ever owning his own home or how to even get it. So, therefore,
| would say thisisreally aterrible outlook for today's young man. It takes all of the life of
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ever owning anything out of the young man. And | find that thisisin itself a detriment to
the black community because the only other step is drugs. And we find them very
flourishing in the black community. And it hurts. It really hurts.

JL.:  Would you agree or disagree that many women during your youth and the time of
your parents' life were more capable of achieving noticeable resultsin their material lifein
having evidence to show for it was more of a promise then than now? It's even more
improbable that generationsin this time are not capable of making material achievements
even with the huge amount of capital and better education than the times that your father
and other men and women were struggling just to survive off the minimal wages?

Z.B.: Waéll I think -- | think | understand what you're asking. But let's look at this.

Men and women then were men and women. And men wore short pants until 17 or 18
yearsold. He was not considered a man, full grown man able to take care of himself until
he was 21. Now thereisagreat difference in that already. Then responsibility was taught
along with supper. If you sat down to my table, my father would say you learn
responsibility because it was a part of your meal, it was a part of your school and a part of
your learning. When you go out on your own, you take care of yourself. Even as a girl
going to Philadelphia, for the first time being out on my own, | had to have car fare. |
remember standing on the corner crying because | did not have 15 centsto pay my car fare
with to get uptown to my brother's house with a check in my pocketbook. I knew the
responsibility of asking a stranger to help me. | said so, therefore, responsibility is not
being taught today. The only fearsome thing out there is having to go to the police station
to pick up your son or your daughter. And there is quite a change, quite a change in what
they're able to get with the money they make. There is quite a change.

JL..  What wasyour first work experience as an adult?

Z.B.: My first work experience as an adult. | remember having told my father that | had
not intended to live in Crisfield because it was nothing here to do. | did not intend to learn
how to pick crabs.

JL.. Andwhat year are we talking about when you had this discussion?

Z.B.: 1940. | graduated from high school in "40. | went to Hampton Institute in "41.
Now that is another story I'll touch on. Hampton Institute was charging $29 a month for
boarding and lodging.

JL.: Andthiswasin 1941?

Z.B.: 1941. And they would give you a scholarship of $150 per year. And that was to
help you buy your books. | had been promised awork year. A work year, you work a
year, do your time off from your school, and you work at odd jobs, and that would allow
you to pay your boarding, lodging and your books. But me wanting to get ahead, at 20
cents an hour, | would have to work the rest of my life, | said, to get my education. And
that's al they were paying, 20 cents an hour.

JL.: Intheyear of 1941.

ZB.. 1941

JL.:  They were paying 20 cents per hour?

Z.B.. Twenty centsan hour. And that's when | went to college. And since | did not get
the work year, | remember my mother sending me aletter. In the letter was $10. She
said Zola, if you do not get the work year, if they do not give you the work year as they
said, we cannot send you -- you cannot go to college. Use the money to come home.

13



Now at that particular time, | was desperate and | went to talk to the dean of women.
And she said well you sure you're not pregnant, that's the reason you're going? | said no,
I'm not pregnant. | said | want to -- | wanted to work for my education. She said well
your father can afford to send you. He has property. | said many people are property rich
but dollar poor. | said when | get my education, | want it to belong to me and not to my
father. Sol left. But they gave me recommendation for two jobs. A job in New Y ork,
Long Island, New York, and ajob in Norbeth, P. A. Well having had a brother living in
Philadelphia, and Norbeth wasn't that far from Philadelphia, | took ajob in Norbeth as an
upstairs maid.

JL..  How would you spell Norbeth?

Z.B.: |think it'sN-O-R-B-E-T-H. Norbeth.

JL.:  Oh, Norbeth.

ZB.: Yesh

JL.: Pennsylvania.

