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VITAE

GERALDINE ROBERTS

Geraldine Roberts was born on March 8, 1924 in Pawausk,
Oklahoma, but spent most of her childhood in Arkansas. Through
out her l i fe, she has witnessed the victimization of certain
classes and races. In the days of her youth she lived among
sharecroppers, attending the "separate, but equal" black school
which was only open three months of the year. She realizes how
seriously the lack of education can impair one's chances for a
advancement in the United States. Roberts also recognizes the
lack of educational opportunities offered to blacks as a tool
used by the white middle class to keep blacks down.

Her feelings concerning matters like these led Roberts
in to c iv i l r ights act iv i t ies in the ear ly 1960's . The ideas and
support she developed through the civil rights movment sparked
her decision to organize her sister domestic workers. In 1965
she founded the Domestic Workers of America [DWA] and was elected
i t s p res iden t .

Roberts' life since 1965 has been dedicated to the DWA.
Although the struggle is a slow and difficult one, Roberts is
strengthened when she sees some employers showing more respect
for domestic employees, and most importantly, when she sees
domestic workers taking pride in themselves.

While the demands of the DWA take much of Roberts' time,
she firmly believes in making time available to work with other
community and women's issues in order to forge the struggle on
a l l f r o n t s .
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Ora l H is to ry In te rv iew

w i t h

GERALDINE ROBERTS

March 30 - June 29, 1977
Cleveland, Ohio

by Donna Van Raaphorst

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

We wi l l beg in fi rs t w i th your fami ly background, the fami ly
background of Miss Geraldine Roberts. Do you remember your
grandparents?

Yes, I do.

Can you tell us something about them?

Wel l , t hey were ve ry s imp le , ru ra l , coun t ry - l i v i ng peop le .
My grandmother, the mother of my mother, Vinnie, my grand
mother, E l ler, her name was El ler. My grandfather, my or i
ginal grandfather, ray mother's father, was deceased by the
time I met my grandparents and I met my grandparents after
the decease of my mother, which I went after the burial of
my mother, my grandmother, meaning Eller, takin' myself and
there were seven k ids . So E l le r tak in ' the two smal les t ch i l
dren, myself , Geraldine and El izabeth, to l ive with her cause
we we re l i v i n ' i n a d i f f e ren t s t a te . We we re l i v i ng i n t he
state of Oklahomer at the time of ray mother's death and my
grandmother, E l ler, l ived over in the s ta te of Arkansas, and
I met El ler for the first t ime when she came to the funeral
o f my mother. And af ter the funera l iz ing o f ray mother, E l ler,
takin1 myself and El izabeth, my youngest s ister, back to the
state of Arkansas.

Do you remember your mother having told you anything about
her mother, your grandmother, before her death?

I don't remember my mother telling me, as far as my remembrance,
or that much about grandparents or her family l i fe, or no more
than we often heard her mention that she came out to Oklahomer
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ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

from the state of Arkansas where she had met my father and
was wedded to my fa ther, John Harr is . And there 's very l i t t le
remembrance I have of my grandparents until meeting them and
I have no recol lect ion of my grandparents on my father 's side.
I'm speaking of my mother's side.

You don' t recal l anything that your father may have told you
about his parents, then?

ROBERTS: No, I do not, no more than the point that they were Choctaw
Indians. I met my father's mother or seen her and got to know
her as a very young person. But her real l i fe , I knew that
she was real large lady and was a squaw Indian we were told.
That they looked upon her and her tribe as Choctaw Indians
and she was a squaw and some history lightly of how my father
was born. Mainly, my grandmother gave, my father's mother,
gave us some detai ls. The chief accepted some children from
the parents of some runaway slaves and she, the chief, raised
the children, which one was my father, accordin' to the things
that was told to us by my grandmother. And he grew up and
he had a name that was called by the tr ibal natives there,
but I don't really remember the name that they had mentioned
that they had real ly cal led him. Anyhow, he was raised ac
cordin' to them, by the American, by the Choctaw tr ibe, and
was married off to the chief's daughter, which was my grand
mother, and I often, seen her like on a Sunday as she'd stop
by and they would come in from the reservation. She l ived
on the reservation and they would come down to visit, mainly
myself , my mother 's, or there were other chi ldren in the house,
but by my mother's first marr iage, before she came over into
Oklahomer, and it seemed that my grandmother only visit me
more than anybody else. She seemed to came only to see "John's
daughter", meaning myself, and would spend time with me on
the porch. She smoked a pipe and that sort of a thing, and
hold me on her lap and I remember her hair bein' so very long
and she'd let me pull on i t and i t was lyin' on the ground.
My ha i r ' s t he l eng th o f he r ha i r. I a lways l i ked to pu l l on
her ha i r l i ke a horse ta i l o r someth ing. And i t was her nat ive
hair and i t was a lot of fun with me to play with her hair.
She'd always let i t down for me and let me play with it for
some reason. And I enjoyed being around her and playing with
her hair and it seemed to me that she was a very, very large
person in weight.

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

What state was this in?

This was all in the state of Oklahomer.
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INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

Original ly in Oklahoma?

Yes . My o r ig ina l b i r th spo t .

Did you father tel l you anything about his boyhood that you
can reca l l?

It seemed that he didn't know any more than what there, the
nat ive American tr ibe, meaning the Choctaw tr ibe, had told
him. That there seemed to him and his sister something was
thrown from, or horses or wagon. Anyway, it seemed they were
escaping from their slave masters or something, and they threw
the chi ldren to the t r ibal Indians in the woods where the
children were picked up, or which was himself. He was told
al l of this 'cause they were seemed to be very small chi ldren
and they never seen their parents. The Indians said that as
far as the i r knowledge, the i r parents were k i l led , and the
chi ldren were ra ised by the t r ibe.

So the Choctaws were the only parents that your father knew?

Yes.

Was he born in Oklahoma, that you remember?

I 'm not sure exact ly the b i r thp lace but i t seemed that a l l he
knew was the t ime from the period the tr ibal Indians found
him, accepted him.

What did he do as a young boy, or as a man, as far as making
a l i v i n g ?

Well, the information that I could have vaguely on what he
did was, of course, after John and my mother, Vinnie, was
married, or there was something about him building a barn
and it seemed that he was working on this barn l ike for three
years or more. The barn seemed to never gotten built and
she happened to go down town one day and we lived in a town
called Behaska, Oklahomer. Accordin' to my mother, she saw
my fa the r s i t t i n ' on the l awn o f t he pos t o f fice l awn . The re
seemed to be a style of Indians sit t ing on federal government
property. They were free as long as they seemed that they
were on government property and the post office was seemed
to be a place the native Americans sit around on and my father-
or meantime it seemed that he was sitting around, you know,
my mother wondered gosh where was the building of the barn
and why was he sitting there and it seemed then he expressed
his feeling of what he was used to doing—that the women did
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ROBERTS: work and my mother wanted him to work and he really didn't
do any work but fish and hunt and that sort of thing l ike
the other t r ibal Indians who taught h im how to l ive and their
l i fe s ty le and there i t a l l came out the k ind o f l i fe he had
had as a youngster. And he only gave her the reasons for
building the barn so she wouldn't be angry seeing that he
didn't have a job and we learned about this because my mother
came back and told all the kids where she found my father
and it seemed to be, it seemed to us, later in life we seemed
to understand that that was the kind of l i fe that he was used
to , the same s ty le l i f e tha t the o ther t r i ba l ma le Ind ians
were used to.

INTERVIEWER: A l l r i gh t . Then l e t ' s go back a l i t t l e b i t t o mo re abou t
your mother because you did mention that she was previously
mar r i ed .

R O B E R T S : Y e s .

INTERVIEWER: You never knew her first husband?

ROBERTS: Oh yes , I met Ese l Woods a f te r my grandmother E l le r taken
El izabeth and mysel f to Arkansas. Esel l ived in Arkansas
there, a town cal led Oler, Arkansas, and there my brothers
and s is te rs , o f wh ich Ese l was the i r fa ther, my mother ' s fi rs t
set of chi ldren, which was five of them, went to take resi
dence with their father, which was no relat ion to me but,
however, I met Esel and got to know him as I begin to grow
up in that part icular town there in Arkansas, which is my
o ldes t s i s t e r s t he re t hey d i d have one pa ren t l i v i n ' . O f
course, I learned later that there was a let ter f rom some
friends that came to my grandmother that John Harris had died
a few months after the death of ray mother, maybe eight months
or so later, so I didn' t have any direct parents of my own
any more except my grandparents but, however, ray brothers
and s i s te rs—the f i ve b ro the rs and s i s te rs—d id have the i r
o w n o r i g i n a l f a t h e r.

INTERVIEWER: So there were five of you of the seven from the original mar
riage and then two of you from the second marriage?

R O B E R T S : R i g h t .

INTERVIEWER: To John Harr is?

R O B E R T S : R i g h t .

INTERVIEWER: Good. Do you recal l your mother tel l ing you anything or much
about her chi ldhood?
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ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

Well, yes. There were some things that she mentioned about
her childhood l i fe and, however, my grandmother often around
the fi rep lace o r i n ga the r in ' s i n the even ings a f te r eve ry
body was home from work there in Arkansas. El ler often told
many things that happened of the childhood of my mother, which
was her daughter.

So it was more from her mother rather than your mother?

Yes, yes my grandmother mentioned more definite things.

Was your mother born in Arkansas?

Yes, Vinnie was born in Arkansas to John Stansil l , was her
father and El ler Stansi l l and—the grandfather I knew was
my stepgrandfather that was married to my grandmother, the
second marriage there, which was Mark C. Brady, Jr. , and I
always looked up on him as my grandfather.

Do you know if your mother had any or did any kind of work
or had any kind of employment outside the home as a young
chi ld or as a ch i ld?

Wel l , yes . They were fa rmers accord in ' to E l le r Brady. They
were farmers there in the state of Arkansas, sharecroppers.
El ler of ten, her and John Stansi l l , seemed to or d id share-
cropping with previous plantat ion owners whom after construc
tion days, they. . . many blacks were asked to stay on the farm
and work as sharecroppers and they were able to move from one
f a r m t o a n o t h e r. I f t h e y w e r e d i s s a t i s fi e d w i t h t h e i r b o s s ,
they could take residence on another farm as sharecroppers
and there again, El ler told us about the experience as the
chi ldren, her chi ldren, growing up as sharecroppers or on
the farms and i t was her great intent ion in l i fe to own her
own farm and not necessarily continue to work as a sharecropper
and her moving to Oler, Arkansas, from another section of Ar
kansas, which she always referred to as something l ike they
call the bottoms or lower land or seemed from out from a town
cal led Dardanell , Arkansas, and out in the county where the
farms were and she purchased herself a".d many other blacks
purchased the land in the area of Ola and I think i t was
named accord in ' to her. . . that they were rea l ly, that par
t icular community was real ly organized by blacks who fel t
they wanted to find land and it seemed that land was sold
to them, that land was being sold and was sold to the blacks
that they could buy, supposed. . . . Accordin' to her know
ledge of what happened, there was supposed to be an area with
lots of water and not a good place to buy land and it seemed
that she said later that they were supposed to be buying land
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ROBERTS: that was going to be a bad place to l ive but, however, the
blacks if they moved there along with Eller and many other
blacks and I think she said land was l ike three or four dol
lars for a whole lot of land, very cheap.

And they were the firs t set t lers , and whi tes came la ter to
that area and I just remember how Ola was some particular
woman's name. They named the town after, I think it was named
first af ter some black person and final ly Ola was named after
some white person, accordin' to her. And they were seemed
to be persons coming through, white persons wanting to buy
the land and offer ing very good pr ices to the blacks i f they
would sel l them the land. My grandmother refused to sel l and
a few o ther b lack fami l ies , she sa id they re fused to se l l the i r
land. They were tempted to buy more land and blacks seemed
they couldn ' t get th ings in that area that o ther areas had
and many blacks were moving North at the part icular t ime. And
my grandmother decided to stay on there, her and a few other
b lacks in tha t a rea .

INTERVIEWER: So i t was your grandmother that real ly owned the land, not
your mother?

ROBERTS: My mother was a ch i ld g row ing up on the land .

INTERVIEWER: That your grandmother owned?

R O B E RT S : Ye s , t h a t m y g r a n d m o t h e r o w n e d . A l s o b u i l t a s m a l l t w o - r o o m
what they ca l l , sho tgun co t tages , a l i t t le k i tchen and one
large f ront room, a wel l in the yard. However, there was
another fami ly next door, accordin" to my grandmother, that
was cal led the Carters who bui l t a very large beauti ful home
and soon left that area and my grandmother, Eller, purchased
that home next door, which gave her two homes next door to
each other.

INTERVIEWER: Was this after your mother had died?

R O B E RT S : N o , m y g r a n d m o t h e r, m y m o t h e r, a c c o r d i n g t o E l l e r, w a s s t i l l
a young gir l growing up there.

INTERVIEWER: So your mother then actual ly l ived through being both a share
cropper's daughter and then the daughter of a land owner?

R O B E RT S : R i g h t . O f a b l a c k l a n d o w n e r a n d i t s e e m e d t h a t m y o r i g i n a l
grandfather, John Stansil l, passed away and my grandmother
was left alone with her daughters and I think she had a num
ber of seven chi ldren or something l ike that .
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INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

Do you remember your grandmother or your mother ever telling
you any o f t he spec i fic respons ib i l i t i es o f t h i ngs tha t she
had to do around the house as a child?

My grandmother or my mother?

Your mother. The things that your mother had to do.

Well, my mother was sort of chosen to do most of their cookin'
in the house. I t seemed that El ler fe l t Vinnie was a very
good cook. She was small and seemed to be more frail than
the other children there in the house and she seemed to kind
of assign Vinnie to the chores in the home such as preparing
the meals and looking after the laundry rather than to go
in to t he fie lds , because she wasn ' t as s t r ong , E l l e r, f e l t
as the rest of the children so she seemed to, was assigned
to do in ' the past r ies and the bak ing and a l l that sor t o f
thing. Through that, she became a very good cook accordin'
to the persons which she began to go out as a domestic worker
and work in the homes of many of the plantation owners in
the area.

Al l r ight . Do you remember anything that you did as a chi ld
w i th you r mo the r o r f a the r t ha t you pa r t i cu la r l y l i ked? Do
you remember any activit ies?

Well, there was something l ike, one thing always seems to
re la te to me i f I th ink back , how I fi rs t learned about re
l ig ion. I t seemed that there was a church there and i t was
a Bap t i s t chu rch . I don ' t r emember the t i t l e o f t he Bap t i s t
church but I have i t that there was a Baptist church there
that seemed that my mother there in Arkansas, or rather this
was over in Oklahomer and there was a large baptizin', where
they were bapt iz in ' people in a body of water l ike our r iver
or something.

Total submersion?

Right, so they was submergin' which persons in the rel igious
fa i t h acco rd in ' t o t he B ib le o f John the Bap t i s t , o r re fe r red
to as the baptism and I wanted to get baptized like everybody
else and it seemed that I was so small the baptizing was over
and nobody. it seemed that I was cryin' and everybody was
al l through and they said here's a chi ld that was not bapt ized
and I was taken out to the preacher and I was submerged. I
was the last one. They forgot , I was so smal l , that I was
even standing there.
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INTERVIEWER: Did you go to church with both your parents?

R O B E R T S : I d o n ' t r e m e m b e r m y f a t h e r e v e r g o i n ' t o c h u r c h . I d o n ' t
remember him every being involved around the church. I t
seemed it was my mother that was involved around religion.
I can remember my mother not having enough to eat for the
fami ly. I t seemed that she learned that my father was not
a man to work. There was a type of welfare there so that
she was receivin' ; they gave beans. I t seemed there were
just loads of beans and lots of beans and often we had her
p i c k t h e b e a n s l i k e l i t t l e s t o n e s , l i t t l e , s o m e h o w, l i t t l e
chalk-white stones was in the beans and we had to pick them
out and seemed there was l ike a barrel, a large barrel of
these beans, lots of beans. And it seemed that every meal
we had beans, sometimes rice and beans and cornbread and my
mother always said someday we're going to have everything.
We won' t be a l l , she 'd a lways just say i t won' t be l ike th is
forever and of ten te l l in ' us to not fee l bad because there
was better things she had in mind for us.

INTERVIEWER: Let 's expand a l i t t le b i t on a couple of those po ints you
m a d e t h e r e . I n t h e fi r s t p l a c e , l e t ' s g o b a c k t o t h i s i d e a
about your father not working and your mother real iz ing that .
Then did she find gainful employment or some kind of employ
ment as a domestic?

ROBERTS: Yes , she was a domest ic worker there in Behaska, Ok lahomer,
or she o f ten ment ioned fami l ies . I don ' t remember i f we rea l ly
seen these fami l ies that she worked for. I t was a smal l town
wi th no publ ic t ranspor tat ion; in fact we never seen any.
Everybody walked where they wanted to go. And she would often
walk from there, the colored community at that t ime to the
white community, and of ten she'd br ing us a lot of pret ty
things that we hadn't seen around our house that was given
to her as a domestic worker and it seems she was workin' every
day 'cept Sunday.

INTERVIEWER: You ' re ta l k ing abou t the t rad i t i ona l k ind o f d i sca rded i tems?

R O B E RT S : Ye s , t h i n g s t h a t w a s h a n d - m e - d o w n s t o h e r.

INTERVIEWER: So you've had a very long history of involvement with domestic
workers including your own l i fe, but then your mother 's as wel l?

ROBERTS: Oh yes, my mother, my grandmother, myself.
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INTERVIEWER: There 's ano ther in te res t ing po in t the re I ' d l i ke to expand
on a l i t t l e b i t here . You say your mother wou ld te l l you ,
you can recal l your mother saying things weren't always going
to be that way. Th ings cou ld get bet ter. What k inds o f hopes,
dreams, or ambit ions did she have for her chi ldren?

ROBERTS: Well, she would mention things like we were going to have
a large house. We were very crowded. I s lept under the table
which was, it seemed, a table that someone made, the table,
someone she knew made the table. We knew the table was made
and we were proud of the table, and my pallet which was some
qui l ts that I s lept on under the table. There was no bedroom
for mysel f and wi th a l l the ch i ldren in the house i t was pret ty
crowded. She had four of her chi ldren from a previous mar
riage with her in Oklahomer and there was one child she had
left behind durin' the separation of her and Esel Woods, when
she came to Oklahomer. So there was six children in the house
and there was not enough bedrooms. It was a very small house
and she often referred to us that we would have a real big
house and she could really sit up and tell us all these nice
things and we would all dream about a beautiful home and nice
things and al l us would have nice horses, everything every
body else had around us. And my mother often smiled; she
always had the prett iest smi le, and out of her smi le I a lways
go t sa t i s f ac t i on t ha t eve ry th i ng was go in ' t o be a l l r i gh t
'cause my mother said so and she seemed, in my opinion, so

n i c e t o a l l o f u s .

INTERVIEWER: Did she ever say anything about you or any of your other sis
ters becoming domestic workers? Did she want you not to do
tha t?

ROBERTS: She always said we was going to go to college. She said we
were al l goin ' to go to col lege; everybody was goin' to go
to col lege and she mentioned one part icular col lege she l iked
as a chi ld cal led Fisk. Universi ty in Tennessee and I often
always kept in my mind about Fisk University but I never had
seen the school but I had a dream that, accordin' to my mother
I would go there and since my mother never went, someday I
wou ld ac tua l l y be a s tuden t a t F isk Un ivers i t y, wh ich un t i l
this day I have never completed that one but it was always
a dream about that part icular school .

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

I n t e r e s t i n g ,
you know?

How much schooling did your mother have? Do

Accordin' to my grandmother and mainly my grandmother tel l in'
about the l ives of the chi ldren, I th ink my mother probably
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ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

had somethin' l ike a seventh grade education, that she was
very smart and that my grandmother had dreams for her and
that they had given her a gi f t of a skat ing r ink and they
had p lans for co l lege. My mother marr ied ear ly in l i fe and
never go t to go to co l lege , a l l the th ings . I t seemed there
was a problem there of havin' schools open for the blacks
in the area. There was very short terms l ike three months
out of the year or somethin ' that blacks had to at tend school.
So i t was a long process; to get to the sixth grade you real ly
went to schoo l ' t i l you was prac t ica l l y g rown.

Do you think any of these experiences shaped your mother's
v iews? You did ment ion, for example, that she was interested
o r ac t i ve i n chu rch ac t i v i t i e s . Was she ac t i ve o r i n t e res ted
in o the r ac t i v i t i es l i ke po l i t i c s o r commun i t y conce rns?

No, it seemed that my mother was full time during the week
as a domestic worker and on weekends she was often, or she
f e l t t r i e d t o m a k e t h e c h i l d r e n p r e t t y, l i k e d o i n ' t h e g i r l s '
hair and she did sewin'. She made our clothes and she was,
on weekends she was doin' everything, seemed to make us very
happy and proud of ourselves and there was no time to do any
thing else. Usually after church on Sundays we would come
home and she'd make or fix some beans and cucumbers or often
made, my brothers had gotten in the summer months, grapes and
things out of the woods and made a pie or something and she
often would be s leepin ' , d inner would be prepar in ' and she'd
be sleepin' on a Sunday afternoon because she worked all the
week on our behalves doin' something, helpin' us do better.
And I don' t remember any other act iv i t ies besides al l she
could do as a widder there af ter the part icu lar unpleasant
si tuat ion concerning John Harr is. My mother asked him to
go back to his family and he was no longer livin' in the home
wi th us . She was l i v in ' a lone w i th the ch i ld ren w i thou t John .

INTERVIEWER: So they separated, then?

R O B E R T S : Y e s .

INTERVIEWER: So we could say in sura about that that your mother simply was
too busy working and t ry ing to provide for her chi ldren to
real ly become involved in outside act iv i ty other than the church?

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

R igh t .

Was her act ivi ty in the church primari ly that of a member?
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ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

She was not a person who went to church regular. Often there
was Sundays that she would send the children. There was some
times that she said that her clothin', she was a woman who
was a lways want in ' to look rea l n ice and i f her c lo th in ' wasn ' t
satisfactory she would send the children, made sure we had
the things, that somethin' she made to wear to church and
she would go when she could. Most important that al l the
t ime she wouldn ' t have the c loth in1 to go hersel f regular.

F ine. Can you reca l l anyth ing about your fa ther 's educat ion?
Formal.

ROBERTS: I c a n ' t r e a l l y . I c a n ' t r e a l l y d e c i d e . I k n o w a c c o r d i n ' t o
h im that he was ra ised wi th the t r iba l Ind ians.

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

Did he go to a reservation school, or not that you know.

Not tha t I know o f . H is cu l tu re was comin ' f rom the t r iba l
Ind ians on h is mother 's s ide and accord in ' to h is fa ther or
I don't know very much whatever happened there.

A l l r i g h t . D i d y o u r f a t h e r, i f y o u c a n r e c a l l o r a n y t h i n g ,
did he ever talk about any ambit ion or goals for you chi ldren
l ike your mother did?

No, i t seems there, the act iv i t ies o f my fa ther and seein '
that he wanted my mother to believe that he was an ambitious
man accordin1 to now I can see of the doing that was the kind
of impression he wanted her to have of him. That she men
tioned that he would leave early every morning and she would
pack his lunchbox because he was buildin' this barn and he
was gone every day and he spent very little time around the
home at all. He was always from home and she thought he was
out workin' so we never really had a chance to get to know
John that well around the home except we. . .1 can remember
arguments after she learned that he was spendin' his time on
federal soi l round on the grounds around the post office and
there was unpleasantness. I can remember his sett in ' on the
porch but I don't remember him ever havin' very much to say
to anybody. More of a quiet person as far as we can notice.

Al l r ight, then I think we could say that you were much closer
to your mother. Your mother had a much greater impact on
your l i fe as a ch i ld than your fa ther d id?

ROBERTS: Females all the way.
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Females all the way. So you would also say that you admired
your mother much more than you did your father?

Yes. As leadership, she prov ided leadership for us and guid
ance for us.

She was the example then, rather than your father?

R igh t !

Then you could say that you would want to live like one of your
parents, i t would be the mother? Rather than the father?
Although not necessarily wanting to do the same thing?

But my grandmother was progressive. She was quite different
then my mother.

How many years did you l ive in the original place of your
b i r t h ? '

I was five goin' on six years old at the t ime of my mother's
death accordin' to my grandparents, the time they came and
got me. I was in k indergar ten , beg inn ing k indergar ten .

And that's when you moved to Arkansas?

Yes.

Did you live in a house?

There in Oklahoma?

Yes.

Yes, a very smal l house. I s lept on the table, there was
no bedroom.

It wasn't an apartment?

No, i t was a very small house with very high steps bui l t high
off the ground and a par t icu lar area there was lo ts of o i l wel ls
around the house. There was one right outside of the door
and I might say that I happen to be one of those kinds of
persons even though I was a very small person, I was quite
aware of everybody around me and had very good remembrance
o f eve rybody a t a ve ry ea r l y age o f l i f e . And I rea l l y don ' t
forget too many things that have happened to me.
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Was the house nice or, I mean, aside from the fact that i t
was small, was it a nice home? Did you think of it as home?

It was the kind of place that people in that house I knew
and I knew they was my sisters and I knew my mother lived
there and it was a place that we looked forward to seein1
my mother go out to work and come back there and for me it
was the kind of place I hung around. However, there was a
family a few doors down what we cal led a better street. More
nicer homes and persons were with money. We were classed
very poor peop le . There was another fami ly I v is i ted qu i te
regular. This part icular lady was very fond of me and even
asked during the death of my mother whether she could adopt
Geraldine, her favori te, and her and her husband asked El ler
whether they could, meaning my grandmother, take me and adopt
me and promised to educate me that I would go to the univer
s i t y, o f Langs ton Un ive rs i t y t he re , i t was a b lack un i ve rs i t y
and they would see that I was properly educated and I would
have a good l i fe. And during the period of my mother 's death,
I s lept in a real n ice bed, the first , my remembrance of whi te
sheets, a very soft bed in their home and she seemed to regret
it that they couldn't take me and give me all the things they
felt that they wanted to give me. They was very fond of me
and they were a mixture of Indian and black themselves. They
were a l ight sk inned fami ly and. . . .

Ye l low?

Wel l , what they cal l Indian, more of a reddish l ight tan peo
ple and they were. . . I had real long hair myself and they
thought they could pass me off as their daughter. Most per
sons see them was always askin' is that your daughter? And
they d idn ' t have any ch i ld ren o f the i r own. I a lways look
back to feel perhaps if that all had happened, maybe I would
h a v e a n e n t i r e d i f f e r e n t l i f e .

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

You would describe that as an Indian-black neighborhood?

Yes, a heav i ly mixed area, that par t icu lar locat ion in Behaska,
b lacks and Indians were qui te a mixture in that par t icu lar area.

Were the houses near your similar? Small in size and about
the same worth, do you recall?

ROBERTS: No, most of the persons in that part icular area, we were real ly
c lassed one o f the poorest fami l ies there . Everybody, the
family that I was around, the Nelsons, the same ones that
were going to adopt me, they had a large, big, beautiful home.
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They seemed to be owners of some of the oil wells around there.
The people weren't that poor. We were the very poor family,
on account of my father being not wanting to make the kind
of l iv in ' the other persons around there were earning money.
I t wasn ' t impor tan t to my fa ther, hav in ' the cu l tu re o f Ind ians
al l that was not important to h im. So we l ived poor accordin '
to the other persons who were mainly black in that part icular
area.

You can recal l as a chi ld then basical ly two households, your
mother and your father and your mother 's first chi ldren and
your sister, and then your next household which would have
been with your grandmother and your sister?

Right .

How many brothers, half-brother did you have?

In my mother, had four boys.

Four boys.

Four boys. Let 's see; there was Wil l iam, Handy, and Tom, three
boys . I never had the person l i v in ' i n the house w i th a l l o f
them at any time.

At most there were s ix in the house. Six ch i ldren.

R igh t .

Or s ix peop le a l l together.

Right . My s is ter was only, E l izabeth, my baby s is ter was
only six months old when my mother passed so it appeared it
was six months we al l l ived there, six kids in the house.

Six kids and two adults?

Six kids and one adult. This was al l in Oklahoma.

A l l r i gh t , d i d you eve r have , a t t ha t po in t you d i dn ' t l i ve
w i th g randparen ts e i the r, t ha t was s t r i c t l y you r pa ren ts o r
one of your parents and your sisters and brothers?

Yes, my mother and my sisters and brothers.

Were there any, at any time did your family have boarders or
outs iders that l ived in the house wi th you?
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There was my grandmother, was a quite di fferent l i fe.

Al l r ight , so we could make again that d is t inct ion between
the two household?

R igh t .

There were no boarders or outside people when you lived with
your parents?

No, except the kids perhaps comin' over spending the night
with one of the kids, one of the next door neighbors, a pal
o f t he k ids .

Al l r ight , do you recal l any companions of s ignificance when
you were a child?

Not that , not very wel l in Oklahomer; there in Arkansas, yes.

Outs ide o f your s is te rs and bro thers , you rea l ly d idn ' t asso
c ia te w i th o the r ch i l d ren ex tens i ve l y?

No, not in Arkansas, or rather in Oklahoma because we were
very young yet. However, I can remember my older sister havin1
friends but I was very young when I was, I stayed very close
to my mother whenever she was home and I was not in school,
usua l ly c lose to her or not there wi th the Nelsons. I t was
two places, my home and the Nelson's home.

What was your relat ionship to your brothers and sisters?

Wel l , the same mother and father, but our re lat ionships, I
was sort of young and [they] looked upon as like a baby in
the house and sort of at times pushed around.

Was there a s ign ificant age d i f fe rence between the fi rs t se t
of chi ldren and the second set of chi ldren?

Yes, there was.

So that a l l the or ig inal chi ldren were a good deal o lder than
you were?

Yes, they were a l l o lder.

So you would probably say, i f I 'm correct , that El izabeth and
you were the closest?
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Yes, we were.

D id you have spec ific chores and respons ib i l i t ies? D id you
and E l izabeth have spec ific chores and respons ib i l i t ies as
ch i ld ren that you can reca l l?

After the death of my mother in the home, my grandmother, yes,
there was qui te a b i t o f responsib i l i ty 'cause they were farmers.
She had her own fa rm bu t they s t i l l d id fa rmin ' as we l l . E l le r,
meanin' my grandmother over in Arkansas, and once her what they
c a l l c r o p s , r e f e r i n ' t o g e t t i n ' i n t h e i r h a y a n d a l l t h i s f r u i t
and everything, and we would always go and work for other farms,
mainly those persons who were st i l l sharecropping on white farms.
We were the largest black owners of farmers in that area who
owned land and looked up on sort of as what they could call
there the middle class blacks because we owned land. We were
tax payers and that was very important. There weren' t very
many blacks who pay taxes.

So i t was an important d is t inct ion between your l i fe as a chi ld
with your mother and father, with your mother versus with your
grandmother?

Right. Very early stages with my mother and growin' up.

'Cause you were known in that town as the poor?

Right the very poorest in the town.

Versus what you came to be known when you lived with your grand
mother?

Right . We was the so-cal led middle c lass.

Can you recall any distinction having been made between the
things the girls were made to do versus the things the boys
were made to do?

Well, there was my grandmother, her bein' a woman, head of the
house, a very strong progressive person, in my opinion as I
look back over my l i fe . She, be in ' a farm g i r l growin ' up as
a chi ld, s lavery began. . . At the end of s lavery was her b i r th
so l i ke she spent her very ear ly ch i ldhood l i fe , mean in ' E l le r
Brady, as a slave. She was a slave and as a slave she did very
hard work . She d idn ' t have extens ion about what g i r ls cou ldn ' t
do. Her point were you strong enough; if anybody in the house
was weak, or what they would look upon as sickly or somethin1,
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ROBERTS: then you would get a l ighter duty, but i f you was strong as
I was or husky type of person I was, my duties were the same
as my brother or the same duties as well [as] a cousin that
came to l i ve w i t h us a f t e r l os i n ' h i s f a the r, s t r e t ch in ' ba rbed
wire fence, this was nothin ' unusual for me to do. My grand
mother did that kind of work and everybody did. So we would
d ig ho les, d ig d i tches, and mi lk cows or take cot ton. Every
thing everybody else did if you were strong enough, it was
about how strong you was.

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

r
INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

I t had nothing real ly to do with sex?

No, nothing about sex. Some of the things I not ice now that
women are doin ' , there at that t ime we did al l those things.

So you were real ly l iberated in that sense?

Right, we were doin' any chore that we could do as long as
we were strong enough to handle it and many of us were very
anxious or I didn't want my brother to tel l me and I would
meet him like on the farms 'cause we would go out, ray grand
mother and help my brothers or father to get what they call
crops in down on Esel 's place. And I didn' t want my brothers
to say you're too weak, you can' t do i t . That was a chal lenge;
I had to do i t . And usua l ly, whether i t was dr iv in ' the wagon
or whatever, was no problem.

Tha t ' s ve ry i n te res t i ng . Can you reca l l how impo r tan t r e l i g i on
was to you or was it important to you as a child?

Rel ig ion, the sty le of my grandmother, i t seemed there, what
we would often hear her mention towards religion that she was
very act ive not in the Bapt is t church but in the Methodis t
church there and of ten she ment ioned the sty le of that part i
cu lar Afr ican Methodist church. She of ten said that she was
the mother of that church. We never real ly learnt what she
meant by bein' the mother of the church. Often there was a
lo t o f ac t iv i t ies that she had spent . And my grandmother,
El la, bought a lot of land around the area, as the black area
grew larger a f ter the days that they firs t began there as
e a r l y s e t t l e r s , p i o n e e r s e t t l e r s i n t h a t a r e a . S h e o w n e d l i k e
eight houses in the whole area, the black area, was al l her
property. The church was exact ly next door to her garden,
so like she would walk out of her door and the next door was
the church. And i t seemed that she had a lot of things; she
often mentioned how early she went to church and all her ac
t iv i t ies but there was someth in ' l ike a domest ic problem wi th
her and some of the members. The period that we came, Elizabeth
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ROBERTS: and mysel f , to l ive wi th El ler she was not that act ive wi th
the church. And the very early beginning I do remember her
takin' us to the church and we were introduced to the various
members and they knew my mother about what had happened, and
everybody was very n ice to the l i t t le g i r l s bu t , however, very
soon after my grandmother was not goin' to church at all and
on account of her way of not goin' to church, we were not
exposed to rel ig ion that much any more. My stepgrandfather,
Mark Brady, he attended a Baptist church perhaps a couple
of miles away where most of the blacks from the sharecroppin'
farms, which was called a place out on the ridge—everybody
referred to the ridge that was where the main mass of the
blacks l ived, maybe three to five hundred blacks perhaps out
there at tended that par t icu lar Bapt is t church, and the Method
ist church was more the blacks who owned property. The home
owners and tax payers went to the church in the inner town
and Mark attended that church and Eller attended the Methodist
church but often Mark could never take us to church, to his
church. She didn' t want us to go to the Bapt ist church, how
ever, my mother was a Baptist.

f
[INTERRUPTION]

INTERVIEWER: I want to go back and pick up where we left off the last t ime
w i th t he sub jec t o f r e l i g i on . You were re la t i ng to us you r
exper iences as a chi ld wi th re lat ionship to your grandmother.
Do you recall where we were?

R O B E R T S : Ye s , c o u l d y o u g i v e m e a b r i e f n o t i n g o n . . . .

INTERVIEWER: Al l r ight , you were saying how your grandmother had or ig inal ly
started out as a major force in the local church and then
seemed to lose in teres t in the church and, in fac t , d idn ' t
attend church at al l any more.

ROBERTS: Right . Yes, she was act ing mother of the Afr ican Methodist
church in Arkansas, in Ola, Arkansas there.

INTERVIEWER: So you don't feel rel igion had much of an impact on your chi ld
hood?

ROBERTS: No, I was not exposed that much to the act iv i t ies of re l ig ion
as a young, very young or was secondary school along those lines.

r
INTERVIEWER: Wel l , I reca l l o r ig ina l l y you had sa id someth ing about fee l ing

the need to belong or do things like other members of your
family did and the example you set was baptism. Will you ex
plain a l i t t le bi t about why bapt ism was so important to you
then?
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ROBERTS: It seemed baptism, and this was at there during the period
of my mother's lifetime and back in Oklahoma, Behaska, Okla
homa—it seemed that al l the kids around there that I knew,
meanin ' the black k ids, a l l were bapt ized through their Bap
tist church. My mother Vinnie was a Baptist and was sort
of the thing to do. The kids wanted to do whatever anybody
else did and that was to get baptized. And as I mentioned
to you ear l ier, I went to one of the bapt iz in 's which was
on a creek or somethin' l ike that or a large body of water
outdoors, baptism there and the baptism went on, the baptiz
ing went on and I then was sort of small. They had baptized
everyone and I was left off. No one had seen me and I was
t ry in ' to le t i t be known I had no t go t ten bap t i zed . And
someone noticed that Miss Harris' daughter was not baptized,
and she was there, so I was taken out into this body of water,
which I 'm not sure i f i t was a creek or a lake or what, just
a large body of water and too the pastor of that part icular
church was doin' the baptizing there and I was submerged like
everybody e lse which was great . I fe l t then that I had d id
what everybody else had did.

INTERVIEWER: So i t rea l l y wasn ' t a des i re to be bapt ized ou t o f re l ig ious
convic t ion but in order to be l ike everyone e lse.

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

Yeah, to do what everybody else did.

Do you th ink there was i f you can recal l , a di fference wi th
regard to your mother 's at t i tude about re l ig ion and your grand
mother 's?

ROBERTS: It seemed to, as far as my mother's concerned, she was often
mentioned the word of prayer in the house and prayer around
the d inner table and that sor t o f th ing. Prayer was ment ioned
in her presence and always that the Lord was goin' to bless
us and things was goin' to be better. That we wouldn't always
have to l ive as poor as we were, and the things that we didn't
have that other children had and she was always promisin' us
a bet ter l i fe . We were go in ' to have a l l these th ings one day.
And that God would make it possible. There with my grandmother,
who somehow had got disillusioned seemed to which her reli
g ious at t i tude in her church and al l , she did not use a lot
of re l ig ious expressions in the house, as her daughter d id,
my mother. My grandmother, who was Ella Brady, she had very
l i t t l e to say tha t much abou t re l i g ious ac t i v i t i es i n the home.

r
INTERVIEWER: So we might conclude from that then that had your mother l ived

and you stayed wi th her, your re l ig ious background, your re l i
g ious upbr inging might have been very di fferent than what i t
was with your grandmother.
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It could have been.

Fine. I 'd l ike to move ahead for a minute then and get back
to the fami ly uni t as a whole. Do you recal l the k inds of
issues or arguments that took place in your family say be
tween the brothers and your sister or your mother and your
f a t h e r ?

My actual mother, Vinnie, I don't remember too many disturbed
or arguments or confusion in the home except the deep distress
of the things we didn' t have and things she couldn' t do for us.
It seemed that we sort of went out with fr iends and neighbors
of the community and each kid seemed to have their own friend.
I had mine, a family who wanted to adopt me and was very fond
of me, fond of, and I found i t very comfortable to go there.
There was always enough to eat there and they had. . . I thought
t he house was ve ry p re t t y i ns i de . I t l ooked qu i t e d i f f e ren t
than the one I l ived in and there was lots of pret ty th ings
that looked awful pretty to me, in their home and I enjoyed
bein' in their home and often I could go around and at any
time I was always welcome with a big smile and usually I would
find myse l f ove r to th i s pa r t i cu la r ne ighbor ' s home un t i l
my mother perhaps came home. Our home was a place where I
wanted to come because my mother was there. Our love for our
mother. . . the house i tsel f I don' t th ink we enjoyed the home
that much there in Oklahomer again with my mother.

You have indicated then that you fe l t your fami ly, your house,
your home was different than that of your neighbors?

Yes. It seemed that so many things we seen in other homes
that we did not have and we knew that we couldn't have under
the circumstances.

How does that make you feel?

Just that my mother didn't have the money.

You didn't have any feelings one way or another about that?
Did i t make you resent fu l or. . . .

At that par t icu lar per iod of my l i fe , I 'm not sure how my o lder
s is te rs and b ro thers fe l t . I so r t o f seeked en joyment ou t o f
places such as the home of the Nelsons that I was always around.

So you came for the love of your mother in your home but for
the o ther mater ia l th ings your ne ighbor ' s fami ly.
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Yes.

I f you found th is mater ia l d i f ference between yourse l f and
your neighbors, is th is a source of content ion between your
mother and father? Did they argue about that?

It seemed to, from what I can vaguely remember of those times
tha t by my fa ther hav in ' the cu l tu re o f the res t o f the t r i ba l
I nd ians wh i ch he re l a ted t o t he i r s t y l e o f hun t i n ' and fish in '
and sports and all , which was important to them and it wasn't
seemed to be about economics, you could think of this term
nowadays, of what he should have been interested in perhaps
in he lp in ' her make money for the home. His s ty le o f l iv in '
caused her in the s ty le tha t she wanted to l i ve qu i te d i ffi
cult and there, i t seems, there is where the separat ion came.
She would rather he not l ive there i f he wasn't going to help
take care of the home when she was, seemed to be payin' the
bi l ls and at tempt in ' to work as a domest ic worker as al l the
work that she could get was a cook in a home, a pastry cook.
It seemed that she did a lot of pastry and persons enjoyed
hir in' her to do pastry work for them and my father, John,
not want in ' to do anyth ing but go fish in ' and assoc ia te wi th
h i s r e l a t i v e s a n d f r i e n d s , m a i n l y h i s t r i b a l f r i e n d s o f t h e
Choctaw t r ibe.

Do you remember them having verbal argument over this?

As far as I can remember, there was confusion in the house,
a n d J o h n fi n a l l y l e f t .

So you real ly don' t remember anything specific?

Not that specific of her and John. No more than they was
disl ike and they was, she was angry at him. It seemed that
he would not get a job and he had told her false things about
bui ld in ' a barn and there never was a barn to bui ld. And
that actually he had never went on a job as far as she could
prove. Of knowing that he could not , the th ings that he to ld
her seemed to be quite untrue, that he real ly hadn't did any
thing but he did go fishin ' and that sort of th ing and we
had lots of fish and things l ike that around the home and
he would go out and hunt. We had wild game but not necessarily
money and he said he was a carpenter.

Were you surprised when your father was gone?

I missed h im. A l though i t on ly seemed l ike main ly in the af ter
noon and mornings and evenings when he was supposed to be comin'
home from work, going and comin' home. He never spent that much
time around the home.
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But you do remember a feeling of missing him?

Yes, but he wasn' t going to be there. His mother cont inued
to come and see us some, my squaw grandmother still came to
see me.

Did your mother offer any explanation as to why your father
was no longer there?

Yes, but he was lazy. That he was lazy and he wasn't workin'
and she'd often tell the story and laugh how he had her fooled
up a l l those years . And he never was work in ' . And she 'd te l l
friends about it and laugh what John had did.

So she didn' t seem bit ter about i t?

Well, she said, like she was not an Indian woman and her way
o f l i f e w a s n o t fi s h i n ' a n d h u n t i n 1 . S h e d i d n ' t i n t e n d t o
work l ike the tr ibal women and support the home. She didn' t
fi n d i t v e r y c o m f o r t a b l e t o d o i t i n t h a t s t y l e .

And that's the point at which she asked him to leave, when
she realized what was actually going on.

R igh t .

Recalling your childhood as much as you can, is there any
kind of a, or a particular day dream that you had, something
that you wanted to do, something that you wanted to become
when you became an adult?

Well, there in Arkansas after the death of my mother I began
to learn about other va lues. My stepgrandfather, Mark Brady,
often him then, he described himself as a school master, con-
t ro l in ' o f the schoo ls . He had been con t ro l o f va r ious schoo ls ,
high schools as a teacher and he often mentioned how important
i t was that kids should go to school, how important education
was and of ten he would ta lk about a par t icu lar univers i ty,
in the state of Tennessee, of Fisk University and how wonder
fu l i t was and th is was h is favor i te school . However, he had
sta ted that he had went to school in I l l ino is . Mount Western
Univers i ty or somethin ' l ike that , was the school that he had
at tended, h imsel f . But , however, he was very fond of the school
there in Nashvi l le , Tennessee, and he of ten would te l l ta les
of the kids goin' to school when he was a school master there
and how d i fficu l t i t was, was sor t o f bedt ime d iscuss ions of
what it was like and him bein' a son of a slave master, what
his chi ldhood was l ike and after we l istened to our stepgrand
father and what his life was like as a slave and he was free
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in his home because the master was his father and he didn't
su f fe r the oppress ion tha t the o ther s laves d id . For h im,
and I t h i nk some th in ' l i ke f ou r ch i l d ren o f h i s f am i l y, t hey
were a l l the master 's ch i ldren, Mark C. Brady, Sr. And these
were his chi ldren and Mark went in his father's name, his
s is ter and h is three bro thers a l l went in h is fa ther 's name.
And they were sort of their masters, or they were respected
as their master 's over the other. He said they had something
l ike three hundred and some slaves on that plantat ion that
h is fa ther owned. A f te r the dea th o f h is fa ther, wh ich he
said he was already a teenager, that he really learned some
t h i n ' d i f f e r e n t , a d i f f e r e n t l i f e . B e f o r e t h e y w e r e r i c h a n d
they had everything and he always, he referred to al l the
slaves as our slaves and what we had and there was an auction
on the p lan ta t i on a f t e r t he dea th o f h i s f a the r. The re weren ' t
any relatives and everything was sold and auctioned off and
there was money in the wi l l for the chi ldren. They d id get
the money and they left the South and came North and went to
co l l ege and a l l t ha t .

Then they came back South?

Came back as teachers. My grandfather bein ' the fa i r -sk inned,
mulatto black person with blue eyes, most of the t ime he did
meet someone who really knew them on the streets and he said
he spent a lot of t ime in Memphis, Tennessee. No one really
knew that he was a black man. His mother was African descent
and I don't remember what tr ibal Indians, but she was half
t r i ba l I nd ian and ha l f A f r i can . Her pa ren ts , she sa id , was
native Africans and one of the parents was African and the
other was American Indian and Mark came out the complexion
of his father and he was al lowed to vote. They wasn't aware,
he said, that b lacks were vot in ' in the e lect ion because he
was fa i r. He would regis ter as I r ish descent and they never
knew because his father was Ir ish. And they never knew unt i l
later he began to te l l . One of the brothers was darker and
he had more d i f ficu l t f o r wha t h i s ac t i v i t y was . O f ten he 'd
be cursin' what he was, was he black or white, because he was
more of a tanner and not the clear fair skin l ike Mark was.

INTERVIEWER: So one of your ambitions then was to go to Fisk University?

R O B E R T S : O h , d e fi n i t e l y . D e fi n i t e s o .

INTERVIEWER: What did you want to do after you went to Fisk University?

R O B E RT S : I w a n t e d t o g o t o F i s k l i k e I ' d h e a r d m y g r a n d f a t h e r m e n t i o n
about school and become a teacher and head a school like he
said he did.
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A teacher and maybe a principal?

A principal, yes. He was a school master and for a woman
I would have been a principal of the school and because he
always told us about his act iv i t ies as heading up school sys
tems, the b lack schoo l sys tems. He fina l ly sa id he fe l t he
wanted to ident i fy h isse l f as a b lack person and of ten pol i
t i ca l figu res fe l t he was l y i n ' t ha t he was no t b lack , t ha t
h e w a s r e a l l y. . . h e h a d d i f fi c u l t t i m e p r o v i n ' t h a t h e
was black.

f

INTERVIEWER: So you were very much interested and favorable to the whole
idea of school as a posi t ive thing for you?

R O B E RT S : O h , i t w a s v e r y i m p o r t a n t t o m e , m o s t i m p o r t a n t .

INTERVIEWER: Can you think of any part icular subjects in school when you
did go that you l iked?

R O B E R T S : Ye s , I w a s v e r y e a g e r t o l e a r n a t t h a t t i m e a r i t h m e t i c , a n d
I cou ld rea l l y take a r i thmet ic c lasses w i th my o lder s is te rs
and brothers.

INTERVIEWER: Actually, you went to school with them or you learned from them?

ROBERTS. No , the re was a schoo l the re i n A rkansas o f a th ree -mon th pe r
iod out of a year that blacks had a three-month school in' out
of a year and everybody went to the one-room school. There
was another school of about six rooms but that was the all-
white school and we lived near, my grandmother l ived near the
a l l -wh i te schoo l , bu t then we weren ' t a l lowed there . She sa id
we had to go to another school. When she walked us to school
fina l l y, when we fina l l y go t to schoo l because a f te r over in
Arkansas there weren't any schools for a period there and
then, final ly, when there was or af ter I came there wasn' t
any school for awhi le.

Then, final ly, they d id find money in the county there to open
up a black school and there was a family there, the Wilsons,
who built the school for the blacks, because it seemed the one
they had was a house and it wasn't suitable and the courts
said that bui ld in ' as a school so there was a school bui l t ,
and he bui l t the school and a church, also. Now, this was a
white person who felt he wanted to do somethin' for the blacks
in that area and he had these two bui ld in 's bui l t for them
and it was a one-room school with a bell and large playground
and kids of all ages and all grades went to the one school.
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But, somehow, it always bothered me to walk that far because
that school was not painted. I t was natural wood and the
other school was painted al l being white with nice windows
and our school had a door in back and I didn't see any windows
i n i t a n d I r e a l l y d i d n ' t l i k e t h a t b u i l d i n ' .

So you were very much aware of the difference between the
white school versus the black school?

R i g h t . I t w a s a t e r r i b l e l o o k i n ' b u i l d i n ' a n d t h e w h i t e s c h o o l
that we was past by had a nice playground and the grass was
green and up around our buildin' was lots of leaves and often
we were warned by the teacher that the snakes in the woods—
the school set in the woods and you just go through the woods
up on a clear in ' where there was two bui ldin 's, the church
and the school—and there was always fear in the girls were
not al lowed to go to the outdoor john alone. The boys had
to go in first and check the outside Johns because often the
teacher was afraid there could be snakes in the john so they
would check by the boys before the girls would come in so
they wouldn't get bit by snakes and there was a crisis at
one period that there was a girl bitten by a snake who used
the john ou ts ide . And tha t fea r. . . I t was the k ind o f p lace
we like the teacher; we really come to see her but not neces
sar i l y the who le sur round in 's . I t was unp leasant and the
kids, they weren't very happy there but what could they do,
so they just sort of loved each other.

But that didn't mean you l iked school any less?

Oh, not any less, just d idn ' t want to go to that p lace.

Just d idn ' t want to go to that par t icu lar one. You jumped
ahead of me a l i t t le here in terms of a couple of questions
I want to ask so let's go back a moment. You said one of
you r f avo r i t e sub jec ts was then ca l l ed r i t hme t i c , l i ke the
three r ' s . Were there any sub jec ts you reca l l you l i ked?

Yes , I l i ked read in ' . I l i ked read in1 very much and o f ten
wanted to read but the small chi ldren i t seemed in that class
couldn' t have their chance because she'd often be workin' ,
the teacher, wi th the older chi ldren because they were kids
that was in l ike eighth and ninth grade. And the teacher we
had, we had heard she was a third or fourth grade teacher and
she was busy try in ' to help those chi ldren in higher grades,
and the low ones, she didn't have very much time to spend
with us. And often we would wait and wait a very long per
iod hopin' that she'd final ly get around and give us a chance
to do some things such as readin' and rithmetic and since I
was, she fe l t , good in i t she let me have r i thmet ic c lass
w i th the o lde r sen io r ch i l d ren .
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So did you actual ly learn more ar i thmetic than reading?

Yes, because I was faster on that one.

Did you learn from the teacher or did you learn from the
other pupi ls that you were with?

From the pupils and the things, the problems that she placed
on the board and I was the sort of child that caught on real
fas t to whatever she was say in ' . I cou ld unders tand i t in
the same form real ly that everybody else was understandin'.

Is th is the on ly teacher that you can recal l?

Yes , t ha t I had . The re was two teache rs t he re . The fi rs t
one was called Naomi. I didn't go too much under her but
the second teacher came. I remember a lot about her, the
l a s t t e a c h e r.

Can you te l l us a l i t t le b i t about her?

Yes, see she was a teacher that for a long period there, what
I mean about a long period, maybe a year there was no teacher
there because their, Naomi left that area and we didn' t have
a teacher and there was sort of through the churches and all
there were lookin ' for a b lack teacher to teach school in
t ha t pa r t i cu l a r r ea l sma l l coun t r y l i t t l e t own i n A rkansas .

Were both the teachers black?

Yes. White teachers were not al lowed to teach black kids
any way in Arkansas. There was a white lady who wanted to
volunteer and she was a school teacher but she was not workin'
as a school teacher and she wanted to come up and help and
there was somethin' about state law of Arkansas provided her
rights to teach even though she wanted to. She even said
that she would teach those children who could come to her
l i v in ' room so i t wou ld no t be in the bu i ld in ' and , there
a g a i n , t h e y s a i d s h e ' d b r i n g a l l t h e l i t t l e c o l o r e d c h i l d r e n
in to the a l l -wh i te ne ighborhoods and they d idn ' t th ink tha t
would be good and everything she tried to do there was some
one opposed to i t so i t didn' t happen.

So you ended up with two, especially one black teacher?

Yeah, we had to wai t unt i l final ly there was a teacher found.
And when that teacher was found, there was only a three-month
period that she was goin' to teach there and other t imes of
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ROBERTS: the year there wasn't any money for her that she might make
a l iving because there wasn't anything for anybody else to do
that was black—and course we referred to each other as colored
and negro at that t ime—except work in the f ie lds l ike every
body else and she was a school teacher, she had never really
worked in the fields. She came from Carolina and she went to
school a lot and she was an educator and she didn't want to pick
c o t t o n .

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:
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Did she come from South or North Carolina?

R igh t .

Which one?

I think it was Winston-Salem she was from and there was a lady
there who wanted, who asked to visit our teacher and asked
to help her and she was related, she was a distant aunt of
the original Jesse James, the James family and she had a very
large home that was pa in ted whi te , a three-s tory bu i ld in ' w i th
lots of horses and, the Jameses owned farm land with share
croppers, owned their farm but not a real large one and she
invi ted our teacher to stay in her home. She said she could
have everything she wanted and we called this lady Miss Lela
James; everybody known her as Miss Lela James and she was sort
of a woman that was a friend to the people.

Did your teacher stay there?

She finally agreed to come and stay and once she moved in there
was a lot of problems with the white neighbors of Miss James.

Because a black woman was living there?

Right , was l iv ing under, someth in ' about the s ta te law that
b lacks couldn ' t l ive under the same roof there. They dropped
that same kind of law into focus that they did about the teach
ers and everyth in ' , that the s tate law would not a l low b lack
persons to live under the same roof with whites and Miss Lela
James defended her rights. She said it was her home and she'd
do what she wanted to do there, only she said she'd do what
she damn pleased. It was her home and no one would tell her
what to do and she moved her in and they suggested, the neigh
bors, that she bui ld an upstairs over the barn. She had a
s tab le barn , to bu i ld l i v in ' quar te rs because wh i tes cou ld
have l iv in ' quar ters for servant help and have the teacher
l ive as a servant. That would be okay; the law would al low
that. She said, Miss James said, that she was not a servant
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ROBERTS: she was her house guest and that was the problem, the word
houseguest, not a servant, but a houseguest. And they wanted
then to a rgue w i th the cour t o f the cu rs in ' o f the t i t l e o f
the person, place them then under servant rather than house
guest. She refused to do that. And her home, Mrs. James,
she was a Miss, she was an old maid, she had never been mar
ried. Her home was attacked and we felt that i t was the Klans
attackin' her home because she seen people with white sheets
on their face and holes cut in the sheets in f ront of her
door and they had torches and they burned her barn down. It
was supposed to be a warning for the house, if she continued
to le t what they would ca l l the n igger teacher l ive in the
house.

INTERVIEWER: Did the teacher stay anyway?

ROBERTS: The teacher s tayed anyway a t Miss James 's so there was a bu l le t
fi red through the f ront w indow. She had impor ted g lass a l l
in her front door and a beaut i ful s late walk up to her walk
way so there was a, someone shot in her front window.

INTERVIEWER: Did this scare the teacher away?

ROBERTS: The teacher dec ided tha t she was caus in ' t oo much t roub le and
Miss James goin' out in the back where she had to rent a barn
for her horses and things. They got the horses out before they
burned and she decided that she was causin' too many problems
and she slipped away 'cause Miss James didn't want her to go.
She l ived alone.

INTERVIEWER: And she left the community?

ROBERTS: Yes , she s l i pped away and wen t back to Ca ro l i na and l e f t a
nice note why she left, and how she loved us all and she did
return about a year or so later and stayed with a very poor
b lack fami l y and jus t s lep t on a pa l le t . She d idn ' t wan t to
take beds from anybody. And then they claimed in the com
munity that there wasn't any money to pay for two schools,
that the county was broke and that there was a famine and
was durin' the t ime that there was a depression and they didn't
have any money.

INTERVIEWER: Do you ever recal l approximately what t ime this was, year-
wise, would you?

R O B E R T S : I ' m a s s u m i n g t h a t i t w a s p r o b a b l y i n t h e e a r l y t h i r t i e s . S o m e
th ing l i ke '33 , '34 , '35 , dur ing the Depress ion per iod and

r
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she would go around and do crochet work at our homes and we
would, my sister and I, would read the first grade book and
she would visit our homes maybe once a week. She was at dif
ferent ones homes and she tried to help that way.

After the county said there was no money for the two schools?

Right .

She tried to continue to educate you?

Right. And she would take, she asked us to save our flour
was bought in cloth bags rather than paper bags, way you get
them now, and persons referred to them as flour sack bags,
there was someth in ' , the mater ia l was l i ke l inen. You cou ld
wash i t and b leach i t out , i t 'd be pret ty and whi te , but she
would ask us to save those flour sack bags and she would show
us how to pull thread through them and make like lunch clothes.
Craf t , she had us do in ' a lo t o f craf t , and to take var ious
things and make things to hang on the walls and then we were
d o i n ' c r o c h e t i n g w o r k . W e , fi n a l l y, t h e k i d s fi n a l l y s o l d
walnuts . In our case, we so ld b lack walnuts to fami l ies and
got enough money to get the crocheting needles and other things.
She was helpin' us in craft and things at the home and attemptin'
to get everybody at least to learn their ABC's for the younger
chi ldren and how to tel l t ime on the clock because the chi ldren
could not tel l t ime and she was tryin' to make sure while
she was there before she left was to tell t ime and persons
would take up money around the neighborhoods. We would sell
walnuts and give her ten cents a bucket and save the money
to give our teacher when she came and she wouldn't want to
take i t and we 'd get upset i f she d idn ' t take i t , so she 'd
have to take it to make the kids happy but there again, there
was no school in ' .

Except what she could provide by going from house to house.

R igh t .

Did she stay very long doing that?

She stayed around, around two years just helpin' from house
to house without pay and went on her own. She would prepare
food for herself and on her own without askin' the people for
any th ing , bu t jus t to he lp the k ids .

INTERVIEWER: Do you remember what her name was?
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I've been tryin' to remember her name. I 'm not sure her name
at the moment but. . . .

She was black. Do you remember anything else about her back
ground? Did she ever tell you where she'd gone to school or
how much schooling she'd had?

Yes, we knew she'd been to college.

North or south?

Yes, in the South, she said she had attended southern colleges
and had to show her ce r t i fica te to the coun ty o ffic ia ls there
before they would le t her teach. You had to be a cer t ified
teacher. And she was the only teacher that we had ever had
who had a degree. Naomi didn't have a degree; she just had
fou r yea rs o f co l l ege . Tha t was t he fi r s t t eache r.

Four years o f co l lege but had not o ffic ia l ly graduated?

No degree. Right, she didn' t have a degree.

So this lady did have one.

Yes, she was a cer t ified teacher.

C e r t i fi e d c e r t i fi c a t e ?

Yes, and she had, she felt she had so much to offer us.

Was her background similar to what you, what we could say
perhaps was the background of most blacks or had she come
from free parents?

She seemed to be more cultured than any of us. She had words
tha t we d idn ' t use , t he b lacks o r wh i tes d idn ' t ac tua l l y t a l k
l i ke she d id .

She seemed more sophisticated?

Yes, more cultured and a very sophist icated kind of a lady.
We were all, the kids were always concerned. She walked dif
ferent and she acted di fferent than people in that area and
it seemed that some of the whites envied her when she'd go
down for soda at the drug store on the corner, they called
her one of those educated negroes. She's one of them educa
ted, and they'd say things to her but she said she didn' t
care about none of them; she just wanted to help some kids.
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ROBERTS: Her concern was not to deal with the community but tryin' to
he lp the k ids . Th is par t i cu la r county had been ta lked about ,
she had said, through the church that the kids in that area
were not gett in ' any school in ' and that i t was a poor county
and didn't have any money and couldn't pay for two schools
and the white school was only six month and my school was
three months and my feel in 's about the white school, that 's
when my l i t t l e f r i end and I wan ted to go the re . I f e l t I
should go where my l i t t le whi te f r iend Frances was. And that 's
how I got her in to t rouble. She t r ied to he lp me get in to
tha t schoo l .

INTERVIEWER: You got Frances into t rouble?

R O B E R T S : Ye s . H e r f a t h e r d i d n ' t a g r e e ; h e r m o t h e r d i d , b u t n o t h e r
f a t h e r .

INTERVIEWER: Who was Frances to you?

ROBERTS: Frances and I was the same age and we were even born on the
same day and we both were chubby, heavy, kind of l i tt le fat
gir ls and we thought we kind of looked al ike. We were close
toge the r.

How did you meet one another?

Through my grandmother doin' her mother 's laundry. She'd
go up for the laundry.

You'd go along with your grandmother?

Yes.

And you became friends that way?

Frances and I became friends. So we'd always play on the day
that grandma had to go and get the laundry and we'd get to
see each other. And she had a lot of pret ty new toys, pret ty
dresses and she always wanted to show me everything she had
and share with me.

INTERVIEWER: So Frances wasn't a classmate, she was a friend?

R O B E R T S : W e b e c a m e f r i e n d s .

INTERVIEWER: Although you tried to become her classmate?

ROBERTS: She wanted me and I wanted to be where she was. She wanted
to be where I was. We didn't want to be apart; we always
wanted to be together.

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:
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INTERVIEWER: You weren' t able to do that?

R O B E RT S : N o , w e d i d n ' t s e e m t o w a n t t o p l a y w i t h a n y b o d y e l s e a f t e r
we met. We wanted just we two. 'Cause the things we did
was we'd l ike the winter there was what we cal led ic ic le t i tes
hangin' outside the window. We'd both get those and we'd
s l ip out the back and s l ide on the ice. Everyth ing we d id
we had fun together. And I d idn ' t have ro l le r ska tes bu t
she did and i f I 'd fal l , she'd help me and we'd laugh. We
had a lot of fun together. And I can remember she was eight
years old and I was eight years old.

INTERVIEWER: Do you recall for a moment going back to your teacher, whether
or not she seemed par t icu lar ly re l ig ious? You d id ment ion
the church in connect ion w i th her. D id she ta lk about re l ig ion?

R O B E R T S : M y g r a n d m o t h e r ?

INTERVIEWER: No , you r teacher. Th i s pa r t i cu la r teacher tha t you l i ked so
much.

ROBERTS:
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She went to church every Sunday. She went to church. She
was a Bapt is t and she at tended the Bapt is t church. The bui ld in '
that was built by the Wilsons, the wealthy white man who died
and le f t two bu i ld ings the b lacks. He wanted to do th is .
Everybody wasn't agreeable, agreeing with him about what he
wanted to do, but he d id i t anyway. He bu i l t these two bu i ld in 's ,
r ight next door to each other, on his land.

And that's where your teacher went to church?

Right. That was the main focus church.

Did she seem to encourage children to go to church? Did she
encourage you to be religious?

No. She never d iscussed re l ig ion. She was not . . . she jus t
went to church.

And you knew that?

Yes, we all knew because we didn't get to go, but from the
other kids, they were there and would see her. And she meant
a l o t t o a l l o f u s .

Do you reca l l i f there was any d i f fe rence in a t t i tude wi th
regard to boys and gir ls going to school? I t was obvious
you've indicated there 's a d i fference between whi tes and blacks
for education, what about between boys and gir ls? Was it more
desirable, were black boys encouraged to go to school more
than b lack g i r l s?
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Wel l , i n tha t s i tua t ion the re , mos t o f the b lacks l i ved on
the sharecroppin ' farms. My fami ly happened to own their
own property so we wasn't under the same guidelines for those
who l ived under whi te sharecroppin ' farms. Those who l ived
on a white sharecroppin' farm, the owner of the farm decided
who went to school and who didn't. And he would tell how
long the boys had to be in school and how long the girls would
go. He'd let the gir ls go what appeared longer than the boys.
The girls would go three months and the boys would go two months
' c a u s e i t w a s t i m e t o s t a r t p l a n t i n ' t h e fi e l d s .

So ac tua l l y the g i r l s go t , w i th in the l im i ta t ions o f educa
tional opportunity, more chance than the boys?

Right , because there was noth in ' the g i r ls cou ld do unt i l
time to chop cotton and the boys had to plow up the land and
plant the cotton and the corn and once it was already grown
up out of the ground then the gir ls would be ready to start
chopping cot ton.

INTERVIEWER: Is there a difference between what boys and gir ls were taught?
For example, were you confined to learn th ings l ike crochet ing
versus the boys learning how to read or to do arithmetic?

R O B E RT S : M a i n l y t h e o n e s w h o c o n t r o l l e d t h e f a r m s a r o u n d t h e r e s o r t
of say what they wanted the black kids to do. I t was very
important that the males learned ar i thmet ic, how to count
and figure, because they had to weigh cotton and they had
to measure things and they had to sack up like corn and other
grains so i t was important that they knew how to figure. And
gir ls , figger in1 was okay but they had to learn to read so
they could do recipes and was some of the reasons that people,
that was important for the gir ls to learn to read and boys
know more and often I have heard the plantation owners say
fourth grade was enough because the girls were only goin'
to marry each other, the boys and gir ls were goin' to marry
and they was goin' to be farmers, why waste your money,they'd
t e l l t h e b l a c k p a r e n t s .

INTERVIEWER: So as long as you knew how to do simple arithmetic and you
knew how to read that was all that was necessary?