Z.B.: Pennsylvania. And | think that was the first time away from home and the incident
of a 15-cent token teaching me be responsible. So | had a brother living therein

Philadel phia, Garnet Brown, at that time. And that's where | would take my Thursdays
off. And later on, | was let go because | was hired because the nursemaid, upstairs
nursemaid, her mother had died and she had to go home to take care of two younger
sisters. But as soon as she found someone to take care of her sisters, she went back and
got her job back. So I went to Philadel phia and became a sewing machine operator. This
is at the time of Pearl Harbor.

JL.. DidtheWorld Wars have an impact on you and your family?

Z.B.. My family, no, because my father was a carpenter and very aged at thistime. |
was in Philadel phia by myself, other than my brother and my sister. And | did go to
school for the Navy Yard to take electrical wiring. And | went to work for awhile at the
Navy Yard. The reason | say for awhile, | worked in the sewing factory, and they were
picking up as many sewing factory workers as they could to work in the Navy Yard. They
would send them to school a few weeksto learn whatever occupation they wanted them
towork in. And | wastossed alot of electrical wiring. So | worked in the Navy Yard for
awhile, and | didn't likeit, | didn't like it. So | went back to work as a sewing machine
operator.

JL.. What were some of the experiences you had with employers, some good, some
bad, if you can recall?

Z.B.: WEéll | remember at the Navy Yard, thereason | said | didn't like it, there were
about five of us on the same job. We were putting together, they called linking together
electrical boxesto be put on ships. And the job that | had been trained for as electrical
wirer, | didn't want that. They switched all around completely. And we would drill the
holes in the boxes, get a piece of pipe, thread it on one end, put it on both ends and cut it
and screw it in these boxes, and nipple three or four boxes together. But at the same time,
| think of a group of about five of us, there was one white girl. | remember her
particularly. And on pay day, everybody was discussing their check, and showing their
check how much they got. And she showed hers, and hers was almost twice ours.
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Well you're doing the same kind of work we're doing, how come you get more money
than we are? And it turned out that she was the shop stooge. She was seeing who was
stealing, or who was cutting time. And | remember one time in the -- we call "em change
houses, it's atoilet, you would go there for your break. And we had a black change house
girl who would clean up. She was -- had just finished scrubbing the floor, and it was nice
and clean and smelled good. And this white girl took an orange and sat there and ripped it
apart and juice dripped on the floor. And | told her you're apig. You're not -- you're not
capable of being in aclean place. And she said what the hell do you know, nigger? | said
-- | threatened to knock her down. | said and after that, | waslet -- | was called to the
office and told them that they weren't going to fire me, they would let me sign adlip
saying | resigned.

JL: So--

Z.B.: Soshewasastooge, even though we worked there, we were kept under monitor
to an extent.

JL.. Werethere any attempts within those war time industries to unionize you women
as workersto prevent those type of incidents from occurring?

Z.B.: No. | can't remember having belonged at this particular time to a union. But I'm
thinking perhaps | didn't work there long enough. But | remember my father having said
that the war he had been in years ago, Wilson's time, that he went to Chester, he and his
small family. And during that time, they forced you to join the union.

JL.: Your father went to Chester to do what type of work?

Z.B.: Working on boats, carpenter on a boat in the boatyard. Y ou were forced to join
the union. And there were so many men, you know, that they wanted to use al the
women and spread them around or they saw a commodity that they could capitalize on.
No sooner, and it took anywhere from three weeks to a month or six weeks for you to pay
for your union dues, pay your union dues all up, pay that fee for joining and for we'll say
one month dues, and you were let go. And many men, many men, Chester was flooded
with men who had been done thisway, if they didn't hold you on one boat, they would
take you on another. And it was just a merry go round for them where they were cheated
out of jobs because of the great burst of men that were coming up from the south.

JL.: If I could comment, your father's experience was indicative of similar occurrences
in Maryland and in Somerset County regarding union organizing because during the
1940'sis when the Local Union 453 of the Seafood L aborers was organized.

ZB.. Allright.

JL.: Andthey were ableto offset those type of experiences rather than have them to
undergo that type of duress and racial prejudice.

Z.B.: But may | state my mind here?