ROBERTS: Yeah , why wo r r y you rse l f , you know. They 'd make examp les
of other kids who grew up and got married to the boy up the
field at the next farm and for the black parents not to be
too concerned, because it was sort of a trend that blacks
were s l ipp in ' away overn ight and tak in1 the i r k ids to nor thern
areas where their kids could go to school and from that area
they went up into I l l inois to Chicago, not so much into Ohio
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but to Chicago and Kansas, par ts of the state of I l l ino is be
cause they fe l t school opportuni ty was in , opportuni ty was
impor tan t fo r the i r k ids . [They le f t ] when the house was
empty because otherwise i f they lef t in the day, the boss
would say, "You owe me money and you can't go," and they'd
be forced to un load the t ruck, p lace the i r th ings back in
the house, and the sheriff would stop you.

Prevent you from leaving?

Ya. Because you owed money and you was runnin' away from a
debt .

This was your contractual agreement as a sharecropper?

Right and he would try to make friends with you, give you
e x t r a t h i n g s , e x t r a c l o t h i n g .

To get you to stay?

Right, do some extra nice things for you.

When al l the whi le saying that educat ion wasn' t important?

No more than fourth or fif th grade.

In that way perhaps trying to discourage you from going North
to where you could get an education?

Yes and then my grandmother not bein' a resident on one of
those farms, she used to live on. . . She had her own. . .
however, we would go out and work on their farms for pay but
we didn't have to go under that kind of a condit ion that my
hal f -s is ters and brothers d id because the i r fa ther Esel was
one of the sharecroppers and he always said we should break
even and then he would help him to go away even, the boss.

This was your. . . .

My ha l f - s i s t e r s and b ro the rs . Th i s guy, t h i s f am i l y, M r. Ken
Nomrin, he owned more land than anybody around there. The
James fami ly never oppressed thei r workers l ike that . They
w e r e d i f f e r e n t .

They were sharecroppers?

Yes, they had no more than perhaps six or seven famil ies. They
had a small farm but they were nice to their people and they
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R O B E R T S : w o u l d g i v e t h i n g s , l i k e h o l i d a y s . T h e y w o u l d g i v e t h i n g s
to you and everybody loved the Jameses and felt that he was
something l ike Jesse James; they were r ich, too. They helped
the poor people.

INTERVIEWER: They robbed the r ich to give to the poor?

R O B E R T S : W e l l , t h e y d i d n ' t r o b . H e r p r i c e s w a s v e r y m o d e r a t e f o r a n y
body and she helped black and white. She had black and white
sharecroppers on her farm, and she was nice to all the people
and her brother run a store and they were very nice to the
people and everybody loved the Jameses, everybody, black and
white, loved the Jameses. Even American Indians passed through
there once—a medicine man—and the people in that area, mainly
we fel t the Klans, they wanted to ki l l h im and she let him
sleep in her barn overnight and protected him so no one could
hur t h im.

I [ I N T E R R U P T I O N ]

INTERVIEWER: Cont inu ing wi th our l ine of quest ion ing about educat ion, do
you recal l the nature of the classmates that you went to school

r w i t h , f o r e x a m p l e , w e r e t h e y o f t h e s a m e b a c k g r o u n d a s y o u ,e thn ic , soc ia l economic , re l i g ious?

ROBERTS: Yes , abou t the t ime tha t I managed to go schoo l I was ve ry
l a te i n en ro l l i n ' i n schoo l . The re was a ques t i on i n t ha t
part icu lar area there in Arkansas i f my s is ter and I were
ever goin' to get into school, and when I was able to go to
school I was probably somethin' l ike six and a hal f , seven
years o ld , before I was ab le to enter schoo l there . Yes,
the kids were, we were al l farm kids. I t was a segregated

I s c h o o l , i t w a s a a l l - b l a c k s e g r e g a t e d r u r a l - t y p e s c h o o l a n d
the ch i ldren who at tended that school , the ch i ldren of the
sharecroppers or mainly the black sharecroppers and, of course,
a couple of families were so-called home owners such as my

' g r a n d p a r e n t s w e r e k n o w n t o b e f a m i l i e s w h o o w n e d t h e i r o w n
I p r o p e r t y s o r t o f l o o k e d u p o n a s t h e m o r e f r e e r b l a c k s w h o

owned their own property, the big shots in a way. They would
own land. Everybody else was sharecroppers. However, I had

I fi v e b r o t h e r s a n d s i s t e r s i n t h a t s a m e c l a s s , o n e - r o o m s c h o o l .

The majority of all the black kids came from what we called
the r i dge . I t was ou t on the sharec ropp in ' f a rm. I t was a
farm that the highway went through and there was the l i t t le

I c o t t a g e s , t h e l i t t l e f a r m s h a c k c o t t a g e s o n e a c h s i d e o f t h e
highway there and these kids, the majority of the blacks came
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from that area on the r idge and k ids l iv in ' in town l ike my
s e l f , m a y b e f o u r, fi v e o r s i x f a m i l i e s o f u s , r e f e r r e d t o t h a t
area as out on the r idge and that 's where the majori ty of the
blacks—then we referred to each other as Negroes—lived. And
there were the children who attended that school, so I would
say we did all have equally the same kind of background.

Except your part icular s i tuat ion where your grandmother and
stepgrandfather made you better off than them economically?

So called economically because we owned property and such as
our own home and our own stock, livestock, cows and pigs and
a l l t h a t k i n d o f t h i n g s .

Never the less , you s t i l l had, tha t d idn ' t enab le you to ach ieve
any educat iona l benefits?

Oh no, not a t a l l . Main ly the k ids on the r idge who rea l ly
was sponsored through a family there who owned most of that
land, the Normans, these kids real ly had a better chance in
some degree than people like our family who owned property.
Things were pretty hard on the blacks who owned somethin'.
You were sort of excluded from various things because the
boss could get everything and we didn't have that kind of
boss. We were independent on our own.

When did you stop going to formal school?

Well , the t ime I entered school at the very late date, many
of the black kids were in school before myself and my sister
since we were sort of newcomers to that area after the death
of my parents. I would say perhaps around the age of seven,
and there was a period there where there wasn't any school
there, maybe a couple of years or so without school and all
together wi th the three months school in ' , n inety days school in1
for k ids and most o f us rea l ly d idn ' t a t tend the whole so l id
n ine ty days . The re was ve ry l i t t l e schoo l i n ' t he re i n my
beha l f o r my s is te r ' s beha l f . B lack males even got less .

So if you started school when you were about six and a half
or seven, and you went for that firs t three-month per iod,
you weren't able to go again for approximately another two
years?

Another couple of years or so or, I believe that we were out
of school. There wasn't a teacher and we were told there
wasn' t funds to pay your teacher and that sort of th ing, so
we were there and then we were out and we were there and it
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ROBERTS: was a very bad ter r ib le system in that par t icu lar county for
schoo l in ' fo r many o f the b lack k ids in tha t a rea . A lmost
no schoolin', you might say, to any degree at all and many
blacks found reasons to begin to s l ip away, they couldn' t
rea l ly vo lunteer and leave the area. They would have to find
ways to slip away at night because they was supposed to owe
money to their boss of the sharecroppin' farm and went North
and other parts of the country where they could find a better
schoo l sys tem for the i r ch i ld ren. We weren ' t ab le to do tha t
then, myself and my sister Elizabeth, on account of my par
ents owned property then, my grandparents were property owners.
I t wasn' t that easy to leave at a l l i f you owned property
as i t was for the sharecroppers who real ly didn't own any
th ing, but jus t shar in ' a l i v in ' in a house who be longed,
that home belonged to the farm and everything they had be
longed to the farm and the farm was owned by the sharecroppin'
bosses.

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

So if you started back to school when you were approximately
nine years old, eight and a half , nine years old, do you re
member approximately how long you went to school again when
you started up?

Yes, I returned to school but then there was a personal prob
lem in my family about goin' to school. There was my grand
parents, I wasn' t able to at tend school regular because she
needed me mainly to help with the laundry and help with chores
around the home there and this again delayed my returning
to schoo l . My younger s i s te r, the las t two k ids o f Vinn ie
that my grandmother, El ler had taken, or rather El izabeth
was ab le to go more than myse l f . I sor t o f rea l l y go t i t
because gett in ' to school l ike 12:30 in the day and school
was out at four o'clock in the evening and maybe couple days
a week and some days I wasn't able to go at all because I
had to do the chores around the house. My grandmother did
l aund ry f o r t he f am i l i es i n t ha t pa r t i cu la r t own the re i n
Oler and I had to help her wi th fami l ies to get the i r laundry
out and get it back to them so we could get paid and earn
some money and all of these kinds of delays was a terrible
th ing and I was te r r ib ly d issa t isfied because I d id want to
go to school at the same period that the other children were
goin' but then I could not because my grandmother said I could
not go and if I got all the work done, maybe I could go in
the afternoon sometime and many times I would arrive already
af ter the d inner be l l had rung a t the schoo l . I wou ld be
walk in ' in a l ready af ter one o 'c lock and maybe quarter to
two , wa lk in ' l i ke five m i les to schoo l when I fina l l y had
a chance to leave my home to arrive at the school which was
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ROBERTS: quite a ways away and school was already in session and other
classes were avai lable and i t was in session for the af ternoon
and there my c lass there in k indergar ten. Usual ly she 'd he lp
those c lasses in the morn in ' , our teacher, and i t weren ' t
r e a l l y a n y c l a s s e s f o r m e i n t h e a f t e r n o o n . I ' d j u s t s i t
around and fal l asleep on the bench from bein1 so terr ibly
t i red a f te r work in ' a l l the morn ing and he lp in ' w i th the laun
dry and often I had already did a couple of orders of clothes
from famil ies and completed them before going to school, so
there wasn't very much learning there in my behalf or for
me to get.

INTERVIEWER: Can you estimate approximately how many years that kind of
s i t ua t i on con t i nued?

ROBERTS: I would say perhaps, r ight off the top my head, four or five
y e a r s l i k e t h a t .

r
INTERVIEWER: Okay, you were about thir teen.

ROBERTS: About , I ran away f rom home about the age of twelve when I
dec ided to leave tha t p lace a f te r v is i t in ' o f my aunt , and
I decided to leave that place and try and find somewhere that
I cou ld go to school l ike the other ch i ldren and hear in ' the
girls and my older sister how she wanted to attend school
and go to college. I wanted that chance, too, and my chances
was not even havin' a chance to even really read l ike the
c h i l d r e n .

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

So you clearly did wish you could have continued?

Oh, yes, nothin' I wanted more. There was a great desire,
too, and there was just no chance.

INTERVIEWER: It was basically the reason why you ran away from home, then?

R O B E RT S : Ye s , b a s i c a l l y t h e r e a s o n o f r u n n i n ' a w a y t o g o t o s c h o o l
and to get away from my grandmother because she didn't seem
to understand that education could be that important to me
and she didn't feel i t was and the people in the town told
her i t was not that important , meanin ' the whi te persons of
the c i t y when she 'd ta l k abou t he r g rand l i t t l e g i r l s , he r
granddaughters and of ten they would, "Oh, El la , i t doesn' t
matter, you know. You're doin1 the best you can and i f they
reached third or fourth grade, so what; you did a good job."
And I wanted more than that. I wanted the same cravin' that
my sister, my older s ister, Vani l la, had. She wanted to go
away to school and I wanted to learn. I wanted to learn to
read , to x^ r i te , to te l l t ime and do a l l the th ings tha t I
knew tha t my l i t t l e g i r l f r i end , F rances cou ld do .
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Have you ever attended any other or did you ever become in
volved in any other k inds of school s i tuat ions? YMCA, or
adul t educat ion or union educat ion, union schools?

Not in that community. There weren' t any kinds of those places
avai lable and i f there were, they wouldn' t have been avai l
able to us. We couldn't have went to the YMCA or none of
those kind of publ ic p laces. There was no place for the blacks
to go except the i r own l i t t le co lored schoo l .

What about later on, were there any of those k inds of inst i tut ions?
D id any o f those k inds o f i ns t i t u t i ons en te r your l i f e as fa r
as education is concerned?

ROBERTS: Oh, once I was away from Arkansas, growing up later and had
a l ready, we l l I d i d r un i n to a s i t ua t i on t he re i n t he s ta te
o f I l l i n o i s i n a t o w n c a l l e d P e o r i a , I l l i n o i s , a n d a n o t h e r
town ca l led Kewanee , I l l i no is , tha t I had f r i ends . Th is was
on my plight of leaving home, running away, that I was of
fered chances to go to school wi th fami l ies i f I wanted to
stay with them when they learned that I was a runaway, that
I cou ld s tay wi th the i r fami l ies and go to school . But my
running away with a musical carnival and had accepted a job
on tha t ca rn i va l . I was a f ra id to l eave the ca rn i va l and
stay with these people who I made friends with in the var
ious towns that the carnival was appear in ' in in the var ious
towns. There was offers along the way that, oh you can stay
here and often I would meet kids who would introduce me to
their parents and black and white kids who would hear my story.
I was a lways very anx ious to te l l my story to the l i t t le boys
and gir ls that I met, that I fel t was around ray size I wanted
to tell them that I had ran away from home and I was on this
musical carnival and I had no place to really go and I was
afraid that the police might want to take me back and often
persons, young gir ls l ike myself , would seem to protect me
and often they would bring me food out and things l ike that
and I was on this carnival and I was usual ly helpin ' in the
ki tchen with the chore of feedin' those other persons who
were on th is musical carnival . They had what they cal led
a black minstrel show and there was a cook house and all where
they, the boss o f the carn iva l was respons ib le fo r, tak in '
on the responsib i l i ty of feedin ' the company, the b lack com
pany, the musical vaudevil le type of show and I wasn't able
to do any performin' but the boss would have chorus girls
too, on the show to teach me the routine steps and things that
I could learn and he said if I learned to dance well enough,
he would give me a job on the show but otherwise I worked in
the ki tchen, sett in ' the table and washin' the dishes was my
j o b .



ROBERTS INTERVIEW 40.

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

When you did attend any of these other kinds of educational
inst i tut ions as an adul t , d id they had any k ind of a profound
impact on your l i fe or on your education?

Once I managed to begin to go to class, I attended a class
in a l i b ra ry and o f cou rse tha t was l a te r i n l i f e a f t e r I
had already met James Roberts and became a girl wife and he
had promised to help me get an education if I became his wife.
And I d id a t tend a l ib rary c lass in C leve land, Ohio . What
I mean by a l ibrary class was a class held in the bui ldin '
o f the l ib rary ; they had an adu l t read in ' c lass there which
James learned about, takin ' me into the l ibrary and I at tended
the adult education which I was very proud and over anxious.
I jus t fe l t I was go in ' to learn every th ing in the books over
n igh t i n the re . I was rea l l y en thused to be in tha t c lass
and I wanted to go every night and learn and see that all
my dreams of education was goin' to come true and I was at-
tendin' these classes even though I had became a mother already
a n d i t w a s d i f fi c u l t u n t i l o n e n i g h t s o m e t h i n ' t e r r i b l e h a p
pened.

I was on my way to school and there was a man at the bus stop
where I waited for the bus to go to school and school was lo
cated on a street called Woodland Avenue in Cleveland, Ohio,
and this man asked me not to get on the bus, asked me to come
go with him and I ran, attempted to run from him and I felt
somethin ' in my coat bein ' as i f i t was r ipped and I real ized
my coat had been cut, and I realized he was attemptin' to cut
me in my back and I became horr ified. Af ter I got to school ,
I told the teachers what had happened to me and I built up
such a fear and I told James about i t and I was afraid really
to go school any more so there I was out again and I stayed
home with the children and more children were born. There
were two other chi ldren born later and later I began to t ry
enrol l in a school cal led East Technical High Adul t Educat ion
classes and James would walk me up with the babies in the
evenin' and I would have to come home by myself at night.
I t r ied to get over the fear and began to attend those classes
two nights a week and that's where I really began to learn
more there at the East Technical Adult Educat ion classes at
n ight how to formula te le t ters and how to get in to spe l l in '
and rithmetic and I was very anxious and very enthused to get
into more education because this was my goal and somehow James
fe l t the babies were, he couldn ' t cont ro l them very wel l .
He got up and go to work the next morning and he asked me
would I stay home with the chi ldren, that I couldn' t go any
more. Then I was out again, I couldn' t go again.
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But while you were there at East Tech, you found these ex
per iences worthwhi le?

Oh, very excit ing, very excit ing and I wanted more than any
th ing in the wor ld to cont inue those c lasses.

Can you remember any teachers or any impact a single teacher
or single teachers had at East Tech?

The teachers that I met at East Tech were very nice. I t was
a beginning reading class that I was in and they seemed to
be very anxious to try and help us, those persons l ike ray-
self in there who wanted to try and get an education and I
fel t that here I was in the North and in Cleveland, Ohio.
I t wasn' t goin ' to be l ike i t was down South. And I would
have a chance to do somethin' I always wanted to do, to go,
to try and go through school and perhaps I st i l l at the per
iod was sti l l dreamin' about I would go to col lege and do
al l those th ings and I was very in terested to t ry and learn
and I fe l t that teachers were very anxious to help us there
and i t was qui te enjoyable and I was terr ib ly d isappointed
that I ever marr ied and that I had chi ldren. Somehow, the
fami ly and a l l there , I cou ldn ' t rea l ly go aga in because
there was other problems that I had such as bein' a wife to
James and a mother to the three chi ldren which interfered
and there I was cut off and became fightful and I t r ied to
not even th ink about i t a f te r a wh i le s ince I cou ldn ' t go
any more and that sort of thing went on for quite a while
and there was not schoolin' perhaps for another six or seven,
eight years in marr ied l i fe and even my returnin ' back to
school was after there was problems in the marriage and James
and myself were no longer together and I had children growin'
up and yet I fe l t I cou ldn ' t rea l ly he lp them wi th the i r home
work when the kids were given assignments. I couldn' t help
them very much because I couldn't read very well myself. From
there, I began to leave my chi ldren with neighbors and try
to go back to East Technical High and enter those classes.
Then many of the teachers weren't there any more. There were
di f ferent teachers but I came in wi th the determinat ion again
to try to improve my education because it had always been
a real obsession to me to really get an education because
there was th ings I fe l t I wanted to do. I cou ldn ' t do them
because I couldn' t read very wel l and there I t r ied again
and often I would have to come out of school for reasons of
the children and I became, was told about a job that after
be in ' on we l fa re , I d idn ' t l i ke we l fa re and I a t tempted to
get employment and I realized by not havin' an education when
I w e n t t o l o o k f o r j o b s , I w a s t o l d a f t e r fi l l i n 1 o u t t h e
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R O B E R T S : a p p l i c a t i o n I c o u l d n ' t d o v e r y w e l l , t h a t I w o u l d , c o u l d b e
hired as a domestic worker and this meant doin' housework and
someone told me who was doin' housework that they would help
me find some jobs as a maid and there as a maid I was terri
b ly t i red and at that par t icu lar t ime I had to take my two
smaller chi ldren with me and leave the oldest one in school
and bring the chi ldren home with me in the evenings. Often
I was too tired even to get out of the house to try and go
to school but there were times I would go and take the children
with me in the classroom and they'd go in the back seats and
I would set in front. They would set behind me and try to dis
c ip l ine the k ids wh i le I a t tempted to learn in c lass and o f ten
this wouldn't work. The kids would make noise and there was
s t i l l p rob lems and the re was j us t a l l so r t o f i n te r fe rence
that I could never really accomplish what I wanted to accom
pl i sh . Tha t was a background o f educa t ion tha t I cou ld s t i l l
go on to some things I wanted to do like go on to Fisk Uni
versity was my long dream, and I was not doin' none of these
th ings. I became very d isappointed and I began to feel that
no one really knew how much education I had and I was sort
of embarrassed to let anyone know and seein' that I was ac
cepted without anyone real ly knowin1 and I just sort of began
to sweep it under the rug, you might say, began to hide my
t rue fee l in 's o f no t go in ' to schoo l and I began to rea l i ze
no one was goin' to ask anyway and there I huddled this feelin'
be ing f r ightened or o f ten leav in ' out o f p laces because I
couldn't read l ike other persons l ike such as Sunday school
c lass. I was very shy of ever get t in ' in to Sunday school c lass
'cause I was always embarrassed they would know in there I
wouldn' t be able to read the Sunday school books l ike the
o the r k i ds and o f t en I avo ided j o i n i n ' g roups i f I f e l t t he re
was any readin'. There was always this fear that someone would
know that I couldn ' t read and I l ived wi th that through the
period of my chi ldren growin' up.

INTERVIEWER: Do you think any of these experiences as a child or as an
adu l t con t r ibu ted to your un ion ac t i v i sm la te r?

ROBERTS: My un ion ac t i v i sm? Do you mean l i ke do in1 someth ing abou t
persons that in the labor market and that sort of th ing?

INTERVIEWER: Right . Did your lack of ear ly educat ion somehow, d id you re
ca l l t ha t pa r t o f the s t imu lus fo r un ion iz ing , mov ing in the
d i r e c t i o n o f u n i o n i z a t i o n ?

R O B E R T S : W e l l , a l l o f t h o s e t h i n g s d i d c o n t r i b u t e t o s u c h t h i n g s a s
ge t t i n ' i nvo lved w i th the labor fo rce bu t ma in ly be fo re I
go t so invo lved w i th the labor fo rce , the c iv i l r i gh ts move
ment was more attractive to me and became quite, I became
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ROBERTS: quite aware of what persons meant by civi l r ights but con
t inued to l i s ten to peop le who was ta l k in ' abou t c i v i l r i gh ts
and the meanings of civil rights seemed to mean more to me
b e f o r e I r e a l l y g o t i n v o l v e d i n a c t i v i t i e s l i k e l a b o r s t r u g
g le because the c iv i l r igh ts reminded me o f a l l the te r r ib le
things I learned about in the South, why I couldn' t go to
school, there was a school so near by, my dear friend Frances,
why I wasn' t able to at tend the a l l -whi te school that Frances
went to, Frances Anderson who attended all-white school be
cause she was white and my awareness of findin' that I was
a co lo red g i r l and cou ld no t a t tend tha t par t i cu la r schoo l .
I t seemed to contr ibute, al l of those things seemed to con
t r i bu te to the cause as I l ea rn t abou t c i v i l r i gh ts and I
became quite aware of Dr. Martin Luther King and the things
that I was listenin1 to him in the South as he spoke on radio
and all those things seemed to be a part of my l i fe that I
had experienced the things he was talkin' about such as Negro
c h i l d r e n a n d w h i t e c h i l d r e n g o i n ' t o s c h o o l g e t t i n ' t h e i r
education. He was deeply concerned about the school desegre
gat ion. Al l of those th ings seemed to, seemed to be th ings
that I had to get involved with, sort of a shadow of conscience,
my old life of past experience meant that maybe there was a
chance I could do somethin' about 'em. I wanted to get in
volved, not knowin' I 'd never have a chance to see Dr. King
wh i l e l i v i n1 i n C leve land , Oh io , bu t I f e l t i t was a pa r t
of my fear of not having an education, bein' embarrassed,
all the things had happened to me was some of the things seemed
I was hearin1 Dr. King mentioning and I wanted to do something
and hea r i n ' o f pe rsons i n C leve land ta l k i n ' abou t c i v i l r i gh t s
in th is par t icu lar c i ty such as a group cal led Freedom Fighters
and a gentleman by the call of Louis G. Robinson, things I
heard him say and I was not an act iv ist in anything unt i l
I began to hear a l l o f these th ings , no t rea l ly unders tand in '
a l l o f these th ings but l is tenin ' and becoming aware of the
things they talked about and attended to, attempted to go
out and find the meetings, the addresses that was given on
the radio and came into these meetin's to l isten to them be
cause maybe this was some of ray conditions and maybe there
was somethin' that I could do in behalf of those persons who
was trapped l ike me. Such as educat ion, segregat ion, and
I fe l t i f I could have went to the school , a t tended the school
that Frances attended maybe I wouldn't have had all this em
bar rassment in l i fe tha t I exper ienced. And there I was w i th
a p i cke t s ign fo r the fi rs t t ime and no t rea l l y know in ' t ha t
meanin ' o f even carry ing a p icket s ign. I had a s ign that
someone gave me in my hands "Down with Segregation" talkin1
about, some of the signs was talk in ' "Discr iminat ion in Em
ployment". I wasn't too aware not even bein1 able to read
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ROBERTS: the signs that I seen. I could read some of the signs but
not al l of the signs, but i t seemed to be whatever they were
sayin ' , they was sayin ' th ings that I had exper ienced and
I wanted to be a part of them and was willin1 to even sac
r ifice, persons ta lked about the danger, that one cou ld get
t e r r i b l y i n j u r e d , t h e n o n v i o l e n t w a y o f , n o t fi g h t i n g b a c k
but the same meanings would be the same, better schools, all
k i d s g e t t i n ' t h e i r r i g h t o f a f a i r e d u c a t i o n , n o t s a y i n ' t h a t
i t w o u l d a f f e c t m e b u t I w a n te d t o fi g h t f o r o t h e r l i t t l e
boys and girls who had experienced the same thing I had ex
per ienced as a ch i ld . And i f i t meant me car ry in ' a p icket
s i gn , i f i t a l so mean t t ha t I cou ld ge t i n j u red o r d i e , I
didn' t th ink i t meant much di fference because I had already
menta l l y, o r I was dead . I cou ldn ' t read ; I was so r t o f t rap
ped in society; the best I could do was to help someone else.

INTERVIEWER: I f you 'd le t me, I 'd l i ke to t ry and summar ize what I th ink
you sa id in tha t you d idn ' t go d i rec t l y i n to o rgan iz ing the
Domestic Workers as a direct result of your lack of education
bu t by hea r ing abou t c i v i l r i gh ts ac t i v i t i es , t ha t made you ,
should we say, unsweep your fear about lack of education from
under the rug and make you recall a lot of those experiences
a n d f r o m t h a t d i r e c t i o n , t h e c i v i l r i g h t s d i r e c t i o n , y o u b e
came aware and saw this as an avenue for making possible, or
i nc reas ing the poss ib i l i t y o f peop le i n the fu tu re , b lack peo
ple in the future to achieve the educat ion you d idn ' t have.
Would that be correct?

ROBERTS: Yes. I have to say that what rea l ly invo lved me in get t ing
into the labor market and lookin' at persons who were involved
in employment, low employment and that those persons, okay,
even though I had got involved in the struggle, I had been,
I had taken a job which was a domestic job and I wasn't aware
that persons looked upon household employment as dumb people
or people who didn't get an education, that there was some
thin' wrong with us, why we were doin' housework and hearin1
o ther persons say ing I don ' t do i t , I used to do i t , I don ' t
do it anymore, before I went back to school and learned to
do other things there seemed to be somethin' wrong, my doing
housework . I accep ted the job , as I sa id . I t was the on ly
kind of job they would have for me after I fi l led out an ap
p l i ca t ion fo r emp loyment . I t seemed tha t I d idn ' t go ve ry
far in school and I would write down the fourth grade educa
t ion and i t didn' t mean very much to people and they'd tel l
me about housework but then realizing that I was a person
who did housework because it was supposed to be done, some
thing the employers att i tudes I had towards those persons
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R O B E R T S : w h o w a s l i k e m y s e l f a s a c l e a n i n ' p e r s o n . T h e w o r k " g i r l " ,
"gal", "you seem to be a pretty good gal" and it seemed that
wealthy families, we had to hang our clothes in the basement
and a l l tha t so r t o f th ing . There was someth ing , I rea l i zed
more and more, that there was something wrong with me, what
was I? Why was I t reated l ike th is? And of ten i t was very
natura l to g ive us the o ld c lo thes. I was very proud to get
the things because real ly I needed things. They helped me
wi th the ch i ld ren . Then , the re aga in , i t seemed tha t they
were givin' me these clothes not on the same basis I was ac-
cept in ' them, that i t was something that they would ment ion—
the maid before, the gal that worked before, she used to take
al l of our old c lothes, th is is a box where I 'm going to save
the c lo thes, a l l o f our o ld c lo thes for you. You can come
here and get them out of this box. I t sounded l ike a good
deal but then there was something about the whole thing and
as long as I learned, the more that I learned about household
workers that we was sort of really the dumb minority persons
who didn't know very much; wages were unimportant to the em
ployers , any th ing , five do l la rs or whatever, there was no
set wages. The old food, there was nothin' unusual about
le f t over food g iven to us.

The biggest shock I had was when I was working in a home in
Cleveland, Ohio, and the lady was always so nice, I fel t .
When I would get to her home in the morning and began to clean
her home, there was always a place on the table with a small
glass of milk a sett in' by the plate and immediately she was
ready to pour the soup or oatmeal or whatever and prepare my
breakfast and she was always one that smiles and very happy
and one day she explained, one morning she said, "You know",
she said, " that g lass of mi lk that you get every morning. . . "
She told me about her kid only takes a couple of sips out of
i t , that she can' t get h im to dr ink mi lk and I began to look
at the glass, that someone had drank out of the glass of milk
before I had and okay, a couple of s ips out of i t were lef t
for me every day and I got real sick over that she didn't
te l l me before and I was dr ink in ' what you cal l le f t over
mi lk from her kid. He had dr ink out of the glass and the
glass was left for me and just a clean plate on the table
and I had to d r ink the le f t over m i l k . I t made me s ick , i t
was someth ing I never fo rgo t . A l l o f tha t I began to rea l i ze
something I had never real ized before, that hey, I wasn' t
ve ry much o f any th ing , d r ink in ' l e f t over m i l k , p iece o f s teak
that my husband had last night and he couldn't eat al l , he
saved i t for you. Don' worry, we cut off the part where he
was ea t in ' . He cou ld never ea t i t a l l , and i t had been s l i ced
off and warmed over from the supper before and the very idea
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ROBERTS: to te l l me tha t meat was on her husband 's p la te made me s ick .
I began to think he could have coughed on it and all sorts of
th ings went through, but I d idn' t dare te l l her because she
could tell me not to come back any more and I needed the money
so I couldn' t dare te l l her but i t made me sick and to ta lk
to other workers and I would tell them about my experiences
and they would tel l me about theirs.

A l l these k inds o f th ings I began to get rea l ly upset . Another
employer that I got to know through seekin' for more employ
ment as a household worker. The lady hired me. She told me
to open my mouth and I opened my mouth and she looked at my
teeth. She said any g i r l that brushes her teeth wi th a mouth
this c lean and pret ty c lean teeth was a pret ty c lean gal 'cause
I don't l ike dirty help in the house, so she says her way was
checkin' our mouths. I f my teeth was fresh and brushed, then
she felt I really cleaned myself up to come to work and on
those basis she hired me and I was told where to hang my clothes,
what bathroom I would use, not the regular bathroom but there
was a back room that was the bathroom, that would be the bath
room for myself and there was other household employees in
the house, al l b lack, we were al l to ld to use that bathroom,
and to never use the fami ly bathroom. Or s i lverware. She
said her deceased mother's si lverware, with a design of a
bunch grapes, was the si lverware we had to use. Al l these
things began, I began to look at what I was doing, what others
were do ing and I go t pre t ty upset over the whole th ing. I ' ve
somehow always been concerned about what happens to me and
to others and I began to think by noticing or on the radio
l i s ten in ' t o s t r i kes and persons ta l k in ' abou t ag reements .
Al l of these things that Dr. King I had heard mention and
th is Lou is Robinson and o ther persons in c iv i l r ights , I be
gan to think a new way, new ideas and many things I felt ought
to be said, maybe I began to say things.

I wasn ' t a f ra id to ta lk out , you know, and I would te l l workers
why don't we organize and maybe get us a union, do something,
why should we let them treat us l ike this? And there was my
beg inn ing. And o ther workers sa id , "Wel l , Gera ld ine , why don ' t
you do i t ? " And I sa id , "We l l , why don ' t you do i t ? " "We l l ,
we can ' t do i t . Why don ' t you do i t ? " And i t wen t l i ke t ha t .
I talked to some persons in the civi l r ights movement, members
of the Cleveland CORE Chapter, members of the NAACP and just
people, b lack and whi te persons. I to ld them how I fe l t and
everybody said well, maybe you're the one to do it and persons
kept sayin' that when final ly there was a meeting and the
Cleveland CORE Chapter ran off the l i terature that they fe l t
that we wanted to do, the things I said, they'd take notes
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ROBERTS: on them and get the flyers, hand leaflets and pass them out.
There was a meeting; there was twenty-one at and all the testi
monies of things. Mine was terr ible and theirs was even worse
and there we felt everybody wanted to continue to do something
and all at once I was being called Miss Roberts, Miss Roberts,
rather than Geraldine and persons was talkin' to me that had
never talked to me before. We would be talking to persons
like Mr. Robinson that was the head of the Freedom Fighters,
persons such as the newspaper people wanted to talk to Miss
Roberts and I had to get used to being called Miss Roberts
and I mentioned that our employers never called us "Miss",
by our last names, we was always known as just whatever our
names, Mary, Gerald ine, Annie, Suzie, whatever. I began to
talk about the milk and the things that other women talked
about things happened to them and they always was in the daily
papers and people said why don't you get a union up? I got
cal ls from such places as the Wall Street Journal and a local
o ffice in C leve land ca l led and ta l k in ' abou t th ings tha t we
ought to do, how we felt about things and here I was involved
in a whole big issue and my picture in the paper and all this
w a s k i n d o f f r i g h t e n i n g . I h a d a f e a r a f t e r I g o t i n t o i t .
I seemed l ike I wanted to run f rom the whole th ing. I fe l t
how could I do al l this when I couldn't even read very well
and there was the one problem again, the educat ion. I couldn' t
real ly do a lo t of th ings that I wanted to do because I d idn ' t
have enough formal education to help myself and there I re
alized I was going to have to go back to school again and
began to learn ways and means that I could help the domestic
workers, the things I needed to do and I got back in night
school al l over again at East Tech.

INTERVIEWER: About when was this?

R O B E R T S : T h i s w a s a r o u n d t h e p e r i o d o f 1 9 6 5 . S i x t y - f o u r t o S i x t y - fi v e .
In Cleveland, Cleveland, Ohio, here.

INTERVIEWER: Were you able to stay in longer this time when you went back
in 1965?

ROBERTS: Yes, I went back and all at once I seen in the papers someone
even had the rumor, a classroom that I was attending was at
East Tech that I was there and I 'd see persons lookin' through
the window of the room I was in and wavin' at me and persons
said, "Wel l , you know you're a popular person now. You're
a spec ia l k ind of person now. You ' re do in ' someth ing for
domest ic workers. " And i t wasn ' t the idea about be in ' spe
c i a l , j u s t I f e l t t h a t a l o t o f t e r r i b l e t h i n g s h a p p e n i n g t o
me and some people like myself and that we wanted to do some
thing about it and we were talking amongst ourselves, you
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ROBERTS: rea l i ze I was on the s i x o ' c lock news and I was on na t i ona l
hook up. Persons cal led me al l the way from Hollywood, Florida.
Employers that I had worked for te l l in ' me that they had just
saw me on television in Florida in their hometown and there
was a call from London, England, from a young lady who I knew
here in the civi l r ights movement who was goin' to school in
England, in Oxford, she said, "Geraldine, I just seen you on
Telestar, " and wow, a l l these th ings were happening. I began
t o s m i l e a l i t t l e b i t a n d , a l l o f t h i s , w e g o t k i n d o f e x c i t e d
and began to smi le. My k ids were a l l happy seein ' that thei r
mother was on television.

[INTERRUPTION]

INTERVIEWER: Last t ime we were talking about your experiences in that Shaker
Heights penthouse and you were talking about Lena and Letha
and yourself and then the new domestic that came. Did you
actually become personal friends with these women?

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

Ye s , I d i d .

Did you social ize with them outside of work?

With the new lady that joined the group there, the union em
ployee that our employer hired, we did become very good friends.
Not that wel l wi th Lether or even Lener but th is th i rd domest ic
worker that was employed there, I got to know her children and
she was just from the South and she was a very friendly person
and wanted to make friends in Cleveland and she began to call
me and tell me about her family and her daughters and her sons
and their names and al l that sort of thing. She was a Mrs.
Scott who came to Cleveland from Alabama from a large family,
maybe eight or ten kids.

Do you recall what eventually happened to her?

It seemed to me that she wasn't feeling good and soon her chil
dren called me and told me that she was in the hospital and
I went to see her in the hospital and she said she worked so
hard on tha t job un t i l she rea l l y go t s ick ou t there . Th is
was after I was no longer employed and she said she was just
over worked and so tired and she'd even stay home and this
employer would call her to come back to work because she needed
her and she'd leave home when she said she st i l l wasn't feel in'
good and she mentioned that she went to, out to vote early one
morning, her and one of her son-in-laws and she'd taken very
ill and he had to rush her to emergency and that's why she
was in the hospi tal at that t ime. Of course, maybe two or
th ree days l a te r, someth ing l i ke tha t , a f t e r my v i s i t a t t he
hosp i ta l to see her, to a l l o f ou r su rp r i se , she d ied .
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INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

What did she die of, do you know?

It seemed exhaustion, high blood pressure, and low resistance.
She just didn't seem to have anything to l ive on.

Why did you stop working at this part icular penthouse in Shaker
Heights?

We l l , I d i dn ' t necessa r i l y s top wo rk ing t he re . I t seemed tha t
the employer wanted me no longer around there. She preferred
that I was, that she didn't employ me any more after my change
about ta lk in ' about o rgan iz in ' domest ics and speak in ' ou t in
the newspaper about work in ' condi t ions and a l l l i ke that . Soon
a f te r, I was l e t go . The emp loye r d idn ' t t e l l me he rse l f bu t
the other ladies there said that she would rather not have
someone around who was saying all those things about employers
in the paper. She fe l t tha t we were p re t t y we l l o f f the re
at her place, that she felt she fed us and we had an air-con
ditioned home to work in, the place to work was nice and air-
conditioned and well, she was good to us and she couldn't quite
understand the kind of things that Geraldine was out saying
about employers and she wasn't really sure what I was talking
about her home or not. So I was fired by one of the workers
cal l ing me in and tel l ing me that the employer said not to
come back.

That was after the var ious other t imes where she'd fired you
and then asked you to come back?

Ya, this time she never asked me to return.

What was in your mind i f you recal l , the worst thing about that
p a r t i c u l a r j o b ?

Oh my, there was severa l th ings I fe l t was rea l ter r ib le . Num
ber one, I found in my opinion the employer not a very comfort
able person to be around but she seemed to have a real strict
way about her that she was more like—I never knew really what
a mistress was l ike over their s laves but I got k ind of an
opinion that she was l ike a white mistress or something over
b lack workers. She seemed l ike a mist ress. L ike a master.
She was a woman, so what do you call her? The mistress of the
s l a v e h o m e . We f e l t p r i s o n - l i k e t h e r e . T h e r e s t r i c t i o n s a r e
you couldn' t use the telephone unlessin ' you was, i t had to
be an extreme emergency and then i t st i l l wasn't too pleasant
about you us in ' the phone. You cer ta in ly cou ldn ' t s tay on
very long. The o ld food that was re-g iven to the workers, the
hard work in the house which was really we felt unnecessary
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ROBERTS: work; you were actual ly po l ish ing and goin ' over th ings in
the home that rea l ly was unnecessary to do. Her rest r ic t ion
of not talking to each other in the home—the workers could
not sit down and communicate even at the lunch period; we couldn't
do very much talkin'. The intercom system in the house was
over there and any sounds of what we did. I fel t i t an un
usua l and te r r ib le p lace to work . I cou ldn ' t imag ine what
i t must have been l ike in construct ion days when persons real ly
had tough masters. I t couldn' t have been much di fferent ex
cept maybe gett in' hit and then we weren't sure there for a
wh i le tha t she wasn ' t rea l l y want in ' to h i t the cook there
one day. There was sor t o f an at t i tude that we fe l t that she
was a very v io lent lady towards th is cook. That I mysel f wanted
to defend the cook if necessary; we were going to push her off
of Lena i f she did hurt her or at tempted to hi t her and i t
was a te r r ib le p lace. I never had tha t exper ience before o f
workin' in any home of that sort with that kind of an employer,
a very unusual place. There were several bad experiences, un
pleasant experiences, you could say, that myself and Lena and
Letha and then final ly Miss Scot t had in that home. I t was
a very unpleasant p lace. God forb id those k inds of work s i tes
that any domestic worker would have to work in and maybe, maybe
i t 's good that I had the exper ience because I th ink out of that
very home grew the idea, a very strong idea to do something
about work in ' cond i t ions fo r househo ld employees . I th ink
i t insp i red the who le idea ou t o f tha t par t i cu la r penthouse
that somethin' had to be did and I began to talk to the per
sons that seemed to be involved in community problems about
domestic workers and to expose some of the things that went
on there . Persons sa id , "Wel l , why don ' t you g i r l s ge t toge ther
and get your union and do somethin' about your workin' condi
tions. Nobody can do it better than you and why don't you do
i t , Geraldine?" I th ink real ly DW£'C grew out of the condit ions
and a t t i tudes o f tha t par t icu lar employer here in C leve land,
which brought about the great change al l over the country from
anything that I advocated, from this town and from other do
mest ic workers o f th is area, rea l ly came out o f that par t icu
lar penthouse.

INTERVIEWER: Did you plan for or did you have any idea about a future employ
ment a t tha t po in t , a f te r you were fired?

ROBERTS: We l l , yes , when I l ea rned tha t I was no t go ing to be ab le to
return to that job site again, I began to wonder where was
I going to work. Well , my main concern I was let go r ight
during the period where I should have been paying my apart
ment and I didn't have the money and I wasn't sure what I was
g o i n ' t o d o . I w a s a l i t t l e f r i g h t e n e d o f n o t b e i n ' a b l e t o

*Domestic Workers of America
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ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

f

pay my rent but then, nevertheless, I began to tel l other women
what happened to me and I said maybe everybody's goin' to have
to pay, help me pay my rent, then I can continue because she
no longer wants me to come back there any more and it even
got into the papers, or to some of the new reporters about
I d idn ' t have a job, that Gerald ine Roberts who's organiz ing
Domest ic Workers , a t that par t icu lar t ime DWA rea l ly d idn ' t
have a name. It was just Domestic Workers as a group meeting
together and that I had been fired and I was not longer employed
and I had a par t icu lar employer, a par t icu lar potent ia l em
ployer call me and wanted to know did I want a job and I said
yes.

So that's how you got your next job?

The second she said, "Well, by God, you can work for me be
cause I was involved in organizing the nurses." She was a
nurse, a surgical nurse, and she said that she had al l sorts
of problems many years ago when the nurses began to organize
themselves so she supported the Domestic Workers being organized
and she said I certainly could come and work in her home and
for me to name my own price because we certainly had a right
to bet ter wages and bet ter work in ' condi t ions and i t was just
the opposite to what was going on there, a strong woman who
was w i l l i n ' t o h i re me, tha t wan t me l i ke tha t . I on ly had
tha t one ca l l . She rea l l y wanted to h i re me. Other p laces
there was two days a week at that home and I did seek a third
day that I would have like to have and a couple of places I
went and they sa id , "A l l r igh t , a re you the Gera ld ine tha t 's
been in the papers, are you that woman?" I sor t of inher i ted
the name of "that woman". "Well, we'd rather not have you
here. My husband says that he'd rather not have you; he's
read about you," and there was usually a very unpleasant look
on their faces wi thout any smi les and a look that they didn' t
l ike me around there. There was something wrong with me, with
my attitude about household workers.

Someone said I was doing a bad thing because they should let
i t s tay l i ke i t i s . The domes t i cs d idn ' t have to pay any i n
come tax and that I was going to get the rest of the gir ls in
a lot of trouble with what I was advocatin' and many employers
condemned what I was doing. I was, there was some retaliation
in the papers from suburban groups that had things to say con
cerning the domestic workers being organized in the Greater
Cleveland area. Some said we were lazy, that we went to work
look in ' t i red of a l l , and that some of us would s teal and that
some needed a bath and there were just all sorts of remarks
concerning domest ic workers. Some said they wouldn' t h i re
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ROBERTS: co lored ones anyway and are there any whi te domest ic workers
in the Greater C leve land area. There were jus t a l l sor ts o f
things. There was cal ls l ike on my phone two o'c lock in the
morning, "Hey, nigger, why don' t you get out of town. We don' t
need your kind around here. I 've seen the t ime that we would
derai l you out of ' the ci ty," and when she said derai l I seen
what she meant. By coming from the South that was their style
of k icking any person out of town that the town people didn' t
want, not necessarily blacks but ones that had been condemned
by the communi ty. They was somethin ' l ike a raf t bui l t and
they would take the person, cer ta in c i t izens to the border
line of the town and dump you off the raft and you were told
to not come back to that city any more and they would carry
the person. You d idn ' t have to walk out . They would car ry
you; dump you at the c i ty l imi ts. That 's what they meant by
derai l ing you out of the ci ty and I never knew about i t any
other place besides the South but i t was a style of a bad pol i
t ic ian or a person they fe l t . . . I can remember one s i tuat ion:
in the particular town where I was growin' up, there was a
young lady that the ladies of the town fel t she was, they looked
upon her as a prost i tu te and was hav in ' a f fa i rs w i th the i r
husbands, so she was, they taken her by force and she was thrown
on this rails with her hands tied behind her and she was taken
to the city border and kicked out of the town and can never
return to that town again.

INTERVIEWER: An interesting question occured to me while you were talking
about these women saying, my husband has read about you and
therefore, so for th and so on, d id i t ever occur to you that
maybe, did you ever wonder if maybe it wasn't the husband and
it was, in fact, the woman hersel f?

ROBERTS: At the beg inn ing, I began to ' l ievethat i t was the i r husbands.
I had no other reasons but to bel ieve that th is is what thei r
husbands said that they didn't want me around. They were op
p o s e d t o a c t i v i t i e s a n d w a s I t r y i n ' t o b u i l d a u n i o n . I s o r t
of assumed since the families were suburban families and many
very wealthy families that perhaps the husbands was the bosses
of companies and perhaps was anti-union and would rather not
certainly have union workers in his home and perhaps could have
had union workers at their businesses and maybe that was the
reason they were opposed with the idea of a union because the
media advocated very strongly of a domestic union seemed to be
growing in the Cleveland area, that Geraldine Roberts was speakin'
of organizin1, unionizing the women and it was sort of a shock,
a fear or somethin' that seemed that suburbans did not want
in th is par t icu lar area, was household workers being unionized.
And I sort of assumed, not actual ly knowin' real reasons, I
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ROBERTS: began to wonder why cou ldn ' t she make th i s dec is ion herse l f
about a household worker usual ly a female al l the t ime, couldn' t
she decide whether she wanted me to work there or not. Why
did it have to be her husband? I never was ever hired by the
husbands. I was always hired by the wives, so why all was the
sudden feeling that she had to abide by her husband's rules
that that part icular domestic worker should not be at his home
and I began to wonder was all these things true? Were they,
the wives, themselves get t in ' , get t in ' r id of me and began
to stop my act iv i t ies so the other workers would not fo l low
me and get involved with me. They were domestic workers who
told me that their employers said, "Wel l , i f you go and get
involved with that Miss Roberts, don't come back here any more.
We don't want you around here if you get involved with Miss
Roberts." And many began to change from "that woman" and give
me a tit le since I had mentioned that domestics were never
called by their last names and very few employers ever even
knew their domestics' last name and we began to somehow refer
to me as "that Miss Roberts" and many of the workers accordin'
to the employers, [sa id ] "Wel l , my g i r l doesn ' t want to be ca l led
by her last name." There again, of ten I at tacked the employer
on the a t t i tude o f ca l l in ' her g i r l , was she twe lve , o r was
she ten, or was she twenty-one or is she fif ty or you cal led
h e r a g i r l . S o t h e y s a i d , " We l l , I c a l l m y b e s t g i r l f r i e n d s ,
I c a l l t h e m g i r l s . " I s a i d , " W e l l , s h e ' s n o t y o u r b e s t g i r l
f r i end . She 's your emp loyee , " and they rea l l y go t up t igh t
about that idear and cal led domestics by their last names, as
Mrs. or Miss or whatever and give them a respective t i t le.
And a lso the d i f ferent chores. They d id not have her bein '
a secretary in the house or bein' counselor to the employer
that she could crowd on her domestic workers shoulder and pour
out a l l her problems and get a l l her th ings off concerning her
husband or whoever and then expect that same domestic worker
to fil l the same amount of dut ies within the same period of
t ime and with no extra pay. So I began to say that domestic
workers was a secretary and she was a counselor and many other
professions when she was told she had no profession, that she
was a non-professional. And I had said that she was a profes
sional, that they could look upon themselves as a professional
worker; they could look upon themselves as counselors and I
didn' t find myself as a counselor and a secretary and anything
that around the house that had to be did, I could do that as
wel l as other chores. So I considered mysel f as a professional
and I said, other domestics, look upon yourselves as profes
s iona l t echn i c i ans .

INTERVIEWER: Have you stopped working since you began?
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Yes , I d i d s top work in ' f o r a pe r i od the re . I wen t i n to t he
office through the Counsel for Economic Opportuni t ies in to
the Domestic Workers Placement Office, information and other
kinds of services that through opening up an office we were doin'
and I was chosen by an executive board of DWA to run the of
fice . And fo r e igh teen mon ths , I d id run the o ffice as the
director of the office. And I worked no more than one or two
days a week out of the office.

Do you mean in domestic work?

Yes.

Housecleaning?

Yes, one or two days a week and other times I was director of
the office. And worked in behal f o f the women out in the fie ld
and community work and particularly with employers that I was
working for were more f r iends of mine. I f I had something
to do I didn't have to come. I f there was a busy day, I could
just come whenever I had t ime to come. They didn't care. They
were very l iberal towards my cause.

So they were sympathetic to the cause of DWA?

Yes, and they were suppor ters o f un ion act iv i t ies .

What did you usually do when you were a domestic and even when
you ran the domestic worker's office when you came home from
work? What respons ib i l i t ies d id you have there?

Well, what did I do as a domestic? I scrubbed floors on my
hands and knees. I washed walls and everything.

No, when you came home after you were through.

Well, at the end of a day during the period of my children
growin' up, there was the kids to pick up from the baby si t ter ;
there was meals to be planned, some mornings leavin' out of
the house so very early, I didn't have time to make the beds.
Usual ly, even though I was a l ready in un ions. I was s t i l l go in1
in to make the beds because the children would be around the
house prepare dinner for the chi ldren, do laundry and plan
a day for the fo l lowin ' day by, in many cases, stayin ' up in
the midd le o f the n ight i ron ing and get t in ' necessary th ings
did around the chi ldren that was goin' to school every day,
mainly dur ing school per iods and prepare the dinner for the
next day and s tor in ' i t away in the re f r igera tor so they cou ld
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have lunch when the babysitter would bring them in and feed
them. So I 'd have l ike a half a night at home and usual ly
on the job by at least nine o'clock the next morning and the
f u l l a t t h a t p a r t i c u l a r t i m e u n t i l I c a l l e d a h a l t t o a n e i g h t -
hour day, domestics worked eight hours and sometimes over.

So you rea l ly had in a ha l f evening to do a l l your respons ib i l i t ies?

R igh t .

Of ra is ing your fami ly?

Yes.

Did you ever have a job where it was possible for you to advance
from one type of domestic work to another type of domestic
work, where perhaps you could move from one type of work that
might be more interest ing to another?

That, re lat ing to mysel f or any domest ic worker, is one of the
unfairness, one of the unfair th ings about being a domest ic
worker. There isn ' t any advancement . For th i r ty years a domes
t i c w o r k e r ' s s t i l l t h e s a m e c o o k i n t h e k i t c h e n . F o r t h i r t y
years she's sti l l the same lady who runs the vacuum cleaner
and for th i r ty years she 's the same laundry woman. The first
chore she had upon accept in1 that job th i r ty years before usual ly
is her same task th i r ty years later and, in most cases, not
very much advancement in pay, no promotions, no scholarships
o f f e r e d , n o f r i n g e b e n e fi t s . T h i r t y y e a r s o f h a r d l a b o r a n d
in some cases even longer, nothin' but told to go home and the
employers have said they have paid into Social Security in be
half of their household employees and many cases through the
Social Security Department domestic workers have learned that
no one has rea l ly pa id in Soc ia l Secur i ty on them. That the i r
checks were going to be very low because they haven't really
paid any Socia l Secur i ty f rom thei r jobs s ince the per iod of
Soc ia l Secur i t y becoming e f fec t i ve fo r l aw in the fo r t i es .
And th is i s one o f the te r r ib le th ings , even now, the re i sn ' t
any advancement here. There's nowhere to go but do the general
c leaning there or i f you want to ca l l something bet ter then
maybe the children when they're all grown up out of the house
or something l ike that, there's maybe not heads to comb, there's
not chi ldren to feed at twelve noon, so usual ly there 's a break
there. There's some less things to do when the employer 's
family have grown up out of the home and maybe they can get
off a couple of hours ear l ier but real advancement , br ing ing
in educational wise or any grants given and many cases these
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ROBERTS: a re execu t i ve emp loyers , wha t I mean by execu t i ve , they a re
executives of companies and businesses, could offer a lot and,
in many cases, the domestic worker could have been written
up as an employee of the company and could have received some
fr inge benefits of that company that other workers were re-
ceivin' from that employer or workers in his shop or a com
pany business. But the household worker in many cases were
not included as one of the shop workers or one of the company
workers or i f i t 's a bank president, having her down as one
of the employees from the bank that working one day a week
there, but inc lude her. There are isolated cases where em
ployers have did that for them but somehow the domestic worker
has been the kind of worker that has been overlooked and ig
nored—what I re fer as a inv is ib le worker. No one rea l ly sees
that worker in the labor market and whatever benefits other
worke rs a re th ink ing o f o r a t t emp t i n ' t o ge t o r a re ge t t i n ' ,
the domestic worker has not been included in any kind of style
o f a be t te r way o f l i f e fo r he r un t i l the la te years o f he re
o r g a n i z i n ' h e r i n t h e s i x t i e s .

INTERVIEWER: So I think we might say since you were treated something like
an old horse, when you got too old, you were told to go out to
pas tu re , t ha t was i t .

ROBERTS: R igh t . Jus t t he common o ld t h i ng t ha t you t h rew ou t t he back
door when you didn't want to use her. And this has been a
fact . Many domest ics has been told over the te lephone that,
"Mary, you ' re t i red and you ' re no t fee l ing good. Why don ' t
you stay home and rest," with no preparations to help her rest.
For Mary to rest and just an anonymous name, Mary not meanin'
any pa r t i cu la r one , bu t usua l l y ca l l ed by the i r fi r s t name,
you know, "Geraldine, stay home and rest because you're old
now or you're not feelin' good so what we did was set up a
benefi t fo r you . " We ' re no t go in ' to hear tha t i n mos t cases .
That you're going to get a pension from our company. We're
not going to hear that or that we're going to give you so much
money per year and we're going to pay al l your benefits, your
medical expenses for you. We're not going to hear that one
in most cases. I have the pr iv i lege at one par t icu lar home
that I received medical care f rom a fami ly, Mrs. Sal ly Godfrey.
She was married to Larry Godfrey of the Godfrey Corporation.
Sally would make appointments with her doctor and ask if I
needed medical care or whatever my medical expense was was
put on the tab and the Godfrey's paid my medical expense, which
was ve ry n i ce . I t was abso lu te l y i nc red ib le tha t th i s was no t
be ing carr ied out wi th o ther employers. I never had that cover
age again to have that happen to me. I f I was i l l or whatever,
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it was to my own expense I'd go to a clinic or something, but
Mrs. Godfrey did pay for my medical expense which was a nice
thing and should be the kind of att i tude any employer ought
to have towards their domestic worker because a domestic worker
just happens to be a human being and a domestic worker happens
to be a citizen who votes and happens to do all of the things
norma l l y tha t o the r c i t i zens do as so -ca l l ed law-ab id ing c i t i zens
and there is that d iscr iminat ion against household workers
in the field of employment almost everywhere.

In al l the experiences you've had as a household domestic, in
hotel work, maintenance and so forth, what would you consider
to be the best place you ever worked?

One of the best that I would consider that I ever worked was
Sally, she was a Sally Schaeffer, in her mother's home, Mrs.
S c h a e f f e r ' s h o m e . O l l i e S c h a e f f e r, I f e l t , w a s a f a n t a s t i c
person to know, to be around. She was helpful to me. She knew
that I had small children and that my husband and I were not
on , were no t l i v in ' toge ther and tha t I had very ser ious fi
nanc ia l prob lems and Mrs. Ol l ie Schaeffer, the la te Mrs. Ol l ie
Schae f fe r, was mos t k i nd i n he lp i n ' me financ ia l l y. She d idn ' t
shop for me but she was always willing to give extra money,
not just a couple of dollars but and many t imes very large
b i l l s l i ke maybe twen ty -five , t h i r t y do l l a r s o r even more to
go out and do things for my chi ldren such as find clothing
or shoes or necessary th ings that I was having a d i fficu l t t ime
wi th and she pa id me we l l . A t tha t par t i cu la r t ime, i t was
noth ing unusual for her to g ive me twenty-five dol lars then
a n d t h i s i s i n t h e fi f t i e s t h a t a l l t h i s , t h a t I w a s e m p l o y e d
with her and under those circumstances. I actual ly made as
much money as women here in the seventies since we got organ
ized. Mrs. Schaeffer was very kind to me and I sort of began
to depend upon her. She was really a counselor to me. Her
profession was a nurse before the marriage of her and Mr. Schaef
fer and her experience, she told me that she had one uniform
that she had to rinse out at night and prepare for work the
next day as a nurse in the hospital when she met her husband;
that she was out of school from a small town down in Ohio and
didn't have very much and was classed a poor person and was
workin ' very hard to t ry and earn a l iv ing as a nurse. She
met her husband as a patient and they started out in business
with hardly anything, so she understood, there was a sense of
understanding, that was not so in any other cases. And she
was very kind to me and I shall always miss her and I shall
always admire her.
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INTERVIEWER: What was it like to work in her house?

ROBERTS: I t was abso lu te l y wonder fu l . I was on my own. She never pushed
me around; she never ordered me around. She had a very gor
geous, beauti ful home. I t was a very expensive place, her hus
band being in the financial loaning business, money was no prob
lem there. I f , she 'd even g ive me permiss ion to br ing my chi l
dren out if I wanted and she would be away in Florida during
the winter months. I got a key for the home and if I wanted
to br ing my chi ldren out for the weekend for rest out there,
whatever, tu rn the te lev is ion on, i t was jus t l i ke our home
and often my children, I would bring my daughters and my son
out with me on a Saturday I used to go and water the flowers.
My check was always mailed to me and her son, James, would
always see that I got my money and if there was any messages
I could tel l , leave the message with her son, James Schaeffer,
which we called him Jim, and I never had to, she never intro
duced her sons as Mr. , she'd just by their first names, "Ger
a ld ine, th is is J im, th is is James," and i t was a very casual
thing in the house, very comfortable and very human-l ike.

INTERVIEWER: What was the worst job you ever had?

ROBERTS: One o f the wors t i s back a t the fi rs t home, the home I men
t ioned in the penthouse apartment. I t was absolutely unbel ievable.

INTERVIEWER: It would be the worst?

ROBERTS: One o f the wors t . I worked in homes where , I have worked in
places where the family was poor and it was absolutely neces
sary, a need to, cases where the employer was il l , there was
sickness in the home and the employer had to have some things
did and was not able to do them themselves and I have worked
places where I didn't even get paid because in some cases maybe
she'd pay a couple times and there was a case where a husband
walked off and never came back and she couldn't pay me. She
didn' t have any money. And, in fact , I 've even went out and
spent my money and bought food to help a home when she couldn't
pay me and yet I even was willing whatever I could do to help
her. There were homes that I have worked like on a temporary
basis. There was one place I was employed for six weeks there,
here since we organized, and it was a very expensive home in
Beechwood, Ohio, one of the most wealthy neighborhoods in the
country, and this was a practically new home. These people
were very concerned about how much money I wanted to be paid
a n d I s a i d , " Tw e n t y - fi v e d o l l a r s a d a y. " I h a d r e a l l y t o k i n d
of watch my time on the clock around there because I seen the
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ROBERTS: clock was one t ime would say one t ime and another seemed to
have another t ime and I wasn't sure i f they were trying to
cheat me on my time and I had to really watch the time that
I was gett ing off and seeing to get out of the house. I t seemed
l ike she le f t a ha l f -hour ago and i t was a ha l f hour la ter.
The c locks sa id someth ing e lse . And tha t par t i cu la r s i tua
tion, six weeks the house really had been gone over very well
with very, a very large rooms and the house was pretty well
organized, so I was to ld that I should shine the chandel ier,
pol ish up the chandelier and clean the very huge chandelier
that hung in the foyer and go outside and do windows on the
outs ide. And I re fused to do i t and immediate ly f rom nine
in the morning ' t i l around noon, I was to ld to get out of the
house and I was thrown ten dollars that I wouldn't accept be
cause I said that that was not my pay, that I had worked there
six weeks before, they had been pleased with my work, and I
was asked what I wanted, asked to do the chandeliers, I was
not asked s ince the first t ime beginning there of doing any
par t i cu la r th ing , my rou t ine was accepted and th is par t i cu la r
morning she had asked me to do the chandeliers and I had refused,
she had asked me to do windows on the outside and I said I would
not do windows on the outside and I said I had a right to say
that because I was l ike a sel f-employee and i f I d idn' t want
to do windows on the outs ide or do that chandel ier I d idn' t th ink
I had to and furthermore, she had engaged me for the whole day
and I wanted my whole twenty-five dol lars, not ten dol lars.
They refused to pay any more than ten dollars. She goed to
the basement, where her husband's working in the basement.
They had their own private drapery business in their home, and
gets her husband, brings her husband back on me and I says,
"Oh, you mean to tell me you had to get a big strong man for
a lady, when you and I were havin' a discussion concerning
my job here and you weren't woman enough to talk woman-to-
woman to another woman but you got to get this strong big man
to throw this female out of your home, because you're not woman
enough to talk to me and to talk to an employee that you em
p loyed?" And she go t t e r r i b l y upse t and I sa id , "We l l , t h i s
is the problem of weak suburban women like you, going to get
your big, bad husband," and I sort of made a l i t t le mockery
of her att i tude and her cal l ing her big strong husband on me.
She became terribly upset and her husband told me to get out,
get out now and I said, "Why don't you call the police and
have me put out; maybe they'll help me get my money." He said
he was going to call my office and report down there to DWA
office how one of their employees was carrying on in their
home, that I was act ing a l l hyster ica l and they d idn ' t under
stand me and they were going to call Mr. Burton, which was
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ROBERTS: my ass is tan t to ta l k to me to see i f he cou ld ge t me to leave
th is home. Leave the i r home. And I sa id , "No , don ' t ca l l
t he DWA o f fice , ca l l t he po l i ce . I f I 'm be ing ou t o f o rde r
in your house, then you cal l your pol ice out here and tel l
them to throw me out . " They re fused to ca l l the po l ice. He
st i l l handed me the ten dol lars that I wouldn' t take the money,
pushed it towards my bosom and the money fell on the floor
and I wouldn't pick it up and the money laid on the floor and
I changed my clothes and I said, "Weak housewives who employ
women to clean their house up really employ slaves to clean
up their house and then cal l their big bul ly husbands to throw
the women out," and I said al l k inds of things l ike that and
he said, "You're going to cause my wife to be sick. Shut up;
leave her a lone. My wi fe is a l ready i l l ; I don ' t need any more
prob lems wi th her. " And I sa id , "Wel l , you ' re good and s t rong,
what are you going to do with me? Are you going to really throw
me out?" He says, "No, you ' re go ing to walk out . You ' re go ing
to leave ou t o f here . " I sa id , "What i f I don ' t go , you go ing
to ca l l t he po l i ce? Why don ' t you ca l l t he po l i ce?" He re fused
t o c a l l t h e p o l i c e . S o I s a i d , " We l l , I h a v e n ' t b e e n p a i d . "
So I dec ided to c ry rea l loud on tha t beaut i fu l qu ie t s t ree t ,
gorgeous homes, gorgeous lawns, and no one around except some
v e r y t i n y l i t t l e c h i l d r e n p l a y i n g a r o u n d t h e i r f r o n t . S o I
cryed real loud in the street and I stopped the mai lman; I
pointed back at their house and I said they didn't pay me.
I cleaned their house up for six weeks, I 'm being thrown out
on my head and I haven't gotten paid and her big tough husband
is standing back there in the door and she called the mailman
and I told everybody on the street, I told them, guess what
happened at that house, and I made a scene all the way to the
bus stop and I had to—they usually drive me up—I had to walk
l ike a mile or so to the bus. They refused to take me to the
bus stop and I haven't been paid. I give them a whole half
day's work, and I told the bus driver I rode and I was very
upset and I cal led mysel f a s lave. I says, "This the way you
do. " She says , "L is ten here ; I don ' t on ly th row ou t b lack
g i r l s . I t h r o w n o u t w h i t e g i r l s , t o o . Yo u ' r e n o t t h e fi r s t
one I threw out of my house." She says, "I t 's not because
you ' re b lack body; we don ' t have that rac ia l s tu f f in here .
If you don't do what we tell you to do then you get the hell
ou t o f he re . "

INTERVIEWER: Did you ever get paid?

R O B E R T S : N o , n e v e r . ' T i l t h i s d a y I h a v e n ' t g o t p a i d . T h e y c a l l e d t h e
office and we sent her a letter and everything and he said,
"We ' l l neve r pay he r, " he says . " I t cos t me s i x t y do l l a rs
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medical, I had to take my wife to the doctor after that woman
le f t he re . My w i fe was s i ck fo r two days . I don ' t wan t to
see her again and I ' l l never pay her." Those were some of
the unusual experiences.

They're some unusual ones, a l l r ight . Do you th ink any of
your work experiences in you life as a domestic would have
been different if you had been a man?

Perhaps so . I don ' t t h i nk men wou ld t ake to t h i s . I t h i nk
men would have unionized themselves. I don' t think they would.
Even today, men began to get involved in as large numbers into
h o u s e h o l d s e r v i c e s . I t h i n k i t w o u l d b e a l o t d i f f e r e n t . T h e r e
would be contracts and I think there would be a whole differ
ent a t t i tude towards males in the fie ld of maintenance serv ices
around homes than the very easy no force or nothing from the
workers who happen to be the majority females and have done
v e r y l i t t l e o f a n y t h i n g a b o u t t h e i r w o r k i n g c o n d i t i o n s . I
don't real ly bel ieve any group of men, over a mil l ion men in
th is count ry, wou ld dare take the th ings , take the i r k inds o f
a t t i tudes and the k ind o f low pay and no benefi ts . I th ink
employers would pay a great deal more for their maintenance
services once the field ever becomes organized by males, rather
than females in the household employment. And I real ly feel
tha t i t i s a so r t o f a ma in tenance se rv i ce rea l l y. Pe rsons
are rea l ly do in ' manual labor in many cases. So I rea l ly look
upon it as maintenance services and that i t oughtn't be a male
or female th ing. I t ought to be organ ized people do in ' a ser
vice and I th ink the wages, I 'm real ly appal led of one doing
so much work in a home for one general price when if there's
five cha i rs i t seems to me that each ind iv idua l cha i r there
should have been a price to give any type of cleaning to those
chairs; i f there was a table, we should have real ly taken the
number of each items in the house and charged accordingly to
clean each i tem rather than to give a general price, a whole
day 's c lean in1 fo r ten do l la rs , a who le day 's c lean ing fo r
e i gh t do l l a r s , a who le day ' s c l ean ing f o r twen ty - five do l l a r s
when you, in many cases, cleaned over a hundred thousand dol
lars worth of valuables in the house.