JL..  Yes

Z.B.: Theunion has been on low key because of so many unions all over the country that
the peoplein Crisfield are being robbed yearly, and they have been robbed of pension
rights. How? Each person in Crisfield should have had awork number, regardless as to
who they worked for or how long they worked for them, should have been kept intact.
And a certain amount of their salary, plus a certain amount of the employer's take should
have been put to their number so they would have a decent pension now. And it -- they
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have been robbed right straight down the board. The seafood industry has robbed them of
adecent twilight life.

JL,; Would you care to comment while we're discussing pension funds in the union,
you think that ever occurred as a possible area of redress with the Local 453 in Crisfield
regarding the seafood laborers? Or you think the priorities were more with raising the
salary for production and better working conditions, physical working conditions?

Z.B.: |think -- actually | think it never occurred to them to think about tomorrow. They
were hoping for big things as far as getting it addressed to labor raises, raisesin labor.

And even though social security had come and it wasin its heyday, they had no idea as
having never having been 55 and 65 before how they would live. They did not even dream
of it. So they tried to strike one blow for labor by getting a decent wage for their work.
JL.. What do you remember about the people that left an impression upon your life?
Z.B.: | think wereit not for some of these people, my life would not have been as
smooth, gone as smoothly asit has. | have yet to say good morning, Judge, for having
gotten into trouble that required me going to court. But one person in particularly, she
came here as Miss Cheryl. But she married one of the local men in Somerset County, Mr.
Williams. She became Mrs. Williams. Miss Cheryl was my seventh grade teacher. And
she was a very dynamic person. | remember her teaching, you don't even hear the word
used now, declamation, a declamation contest where you learned along recitation, you
were able to stand and speak that recitation with gesture and with meaning and knew what
you were talking about. | remember a 25-verse poem, The Skeleton in Armor by
Wadsworth Longfellow. And even when | speak the first lines now, people stand and
listen. If | may.

Speak, speak, thou fearful guest who with thy hollow breast still in rude armor drest, why
dost thou haunt me? Wrapt not in Eastern balms, but with thy fleshless palms stretched
asif asking alms. Why dost thou haunt me?

That was just the beginning. But these few lines, and then she taught us one called Ode to
Ethiopia. And that was by Dunbar.

JL.. Yes

Z.B.: Paul Laurence Dunbar.

O Mother Race to thee | bring this pledge of faith unwavering, this tribute to thy glory.
I know the pangs which thou didst feel when slavery crushed thee with its heel with thy
dear blood all gory.

And the last lines are Go on and up our souls and eyes shall follow thy continuous rise.
Our ears shall list thy story from bards who from thy root shall spring and proudly tune
their lyresto sing of Ethiopia's Glory.

She was an impression. She was truly an impression.

JL.. How would you like to be remembered?
Z.B.: Youknow, | remember this poem about Abu Benadam.
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May histribeincrease. He woke one night from a deep dream of peace and saw within
the moonlight in hisroom making it rich like aLilly in bloom, an angel writing into a
book of gold. Exceeding peace made Benadam bolt into the stillness of the room he
spoke, what right has thou. The vision raised his head. And with alook made of all
sweet accord answered the names of those who loved the Lord And is mine one said
Abu? May not so, replied the angel. He said well write me as one who loves his fellow
man. The angel wrote and vanished. The next night appeared with a great waking light,
and these are the words that Abu heard. He said And is mine one? He said yes. A one
above all the rest. Yoursisthe one that the love of God has blessed

JL.: Thank you so much for such awonderful interview. And | really appreciate the
time that you gave me, and certainly hope that we have occasions where we can talk
again. We're closing out the interview this evening with Miss Zola Brown at her home,
and we certainly hope that what she has shared with us will be an asset to those who will
discover the richness of thisinterview and the information that she has given.

(END OF INTERVIEW.)

17



	page 1
	page 2
	page 3
	page 4
	page 5
	page 6
	page 7
	page 8
	page 9
	page 10
	page 11
	page 12
	page 13
	page 14
	page 15
	page 16
	page 17