[INTERRUPTION]

INTERVIEWER: What was the most excit ing part of your l i fe?

R O B E RT S : W h a t w a s t h e m o s t e x c i t i n g p a r t o f r a y l i f e ? S h o u l d I t h i n k
in terms of when I was very young. . . ?
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INTERVIEWER: It doesn't matter. You could start from wherever you can remem
ber up to the present.

R O B E R T S : W e l l , f o r a n e x c i t i n g e x p e r i e n c e , p e r h a p s d u r i n g t h e c i v i l
r igh ts s t rugg le , my invo lvement in the c iv i l r igh ts movement
I had severa l exc i t i ng exper iences . One ma in ly pa r t i cu la r
excit ing experience that I had was on the Meredith March in
the c i ty o f Jackson, Miss iss ipp i . I cons idered one o f the most
exc i t i ng po in t s i n my l i f e i n t ha t pa r t i cu l a r demons t ra t i on
with Dr. King and the thousands upon thousands of demonstra
tors and the planes overhead and the fear l ike hung over that
area as if no one knew what would happen or might happen on
the circumstances there and the conditions that we came in on
was qui te an exci t ing exper ience, sor t of wi th fear and not
a very pleasant but a very excit ing one. We weren't sure whether
we should feel so happy over the occasion. There was dedica
tion and a great anxiety to continue to do what we came to
do and support the Dr. King on that part icular march, knowin'
that many of us had read newspapers of terrible experiences
that the Reverend Dr. King had had a day or so before our comin'
into the c i ty and jo in ing the mass demonstrat ion that Dr. King
had called upon all Americans and the people throughout the
world to join him in Mississippi on the Meredith March and
at that part icular t ime Mr. Meredith had been shot on a walk
that he was on and the walk was being finished by many million
Americans as well as persons throughout the world, meaning
famous persons, movie stars, and al l sort of wonderful people
were on that march and persons with bloody heals who had marched
. . . I came mysel f on the las t day o f the march. Many per
sons had walked for many days before I joined the march. Those
of us from Cleveland, Ohio, who went down with a local Cleve
land branch of the NAACP and a terrible experience that we felt
we were sharin' those who had just before joinin' them and
their long endural before comin1 on the march and black and
white persons with bloody feet and tired and worn and old per
sons and children and hearin' of the baby that had died from
gas and Dr. King, gas had been shot on him, I think they called
i t tear gas or something l ike that . The people had went through
a t e r r i b l e e x p e r i e n c e j u s t b e f o r e e n t e r i n g t h e c i t y. I r e c a l l
tha t pa r t i cu la r t r i a l s i tua t ion as one o f my g rea tes t exper iences ,

INTERVIEWER: Would you say overa l l that your invo lvement in the c iv i l r ights
movement was probably the most excit ing part of you l i fe?

ROBERTS: I would say yes. I t was a very exci t ing exper ience, a very
human experience. I think i t would seem to me that I never
realized what life meant to one and what it meant to be a human
being as the experience that I had with the demonstrat ions that
I was involved in under Dr. King as well as the war movement,
the cr isis concerning Vietnam and those demonstrat ions.



ROBERTS INTERVIEW
63.

INTERVIEWER: I f you could rel ive any part of your l i fe, when would i t be?
Would i t be that t ime period or would i t be another t ime period?

R O B E RT S : T h a t t i m e p e r i o d I w o u l d s a y t h a t i f I h a d t o r e l i v e r a y l i f e ,
I went w i th the a t t i tude tha t I was w i l l i ng to g ive my l i fe
fo r t he l i ves o f o the rs , f o r a be t te r wo r ld , f o r peop le to
find themselves so we could at tempt to l ive in peace. I can
imag ine any pa t r i o t i c so l d i e r go i n ' t o t he m i l i t a r y wa r f r on t
feel ing that he was going to do something for his country couldn' t
have had any stronger feel ing than I had when I. . . part icu
lar ly the Mered i th March that I had fe l t that I was leav ing
Ohio , go ing in to the s ta te o f Miss iss ipp i to g ive my l i fe as
something that I fel t was r ight, that every man, every woman,
every chi ld on earth had a r ight to freedom and the pursuit
o f happ iness w i thou t be ing in te r fe red w i th f rom another fe l le r
human being and my dedication through upon leaving Cleveland,
Ohio , and go in ' in to Miss iss ipp i was tha t k ind o f ded ica t ion .
However I managed to l ive through that terr ib le exper ience,
which was an excit ing and a terr ible experience, because no
one real ly knew whether we would ever leave that part icular
area. From the past known experience and publicized experience
of others who had went in previous to ourselves and had lost
their l ives on the same cause, we were wi l l ing to die for a
cause and what more can one do in behalf of your fellow man
and behalf of yourself, in behalf of young people who were the
unborn that they would not have to do some of the things that
we were wil l ing to do to make a better world. And since I am
a person who believes in human rights, who believes in free
dom of al l people, and bel ieve that one should not infr inge on
the rights of others in such as education and such as the free
dom of this country to l ive equal ly as any other American, I
feel I couldn't have done nothing any greater and would proudly
live the experience and even now would be glad to involve my
se l f i f necessary l i ke I d id in such s t rugg le fo r mank ind , fo r
us as a person, as people of this world.

INTERVIEWER: You have a daughter, right?

R O B E R T S : Ye s , I d o . I h a v e t w o d a u g h t e r s .

INTERVIEWER: Two daughter and one son.

R O B E R T S : R i g h t .

INTERVIEWER: Would you want your daughters to go through these experiences?
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R O B E RT S : I w o u l d f e e l t h a t i t w o u l d b e r i g h t t o a l w a y s b e w i l l i n g a n y
person, my daughters or any other person, we must be ready to
fight fo r what we be l ieve in . We were no t fight ing in a v io
lent war but we were fight ing. We were fight ing as the d is
c ip les o f Chr is t fought . We were figh t ing fo r those persons
who believe in human rights, human cause, a humanitarian cause.
I would be ter r ib ly d isappointed to fee l that my daughters
would not involve themselves in some degree and in a style of
human r ights. This is a part of being al ive and doin ' some
th ing wh i le we a re a l i ve fo r each o the r, o r l i f e i sn ' t wor th
l i v ing in my op in ion .

INTERVIEWER: So you weren ' t ob ject ing yourse l f , or put t ing yourse l f through
those experiences, to say that your daughters wouldn't have
t'o go through those experiences?

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

Yes, I was. I cer ta in ly would be in hopes that they would
never have to experience that kind of experience but then,
n e v e r t h e l e s s , t h e s t r u g g l e i s n ' t o v e r. T h e r e i s s t i l l s o m u c h
meanness in the world. There are people who are st i l l opposed
to the r ights of others on the basis of educat ion and other
f o r m s o f l i f e . I c e r t a i n l y h o p e t h e t h i n g s t h a t w e d i d , t h a t
they would not have to walk on that town or the demonstration
i n an Amer i can c i t y. I ce r t a i n l y wou ld ce r t a i n l y hope t ha t
the future and through organiz ing I certainly feel a new America
that those persons who would be involved in the new style of
Amer ica w i l l never have to do those k inds o f th ings . I ce r ta in ly
hope they can solve the problems in this world such as educa
t ion, the r ight to an educat ion, the r ight to f reedom of speech,
and the r ights of women and yes, the r ights of chi ldren.

So you're, in a sense, I th ink you're saying that you would
want your daughters to be social ly act ive in conscience and
that they would move on to di fferent problems, not necessar i ly
have to go back over the same ones that you had fought for?

ROBERTS: Right . I cer ta in ly would hope that perhaps around conference
tab les , i nvo lvement in po l i t i cs wh ich they ough t to be , a l l
young people should be involved, many of them in polit ics and
in the d iscussion in making decis ions and al l persons of th is
country not in one group but a l l Amer icans, b lack, whi te, Chi-
cano or who, ought to be able to make the kind of decisions
tha t wou ld be p leas in ' to a l l persons in th is count ry.

INTERVIEWER: A l l r i gh t . W i l l you , o r have you , pa r t i c i pa ted i n a t any po in t
in t ime in get t ing women to vote? Union vote or po l i t ica l vote?
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R O B E RT S : Ye s . I , o n e o f m y s t r u g g l e s a t t h i s t i m e i s m a i n l y a r o u n d t h e
struggle of women. A whole revolution of change for women.
I'm very much in support of women involving themselves into
po l i t i cs or in to dec is ion-mak ing pos i t ions such as serv ing on
the va r ious power boards in th i s coun t ry, i ns t i tu t i ona l boards
or medical boards, community boards, decis ion-making pol ic ies.
I think women now ought to involve themselves. I think we
ought to be about through the field of educat ion, prepar ing
ourselves in the style that we would be able to serve in a
cons t ruc t i ve way. I don ' t th ink as a woman, I don ' t th ink
we need to isolate ourselves any more and say we're not going
to make decisions, that someone else is going to make them for
us. I th ink we' re going to have to be a par t o f those decis ions.
I think men and women together, women and men together must
be able to sit down and look upon one's ideas and thought and
not necessarily feel in many cases that there's no women on
this board, we don't need any women on this board. It seems
to be the at t i tude of many males that th is should not be. I
think that we have just as much right to be a part of any power
group, any decision group, any advancement in poli t ics as any
other person in th is count ry, in the wor ld as fa r as tha t ' s
concerned. Women throughout the world ought to be about in
the new revolution where that we will make the same decisions
as any other person regardless of our sex.

INTERVIEWER: And you've actively encouraged women to do those kind of things?

R O B E RT S : D e fi n i t e l y. A n d m a i n l y y o u n g w o m e n . T h i s i s a m o t t o o f m i n e
that I encourage young women, I have daughters that's in their
th i r t ies. I am a grandmother and I cer ta in ly encourage young
women to move forward towards the kind of victories that we
need to have. I don' t feel that i f women get more involved
in pol i t ics that we would have to have a Meredith March. I
sort of feel that women will somehow bring more peace to the
wor ld , less v io lence, and a bet ter a t t i tude towards mankind,
meaning womenkind as well.

INTERVIEWER: Do you support the ERA?

R O B E R T S : I c e r t a i n l y d o .

INTERVIEWER: Can you give some reasons why?

R O B E RT S : I t h i n k E R A p r o v i d e s t h e s t y l e o f f r e e d o m f o r a l l p e o p l e a n d
i t seems to be, in my op in ion, qu i te a p iece of leg is la t ion,
a new sty le of l i fe—that i f women have the pr iv i lege to speak
out, to involved themselves and have the freedom and rights
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ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

of themselves, I do feel that we definitely, women, ERA is
ce r ta in l y, I do be l ieve w i th th i s i nvo lvement th roughou t the
world wi l l encourage women across this world that we wil l not
have the wars and the violence that we had in the past and
I f e e l t h e b i l l , a p i e c e o f l e g i s l a t i o n l i k e E R A , t h e r a t i
fi ca t i on o f ERA, w i l l make a be t t e r wo r l d . I ce r t a i n l y sup
port or have supported since I learned the contents of ERA,
in my opinion a very, very good idear of those who put such
a b i l l t o g e t h e r .

Do you think i t wi l l have an effect on organized labor?

I t h i n k i t s h o u l d .

Do you think i t 's necessary?

I think i t 's necessary because women are a part of labor. We
are one of the largest work forces in the country. Whatever
o rgan i zed g roups , whe the r i t ' s l abo r, po l i t i c s , o r wha teve r,
I think we need whatever we do, has an effect on everything
and I th ink ERA wi l l provide that k ind of f reedom and out let
t ha t we ' l l be ab le t o i nvo l ve ou rse l ves more . I don ' t f ee l
that the immediate labor movement has been that free in ac
cepting women in their policy-making boards and committees
throughout, the nat ional commit tees as wel l as local commit tees.
I t h i nk i t ' s so r t o f i n a b i as so r t o f a t t i t ude t owa rds o rga
nized labor that seemed that only males has control of orga
nized labor. I th ink that i t should be open for whoever wants
to be pres ident o f a la rge major un ion . I t shou ldn ' t be looked
upon that we wil l not support a woman, that we wil l support
the best candidate even if it might be a woman.

Even below the organizat ional level in organized labor, do
you think the way it is now that i t responds to the needs of
women?

To some degree yes and to some degree no. I don't think that,
I don't think that men can real ly speak out wel l enough in
behalf of women. I think we need be there ourselves on those
national committees, on the national boards and say what we
want . Wi th in the labor fami l y, tha t one segment o f l abor, o r
ganized labor, hence can not be one-sided—just men only making
those decisions although they may make a very fine one—but
I th ink once everybody's involved in making those decisions
and meaning women, that we could say that a national union's
answers to definite needs for women not tell ing someone to do
something for them but we're there also voting and making those
dec i s i ons .
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Do you think women's labor needs are different than men's?

Some degree. I t could be d i fferent than men. There 's a na
t ional general need for everyone in the labor movement. A reg
ular general needs. But then there are some special reasons
that women needs to look at, such as pregnancy. I think a
decision on a woman, a pregnant woman, some different, has
been respected different [to a] male who would happen to be
s i c k w i t h a h e r n i a o r s o m e t h i n g . I t ' s h a n d l e d d i f f e r e n t . I
don't think at this t ime that the needs of women are being
exp ressed i n t he bes t i n te res t , t he to ta l bes t i n te res t o f
women. There are some in teres ts yes, fine. But then, never
theless, there are certain personal problems that women have
and I think that one of the ways that we can get the kind of
support that we're there to negotiate and to work out agree
ments along with everyone else and once the doors are open
throughout the labor movement, I th ink everyone—including
men as well as women—will certainly fare and live more comfort
ab le under the gu ide l ines o f the labor un ions in th is count ry
or anywhere in the world.

Do you also th ink that there might be specific occupat ions
and problems that women encounter, that because men aren't
used or employed in those ways, they don't understand, and
I 'm re fe r r i ng spec i fica l l y t o t he domes t i c wo rke r?

Could you rephrase that question again?

Sure. Do you th ink that s ince the major i ty of domest ic workers
are women, that their needs are ignored by tradit ional labor
unions dominated by men?

There could be a very good reason that labor unions has not
real ly spoke out in behal f , that much. There 's been something
said, but not in a big way, concerning domestic workers. How
ever, there's a whole new ball game, you might say, in that
direct ion of household workers. Okay, number one: many house
hold workers happen to be black at th is t ime in th is country.
In the ear ly f ront ier days, many domest ic workers were I r ish
and immigrants in this country, were new and poor and were
doing housework. Blacks began to get involved in domest ic
workers, in domestic work when there was no longer need in
the fie lds on the p lan ta t ions fo r m inor i t ies such as b lacks
to work the fields. The new change in b lacks being integrated
into the big cit ies brought on a new style of employment for
many minority persons, mainly black females, who began and
many Americans seen a need. . . What are you going to do with
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ROBERTS: a l l t hese peop le i n ou r t own ; wha t a re t hey go ing to do wh i l e
they can do housework. And it was sort of a planned chosen
thing by a society where to place these people and there they
went in to the k i t chen ra ther than in to the co t ton fie lds and
began to work in the kitchen and became so-cal led, so-cal led
nannies and a l l that by tak ing care of weal thy whi te chi ldren
in America, and prepar ing the meals for weal thy, upper-c lass,
middle-class white Americans in many cases. On the scene of
unions being organiz ing in th is country such as steel mi l ls and
coa l m ines and a l l , t he re were ve ry l i t t l e a t ten t ion g i ven to
women, per iod, and cer ta in ly not to household workers. At
this late date, with many, many mil l ions of women, thousands
and in to m i l l i ons , over ha l f m i l l i on , two mi l l i on women in
this country is involved in household employment now. Cer
ta in ly through my effor ts here in Cleveland, Ohio, to organize
and find ways and means to point out the conditions of house
hold workers, I can certainly say that I haven't had very much
suppor t a t a l l f rom the labor un ions. There 's been some ta lk ,
some discussion and many persons have said, why don't you con
tac t labor. I have contac ted labor un ions and they haven ' t
shown a great interest. Okay, on the basis of who we are, yes
90 percent are females, but then 89 percent are b lack. I t
seems that we have not been able to attract the leadership of
unions, which are mainly males, to our cause and there could
be a very good point there. Maybe it 's because we have not
had women in the posit ion of organizers on local and national
levels that we could take our agreements to and attempt to
find out why the labor unions has not gotten in real ly organ
izing household workers.

I cer ta in ly have ta lked, te l l the AFL leaders here in the Cleve
land area and certainly, I have been informed that since on
the basic reasons they gave me, we had a number of employers
to deal with and there goes now in mainly nursing homes and
o ther k inds o f i ns t i t u t i ons ra the r than a va r ie ty o f emp loyers
and ind iv idua l domest ic , ma in ly suburban, homes. I ce r ta in ly
hope this ati l tude would change and I certainly would look upon
union groups with women now at some degree are getting more
involved and I happen to win some elections around the country
where i t real ly should be had by women. That they certain ly
would take a strong look at household workers as women and
other women who worked, unorganized women, that would be a
grea t e f fo r t and I ce r ta in ly wou ld l i ke to see a na t iona l o r
ganizer of a woman in the field of nat ional organizing such
as household workers. I th ink the big unions need to, to have
that kind of person as a woman that would be a national orga
nizer, that we could turn to and invite her to come in and
get involved in organiz ing women throughout th is country that 's
not organized, and one of our goals would be household workers.
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INTERVIEWER: Would you say the inabi l i ty to get organized labor to recog
nize your needs as a domestic worker are very frustrat ing,
perhaps the most frustrat ing thing in your union work?

R OB E RTS : We l l , w e ' v e b e e n s o r t o f g e t t i n g w h a t w e w o u l d c a l l t h e s i
lent t reatment—or say very l i t t le and do noth ing—such as on
the federal minimum wage. We did get support from labor groups
who fel t that domest ic workers ought to be included in the
minimum wage. Certainly, we thank the union groups for that
effort. Workmen Compensation. There were many labor groups
who supported that domestic workers ought to be covered by a
piece of legislation as an amendment to the Workmen's Compen
sation Law that would include household workers as well as
an amendment to. . . the amendment ways that included domestic
w o r k e r s fi n a l l y. B u t I d o f e e l t h a t t h e l a b o r g r o u p s a r e f a r
f rom, are not a l lowing themselves to get involved wi th the
thousands of women in this country that's not organized and
mainly household workers who work very hard, who certainly
needs to be organized in the style where we will be able to
bargain in a very construct ive way and be able to cal l s t r ikes,
that household workers ought to be recognized through the reg
u la r k inds o f benefi ts and f r i nge benefi ts tha t o the r worke rs
g e t .

We ought to certainly be ent i t led to paid vacat ions and we
cer ta in ly ought to be ent i t led to the var ious ra ises when o ther
groups are asking for raises year by year. We ought to be
able to have a nat ional str ike where al l of the household workers
wi l l not go tc work one morning and i t certainly ought to be
ca l l ed by one o f t he na t i ona l un ions . Un t i l such t ime , I t h ink
they ' re dragg ing the i r fee t , meaning the nat iona l un ions, such
as the AFL-CIO and other large unions who have not spoke out
or encouraged and give support and financial support for those
groups such as the groups here in Ohio, the National Committee
of Household Employees. I 'm sure that we would be proud if
the large unions would support us financial ly wi th some of
the things that we have tr ied to do over the period of years
tha t we 've been s t rugg l i ng . A t l eas t twe lve years I s t rug
gled and unt i l the large unions real ly come forward to organize
domestic workers and other unorganized persons and mainly un
organized women who work at a very cheap pay throughout this
c o u n t r y, t h e r e ' s q u i t e a l u l l i n t h e i r o r g a n i z i n g .

INTERVIEWER: They 've never rea l ly recognized you offic ia l ly, have they?
You are Domestic Workers of America as an organization but
not a un ion , i s tha t cor rec t?
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T h a t ' s r i g h t .

If you could think back on your union involvement and your
involvement in the Domestic Workers, what might be the most
sat is fy ing accompl ishment or sa t is fy ing th ing you d id?

Respect and digni ty and pr ide was, we fe l t , a great str ike
in our struggle. Household workers being poor, women, and
a minori ty, mainly blacks, Chicanos, and other persons who's
in the fie ld o f servant work. The d isrespect we got f rom our
employer, the att i tude of the American people towards house
hold employees, as if we were the dumbest thing and we were
a bunch of i l l i terates and we were nothing. We were no more
than, you might say, the cuff o f a low shoe, the at t i tude that
household employees, servant workers got in this country from
the i r employers was abso lu te ly te r r ib le . You were eat ing on
the table in the back room or you were treated in many cases
to separate to i le ts even though we c leaned a l l o f the to i le ts
in the house. We were to ld to use cer ta in ones. Cer ta in bath
rooms were ava i lab le to the maid , o r ea t ing las t , no t s i t t ing
down and having dinner when food was warm even though they
prepared it , the last one even though in some cases you didn't
even serve i t , you s t i l l d idn ' t have a chance to eat , s i t down
and have d inner wi th everyone e lse. Or ca l led us by firs t
names and our last names were unimportant because we were just
common things so who cares about our last name, who cares where
we l i ve , o r whether we had a b i r thday, a te r r ib le a t t i tude
that Americans had and stil l has to some extent. We've changed
some of that , a t t i tudes towards you. Main ly the midd le c lass
looked down upon their servant help in such a very unpleasant
way, a possessive sort of thing that they owned and we were
their things. It was "my Mary" and "my Annie" and "my Gerry"
and we were a part of the family. We were often, "Oh, what
could we do without you or what would we do without you," but
never the less , I was no t in the fami ly w i l l o r i f there was
any i l lness and I could no longer work all at once I was not
a part of that family any more because I was dismissed.
"Stay home and get you some rest and when you get to feelin'
bet ter, we' l l cal l you," and the cal l never came in many cases.
In many cases, the relatives of domestic workers even though
their mother was told that she was a member of the family upon
her dea th , there was no th ing le f t fo r her ch i ld ren . Upon the
death of many employers there was nothing in their wi l l that
in many cases inc luded the domest ic worker. I f so, wel l I
was told once that she left her coat to me and if she died that
I would get her fur coat and her house dresses. They would
all go to me because we were near the same size. Anything
of value, any property or anything, was not even mentioned.
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R O B E RT S : S o , I t h i n k t h i s p a r t i c u l a r t h i n g h a s m e a n t a l o t t o d o m e s
tic workers. Now we meet our new employer and we are respected
as Mrs. Roberts, Mrs. Thomas, and this is all new to us and
they always said that we didn't want to be cal led by our last
names . "They don ' t wan t t o be ca l l ed . . . t hey ' r e sa t i sfied
be in ' ca l l ed by t he i r fi r s t name . " We we re no t sa t i s fied ; we
were afraid we may not have the job, that we might get fired,
so we was submissive to the boss lady to some degree as we
were to our mistresses in slavery t ime, the fear of the em
ployer, the fear o f not be ing ab le to get another job, no re f
erences being given if she got angry. We had to pretend and
smile when we didn't want to smile and show our teeth and laugh
loud and like stupid to make her feel that we were quite hum
b le to he r, t ha t she rea l l y, when she sa id "my g i r l " , I d idn ' t
do anything about i t . I went along even though I could be
t h i r t y, f o r t y, fi f t y y e a r s o l d a c c e p t e d t h e i d e a t h a t I w a s
her "g i r l " . So our p r ide , d ign i t y, and respec t has meant a
lot to household workers—the women real ly [de]plored that one.

INTERVIEWER: Have you ever felt in some of these experiences and some of
the struggles that you've had with the work with the domestic
worke rs t ha t i t r ea l l y wasn ' t wo r th i t ?

R O B E R T S : I t r e a l l y w a s n ' t w o r t h t h e s t r u g g l e ? O h n o , i t w a s w o r t h e v e r y
th ing that I could put in i t , anyone to he lp to do. Human
d i g n i t y i s o n e ' s t o t a l p r i d e o f l i f e . W i t h o u t d i g n i t y, o n e
i s n o t h i n g .

INTERVIEWER: You never felt defeated or that you weren't going to be able
to accompl ish anyth ing. That i t was wor th less?

ROBERTS: No, I ' ve never fe l t i t was wor th less . I t was a lways g rea t
to be able to do, to be able to have the guts, number one, to
speak out. Taking a lot of guts to do what I did and what many
other persons have tried to do and when you're going to speak
up to the big boss with all the money and you have nothing,
and going to tell them the way you feel and they kick you out,
and I d id get k icked out but I said i t anyway. And what I said,
I said for the sake of others and I proudly spoke out for hu
man d ign i ty for household workers—pr ide, d ign i ty and respect ,
the r igh ts o f add i t i ona l wage , be t te r work ing hours , a l l o f
the th ings that other workers were get t ing. We were working
any hours we were told to work and it was always worthwhile
to say that we worked too hard. To work eight hours and seven
hours is enough of it and we can't clean the house and take
care of the children at the same time. It was maddening and
was terr ib le and I can' t s tand i t and I 'm no longer going to
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do i t and to be able to say al l of that and say i t in behalf
o f everybody. I t was a pre t ty g reat th ing and I sha l l a lways
che r i sh t he t h i ngs t ha t I d i d i n t h i s fie l d . W i l l a lways mean
one of the finest things in my opinion that I ever could have
did as a person and I pray for those others who spoke out the
same way. Nothing we could have did greater, the same att i tude
that I have now about the struggle of women. We must continue
to speak out , whether i t 's the maid speaking out for her r ights
or i t ' s the secre ta ry speak ing ou t fo r her r igh ts , o r the nurse
or even the woman who's an executive under the boss and can
never be the boss in the company. We all must continue to
speak out for human r ights, pr ide and digni ty.

So you'd do it al l over again?

A l l ove r aga in . I have neve r qu i t .

In all your experience with working, would you say you've worked
with men or women most?

R O B E R T S : M a i n l y t o w a r d s o r g a n i z i n g ?

INTERVIEWER: No, in terms of working partners. Someone you worked along
s ide o f o r w i th .

R O B E RT S : I n t h e c i v i l r i g h t s m o v e m e n t , t h e m a j o r i t y o f l e a d e r s h i p w a s
ma les i n t ha t pa r t i cu l a r s t r ugg le .

INTERVIEWER: How about as a domestic?

ROBERTS: As a domest ic , domest ic workers usua l ly work fo r female employers .
As far as ta lk ing to leadership in the unions, i t has been
men that I have talked over agreements of household workers,
the need to be unionized, has been males.

INTERVIEWER: Have you ever worked with a male domestic?

ROBERTS: Yes , yes , many t imes I ' ve worked w i th ma le domest i cs .

INTERVIEWER: Would you say you worked more times with male domestics or fe
male domestics?

ROBERTS: No more w i th ma le domes t i cs . The re ' s no t a g rea t need a t t h i s
t ime fo r ma le domest ics . However, I fee l tha t the fie ld ought
to be open to a l l persons. I t shou ld not be a s t rugg le . . .
domestic services shouldn't just be a woman. What's wrong with
a man us ing a vacuum, dust ing, c leaning. So I fee l the field,
in the field of domest ics, i t should be males as wel l as fe
males , in the fie ld o f househo ld employees. I th ink , perhaps
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ROBERTS: or in t ime, we wi l l have more male domest ic workers than we
have at the present. And, certa in ly, Domest ic Workers of Amer
i ca i f t he se r v i ce we d i d . . . I don ' t t h i nk necessa r i l y t ha t
she [the employer] should expect all the time a woman at her
door. I might send out a male for accord ing to serv ice that
is needed there i t shouldn't matter whether male or females
comes to do it.

INTERVIEWER: Have you been more comfortable with working with men or with
women?
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In my experience, both.

I t d i d n ' t r e a l l y m a t t e r t o y o u .

I t d idn ' t real ly mat ter. I encourage men to come in, come over
in the field of household employment.

Do you remember ever reading anything or seeing a movie or
meeting a person that had a very special influence on your
l i fe? Real ly moved you in one d i rec t ion?

A movie?

A movie perhaps or a book or a person? Any or all of them?

Wel l , I know many very interest ing persons that cer ta in ly had
an effect on my l i fe and many persons that I 've admired. For
one, you, Donna Van Raaphorst, has been very impressive to me.
Persons like a young lady by the name of Ruth Turner, chair
man of CORE and the Cleveland Chapter. She's a very strong
young woman in her early twenties.

S h e h e l p e d y o u a l o t i n y o u r c i v i l r i g h t s a c t i v i t i e s , d i d n ' t
she?

R O B E RT S : Ye s , s h e d i d . S h e w a s a v e r y s t r o n g p e r s o n . D o y o u t h i n k
she influenced your c iv i l r ights invo lvement? She was a teacher
in the Cleveland school system before taking her posit ion as
an execut ive di rector of CORE. I feel she was a great influence
with many persons in a very constructive way and certainly
encouraged me and was wil l ing to, through designing l i terature
for me, giving me directions on some things that I ought to
do if we wanted to do what we felt we wanted to do such as
getting organized. She sat down and give me some guidelines
that I should follow and encouraged me to be the leadership,
because I ce r t a i n l y a t t ha t pa r t i cu la r t ime wasn ' t t r y i ng t o
be any leader. I only was talking about a problem and, through
her i nfluence , she ce r ta in l y sa id why d idn ' t I , say ing , "Gera l
d ine, why d idn ' t you take the leadership?"
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ROBERTS: Another young lady, Miss Marce l la Johnson, a lso a member o f
CORE, had a lot to do. In fact, she had actually named the
organizat ion. We was t ry ing to find names. We ta lked about
various things, Cleveland Domestic Workers, American Domestic
Workers. She said, "How about Domestic Workers of America?"
That we agreed on the telephone through speakin' with Miss
Marcella Johnson who now is our, is a student at Wayne Univer
s i t y and she , a t t ha t pa r t i cu la r t ime , was a t t emp t i n ' t o t r y
and finish high school and go on to higher education which
I encouraged her to do. These are some persons that have been
very impressive to me and I have a lot of respect for these
women.

Miss Turner had a lot to do with my abi l i ty of organizing house
hold workers. The things she said she did in my behalf and
I was always able to cal l her, cal l upon her and talk with her
about various problems and she always wanted to know. She was
one of our first speakers at our first meet ing who spoke to the
ladies who came and encouraged them, encouraged us all. And
I said we wi l l a lways have a great admirat ion for her.

INTERVIEWER: This was the first twenty women that came at that very first
organizat ional meet ing?

ROBERTS: Yes , M iss Turner was one o f the speakers the re . Ano ther young
lady, Mrs. Mary Holt who was a disc jockey on one of the radio
stations was another lady who came by and emceed the show and
I th ink through the st ruggle at the beginning of the domest ic
workers, there were many fine women who came out to encourage
endurance towards organizing household workers. Miss Turner
d id p lay a great ro le .

INTERVIEWER: Any men?

ROBERTS: Yes , ano the r gen t l eman a t t ha t pa r t i cu la r t ime by the name o f
Mr. Lewis G. Robinson t the president at that t ime of the Free
dom Fighters, certainly was very encouraging and he was known
as a c iv i l r igh ts leader there in C leve land and organ izer o f
the Freedom Fighters, one of the organizers, Freedom Fighters
of Ohio. He was very encouraging. There were things he said
and he sa i d , "You go t t o do i t ' cause i t ' s a g rea t t h i ng . I t ' s
a l ready la te i f you ' re going to do i t . And you must move for
ward," otherwise perhaps maybe I would have not continued.
I was something new. I was real ly afraid of the whole idea,
but out of being pretty upset with the employer that I was em
ployed under give me encouragement to even want to call me
and I went to these people such as Ms. Turner of CORE and some
people. I went to the NAACP office and to Mr. Harold Wil l iams,
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ROBERTS: the execu t i ve sec re ta ry o f t he NAACP. We go t a l o t o f encour
agement but mainly it was women there at my side and worked
very hard with me and helpin1 put together an organization.
Mr. S tan To l i ve r, a t to rney S tan To l i ve r, p layed a g rea t ro le
in get t ing the char ter, and wr i t ing up the char ter and begin
ning to have enough money to even give me the twenty-five dol
lars to send away for the charter.

INTERVIEWER: How did you get your first job?

R O B E R T S : H o w ' d I g e t m y fi r s t j o b . W e l l , a s f a r a s w o r k e x p e r i e n c e ,
I think I would have to tell you about what happened when I
was a very young kid, maybe six or seven years old. I real ly
exper ienced my first job going out wi th my grandmother, El ler,
w o r k i n ' i n t h e i r fi e l d s , t h e c o t t o n fi e l d s . I w e n t o u t w i t h
her and including my sister 'cause there were, my sister and
mysel f , af ter the loss of my mother in death, we l ived with
Ella who came to Oklahoma and taking us, me and my sister back
to Arkansas and there she was a farmer. She owned quite a bit
of land and plus she worked on the farms for pay for a neigh
boring farmers and mainly they grew cotton and corn and things
l ike sweet potatoes, peanuts and a l l that sor t o f th ing and
everybody's kids worked in the farms, worked in the fields and
we were no different. My grandmother taking us and I remember,
in those days flour for baking and that sort of th ing came in
sacks rather than paper sacks what they cal led flour sacks,
some mater ia l resembl in ' some l inen k ind of mater ia l . She 'd
place one of those flour sacks around our neck. And she t ied
a string around my neck and all to this cloth bag and we were
to pu l l the co t ton ou t o f the bo l l s , the co t ton bo l l s , and pu t
the cotton over in the sack and I got my first experience as
how to p luck that cot ton out and p lace i t in th is bag. So I
began something like six or seven years old working, we went
ou t every day a t th i s . We were pu l l i ng co t ton in the fie lds
and placing in this bag and dump all our cotton from the bags
we had over into my grandmother, Ella, had a twelve or four
teen foot what she ca l led cot tonpick in ' sack and th is long th ing
all of her kids around her, myself and my sister and an uncle
would al l place this cotton in this bag and she would have i t
weighed up when she'd have maybe at one weighing a couple hun
dred pounds of cotton. That was my first work experience workin '
on the farm in Arkansas after the death of ray mother and takin'
resident with my grandmother, Ella Brady, who was my mother
Vinnie Harr is1 mother.

INTERVIEWER: Didn't you do some early domestic work too as a child?

ROBERTS: Yes , E l l a a l so had some p laces t he re i n 011a , t ha t f am i l i es she
would go durin' the holiday period when the crops would gathered
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ROBERTS: i n f o r t he w in te r f r om the f a rm and she 'd do some se rv i n ' i n
par ty works l ike prepar in ' the Chr is tmas d inners or var ious
holiday dinners and she asked me to go with her. And I don't
know, maybe I was eight years old or so and I was very small.
I wasn' t a k id that grew very fast , I was pret ty short for my
age and I remember she taking a box in this kitchen of this
whi te suburban fami ly there and turning i t on i ts s ide and
I stood on it to make my height reachable to the sink and I
washed dishes, which I was already assigned to at home to do,
and then she showed me how to rinse up the vegetables for the
salads and al l and here I was helpin ' her and not real iz in '
that I was get t in ' in to the fie ld o f domest ic work by work ing
in that k i tchen wi th her and i t was a regu lar rout ine th ing.
Every year, I would go with her and help set the table for
the famil ies and afterwards they would give her the turkey
and the le f tovers f rom the d inner. We 'd ge t to take a l l o f
the leftovers home. The turkeys that we cut and the hams that
we cut was given to Ella and we'd usually get my grandfather
to help us take the food home. There wasn't very much money
they paid but they 'd g ive you a l l the le f tover foods f rom the
d i n n e r.

INTERVIEWER: You weren't paid anything for this?

R O B E RT S : N o , I w a s n ' t p a i d a n y t h i n g , I c o u l d j u s t h a v e a l l I w a n t e d
to ea t t he re . Usua l l y t he f am i l i es I was wo rk in ' f o r t hey
met me and Ella told them who I was, that I was Geraldine,
her granddaughter, and that I was her deceased daughter's,
Vinnie's daughter. And some of the people in that town knew
El ler 's k ids. They knew who Vinnie was dur in ' her chi ldhood
days growin ' up in that par t icu lar town and i t was rea l ly fun
to ge t a l l th is f ru i t and food tha t I wanted there and a l l the
things that we didn't have we could see at this home and I
a lways sor t o f looked forward to going. So I real ly got my
first exper ience as a domest ic worker rea l ly a t around e ight
years o ld .

INTERVIEWER: Let's move ahead in t ime then unti l when you got your first
job as an adult and the circumstances involved in that.

R O B E RT S : We l l , t h e r e ' s s o m e m o r e e x p e r i e n c e s a l o n g t h a t l i n e . A t t h e
age of twelve years old I ran away from Ella's home and decided
that I wanted to go where an aunt lived in Salem, Washington.
So there was a show in town called a carnival. It was an amuse
ment show with rides and a colored minstrel show and I met these
people, the ones who were working with the minstrel show, the
singers and dancers and comedians and al l that sort of thing,
real ly a b lack show there. And these people s tayed at E l la 's
home 'cause we had like the boarding house. And there was
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ROBERTS: another work experience when I ran away from home with the show.
The ladies on the show began to show me how to dance and I
earned three dol lars a week as a dancer. I wasn't dancing very
good but they began to teach me more and more and the guy who
owned the show, the manager, he said give her three dollars
a week. So I would serve in the kitchen. They had a cook house
where they fed th is co lored minst re l show, a l l the per formers,
and I served the table and cleared, helped clear the dishes
and I was just twelve years old and that was my job for three
dollars for a whole week for workin' on the stage and working
in th is k i tchen there on that carnival , amusement carnival show.

And I did that and that's how I met James Roberts and later
mar r i ed James . I was s t i l l j us t a k id . We s tayed toge the r
fo r a yea r and we mar r i ed a f te r a yea r. I t was d i f ficu l t t o
get anyone to want to marry, to get us married, because James
was a mature man and I was a youth really and everybody said,
"Who is this, your daughter?" and we could never ask them to
marry. And, fina l ly, in Minnesoter he met a prosecutor and
the prosecutor sort of said he thought he seen something but
he wa ived i t . He wou ldn ' t r ea l l y dea l w i th i t ; he mar r i ed
us. And I lef t my age at twenty-one and got marr ied. And
there I was workin' on the show and for twelve and a half years
we were married and then, after that, the marriage was dis
so lved . I was a lone and l i v in ' i n the s ta te o f Oh io , C leve
land, Ohio, and not knowin1 very much. Anything to do I re
membered about the domestic work as a kid and that I helped
my grandmother. And speakin' to some of my neighbors in the
Metropoli tan Projects where we was a resident, the Carla Park
Projects, she mentioned that she did domestic work, this par
ticular lady, Mrs. Dixon, and she said she knew where I could
get a job at five dol lars a day plus the car fare and I taken
that job and I was told to scrub with a brush on my hands and
knees and al l the things that this family wanted me to do.
And Mrs. Dixon had been doing the same kind of work there and
I taken that job and I was told that I was a terr ib le domest ic
worker, that I didn't wash the windows and the corners clean
and the part icular lady, Mrs. Goldwyn, she was sort of dis
appointed in my work so she began to show me how to really
wash windows to her standards and real ly scrub her floors real
clean and r inse them and everything. I t was very hard work
and I had the three children already and I would take the smal
lest chi ld with me, my son, and sort of babysit for him whi le
I did domestic work and I was told to wash kitchen walls and
a l l sor ts o f th ings fo r her. Mrs . Go ldwyn in t roduced me to
some other famil ies around there and I was workin' for two or
three fami l ies at five dol lars a day each and l ike e ight hours
a day and food because it was pretty hard without a husband.
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ROBERTS: We didn' t have much food and no money and I didn' t want to
get on relief and I decided that I wanted to work as a domestic
worker. I was on re l ie f and I asked the socia l worker to s top
my check. I wanted to work 'cause I d idn ' t l i ke the idear o f
be ing on re l ie f . I t sounded very degrad ing and I worked unt i l
I became i l l and she didn' t real ly take me off . She sent me
l ike a dol lar a month and i t s t i l l kept me as a wel fare rec i
p ien t by rece iv in ' tha t do l la r a month and med ica l ca re . I
could receive medical care. And there I was again as a domestic
worker as an adult, a young lady around twenty-three years old.

INTERVIEWER: Did you expect to keep this first job for a very long t ime?

R O B E RT S : We l l , I w a s n ' t r e a l l y d e c i d i n ' w h e t h e r I w a s g o i n g t o k e e p i t .
I needed it; I needed the money for the children and as a sur
vival and I worked at that one unt i l final ly someone told me
about a job at a hotel and this was maid services and I'd taken
that job a t the hote l . And I wou ld a lso a t tend even ing adu l t
educat ion c lasses because I was st i l l concerned that I hadn' t
had any chance to really go to school and do anything with my
educat ion. Through the marr iage hard ly very much act iv i t ies
a s f a r a s s c h o o l i n ' . I t w a s s t i l l o n e o f m y fi r s t g o a l s a t
the time that I ran away from home and all to go to school.
And I worked as a hotel maid for nineteen dollars a week and
even worked Sundays makin' beds and cleanin' empty check outs
and there was some permanent residents rooms. I even cleaned
those al l for n ineteen dol lars and I was very careful how I
spent the n ineteen do l la rs . Of ten I would walk to work ra ther
than just spending the money for transportation because I wanted
the money to help provide a l iving standard for my three kids
and I refused to accept a ful l welfare check again.

INTERVIEWER: Could you elaborate a l itt le bit more on how you spent your
money. Approximately how was i t divided up, can you recal l?

R OB E RTS : Ye s , I b o u g h t M o th e r s Oa t s q u i t e a b i t f o r m y k i d s , s e e i n '
that they could get real fil led up on Mothers Oats so they
eat a lot of oatmeal. I fed them oatmeal and from the South
bein1 from Arkansas around sugarcane, I knew quite a bit about
molasses. So I bought l ike al lager syrup and gave them that
and I made b iscui ts . I 'd buy bags of flour and make b iscui ts
for the k ids and they of ten had hot b iscui ts for breakfast and
al lager syrup and I was st i l l bein ' f rom Arkansas where pork
was a great th ing. Everybody ra ised thei r own meats. I would
buy l i ke bacon, uns l i ced bacon, and s l i ce i t fo r the ch i ld ren
and give them like what we called salt pork from Arkansas and
I found sal t pork in Cleveland. You soak the meat and f ry i t
l ike bacon for the kids. It was a cheap way. That was my main
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purpose, to see if they had enough to eat. In many cases, I
remember that I would say that I had enough 'cause I was afraid
to take too much 'cause nineteen dol lars d idn' t go very far.
And I d id most o f my t rad in ' , l i ke buy ing c lo thes. . . our
clothing was bought at the Goodwil l or either a neighborhood
rummage sale. I did all my shoppin' there at the rummage sales
or the Goodwi l l Industry and buyin ' o ld c lothes and at the
hotel I could not go out and do household domestic work because
I worked every day including Sunday, Saturdays and Sunday.

Was the majority of your money spent on food and clothing then?

Yes, main ly on food and sav in ' up for my rent . I l i ved in
Met ropo l i tan Pro jec ts . Sav in ' up fo r ren t and food and there
wasn ' t any th ing e lse to buy. Ma in ly, I concent ra ted on food
f o r t h e c h i l d r e n .

Was the rent very much?

No, the rent wasn't very much, according to what I was making.

Was that how they charged you, according to your income?

Yes, accord ing to your budget , your financia l budget .

Did you work in any of these early jobs, let 's say, as a do
mestic or in a hotel in mixed sexes, both men and women?

Yes. I had some work experience workin' for. . . I remember
once I got taken i l l and could real ly no longer work at the
h o te l . I t s e e m e d t h a t I h a d s o r t o f a n e r v o u s c o l l a p s e . I t
seemed the experience came from the previous marriage accord
ing to my doctor. There was a lot of things that I was pressed
and it seemed all came down on me and I wasn't able to work
very well, so I was asked by my welfare worker to accept a
check again. I should stay home and take care of myself and
look a f te r the ch i ld ren. Dur ing my per iod o f work w i th the
hotel there was just neighbors that I would give a few dol lars
to, maybe two or three dol lars , to watch the ch i ldren af ter
schoo l and tha t sor t o f th ing . I 'd ge t them o f f in the morn
ings and then she would keep them 'til I was home from work.

I was home and I began to feel better and I went out to try
and find employment and I was told that you could run ads, po
si t ion wanted, c lass ified ads in newspapers and I d id that
and charged it to my telephone, my own personal telephone.
And through that experience, running that ad, there were a
lo t o f , a l l k ind of wi ld ca l ls on the phone. Some ca l ls sounded
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R O B E R T S : l e g i t i m a t e a n d I l e a r n e d t o n o t r e a l l y t a k e m a l e c a l l s s e r i o u s ,
asking someone to come to work for them. They were lots of
obscene things were said from these fellows who would call
in and said they wanted me, they wanted a girl to do some clean
ing and then they would talk about a lot of other th ings; yet
I was embarrassed and often hang up on them. There was one
cal l , I remember, that came through sound very legi t imate.
He said he had lost his wife from gett in ' some teeth pul led
and he said she had died in the dental chair and he wanted
to get the house organized. I t sounded very legi t imate and
I talked it over with my neighbor and she said she would go
out with me because I wasn't sure. I said i t sounded okay
and once we were there at this home which was like, we were
on the east side of Cleveland, l ike this was on the far west
s ide of Cleveland, or southwest , and upon arr iv in ' there he
said, "Oh, there 's two of you," and he st i l l seemed to be al l
right and he said he'd go out and shop for us and he went out
and bought just loads of food l ike I was three people or four
people going to eat rather than two. He had just lo ts of pork
chops and everything, and he said you gir ls prepare dinner
because he said he couldn't cook. He hadn't been eating wel l
since the loss of his wife and Leona and myself prepared din
ner and he came out and had dinner and everything with us and
he s t i l l , every th ing seemed to be very fine . We beg in to fee l
okay, that there was noth ing wrong here. Oh wel l in the af ter
noon he called us to come downstairs and upon coming downstairs,
we were working upstairs, we noticed the downstairs looked
kind of dark and we got, we headed down the stairs, her and
I. There he was at the bottom of the bottom of the stairs
complete ly nude, and we got awfu l ly f r ightened. We d idn ' t
know what to do because we were upstairs and he's downstairs
standing there with no clothes on and he said don't be afraid
of him, just come on down and he wasn't going to, I'm not going
to hurt you gir ls, he said and he said he lost h is wi fe, he
was kind of lonely, maybe us girls could make him happy. So
we rushed for our street clothes to get changed and get out
of there and he said he would drive us up to the bus stop.
He's sorry that we got f r ightened 'cause he wasn' t going to
hurt us. He just wanted to have a l i t t le fun and he paid us
and overpaid us and takin' us to the bus stop that was in our
area, in the Parma Heights area, of suburb of Cleveland. And
we were shocked and frightened and we thought we had really
found a male employer that could be all right and we learned,
no we sti l l had made a wrong choice. So there is that kind
of exper ience o f domest ic workers wa lk ing in to s i tua t ions l i ke
t h a t .

INTERVIEWER: You worked in the hotel. Was vour boss a woman or a man?
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ROBERTS: Ma le . The n igh t desk c l e r k was t he , was no t t he owne r, bu t
he was the manager.

INTERVIEWER: How would you compare your experiences of working for a woman
versus working for a man, aside from these rather strange char
ac ters?

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

f

Well, I always felt like comparable. There was some women who
had some unusual experiences that was told to us, who run into
seemed to be some lesbians who were females. I didn't have
that k ind of exper ience. I have been to ld by other domest ic
workers that they had had that kind of experience yet employed
in a home and the lady would attempt to kiss her and make love
with her, to her as i f she was a male. And I was very fortu
nate that didn't happen to me but there was domestic workers
who's exper ience that k ind of exper ience so i t 's sor t o f a
fi f t y - fi f t y t h i n g . W e j u s t d o n ' t r e a l l y k n o w.

Did you make any f r iends in these firs t couple jobs, l i ke wi th
your co-workers? Did you have any co-workers?

I remember bein' employed in a home where there was myself and
two other domest ic workers . I was l ike a par t - t ime worker.
There was two ful l - t ime workers in that part icular home and
it was on the fr inge area of Shaker Heights in the Greater
Cleveland area there, a s t reet ca l led North Mar l in . I was em
ployed in an apartment penthouse there where there was a lady
there, her name was Lena, she was the cook. She did all the
meals there, the pastry and everything and another lady by
the name of Lether who was the full-time maid. She worked
as the ful l - t ime maid and I was hired as a special cleaning
woman. I was supposed to be the maid but then I wanted nine
dollars a day and so my pay was kind of high for the amount
she wanted to pay, so she just let me come there twice a week,
sometimes three t imes a week and I did l ike special cleaning
on marble or her in ter ior decorat ing imported marble f rom I ta ly
and other par ts of the wor ld. I t was very expensive imported
marble and expensive furniture in the house and she real ized
in her opinion I was a very good cleaning gir l and she'd let
me be her extra cleaning gal and I served as an extra cleaning
girl for her and the other two women were ful l t ime and that
was an exciting experience there with the three women.

We were, in this particular home, we were told that we could
not use the family restroom, meanin1 the commode in the bath
room, that part icular bathroom. There was two bathrooms that
we could not use in this penthouse, the one that the family
used and the guest bathroom, and we were told to use a bath-
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ROBERTS: room in t he back tha t was . . . The re was l i ke t h ree o r f ou r
apar tments when th is bu i ld in ' was be ing bu i l t , a l l in to one,
into one large suite and the back rooms were for the servants
and there was a door marked servants. This was for services,
any packages or the hired help came in through that door en
trance and this is al l in the penthouse up on the second floor
and the penthouse ran over the garage where there was a road
out past the rose bushes growin' in gardenieres and that sort
of thing and there was a patio and like a sun patio where there
was glass and you could really take a sun bath out in that
p l a c e . I t w a s r e a l l y m a g n i fi c a n t a n d f a n t a s t i c . I ' d n e v e r
seen anything l ike that of a home in my l ife, the kind of home
that one was. I t was qui te a luxur ious place in my opin ion
and the other ladies that worked fel t the same way. I t was
r e a l l y e x t r a o r d i n a r y.

And we used the back and we had separate silverware that we
used and we had our meals in the kitchen rather than at the
breakfas t tab le . We had our meals in the k i tchen on a u t i l i t y
stand that you could. . . there was a board you could pull out
and make your services there on that board. This is where
the maids and girls and they had their lunch and we were cal
led "g i r ls " there . And the cook was someth ing l i ke Lena. She
was much older than any of us. She was a senior citizen and
we didn't know for sure, but we assumed that she was in her
late s ix t ies or ear ly sevent ies and she did the meals there
and she had to scrub on her hands and knees and her hands was
tw is ted w i th a r th r i t i s so she sa id was caus ing he r finge rs
to be tw i s ted bu t she su f fe red a l o t w i t h a r th r i t i s . I t seemed
so hard that she had us try and wash up the kitchen floor and
she was charged with keepin' the ki tchen clean by herself .
Her be in ' a th in , de l ica te look in ' person, I had a lo t o f sym
pathy fo r he r. And Le ther, the o ther ma id , d id a lo t o f c lean in '
through the house, that on Lether's off days, on Wednesdays
usually I had to come in and do the special cleaning and make
the beds and anything that she asked you to do you had to do
it if you wanted to work there and of course then the pay was
nine dol lars and carfare, which was about th i r ty cents a day,
about fi f teen cents or so a r ide .

There was an unusual experience and exciting experience because
this part icular employer once in a whi le would be having tan
trums, meaning very nervous attitudes, you know, sometimes very
upse t t ing a t t i tudes toward us . And she fe l t the re were cer ta in
th ings tha t she d idn ' t l i ke tha t we were do in ' . We 'd ge t i t
all sometimes at one time and her tone of voice and the way
she would speak to us was fr ightening to us. We always felt
that we may get fired and al l that sor t of th ing and one part i -
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ROBERTS: cular day, there was an arguing between Lena and this boss lady.

We looked upon her like a Simon LeGree to us, meaning she had
a very s t rong, conservat ive, co ld mind towards us, her a t t i
tude, and the way she spoke to us. The food was usually. . .
we always usually got the food that was left over and placed
in a box and given to me. There was never first t ime cooking
or anyth ing; i t was a lways usua l ly someth ing le f t over. Once
in a whi le, i t was something that they had l ike the night be
fore, but I had some hamburgers that Lena said she had served
a couple weeks before and, evident ly, they had to be lef t out
or something because they had already soured to some extent.
They was, they got contaminated and I eat these hamburgers and
became terr ib ly s ick. I had to even to lay down across Lena's
bed because Lena lived in, and her room was the servant head
quarters and I was very i l l and very sick at the stomach and
I s tayed around ' t i l i t was t ime, the ord inary t ime we should
go and she paid me and sent me home. She acted like she didn't
be l ieve me that I was rea l ly s ick , but I was ter r ib ly s ick and
I had to end up goin' to the hospital that night to get some
thing for my stomach and Lena said she didn't want to tell
me, I should never tel l the boss lady that those hamburgers
was cooked some time back and she was told to give them to
me 'cause she said she said they didn't look good but she [the
employer] said they were al l r ight , g ive them to her, so she
said she gave them to me and she said it wasn't surprising to
her that I got s ick on them. This was work experience there
at tha t par t i cu la r home.

So many number of things happened there that was exciting and
unp leasan t . Le the r, t he ma id , go t i n to i t w i th the emp loyer.
It seemed that the employer thought that Lether was doin' some
drinking or something, and it seemed Lether decided to come
in one morning even though she had been drinking and got into
it and on Saturday mornings once in a while I was asked to
come in if the cook had to do Sunday dinner often I was asked
to come in on Saturdays. I was, whenever she wanted me, and
she would get upset i f I was not avai lable. I had to keep
myself avai lable. I had to always come to her and I 'd say
that I had something else to do, maybe one week there was two
days, another week maybe three. Whenever she wanted me I had
to be avai lable and I have to admit I was real ly f r ightened
of her. She was fr ightening. She seemed to be so r ich, had
so much . I f e l t I had so less . I a lways fe l t ve ry sma l l and
my pr ide a round her was very submiss ive . I fe l t I rea l l y d idn ' t
have anything to say but did what she said 'cause she really
I had never seen one who was affluent and had so much. I really
fe l t I was just nothin ' , and whatever she said I 'd obey her
because I had a fear and yet I felt i t was kind of nice to work
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ROBERTS: i n a p lace l i ke tha t because I ' d neve r been a round such l ove l y
things seemed to me and her job was steady. I knew I'd have
the nine dollars pay there and she would speak rude to me and
I wou ld never say any th ing back to her. I t con t inued l i ke tha t .

After going up there for a couple of years or so, I began to
fee l , I wasn ' t so a f ra id o f he r anymore . Ta l l ; she was ta l l
with lovely satin housecoats and the satin shoes she wore, who
looked to me extremely expensive, no longer looked as a chal
lenge to me and I just didn' t feel f r ightened of her anymore.
And she would say things; I would begin to say something back.
She'd say what did you say and I would repeat them and I would
stare and she'd look at me and it seemed that I was winning.
She would walk away. She wouldn't challenge me. She'd walk
away and after she did that a couple of times, I began to say
more and it seemed she began to reason with me and this was
surpr is ing that she would reason wi th me. I began to. . . gosh,
she must really like me and she sat down and told me one day
how much she did like me and she said I was a very nice person;
my att i tude was not very nice, that I 'm having a lot to say and
I sa i d , "We l l , wha t I 'm say ing i s r i gh t . " Th ings t ha t I wou ld
disagree on, that she wanted me to do, I had to get on a ladder
and c lean her wal ls , l i ke her sat in wal ls—some sor t o f c lo th
material—I had to clean them down and a lot of climbing up on
ladders and doing things was very strenuous and I began to feel
that my pay wasn't good and that really I was being taken ad
vantage of. That everything around me with the beaut i ful home
and everything was not really taking any money home and I. . .
She worked me there hard. She always had so much for me to do;
I w a s t e r r i b l y t i r e d a t n i g h t , r e a l l y t o o t i r e d t o e v e n t r y a n d
go to adult education classes once I left her home. There was
nothin ' e lse to do but t ry and. . . usual ly my chi ldren who
was older would have to wait on me, hand me things. I was really
too t ired to do anything after spending a day in that house and
my at t i tude was sor t o f changing and k ind of unpleasant . I
d i d n ' t r e a l i z e I w a s b e i n ' u n p l e a s a n t . I d i d n ' t r e a l l y c a r e
anymore. I wasn't sure where I could get another job but I was
real ly t i red of being there and I met her through running an
ad, running one of those ads in the paper and she read my ad
and called me and I began to learn that there had been many
other g i r ls , as we were looked upon at that t ime as "g i r ls" ,
and I wasn't aware that I should be called a lady, had been
employed in my position at that same house and she began to
mention different names of different ones who had worked for
her and there was another woman, a fourth person who did her
mil l iner work, made her hats and this was also a colored lady
who made her hats and things. Pract ical ly al l her employees
I met was colored and it seems sort of be a way with her that
al l these people workin' around that apartment, that she was
the big boss and we were all fr ightened of her.
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R O B E R T S : I b e g a n t o m a k e t h e c h a n g e i n t h e a i r w i t h m y a t t i t u d e ; e v e n
Lena began to kind of talk back. Lena began to say, an
swer her back and the way Lena felt and so we were all
gett in ' pret ty smart around there and she got very upset
with us and she was lettin' us know that she wasn't ap
preciat ing our new at t i tudes around there towards her.
And once her and Lena got into a pretty serious argument
and there was words flyin' around, Lena sayin' what she
wasn't going to do and she said, "I help buy your house;
I give you money." The employer told Lena she gave her
money to help pay off her home and she threw a lot of
things up to her that she had did for her and Lena was
saying that she had worked here for fif ty dol lars a week
wasn't enough money doin' the cookin' and when the other
help was off, Lena had to go through the house and do all
the dust ing and st i l l work in the k i tchen and scrub the
floors and I go t upset about i t and I d idn ' t apprec ia te .
I asked her to not speak to Lena that way. I began to
take up for Lena and boy, did I get it, by speaking up
for Lena and I went home and Lena was. . . She fired me.
Lena cal led and said that she, that the employer said
that I shouldn't come back anymore. Then she calls me
up the next day or so and asks me to come back. She re
hires me. She fired me and rehired me and I would go back.

But each time I went back I was less. . . there was no
f e a r a n d I f e l t , I f e l t l i k e I w a s m a t u r e , I f e l t l i k e
I would feel around other people at my church or somewhere.
That I was somebody, that I was a person and I didn't feel
l i ke a l i t t l e an t o r some th ing l i ke I had fe l t a round
her, and that I was important to her and I began to do
things like I wanted to do them and if there was something
I d idn ' t want to c lean, I 'd say I would do i t next t ime,
that I had enough to do and I wasn't going to take on any
more and she put up wi th a l l that . She'd usual ly walk
away and there was periods I wouldn't see her all day.
She'd just let me come in and work and she would stay
up in her room all day, although she had the intercoms.
We knew that everything we said in there that she could
hear and intercoms was always on. We're not allowed to
turn them off and knew that they were on and we knew that
she could hear anything we said so we didn't talk to each
other only by a very l ight whisper because she would inter
fere i f she hear us, a social conversat ion going on or
any kind of conversation between the help. She would speak
through that intercom and say, "What 's a l l that going on
out there? What are you doing out there? You're here
to work, not sit down and talk with each other," and im
mediately the conversation would stop and everybody would
separate from each other and get from each other. We
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began to change when she'd say that, we'd begin to laugh
and she felt that was being real smart. We'd laugh when
she'd say that , that we shouldn ' t ta lk wi th each other
and I don ' t know, see in ' tha t I was sor t o f c rea t in ' t rou
ble around there in my sort of work.

I even told Lena why don't she quit and retire and get
her social security and go home. Why should she continue
to work, work there when she could get her pension and
live at home and she said she had a few more payments
to pay on her house she was going to quit when she paid
for her house. Lena began to talk out more even though
she was told about the money the employer had loaned her
and she had paid that back and it had been deducted from
her pay. Lena said that she had paid the money back and
one day Lena goes home in a cab and quits and I was really
sort of the reason that she went home, because I kept
encouraging her to stand up for herself and she didn' t
say anything to me, the employer. She only had me coming
in cause her and Lena had one of those arguments again
and she real ized that , in her opinion, that Letha was
dr ink ing and Letha said she wasn' t . So she fired Letha
and there was a new lady came to work there in Letha's
place. That posi t ion that Letha had as a everyday maid,
was a. . . seemed that many persons had worked in her
p lace in tha t par t i cu la r house .

The new lady came in from Alabama with lots of children
and just in the city of Cleveland and needed work real
bad, and had no other choice, was glad to get a job. The
employer ran her own ad in the paper rather than to call
an ad like she called mine and this maid seen the ad and
taken the job and had reference from Alabama and she hired
her and she was a very nice lady in my opinion. She was
very fair skinned. She was what you would cal l a mulatto
black and she was sort of proud of herself and she would
hold long conversat ions wi th the employer. The employer
would talk with her more so than she did the rest of us
in the house. The rest of the help was more dark com
plected and i t seemed that she had a di fferent at t i tude
toward th is worker than she did the others there. The
employer and her husband went over Lena's house and Lena
said they talked with her and brought Lena back. She
fired and rehired her. She'd go and ta lk wi th you and
get you to come back. She never came to my house but
Lena said she came to her house because her husband was
d i ssa t i s fied w i t h t he o the r cook i n ' i n t he house . He l i ked
the way Lena cooked, so for her sake Lena came back 'cause
he was sort of nice to her. As usual, the female employer
was the problem there. And so here was a new maid and
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ROBERTS: Lena and myself there again. She never really wanted to get
r id of me that d i fficul t because she said I used k inds of spe
cial cleaning things and she was very much in my opinion in
love wi th the th ings she had. She loved a l l those th ings very
much and she was deeply concerned the way you taken care of those
things and I gave the special kinds of care the way she showed
me and di rect ions on certa in k ind of expensive pol ishes. She
d idn ' t use the o rd ina ry pa t on th ings . I t was spec ia l k inds
of po l i shes tha t she wou ld o rder to c lean her fu rn i tu re , cer ta in
k inds o f c lo ths , you cou ldn ' t use any k ind o f c lo th . I t was
spec ia l t rea ted c lo ths tha t you had to use . A l l c lo ths had
to be laundered there rather than to send out to the laundry
because she didn't want detergents in them because she felt
that s t rong detergents through washing c loths could have effect
on some of her spec ia l in ter ior furn i ture there and I d id every
th ing exac t l y, she fe l t she l i ked . She rea l l y wan ted to hang
on to me in spite of my new attitude with her and everything
was okay. I began to talk with the new maid and the new maid
sor t of got exci ted over me. We had long ta lks together. We
was exchanging telephone calls at home and there I again was
inter fer ing wi th the new maid because I was te l l in ' her about
the place and about the maid before her and the attitude of
that employer and Lena says, "Well. Gerry, we need to get a
union or somethin1. You need to do something about i t . " And
I says , "Wel l , i f I go t a un ion toge ther, i f I cou ld ge t one
together, would you come out to meetings?" They said, "Yes,
we'l l help you," and Lena the cook, she handed me a dollar
b i l l . S h e s a i d , " W e l l , h e r e ' s m y d o l l a r . I ' l l m a k e a d o n a t i o n
now." She pul led out a dol lar bi l l and gave me a dol lar and
the new maid, she gave me a dollar and she said anything she
could do, she would help and I had went to the civi l r ights,
civ i l r ights organizat ion, the Cleveland CORE chapter and had
gotten involved with them after hearing 'em on radio and seeing
'em on te levis ion. I jo ined up wi th th is groups because I was
so r t o f p re t t y fi l l ed up w i t h my l i f e t ha t I had t o l i ve and
these people were sayin1 they could do various things to help
people and I went there.

INTERVIEWER: I have one more question that I wanted to ask you about your
work exper ience, to wrap that up and I 'd l ike you to , th is is
sor t of an ±f_ type of quest ion. I f you had the choice of a l l
the jobs in the world and you could get the r ight kind, the
proper kind of training, what kind of work would you choose to
do?

ROBERTS: Number one, I would never g ive up the idea in my op in ion, the
way I feel at this t ime the struggle of working with women,
women in the labor market and mainly domestics and other kinds
of grass roots women who, I feel, needs organizing, needs help,
needs a t ten t ion to the i r causes . I fee l tha t I can g ive them
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ROBERTS: tha t k ind o f a t ten t ion tha t they need . I fee l I have the back
ground and exper t ise in the k inds of th ings that I d id that
I would make my first preference, i f I have that choice, con
t inu ing to work wi th organiz ing, counsel ing, and the whole b i t
that I m in now. I would probably broaden it, broaden my work
to perhaps more wider experience of concern about women not only
in the Uni ted States but women in other par ts of the wor ld. I
feel I would want to know what's going on in Sweden, Norway and
India and would perhaps involve myself in Warsaw with the national
coal i t ion group being able to make decisions, finding ways and
means to help women throughout the world. I think this would
be the kind of choice that I would make.

INTERVIEWER: Thank you. I 'd l ike to move on to the general topic of union
act iv ism and how you got s tar ted. F i rs t o f a l l , where were
you working when you first became involved in domest ic act iv i t ies?

R O B E RT S : I w a s w o r k i n g a s a d o m e s t i c w o r k e r i n v o l v e d a t t h a t p a r t i c u l a r
t i m e w i t h t h e c i v i l r i g h t s s t r u g g l e i n A m e r i c a . A t t h e t i m e ,
I fel t I wanted to do something about the kind of work that I
was employed at and that was household maintenance service work
here. My struggle was real ly involved around the kind of em
ployment that I was involved in.

INTERVIEWER: Do you feel that the civi l r ights movement and other protest
movements were not really directing themselves to the problems
you had as a domestic?

R O B E R T S : Ye s , I t h i n k w e w e r e n o t d i r e c t l y b u t i n d i r e c t l y, w e w e r e s t i l l
ta lk ing about the same kinds of th ings that included domest ic
workers. There were parts of the country, such as in Miss iss
ipp i , tha t domest i cs weren ' t i nvo lved in s t r i kes and wa lk -ou ts
and t ha t ha l t ed a l l se r v i ces , a l l ac t i v i t i e s , many w i t h b l acks
in those areas and this included the domestic workers such as
the housekeeper, the babysit ter, which meant a lot to person
who control led those areas by these domest ics walk in ' out . The
homes that I understand that happened under the Christ ian, sort
of the Christ ian leadership there that the whole town became
deeply concerned because there was no babysitters, mainly they
had to watch children and those persons who were holding better
jobs in the power structure was certainly disturbed and caused
a great confusion, so I th ink that was a t ie in with poor people
th rough the c iv i l r i gh ts movement . I t d id inc lude poor peop le ,
wh ich domes t i cs ce r ta in l y wou ld f a l l unde r t he c lass i fica t i on
of poor people.

Educat ion had a great effect on domest ics. Domest ics usual ly
are the persons who were not properly trained through our educa
tional system how to have ski l ls and qual i fy themselves for em
p loyment i n th i s coun t ry. Where do they fa l l and i f t hey ' re
doing whatever they could to make a l iv ing and sort of l ike they
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ROBERTS: were p rogrammed to be p la in , g ran t you , domes t i c workers . The
big change in employment gave those persons who was involved
in the household employment another chance to go back to school,
to not see their daughters become domestics l ike themselves,
and to have some sor t of sk i l ls and profession that cer ta in ly
wou ld he lp them economica l l y. So ind i rec t l y the who le [ c i v i l
r ights] movement did also include domestics as a part of that
movement.

INTERVIEWER: Can you elaborate just a l i t t le bit more on how you personally
became involved?

ROBERTS: We l l , I pe rsona l l y go t i nvo l ved , conce rned abou t househo ld em
ployment of the attitudes that was coming from some of my em
ployers towards me as an employee, as a household worker. Some
of the famil ies I worked for were very, very nice, but then there
were others who were terr ibly unpleasant, in my opinion, cared
less than a barrel of beans about poor people and had an attitude
towards those women l ike myself that was working the field of
domestics that we were just some sort of machine that you do
something for them, they care not enough to even say thanks.
A decent wage was immaterial to them; anything was good enough,
you know. Some old clothes, they fel t you needed everything,
that you had no r ight to ask for anything, that you had nothing.
So old clothes then ought to be sat isfying to you. As a house
hold worker l ike mysel f , I should have been wi l l ing to accept
t h e i r o l d c l o t h i n g . I s h o u l d h a v e b e e n w i l l i n g t o e a t t h e i r
l e f tove rs . I shou ld have been w i l l i ng to take a g lass o f m i l k
that the child had left over from breakfast because who was I?
I t seems that ev ident ly they fe l t that we weren' t anyth ing and
as a domestic worker give them anything. They are the lowest
paid; they have no ski l ls; they're uneducated, so who cares about
them? There were some persons with very wonderful att i tudes
and there were some cases where people really felt too sorry
fo r us , " t he poo r l i t t l e t h i ngs , " you know. Tha t we weren ' t
even recognized in that situation as a mature person, as an
adu l t . We were some sor t o f poor l i t t le c reatures tha t they
were very carefu l . They wanted to a lways feed you; they fe l t
that a domestic worker must be very hungry, poor, and there
was cases l ike they were preparing a meal for three people al l
on one plate and they just could never stop asking you just
take one more, just you ought to be able to eat more. I feel
that i f the employer wants to be kind to mainly their domest ic
help, I th ink rea l ly domest ic workers want to be t reated qui te
normal as another person, not t reated as i f you' re poor, you' re
desperate, you've got to stuff your stomach 'cause you won't
get this kind of food anymore.

Al l these kinds of things real ly brought about a change to do
someth ing d i f fe ren t fo r ou rse lves to find tha t k ind o f respec t
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ROBERTS: and dignity that we wanted as people, as a group of people, as
individuals. We could be somebody, be a person, a human. We're
qu i te aware o f our shor tcomings, o f our very l i t t le educat ion ,
we know why. Most o f us fee l i t wasn ' t our fau l t , that i t was
a programmed situation. The system somehow, we felt, denying
masses of poor people equal education could certainly keep people
poor, would keep them less educated and down and left at the
choice of the middle class to do what they wanted to do with
them. So as domest ics, we are aware of our s i tuat ion. We feel
we are vict ims of the American society. We feel that we are
not any different than anyone else. That we were not born de
l iberate ly i l l i te ra te and dumb, that we were jus t as equal as
any other chi ld. We were born in the world to be trained by
our government provid ing the k ind of educat ion that i t ought
to p rov ide fo r i t s peop le , fo r i t s na t ion , and there a re peop le
in our country that we don' t do that for and there you find
namely women who are household employees and many cases where
the vict im that was vict imized by the system.

We feel that the c iv i l r ights movement was deal ing wi th a l l those
kinds of unfair att i tudes towards some of the American people
here . I fee l tha t I was one o f those v ic t ims that was no fau l t
of my own. I was certainly a chi ld born in the world ready
for a l l oppor tun i t ies tha t any o ther ch i ld ought to be ready
to accept, a quite normal human being. Not being aware, cer
ta in l y my fami l y wasn ' t ab le to do any th ing abou t i t . I f e l l
the vict im. When one is reared up in a town, the town doesn't
even offer h igh school for i ts young people, meaning minor i t ies
of that communi ty, in our s i tuat ion, b lacks where there weren ' t
even proper school ing, even though i t was during the so-cal led
famine session of this country. If we had had an even chance
of any other chi ld in that area. . . There were chi ldren who
were able to receive more t ime in the education events. Some
o f t he o the r ch i l d ren . I f I was den ied t he r i gh t t o go s i x
months to school and was only given half, just three months
i n s c h o o l , c e r t a i n l y I ' m g o i n g t o f a l l s h o r t i n f r o n t o f o t h e r
children in that area and some periods maybe no schooling at
al l , because we have separate, but not equal in the field of
educat ion. The schools were separate but cer ta in ly not equal .
I f I had of been, perhaps I could ca l l i t lucky, l ike some b lacks
who l ived in nor thern c i t ies , nor thern towns where they, in
many instances around fifty years ago or more, the community
couldn' t afford one, or double standard of schools, they had
one school system. Many of those blacks now are holding better
jobs because they went to better schools. There was one school
for a l l in a smal l , many smal l rural areas in the northern and
eas te rn c i t i es and s ta tes . Ra ther they had , a t leas t they go t
equal type of education that allowed them the same equal chance.
'Cept then there, over, over hal f a mi l l ion women in th is country
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R O B E RT S : f e l l u n d e r t h e m i n o r i t i e s a n d e v e n s o m e p o o r w h i t e s w e r e s t i l l
being poor, was caught in the s i tuat ion mainly in the southern
parts of America, the southern states. So what she was white
but she was poor and she didn't have any money to stay home
and with her family and go to school, or those chi ldren often
went out as migrants working on farms and were not able to at
tend school. Mine was segregation and poor whites was too poor
to attend school and not work. Either way, we were trapped and
no fau l t o f us . We were caught in the s i tua t ion but main ly i t
seemed to be a deliberate plan that the blacks they must not
go , so I fee l the d i f fe rence wh ich des t royed mi l l ions , poor
people who fel t , you might, on the other s ide of the tracks
on account of the basis of educat ion they didn' t have i t , which
made us d i f fe rent . But d i f fe rent . We came, we dev ia ted f rom
the main soc iety. Domest ics are sor t o f a dev iat ion of people
who were caught up in a situation and, nevertheless, ray goals
are to fight and cont inue to jo in forces wi th those persons
who want to wipe out such evi ls, and you could cal l i t a evi l
way of l i fe in society when you do that, when our society does
that to her child who has to grow up in its own country and
in i t s own soc ie ty. Tha t equa l educa t ion w i l l be p rov ided fo r
a l l peop le . I f I wan ted to ge t i n to housekeep ing , i t wou ld
be at a choice that if I wanted to go and get a degree in house
keeping management and that sort of a thing, hotel management
or whatever, I could make that choice on my own without being
programmed that way.

Domestics usually are very innocent people who only want to
make a decent l i v ing. They ' re not t ry ing to do anyth ing but
survive. They're doing the best they can do in many cases and
struggle very hard try ing to please others that they may have
a chance and, nevertheless, many persons take advantage of those
poor women who try to please very hard and many instances are
looked down upon as just a bunch of bums, a bunch of nothings.
Some employers say they love their employees but they do hardly
anything real nice for them. Very seldom you hear of any employer
who wanted to pay their tui t ion for their maid to go on to school,
to advance theirsel f . They take advantage of them being poor,
not earning a decent salary from an employer and nothing she
can do but cont inue to work there. I have learned about var ious
d i f f e ren t k inds o f g ran ts tha t can he lp domes t i c worke rs . I
find mysel f passing out those forms, appl icat ion forms, so do
mest ic workers may fi l l them out, that wi l l be a chance for her
to go to school and try to come up with some sort of serai-skil l
to improve hersel f , to give her pr ide as any other person in
t h i s c o u n t r y.

r INTERVIEWER: You talk a lot about other, you make reference to other domestics,
o ther women. I ' d l i ke to know i f , when you fi rs t go t invo lved ,
there were many other women that were also active or involved?
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ROBERTS: Ac t ive towards domest ics? In 1965, there were no t any women
that much at all anywhere were concerned, concerned to the point
of organizing household workers.

INTERVIEWER: There were not, you were saying?

ROBERTS: Yes , the re were no t . They wou ld l i ke to see someth ing happen
when i t usual ly was the opinion, opinions of the people but
they weren ' t anyth ing rea l ly go ing on l ike organiz ing domest ics .
There were areas that we heard about speaking of the women in
the Ohio-Cleveland area. In the South there were, we heard
something about domestics were talked about discussing about
being organized down there but there were no large movement.
There were no real efforts for oiganizing household workers
until in 1965, when the group in Cleveland began to speak out
and another group began to be pulled together by a report that
household employers were concerned about they could not find
qualified domestic workers to employ in their homes and there
were a great effort to get out and train women how to do do
mestic work that they may be employed by the employer through
that s ty le . Domest ics began to be organized t ra in ing to work
better, be able to know how to take care of the l ive plants
in the homes and the new modern electric equipments in the homes
and to handle new ut i l i ty equipments, so this is on the basis
o f t r a i n i ng . And i n o rde r t o t r a i n peop le t o ge t t hem in te r
ested, you had to do something else and it seemed that a group
on a nat ional level were employed, that part icular group employed
nat ional organizers and opened up t ra in ing programs to t ra in
domestics. At the same t ime, you had to have something to tel l
peop le , tha t you ' re g iv ing no pr ide or d ign i ty, tha t has been
abused. On tha t po in t , th i s g roup on the na t iona l leve l , they
organized, began to ta lk about pr ide and respect and digni ty,
a better way of l i fe for the workers and on that point domestics
were taught and t ra ined in p laces l ike Kansas Ci ty, Missour i ,
and o ther par ts o f th is count ry. They were in t ra in ing programs,
as I understand, through the National Committee for Employees,
technicians, their names were changed from being just a day
worker over to something l ike a household technician, which
g i ve a be t te r k i nd o f i den t i fica t i on towards a wo rke r. She
was not known as a day cleaning woman. She was a household
techn ic ian , wh ich sound qu i te d i f f e ren t than a "c lean ing g i r l "
or "gal" to clean my house. "I do day work." " I am a house
h o l d t e c h n i c i a n . "

INTERVIEWER: Did you get any help or suggestions from union people in tradi
t i ona l un ions?

ROBERTS: Oh yes. They were many persons that was involved in union ac
t i v i t i es , the l a rge loca l un ion the re , o rgan ize rs and rep resen-
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ROBERTS: tat ives and persons who had been involved themselves many years
in union organiz ing d id ta lk wi th the domest ics who's involved
in organizing such as myself and other staff persons that was
working here in the Ohio area. Giving us ideas, sending us
c o n s t i t u t i o n a l g u i d e l i n e s o f v a r i o u s d i f f e r e n t u n i o n l o c a l s o f
how mainly males, how they did when they brought about a change
for various workers such as the coal mining workers, such as
the automobi le workers, the whole industry final ly where they
reached goals, how many years in their struggles, the kinds
of th ings they went th rough organ iz ing the indust r ia l workers .
These k inds o f peop le d id t a l k w i th us . They s t i l l t a l k w i th
u s . T h e y s t i l l g i v e u s i d e a s . T h e y s t i l l s e n d u s l i t e r a t u r e
of what they're doing, p lans and ideas, which certain ly was
encouraging to us, to a group like household workers who had
never had a contract to work under and now we had ideas about
we ought to have contracts and what a contract could mean to
a domestic, between her and her employer. We began to speak
out in our goals and objectives, which some of these ideas do
come from organized labor groups.

r
INTERVIEWER: Is there any par t i cu la r un ion person, an ind iv idua l tha t s t i cks

out in your mind as very helpful?

ROBERTS: We l l , one guy in the Grea te r C leve land a rea . We ta l ked to many,
but one guy I can remember was very helpful. His name was Ted
Dostal l . I met h im in the Greater Cleveland area here working
on the defense commit tee for a par t icu lar s i tuat ion. He was,
at that time, a resident of Youngstown, Ohio. He met me and
was telling me how we ought, the women ought to come together
and get contracts and stand up to your employers and be proud
and tell them what you want, don't let them tell you what you
ough t to do . You a re o f fe r ing a se rv i ce . You shou ld te l l them
what your wages are, the hours you're going to work and be con
c e r n e d , s t i c k t o y o u r g o a l s . I f y o u g e t fi r e d , d o n ' t g i v e u p ,
cont inue to s t rugg le . Ted was qu i te he lp fu l in h is adv ice towards
the group. And there was a woman that was quite helpful, that
she was a trade union organizer and she also offered ideas,
things. We met many people that was involved deep in labor.
I was not aware of that much of labor movements. I seen picket
s igns, but I never was rea l ly invo lved and I rea l ly d idn ' t know
that rauch about union act iv i t ies at a l l . These people began
to tell me things which we felt were a very good idea and some
of the th ings they were saying, i f we did them certain ly would,
we fel t , would improve our working condit ions and we fel t very
proud on the basis that we would stand up to our employers.
We would tell them what we wanted and no matter how rich they
looked in their fine homes and their b ig cars and everything,
we would get. . .
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ROBERTS:

r

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

I t was k ind of f r ight fu l to me when I began to speak out . I
fe l t as i f I was probably the s ize of an ant or something. An
ant, say, ta lk ing to a person who's standing in the door of a
fifty or a hundred thousand dollar home and I had absolutely
nothing, and to te l l th is person something was pret ty hard to
do. You'd get pret ty choked up and get pret ty f r ightened and
try and say i t . And then what real ly encourages the workers
when they see these people begin to change their hard tough
looks and begin to smile and begin to reason with us, saying
the th ings are go ing to be d i f ferent . You ' re shocked and you ' re
surprised and amazed that they didn't kick you down the steps
and throw you out , but they ' re not throwing you out . They ' re
offer ing you something and they're not being real smart wi th
you. They ' re hear ing what you ' re have to say ing. You beg in
to bui ld an inward pride that you never had before. Poor peo
ple can say something; women can say something; a poor woman
can say something and it will be meaningful and the lady who
has eve ry th ing , we l ea rned fo r t he fi rs t t ime , t ha t t hey rea l l y
needed us. We thought that we needed them and that was the
only thing involved that we needed them to make a l iving, but
we learned that they needed us, that we were important to them.
And many of them said that we were important. You are impor
tant , Gera ld ine. I cou ldn ' t go and do a lo t o f th ings and leave
m y c h i l d r e n i f y o u w e r e n ' t t h e r e . I c a n r e l y o n y o u . Yo u ' r e
going to look after my chi ldren. This means a lot to me and
I learned fo r the fi rs t t ime tha t I was impor tan t to them. Many
of us learned that we were important to them, which was amazing
and surprising to us, and that's when we began to feel we didn't
have to say "yes ma'am" anymore. We could say "yes". And the
first t ime I said yes to her, I d idn' t know what she was going
to say. What do you mean by "yes"? She didn't say anything;
she let me say the word "yes". I answered her in that manner
and I wasn't saying "yes, ma'am" and I wasn't cal l ing her "Miss
so and so". I begin to cal l her by her first name and she ac
cepted that and wow, we learned we really are somebody.

Were you encouraged in addition by say neighborhood people or
newspapers, media? Were they supportive of you?

The news media seemed to be on our side. In fact, many news
reporters sort of g ive us loaded quest ions or ideas. Some of
the things the news media was saying was really giving us some
ideas that we ought to say those things. They would ask such
quest ions l i ke , "Wel l , Gera ld ine , a re you rea l l y go ing to ask
for more wages? Are you real ly going to tel l her that you need
be t te r pay? Are you rea l l y go ing to te l l he r tha t you ' re go ing
to want shorter hours?" and of course they would real ly wri te
in the papers some of the things we said and some of the things
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ROBERTS: we d idn ' t ment ion that was added that we should have said and
the articles would appear very favorable and some of the ar
t ic les seemed to be quite fr ightening to some of the employers.
I t seemed that the employers. . . [ there] was the t ime that
the group talked about a Friday, a Friday weekend str ike that
the newspapers b lew i t up real b ig. The repor ters were real ly
saying to the employers that the gir ls are not going to be there
Saturday and they said you wouldn't even go to the hairdressers
there because you're not going to have a babysi t ter; you're not
going to have anybody to get the house ready on the weekend and
the bacon and eggs will not be prepared Monday morning for the
big boss 's breakfast . She going to get up for breakfast and
she's not going to be in the kitchen and the women looked at
t h e a r t i c l e s a n d r e a l l y s m i l e s . We d i d n ' t r e a l l y s a y a l l t h o s e
things but this was what we really wanted to say. We were in
favor of the art icles of what they read and the news media real ly
gave us large coverage. They real ly real ly helped us a lot and
sort of deep down the employers and some of the remarks towards
the employers really sort of upset a lot of some organized house
employers. Organized groups said somethings back to us that
we were dirty and they said that we should be glad that they
let us in their house or that they gave us old c lothes 'cause
we cer ta in ly came out look ing ter r ib le and a l l those sor t o f
things. Remarks made back to us that we eat up all the food
and we dr ink up the l iquor and pour water in i t , a l l th is k inds
of remarks was made in retal iat ion of the art ic les that was
wri t ten up in the paper and, certa in ly, my expression back to
those things [was] that [ the] things they was mentioning was
cer ta in ly iso la ted cases and i f a l l these th ings were t rue , why
were a lot of house employers employing their helps l ike, say
we 'd been work ing for them twenty-five or th i r ty years i f she 's
dr ink ing up al l the l iquor. What do you keep her around for
and i f she's pour ing water in i t or i f they were feeding them
too much food as some said, why did they keep them on; why didn't
they dismiss them?

INTERVIEWER: Was your neighborhood supportive of union organization?

R O B E R T S : P a r d o n .

INTERVIEWER: Was your neighborhood support ive of your act ivi t ies?

R O B E RT S : T h e G r e a t e r C l e v e l a n d a r e a ?

INTERVIEWER: Your own particular area where you l ived.

ROBERTS: Wel l , be ing a very poor area, there were women say ing every
where , sock i t to 'em, Miss Rober ts . Te l l 'em o ff , M iss Rober ts .



ROBERTS INTERVIEW 96.

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

r

Even the chi ldren in the community. "We saw you on television.
My mother does domestic work. My mother do day work." Smaller
ch i ld ren use the te rm tha t they hear the i r mothers say. " I 'm
going out to do some day work." The children were very proud.
I real ly got salutes in the st reets f rom the people in the com
munity or at the church; the people were very proud there. And
it was alarming how the males was the ones said it 's absolutely
great what you're doing. Men who were usually members of various
loca l un ions spoke ou t ve ry s t rong ly i n the ac t i v i t i es tha t I
was involved wi th. " I t seemed they fired you f rom you job? Wel l ,
j u s t s t i c k i t o u t . A n y t h i n g I c a n d o ? H e r e ' s a d o l l a r ; h e r e ' s
t w o d o l l a r s . I f y o u n e e d a n y t h i n g , c a l l m e . A n y t h i n g . " T h e r e
was a restaurant in the community that said, "Well , Miss Roberts;
you can always come up her and have a meal seein' where you don't
have a job. They fired you, my restaurant doors are open to
you any time. You can come here and eat." I was called and
told by some middle-class upper blacks that I could stay in
their homes. I was called by some middle-class whites who said
that they had extra space in their homes, that i f I needed a
p lace t o s tay t ha t I cou ld l i ve i n t he i r homes . I wou ldn ' t
have to pay anything. There were people who were going to Flor
ida for vacation who said that the house would be empty all the
fal l and i f I wanted to come there and l ive, I could take up
space in the i r home. Don ' t s top ; sock i t to 'em; con t inue .
So i t was rea l l y a beau t i fu l exper ience . I go t the o ther ha te
cal ls who said I should get out o f town. I should be dera i led.
Somebody ought to derai l you out of th is town. You're a t rouble
maker. I was ca l led a communist . I was being inspi red through
persons who was of the Communist Party and I shouldn't let a
l o t o f p e o p l e t e l l m e a l o t o f t h i n g s . A l l k i n d o f c r a z y t h i n g s
were to ld to me, that I was cal led a nigger, that we're not
going to give you any jobs, nigger. You better not come out
here. I was cal led by employers who said, "I f you want to work,
I 'm whi te; I 'm a doctor 's wi fe. I f you want a job you can work
in our home." So there were pro and cons.

You were act ive r ight from the very beginning, weren't you?

Yes, I had to be. Once I did what I did, not even aware that
anyone would be that concerned, all at once I was placed in the
p o s i t i o n t h a t I k e p t fi g h t i n g a l l t h e h a r d e r. I w a s f r i g h t e n e d
and I was encouraged and immediately it was like a mushroom
t h i n g . I t j u s t , l i k e o v e r n i g h t , i t w a s r e a l l y e x c i t i n g a n d
I smi led . There was t imes I c r ied . I t was a great exper ience
to hear the other women cry, to see them cry about their condi
tions. Kissed by poor women, would walk up and just kiss my
hand. So glad I d id something. Said i t should have been did
a l ong t ime . " I t ' s so ve ry l a te . We ' re p roud o f you , M i ss
R o b e r t s . An y th i n g I ca n d o , l e t m e kn o w. I ' l l t r y a n d h e l p . "
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ROBERTS: They would give me experiences. "I worked with this woman all
these years and she died and her husband told me that they were
going to move away, going to another area, going to an apart
ment, and he said, 'I 'm sorry, Mary doesn't have you down for
anything. ' They would say there was th ings in the house i f I
wanted to come and get." She'd be tel l ing me her experience.
There was a very sad way that women had grown old and went to
work with these people when the family was a very young couple
and the domestic worker was a very young woman and, in many
cases, they both were, domestic was a newly married woman, the
employers were newly marr ied and a l l o f those years, l ike th i r ty,
f o r t y, fi f t y yea rs t he re we re no t r ea l co l l a t e ra l i n eve ry house .
Just step out on social securi ty, a very small check because
i t had been poor ly paid in to. In some cases, not paid in to at
al l . No securi ty was made to establ ish that she had ever worked
i n h e r l i f e a f t e r f o r t y y e a r s o f s e r v i c e .

INTERVIEWER: What was your first offic ia l posi t ion in the Domest ic Workers?

R O B E R T S : M y fi r s t o f fi c i a l p o s i t i o n i m m e d i a t e l y i n t h e D o m e s t i c W o r k e r s
was the President.

INTERVIEWER: Was that appointed or elected?

R O B E RT S : I i n s i s t e d o n h o l d i n g a n e l e c t i o n f o r t h e g r o u p a n d l e t t h e m
choose themselves. I told them that I had pointed up the condi
tion, was left to the workers who they wanted to lead the group
and the election was held at the St. James Avenue Church, at
8401 Cedar and the women voted that they wanted me to continue
the work I was doing and also as the President.

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

Is there any one part icular person that stands out in your mind
that encouraged you to become active, more active, in your domestic
work organizat ion?

Yes, there 's a few people that I could a lways point out . One
is Ruth Turner that time. She was a Miss; she was a young woman;
she was the executive director of the Cleveland CORE Chapter
who insisted and helped. Another lady, she was a personal, very
close neighbor and a friend of mine, Mrs. Marcella Johnson, who
called me almost every day and encouraged me, and tried to help
me. Another lady, Miss Ginny Coles, a grass-root community
worker, a c iv i l r ights worker, would give me a lot of encourage
ment and came out and helped with the meetings and helped make
the punch and put the cookies out and helped pass out the liter
a ture . A gent leman, Mr. Lewis G. Robinson, pres ident o f the
Cleveland Freedom Fighters, real ly the Freedom Fighters of Ohio,
give a lot of encouragement, helped towards, we had interviews
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together on radio shows where he, being a lawyer, offered legal
advice and that sort of a thing. These were people who worked
very c lose encouraging me, such as l i terature, helping set up
meetings, on the news media, or doing interview together, or
any number of things like that was going on.

What spec ific respons ib i l i t ies d id you have a t the beg inn ing
as President?

R OBERTS: M a i n l y n o t b e i n g a s p e a k e r w a s v e r y h a r d . I w a s c e r t a i n l y n o t
a publ ic speaker when I found myself doing a lot of publ ic rela
tions for the group immediately. Facing news media such as
the Uni ted States Civ i l Rights Commission, on pover ty. There
was a seminar here at the Federal Building and I was asked to
come out and testi fy on the basis of the condit ions of the do
mest i c workers fo r tha t admin is t ra t ion Pres iden t a t tha t t ime,
Mrs. Lyndon B., the late Mr. Lyndon B. Johnson, President of
the United States. As I understand, a Mexican domestic worker
had ca l led h is a t ten t ion to my ac t i v i t i es in C leve land , Oh io ,
here and she returned to Texas and the gentleman who interviewed
me said that President Johnson had asked him to make sure that
he ta lked wi th Miss Roberts in Cleveland dur ing thei r per iod.
They was talking about housing, bad housing in the community,
help and employment. I was scheduled for the, on the agenda
to talk about the condit ions of domest ic workers and I was inter
viewed perhaps l ike an hour or so for early morning breakfast
interviews. More than once, these people from the United States
Civil Rights Commission was out to see me and talk with me and
I gave 'em names of domestic workers to call.

INTERVIEWER: So you did go to other places like schools and conventions to
take the word of the domest ics? You found yoursel f very act ive
in those k inds of th ings?

R O B E R T S : Ye s , i n C l e v e l a n d , i n Wa s h i n g t o n , i n M i s s i s s i p p i , B a l t i m o r e ,
Maryland, many places.

INTERVIEWER: Did a lot of women come out and attend these meetings?

ROBERTS: Yes , the fi rs t meet ing there was about twenty women there who 'd
taken some hand leaflets that was passed out to them. We passed
out maybe five hundred leaflets and there was twenty women who
came to the very fi rs t meet ing . A f te r tha t meet ing was wr i t ten
up in the paper, a news release which Miss Ruth Turner was very
act ive in help ing a long those l ines. Mr. Lewis G. Robinson
and other persons that was involved in the struggle came to that
meeting to assist some help. The fol lowing meetings grew from
twenty to ninety to two hundred, two hundred-forty people.
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INTERVIEWER: All women?

R O B E R T S : M a i n l y t h e m a j o r i t y o f a l l w o m e n .

INTERVIEWER: Mostly domestics?

ROBERTS: Most ly domest ics and a lot of spectators came by who heard about
the group, a lot of union people, people from other parts of
the country dropped in to visit the meetings and to see what
we were doing, to shake our hands and tell all of the women
to continue their struggle and what they were doing, so we had
a l ist immediately of over three hundred registered women the
v e r y fi r s t y e a r .

INTERVIEWER: How d id th is , how d id a l l th is a f fec t your pr iva te l i fe?

R O B E R T S : I t h a d a g r e a t a f f e c t o n m y p r i v a t e l i f e . I w a s s o r t o f , i n
a way engaged perhaps for my second marriage and all the ac
t iv i t ies that was going on there in the s t ruggle wi th the house
hold workers, l ike my fiance wasn't pleased and I had no time
f o r h i m . I n f a c t , I r e a l l y f o r g o t a l l a b o u t h i m . H e n e v e r
re tu rned .

So i t complete ly turned your pr ivate l i fe around?

Yes.

Do you th ink i t had a negat ive or posi t ive affect on your chi ldren?

The kids were very proud of the whole things, seeing their mother
on te l ev i s i on , r ead ing abou t t he i r mo the r i n t he pape rs . I t
was sor t o f a rea l exc i t ing th ing fo r the k ids .

So you think it was a posit ive thing for them?

I th ink i t was pos i t i ve . They got a k ick out o f coming out
to the meetings with us and standing in the back row looking
up at their mother. Yes, my son tel l ing me, "Right on, Mom.
Sock it to 'em, Mom."

INTERVIEWER: Since one of your most important funct ions, at least i f I under
stood you correctly, was an organizer, what kind of approaches
did you use to get additional women involved?

R O B E R T S : J u s t s o r t o f t e l l i n g t h e t r u t h . Te l l i n g i t l i k e i t i s . M y w h o l e
p r o g r a m w a s j u s t t o t e l l i t l i k e i t i s , e x p l a i n s t h e r e a l c o n d i
t ions or to point out the awareness of even other labor groups
that they had completely overlooked a whole group of workers
in this country that was not even recognized by the labor union.

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:
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People who was involved about bringing better working condi
t ions for workers had completely overlooked a group of workers
cal led domest ic workers, that we were l ike an invis ib le group.

[INTERRUPTION]

I 'd work regular and everyday and certainly handle chores that
was over and above the average man in some cases doing the hard
chores and babys i t f ree . In fac t , I ca l led the s ty le o f work
that we did, that we give more chari ty than chari ty groups to
wards very wealthy people, excepted char i ty by force.

What major problems did you encounter in your efforts to in
clude more people?

One of the major problems that we encountered out of all the
exci tement and everyth ing, out of a l l of the th ings they wanted
to say they would do, we had very little money to work with.
There weren't enough money to really pay the secretary with,
which we h i red at fi f ty dol lars a week, five days a week. She
answered ou r phone fo r ten do l l a rs a day. I t was d i f ficu l t
t o p a y t h a t fi f t y d o l l a r s f o r fi v e d a y ' s s e r v i c e s . W e f e l t
we were really exploiting our own secretary because we worked
her long hours in our behal f . She rea l ly donated a lo t o f her
time because there wasn't enough money coming in. Even today,
i t ' s not a k ind o f group that the so-ca l led do-gooders , the
so-ca l led donors, the foundat ions want to suppor t . The founda
t ions, labor unions, have not came to our rescue to real ly help
u s fi n a n c i a l l y, t o r e a l l y s a y t h a t w e w i l l p a y f o r a n a t i o n a l
organizer to work wi th you, to help you, to rea l ly say that
we ' l l pay fo r seminars in your beha l f . We don ' t ge t tha t . We 've
given seminars wi th actual ly food brought f rom the k i tchens,
from our own kitchens, a church donating. . . with no money
to even offer, a seminar without money. In many cases, the
women had a walk or take a bus, no organized transportation
to get them to the seminar, no babysit ters services as other
groups have that wi l l take care of your ch i ldren whi le you ' re
gone. I even felt that many of the employers who had taken
advantage of these workers certainly ought to have been wi l l ing
to babys i t fo r the i r he lp to keep those ch i ld ren , those ch i l
dren in the homes that these women had kept up all these years,
to take those chi ldren in and babysit for her maid whi le she
went to a seminar and express those kind of things. I even
expressed that the employers ought to be willing to come down
to the seminar and sit down and have lunch together besides
a woman that has worked for her. We did have that kind of a
seminar, weekend seminar. I th ink there were less than four
employers came down -to a large meeting of domestics.
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So you are real ly saying that people did a lot more talk ing
than they d id ac tua l tang ib le g iv ing .

Yes , I wou ld l i ke t o r ea l l y t r y and . . . I wou ld l i ke t o r ea l l y
get involved in a survey to see why middle-class America is
so down on her domestic servants in her country. Why they do
s o l e s s f o r t h e m . W h a t i s i t ; w h a t d e fi n i t i o n i s i t ? A r e t h e y
saying that these ignorant people, these poor people are here
to serve us, that we don't want to do anything for them, that
t h e i r l i f e s t y l e i f s o d i f f e r e n t t h a n o u r s , t h a t t h e r e ' s a w a y
of l i fe that we want to keep them at that level . I have men
t ioned that employers ought to be w i l l ing to o f fe r scho larsh ips
to the i r household servants . We don ' t find any great rush to
do any o f t h i s s tu f f .

Was this equal ly true of ministers and community leaders?

Even ministers and community leaders somehow didn't find a very
small percentage of ministers even when we went to them and
asked them. At a l l t imes, we a lways had to ask . I t wasn ' t
a volunteer donation to say that we're going to give our Sun
day o ffer ing in beha l f o f househo ld workers ' goa ls to the i r
expense. We've even suggested that . Organizat ion could pay
the salary of the secretary or a church could be responsible
for her salary. She's working in behal f of a group of women.
These kinds of things has not happened. Small donations from
a very small number, maybe no more than five different congre
gat ional churches and certainly not a large wealthy suburban
churches who could do so much has not did anything for our group
in Cleveland.

INTERVIEWER: Did you try to reach out and relate to women in other unions?

ROBERTS: The t rade un ion, organized t rade un ion women has been qui te
f r iend ly towards us , wh ich they ' re t igh t l y g r ipped in a des
p e r a t e s t r u g g l e t h e m s e l v e s f o r i d e n t i t y. A n d , c e r t a i n l y, I
fee l that a minor i ty pos i t ion amongst o ther un ion groups, I 'm
talking about the women, women in the trade union. Unions,
I think in my opinion, my opinion is that they wanted to do
more than they have d id fo r us . I th ink they ' re in a lo t o f
sympathy. We d idn ' t become a un ion. I th ink i f we had a rea l ly,
become a really all-out union, maybe there were ways and means
they could o f he lped more. I don ' t th ink for one minute that
the women in trade unions ignored us. I think there was a des
perate s t rugg le themselves and s t i l l a re to surv ive themselves,
and are wi l l ing to help other women. And maybe, in the future,
they are going to do more. I think maybe because many union
groups are predominant males that they didn' t real ly see that
much of grass root group of women organizing to really step
out and help those women.
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ROBERTS: Mainly, 90 percent of the women are poor and black. Very few
would dare have a degree and a lot of education. I think, more
than ever now, domest ics at th is t ime, at th is per iod, 1977,
are beginning to go to school and seek out higher education
for themselves rather than the average s ix th grader, n inth grader,
tenth grader and the majori ty not even carrying a high school
d ip loma or no t t r y ing to do those th ings fo r themse lves . I t
came about because there was people like myself and other groups
around the country began to speak out. There were some legis
lators who said a lot of th ings. Some of the strong speeches,
women al l began to help themselves as individuals saying I 'm
going to go back to school, try to improve myself because I 'm
tired of being worked as a slave in this country without a de
cen t wage , t i red o f be ing ignored . I f i t t akes go ing back to
s c h o o l , w e ' l l j u s t h a v e t o d o i t . I f i t t a k e s c h a n g i n g f r o m
being poor as we are, then it means that we're going to have
to get in . Very of ten, grants are becoming more or less avai l
able to poor people to accept if a woman cannot afford to pay
the tu i t i ons , a re go ing up i n t he schoo l s . I t h i nk he r goa l s
that she'd l ike to reach are going to be, she's going to be qui te
disappointed because she's st i l l not going to be able to reach
her goa ls . She 's no t go ing to be ab le to pay her tu i t ions in to
the schoo ls w i th the cuto f fs o f the var ious federa l g rants .
But mainly through HEW, Health,Education and Welfare of this
coun t r y, we ' re see ing no g rea t suppo r t a t t h i s t ime . I don ' t
know what President Carter will do in helping poor women such
as domestics and other poor women, mainly women who's trapped
with fami l ies. There are some males now in the field of house
hold employment. I certainly hope they wi l l not have the same
terrible experience that many women like myself and others, women,
h a v e h a d t o e x p e r i e n c e . I h o p e t h e y w i l l fi n d i t q u i t e d i f f e r
en t . I hope ma les en te r i ng the s t rugg le , t ha t t hey w i l l he lp
change the style of household employment. I do welcome men
in to the fie ld . Maybe we w i l l find someth ing d i f f e ren t because
the work is very hard and we've been doing our job and any job
that any man could do as far as hard work at less pay.

INTERVIEWER: Did you expect to continue active union work?

R O B E R T S : I c e r t a i n l y h a v e n o i n t e n t i o n s a t t h i s t i m e d r o p p i n g t h e s t r u g
gle at al l , even though I am enrolled myself in a community col
lege here in our neighborhood to try to improve my educational
background on the basis that I was able to help others not neces
sar i ly to get a bet ter job and change f rom the field of being
with household employment. I would st i l l cont inue as a domest ic
worker as I would cont inue my goals in the field of educat ion.
I would always want to know what it 's like to be a household
employee unti l a great drastic change begins to come about in
behalf of poor people whether men are in the field or continue
as it is, 90 percent women.



ROBERTS INTERVIEW

r 103.

INTERVIEWER: How d id you ad jus t the o ther ac t iv i t ies o f your l i fe , fo r ex
amp le , you r soc i a l , you r po l i t i ca l , you r r e l i g i ous w i t h you r
un ion ac t i v i t i es? D id a l l t hose th ings ge t shoved as ide o r
did you incorporate them in any way?

R O B E R T S : I t h i n k I i n c o r p o r a t e d t h e m ; I t h i n k I d o i n c o r p o r a t e t h e m . I
find church, I find reasons to go to ne ighborhood meet ings . I 'm
concerned about young people in my community and in the total
community. I 'm concerned about chi ld abuse. I 'm concerned about
abor t ions, wi th young g i r ls becoming pregnant , t rapped in soc ie ty,
being thrown on welfare and confused. I 'm concerned about pol i
t i cs . I 'm concerned about po l icy boards , who se t po l icy s tan
dards fo r the communi ty. I 'm concerned about na t iona l po l i t i cs
and I'm not only concerned. I find some time, some time to take
out and do something to some degree about all of these things.
I ge t i n to t he p res iden t i a l campa ign . I ge t i n to s ta te and l o
cal official campaigns by giv ing my support by working in the
e l e c t i o n p e r i o d s . I ' m c o n c e r n e d a b o u t u t i l i t i e s . I ' m v e r y c o n
c e r n e d a b o u t t h e u t i l i t i e s , c o s t o f u t i l i t i e s t h a t f a c e t h i s
nat ion in the last past months. I am a candidate at th is present
for the Cleveland School Board in 1977, because I am concerned
about school boards throughout th is count ry. I 'm concerned
a b o u t e d u c a t i o n a l c u r r i c u l u m i n t h i s c o u n t r y. I f a n y t h i n g I
can do by lending my support l ike speaking out on issues, l ike
be ing de legate , be ing a de legate , whatever. I sor t o f en joy
working in behalf of my fellow man on the basis of a better way
o f l i f e f o r p e o p l e r e g a r d l e s s o f t h e i r r a c e . I t h i n k I h a v e
a great influence on a lot of people who watch my activit ies and
how I feel about various things and I think when I speak out on
these things, i t encourages others to speak out.

I think we must do away with the so-cal led guidel ines of dis
cr iminat ion, who can, who can' t , who's poor and who has i t . I
think we must say regardless of the upper class, that they no
longer must ignore the so-cal led lower c lass i f we intend to
have a nat ion of people working together. We're going to have
to work together regardless of who makes more money than the
next person or who have a degree. I think that those who hold
the masters are going to have to work with those who have no
masters. The DD's are going to have to work with the no D's.
Women at all level are going to have to relate together and
separations that we have now between women must stop. I want
to be a part of helping them make that change. Those are my
real , inward, natura l , inner natura l goals as a person and the
ways I f ee l abou t l i f e .

f
INTERVIEWER: You see a great fus ion of a l l these d i fferent areas of your l i fe?

P o l i t i c a l , s o c i a l , e c o n o m i c , r e l i g i o u s . T h e y a l l o v e r l a p t o y o u ?
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Yes, i t 's a very heavy schedule.

The total commitment then?

Ye s , d e fi n i t e l y s o .

When we talk about this k ind of commitment, br inging di fferent
groups of the community together, could you single out a part i
cular group that perhaps has been most effect ive in helping
you achieve your goals?

What part icular group has been most effective?

Would you say the church has been most helpful or would you say
pol i t ical leaders have been most helpful? Would you say the
YWCA has been most helpful? Maybe there isn't one, I don't know.
I was wonder ing i f you could s ingle out any part icular area.

I found more support through female oganizations, such as the
council, the National Council of Negro Women, the National Council
of Jewish Women, IWY, The National Organization for Women, the
labor organized women. Women have said a lot to some degree
of giv ing support . The church has helpin ' in my opinion not near,
I don' t th ink the church has helped enough at a l l . On the basis
that many poor people who are oppressed finding themselves going
to church, look in ' for he lp , look in ' for someone to care and
they looked upon the church as an organized body to help people,
a humanity kind of organizat ion and since the major i ty of these
kind of workers are poor and do attend church, I feel the church
has certainly drug i ts feet and has, has not give, as I would
say, a very low percentage in their behal f of support ing such
s t rugg le . The on ly g roup I have , I cou ld th ink o f tha t d id
war ran t , a re l i g i ous o rgan i zed g roup tha t i nvo l ved re l i g i on ,
that is the Southern Christ ian Leadership Conference group.
And those ministers, i t seemed to me in the South, that part i
cular organization has been more active in helping such as domes
t i c workers in the Sou th th rough tha t par t i cu la r o rgan iza t ion .
Basing that idea on the l i terature that I have seen, the k ind
of support that I 've not iced around the country, I would say
Southern Chr is t ian Leadersh ip p layed the greatest ro le in th is
coun t ry. D r. , t he l a te Dr. Mar t i n Lu the r K ing o f fe red more
direct help as a rel ig ious man than anyone I could real ly point
out on a large nature basis.

So the greatest camaraderie has really come between women, women,
and women?

Yes, women have given a lot of help. Men has spoke out, union
men, but women, somehow, they would begin in our community say
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ROBERTS: we want the domestic workers represented on our agenda, women
from IWY have certainly asked for women to be represented even
though th is is known to be a midd le-c lass organ izat ion. Nat iona l
Organ iza t ion fo r Women, I s t i l l th ink they have drug the i r fee t
in gett ing down to grass roots support , grass root work in help
ing poor women in th is nat ion. I th ink they do a great deal
more than what they have did. Their recogni t ion is good but
not enough. We need money, to put out in this country to help
create the kind of programs that will upgrade women such as
domestics. We need to say to middle-class women that you wil l
no longer exploi t your domest ic worker, that you, i f you own
a business or company, you wi l l add that person to al l the fr inge
benefits and in many cases your husband is offering workers in
his company or in your company, that you will not look upon her
as your servant and an under-the-rug att i tude that she's my slave
in the s ty le o f a wh isper. Th is a t t i tude mus t s top and I fee l
that the whole country must change its att i tude toward namely
poor people, poor women and many poor young people trying to
advance thei rselves in the field of educat ion, that we look down
upon our youths and we say that they cannot have food stamps
to j us t su rv i ve as a s tuden t s t rugg l i ng t h rough schoo l . I t h i nk
they ought to have food stamps 'cause they are certainly the
fu tu re o f tomor row in th i s coun t ry. A t l eas t , we cou ld feed
them if we don't even give them anything else, decent jobs.
That a t t i tude is another that I th ink I 'm deeply concerned about .
I f e e l m y fi f t y y e a r s o f l i v i n g o n t h i s e a r t h i t d o e s n ' t m a t t e r,
but I am concerned the at t i tudes of the students in th is country
who's struggl ing that they wi l l not become a domest ic worker
or a d i tch d igger i f there 's any d i tches to d ig , because they
were denied an equal education and we should forget about sep
arate but equa l . There 's no such th ing in my op in ion. I am
a vict im of so-cal led separate but equal educat ion. We need
a total educat ion system that educates al l of the people of
th i s coun t r y a t t he same leve l . I don ' t t h i nk we ' l l have we l
fare, welfare l ines where people are healthy and not sick on
welfare. Many of these persons are on welfare because they don't
have qua l i fica t ion in the fie ld o f educa t ion to ge t a good job .
Those are the things that we have to stop doing. Those are
t h e t h i n g s t h a t I w i l l c o n t i n u e t o fi g h t , t o t r y t o e d u c a t e
in my op in ion o f ten to people that they wi l l change th is a t t i tude
towards the poor. A child is born equal but he becomes poor be
cause he's denied the same right of an education.

INTERVIEWER: When all this began back in 1965 did you think you'd ever have
a leadersh ip ro le?

f
R O B E RT S : A t t h e b e g i n n i n g , n o , t h e r e w a s n o t h i n g a b o u t l e a d e r s h i p . T h e r e

was noth ing about leadership at a l l . I was only express ing a
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ROBERTS: feelin', my expression was a feeling I had, was something hap
pening to me and a few people around me that was working in
one situation on the same job. I wanted my employer to stop
giving out old, two-week sour food to me and the other women
who worked there and talkin' to other workers, they had the same
kind of experience. They wanted the women—very rich women they
worked for who had steaks jammed into the freezer, everything
you could imagine in the freezer, that we were never allowed
to even eat and if i t was served to us it was after the steak
had been served for dinner and put away as left overs and given
ou t t o us t he nex t day. Ce r ta i n l y, we d idn ' t f ee l t ha t ou r
employers had to take care of us, but we felt that we ought
to have a right to a decent meal 'cause we were earning very
low money from these employers and we were doing so many dif
ferent kinds of chores for them and they were paying so less
for what they were paying for the labor that at least we could
have got a decent meal and we really wanted to tell them, the
employers, that we were not going to do this anymore. We were
going to s top do ing the s tu ff .

There was ce r ta in l y no th ing abou t l eadersh ip . I t was ce r ta in l y
noth ing about get t ing in to the newspapers. We were just ta lk
ing amongst ourselves and gettin' mad about it and take some
handbil ls that we drew our grievance to our employer and only
certain ones were going to do that one because we didn't know
w h o w a s g o i n g t o g e t fi r e d . I f e l t i f I g o t fi r e d , m y k i d s
were grown up and I, if someone had to be punished for it, I
would take the punishment. I was wi l l ing to take the punishment
by be ing k icked out and cer ta in ly I was the firs t to take the
pun ishment bu t no t on the bas is o f l eadersh ip . I t r i ed to find
women I felt that were school teachers, persons who had been
to col lege and that sor t o f th ing to take the leadership and
help us and speak out. We wanted someone to even do the speak
ing out for us, to tell what we wanted, to say what we wanted
but we were sort of disappointed. No one real ly wanted to do
that. Everybody that we would ask to do that for us, keep saying
that we had to do it. We were told over and over and we almost
felt at t imes that maybe we should drop the whole idea at that
point. No one would real ly say i t ; no one would speak out.
They'd say you have to do it yourself. No one can do it but
you women who are working at domestics. You have to do it and
so who was going to do it. Everybody was afraid to say it and
it seemed everybody that was involved in the group said, "Ger
a l d i n e , y o u d o i t . "

INTERVIEWER: Once in this posit ion of leadership, did you then ever have any
rivals or was there anyone who tried to keep you out of your
leadership of the Domestic Workers?
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Oh yes, they were women who was doing, I insisted on an elec
tion being held and there were women who, there was some woman
who became my vice. She was the vice-president of the group
and she felt she had a lot of swell ideas. She felt she was
very s t rong. She fe l t I was ask ing for pay for the workers ,
the rate was too low, that I was fight ing for a dol lar and a
half an hour and she felt I should have said two dollars an
hour. And she, in her opinion, she fel t she could do more for
the group than I could. That I was being soft on the employers,
that my att i tude was too lenient towards the employers, that
I was not being mil i tant enough in taking a stronger stand
aga ins t the employers . And she fe l t tha t i f she cou ld take
the leadership over, that she could lead a much stronger fight
than I was exercising and, on these basis, supporters for Geral
dine and supporters for my vice began to organize themselves
about who should be the leader of the group and finally there
was a special election to see what the workers, the membership,
the rank and file members who they really wanted and I won.

So you had a good old fashioned power struggle?

Yes, an inward struggle wi th in the group, of another group,
another take over. They wanted to take over. I even decided
that this group in here, the group, my vice was so determined
'cause she thought I wasn ' t o f fer ing the r ight k ind o f leader
s h i p . I d i d s t e p d o w n . I n f a c t , I l e f t t h e c h a i r a n d s e t
in the back of a particular meeting we had on one Sunday after
noon. I taken a seat from the back room, in the back of the
room and set on the back seat and let her, I asked her to come
up and pres ide our meet ing and o f fe r her leadersh ip . I f th is
was what the group wanted, then this is what they ought to
have and I was not offer ing the k ind of leadership that that
part icular group of women wanted, I would would certainly take
the sea t i n back . And I d id tha t . I t aken the sea t i n t he
back and gave up the chair. I turned the gavel over to her
and let her chair the meeting. The women became very upset.
Her followers were less of them women who supported me. Other
people in the community, other groups well, that women started
to domineer. Who is that down here giving us al l those prob
lems. There were people began to interfere who said that Miss
Roberts got the group together and what is the other woman doing
causing problems in the group, and out of that e lect ion there
was a spl i t . A spl i t came that her supporters never wanted
to come back to the meeting again and those women who supported
me came to meetings and went through an experience that they
fe l t p re t t y bad ove r.
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ROBERTS: My morale was quite down. I wasn't sure that I should con
t i n u e . I d i d n ' t e x p e c t a n y t h i n g l i k e t h a t . I h a d n e v e r h a d
that k ind of an exper ience. I t sor t o f d id someth ing to ray
morale. For over two years the organizat ion real ly was, went
a long as a lame duck 'cause I rea l ly d idn ' t , I d idn ' t have
the inspi rat ion to cont inue. The women kept ta lk ing to me,
various people in the community said, "How are you doing?"
and I 'd te l l about my exper ience and they sa id don ' t le t i t
get you down. "You're doing great. The whole nation now knows.
There's people organizing al l over the country from what you
star ted here in 1965. Don ' t g ive up, cont inue, you a l ready
did a very good job. These things can happen." I heard about
other power struggles in other groups. What had happened in
o ther o rgan iza t ions , church s t rugg les , power s t rugg les in the
church, s t ruggles in union locals . They said th is was a way
of l i fe . I t does happen when people are deal ing wi th organi
z ing groups that th is sor t o f th ing can happen, that I should
not get discouraged. I should cont inue and I began to hear
and become aware of other power struggles and seen that it
was rea l ly a way of l i fe , the way at t i tudes of people, the
l i fe sty le of people. So I began to bui ld ray morale back mainly
within mysel f . I began to ask of the needs of the people again.
I never stopped negotiat ing with employers around the basis
of jobs for the workers, but I lost a lot of the steam and
the pressure that I had going on inside of me to say things.
For over a year or so, I had very l i t t le to say.

INTERVIEWER: Can you think of any other reason why women who were active
dropped out of the domestic workers?

ROBERTS: Yes, there were very different kinds of reasons that women were
active and dropped out. Some cases they were famil ies that
were moving to other c i t ies, no longer res idents of Cleveland.
Many cases where women—I've always talked about domestics
going back to the classroom even though they were mature adults
tha t they shou ld re turn to educat iona l c lasses. I encouraged
them to go into adult educational classes or those who could
qual i ty in col leges and univers i t ies should move on or those
who were gett ing var ious kinds of t ra ining programs, they should
involve themselves. There 's reasons women lef t the organiza
tion because they were going to school and various kinds of
di fferent ear ly chi ldhood studies. Some women, domest ics, were
tak ing up . . . go ing in to s tudy o f d ie t i c ians o r den ta l ass is
tan ts and var ious k inds o f semisk i l l s . They were ge t t ing in to
assistant teachers and someday going all the way into becoming
RN nurses and some women I can point out now are qualified
c lassroom teachers . They s tar ted out as teacher ass is tant
in the classes. They no longer kept their membership. However,
many women continue to join.
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ROBERTS: The period that we were funded under the Council of Economic
Opportuni t ies, those grant funds ran out . There were no longer
no secretary employed to set in the office and handle the needs
of the domest ics and register other domest ics. That was a
great hur t to the group that the out doors of the organizat ion
c losed on a fu l l - t ime bas is , and on those po in ts , a l l those
kinds of things were the breakdown, the pull down, no funds
to keep a fu l l - t ime s ta ff . The board became lax. They were
never really meeting on a regular basis as they were when the
group was funded. Persons being older saying they were going
to re t i r e f r om the fie ld o f domes t i cs .

INTERVIEWER: How about fear?

R O B E RT S : T h e r e w a s a g r e a t f e a r i n t h e v e r y b e g i n n i n g . M a n y o f t h e
members joined the group, we were asked to not expose their
names. They didn't want it to be known that they were members
of the group. Some accepted membership cards and they said
they never showed them to their employers. There were periods
where we had television coverage that many of the members and
even non-members unless it was themselves who were not yet
a f fi l i a ted a re sha r i ng t he i dea o f be ing i n t he spo t l i gh t ma in l y
to be with us who would be under the camera on the basis they
d idn ' t want the i r employer to know. I was to ld tha t there
was suburban organized groups, suburban housewives who said
they would not employ anyone from the Domestic Workers of Amer
ica, that they came from out group or connected with. As I
understand, I was referred to as " that woman". Any involvement
with her, "I don't want anybody working here having anything
to do with her." They [employers] fel t that she was a menace
to the area, caus ing prob lems and d is turb ing. [Employers sa id ]
that the women always was sat isfied. Many had thir ty years
of employment with their workers and there was no more com
pla in ts . A l l a t once I was caus ing at t i tudes now where the
workers were complaining and confused and they [employers]
had helped them [their domestic employees] and gave them many
things and they weren't concerned about a few dollars.

INTERVIEWER: Did they go beyond that ever and cr i t ic ize your personal l i fe
or you personal ly?

R O B E R T S : W e l l , t h e y c l a s s e d m e a t r o u b l e m a k e r.

INTERVIEWER: Just a t roublemaker. They didn' t t ry and make any k inds of
scandals about you personally?

R O B E RT S : We l l , t h e y r e a l l y c o u l d n ' t b e c a u s e I w a s o n l y a c l e a n i n g l a d y
and a very simple person in the community. Never had did any
th ing bu t we l l , wa lk ing a p i cke t l i ne . They sa id tha t I was
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ROBERTS: associat ing with communists and social ist people by being seen
on p icke t l ines . Some persons sa id tha t they rea l i zed tha t
I wouldn't understand. "We know that you don't have very much
educat ion so real ly wouldn' t understand communists. Communists
is Communism so they could easily take advantage of people
like you and influence your mind that you would be doing things
that would benefit them." And we've had them said, "Why don't
you just take a good job yoursel f and leave al l that business
alone; qui t worrying about those other women." I 've even been
offered jobs, something else I could do, l ike employ women.
They didn't want anyone else but me come and work on other
kinds of jobs that would el iminate me from working with the
DWA.

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

Did you ever do much traveling in your Domestic Workers?

Oh yes, I've spoke with any number of colleg
vers i t ies , conferences around the count ry, o
gan izat ions. I ' ve been guest speaker a t any
My ticket was paid and expense to go and att
of seminars and coal i t ion organized groups.
I ' m s t i l l , I s t i l l s p e a k a t c l a s s g r o u p s a t
such as Cleveland State Universi ty, Western
raunity College, classrooms at Western Campus

es and some uni-
r o rgan ized or -

number o f a f fa i rs ,
end various kinds

That cont inues,
d i f f e r e n t s c h o o l s
Campus of the Com-
, Western Reserve.

INTERVIEWER: Do you usually go alone? Do you ever go with groups or just
usually you who represents the domestics?

ROBERTS: Usually, I 'm asked to appear from my group speakin' and often
t imes they ' l l ask for me. There are other speakers but most ly
a request for the Geraldine Roberts to be the speaker. How
ever, I have declined in various cases and have sent other
speakers to represent me. I do that one qui te of ten, have
someone else to represent me.

INTERVIEWER: Is the pos i t ion you held, and hold, I understand, o f the Pres i
dent o f Domest ics , the h ighest pos i t ion in the organizat ion?

R O B E RT S : T h e P r e s i d e n t a t t h i s t i m e w o u l d b e t h e e x e c u t i v e p e r s o n o f
the organizat ion and makes the decis ions. However, I 'm a l i fe
time board member of the group for being the founder, in our
cons t i tu t ion and by- laws, i t was wr i t ten in tha t the founder
can serve on any committee, founder can be executive member,
de legate-at - large, or whatever. However, we do p lan, the group,
to have perhaps a nat ional pres ident . I 'm on the loca l a f
fi l i a t i on i n Oh io . The re a re o the r g roups t ha t have na t i ona l
pres idents tha t serves as the nat iona l p res ident o f the nat iona l
g roup . We on ly have the Oh io a ffi l i a t i on .
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INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

Did you accept yourself in the beginning as an organizer with
the i n ten t i on o f g i v ing ce r ta in powers and respons ib i l i t i es
to the president and to the board?

When the group was first set up, there was var ious di fferent
people sit down and drew up, we got a lot of help from the
Lega l A id Se rv i ce . I n f ac t , t hey he ld t he e l ec t i on f o r us ,
organized the e lect ion through Legal A id, legal depar tment .

Give us some insights into how the Domestic Workers is structured?

Wel l , i t is st ructured by an execut ive board of seven panel
execut ive board, which includes our president of the board.

I s i t d i f f e ren t f r om the p res iden t o f t he o rgan i za t i on?

Ye s , i t ' s d i f f e r e n t f r o m t h e p r e s i d e n t o f t h e r a n k a n d fi l e .
This is the execut ive board, the power board. Pres ident o f
the board, t reasurer of the board, and there 's chapla in of the
board , there are o fficers o f the board , and there 's a pub l i c
re la t ions on the board . A l l seven pane l i s t s have a pos i t i on ,
things they do on the board. The rank-and-file membership
has a p res i den t , r eco rd i ng sec re ta r y, financ i a l sec re ta r y.
They have di fferent var ious committees, chairmans of var ious
d i f fe ren t commi t tees o f the rank and fi le .

Were these created as you felt a need? These committees?

Yes, the committees vary. They serve out a period and change,
such as the educational committee and they have a committee
on the health and welfare of the workers, t ransportat ion com
mittee, l ike gett ing, there's members who happened to own cars
who take members home. The educational committee deals such
as scholarships and concerning chi ldren of domest ic workers,
whether they need scho larsh ips fo r the i r ch i ld ren.

We have what we call the Domestic Workers Coalition Board.
This is the son board of the board. That board has various
groups and organizat ion; representat ives f rom var ious groups
and o rgan i za t i ons se t on t he coa l i t i on boa rd . Tha t ' s l i ke
a panel that the DWA has cal led the coal i t ion. They can deal
w i th any th ing . They can dea l w i th ma jo r c r i s i s , any th ing .
They can give recommendations that the executive board can
consider whether they want to accept them or not, but the coa
l i t ion deals wi th any number o f th ings. And groups that are
in their own coal i t ion, members of var ious other kinds of com
munity organizations, l ike someone from the Cleveland Board
of Education, can sit on that board or somebody could sit on
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ROBERTS: that board from Cuyahoga County Community College. This is
exposing that there 's k inds of serv ices in the communi ty that
the general community ought to know about. The employment
would include domestics and other persons who were looking
for employment or needs t ra in ing and a l l that sor t o f th ing
so that 's a very large group that sets on the board.

A lo t o f the dec is ions and th ings go on ly th rough the i r d i rec tor.
The p res iden t can be the i r d i r ec to r, t he p ro jec t d i rec to r.
They had l ike a project director and they have l ike the execu
t ive d i rec tor, to serve on a l l p ro jec ts and are concerned
abou t pub l i c i t y go i ng ou t . I f t he p res i den t o f t he boa rd i s
concerned about the director or concerned about the president
and that other board is male-female, four members of that board
according to our consti tut ion has to be domestic workers and
the other three are usually community people or other persons
could hold a very high position in the community and serve on
that board. But we do have that the major i ty of the votes on
that board wi l l be f rom household workers set t in ' on their own
board and we have the three-type membership. There's a voting
membersh ip : she 's a domest ic worker herse l f o r h isse l f , they
can be male or female. The age l imit begins at eighteen and
over. There's an associate membership and this can be persons
who want to work such as the sub-board. They can be members,
associate members, through workin ' , helpin ' to make decis ions
that would a ffec t the ent i re communi ty on var ious d i f ferent
i ssues . There ' s a f r i end membersh ip , usua l l y reg is te rs o f
organ izat ions that w i l l no t perhaps invo lve themselves wi th
any more than a donat ion or support a part icular issue, i f
there 's a po l i t i ca l i ssue l i ke th ree do l la rs an hour min imum.
Those groups, company or whatever, could give, maybe sponsor
persons to go as delegates. So there's a three-type membership
plus the execut ive board and a coal i t ion board.

INTERVIEWER: Would you say that there is such a thing as informal l ines
of power versus formal l ines of power?

ROBERTS: Cou ld you g ive me d i rec t po in t on what you mean?

INTERVIEWER: Well, i t 's hard to conceive that someone who has played such
an important role in this organizat ion as you might not posses
more authority even though you may not hold the highest office
any longer so that would be a form of informal power.

ROBERTS: Well , I think when I 'm deal ing with the masses as this organi
zat ion was set up, I would feel that I would be selfish to
t ry and cont inue to s t rugg le fo r the h ighest pos i t ion in the
o rgan iza t i on . I l ook upon th i s o rgan i za t i on as the o rgan i za t i on
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ROBERTS: that ought to be around for a long, long t ime. I 'm the founder
o f t h e g r o u p . I ' m p r o u d o f b e i n g t h e f o u n d e r. I c e r t a i n l y
hope tha t the organ iza t ion w i l l cont inue to l i ve as a par t
o f th is soc ie ty and the work shou ld cont inue. I have no se lfish
desires to be the highest person. I always want to be a part
o f i t .

INTERVIEWER: Then, I th ink what you ' re rea l ly say ing i f I unders tand you
is that, in essence, you are opposed to the concept of infor
mal power because i t sort of means that the organizat ion couldn't
func t ion w i thou t a spec ific person .

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

Yes, and i t should not be that way. An ind iv idua l should not
be the l i fe o f an organ iza t ion or be the l i fe o f the peop le ,
the people who need it, the people who want to continue it.
I want to see the organ izat ion , the k ind o f organ izat ion that
would be wanted by people and as it continues to move on into
new peop le jo in ing up whether Gera ld ine 's there or no t . I f
i t was just Geraldine Roberts then the cease of my act iv i t ies
would mean the organization would be over and it should be
around. I 'd l i ke to see and fee l tha t i t wou ld be around fo r
the next many decades.

Maybe tha t ' s . . . .

I th ink the people need such sty le of organizat ion,
to be a mil l ion ideas in the minds of the people.

I want

Maybe tha t ' s the t rue va lue o f any o rgan iza t ion , tha t i t su r
v i ves beyond i t s o r i g ina to rs .

Yes. I 'd l i ke to see a k ind o f a foundat ion se t up to he lp
poor people that's below economical level, to help them make
that one big step they need to make with help, not necessari ly
giv ing them welfare, to help them through scholarships, en
courage them, respect of others for each other.

INTERVIEWER: How was your union or I should say, how was the Domestics Workers
affec ted by nat iona l issues, le t 's use pr ice and wage cont ro ls
for our example.

ROBERTS: Price and wage control certainly had a great affect on people
economical ly and cer ta in ly domest ic workers are no d i f ferent
than any other person in the country and certainly pr ice con
trol helped those persons who could not have very much money
to spend such as domest ic workers. Cer ta in ly, pr ices got too
far out of contro l . Many poor persons l ike domest ic workers
would not be able to even pay for a place to even live because
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ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

they would not be able to pay enormous rents they could be
charged. To a person who isn't earning very much money, price
control means that they wouldn't even be able to feed them
selves because they certainly wouldn' t be able to purchase
food. They would not be earning enough money to go up from
their wages to compare with higher wages. Employers who would
be going through the same problem of higher wages more than
l i ke ly wou ld dec ide to do w i thou t a lo t o f se rv ices . They
h a d t o p a y fi f t y, s i x t y d o l l a r s a d a y f o r m a i d s e r v i c e s . I t
would mean domestics would not have employment. I think price
and wage con t ro l ce r ta in l y a f fec ts domes t i cs . I wou ld fee l
even more so in the price control than any other group of peo
ple in America, except some other poor groups l ike themselves.

What kind of a position has the domestic workers taken with
regard to your members being laid off?

ROBERTS: Members being laid off, there again, came from behind the in
flat ion that we had in th is country, the higher wages and every
thing going up. So many employers have seemed to adopt the
style that i t is not that important anymore about how well the
house is kept clean and that sort of a thing or on account of
those feeling of everything costing so very much and the em
ployers are worried about their own budget, has been quite hurt
ing to domestics and many. Perhaps the employer would pay
someone to come and offer services doing some maintenance clean
ing, c leaning in her home. They 'd fee l they could do wi thout
that. That means that she doesn' t have employment. Twenty-
five dollars a day that our group asked as a day's wages doesn't
seem to bother the employers much as it does that they feel
they can do without the services. Many employers are not that
concerned anymore, mainly the younger element of the married
coup les and persons who ma in ta in the i r un i t s . I t ' s no t tha t
important how clean the place is anymore. No one real ly cares
that much as the large percentage area, mainly the older fam
i l ies are st i l l concerned about the spot less home and the real
shiny windows and that sort of thing. The younger element,
i t ' s n o t t h a t i m p o r t a n t t o .

INTERVIEWER: Are you saying then that there 's actual ly less need?

ROBERTS: Yes , t he re i s a g row ing so r t o f a l ess need o f ma in tenance se r
v ices , ma in ly w i th younger coup les , younger peop le . Cer ta in ly,
those persons who were employed as cooks are not needed that
much anymore. There's so many chain outlet eating places that
no one real ly has t ime to si t down in their own kitchen or
thei r own d in ing room. Who real ly s i ts at the d in ing room
table anymore or usually the dining room is a showplace now.
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ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

ROBERTS:

No one really ever uses it except a few times a year usually
on major holidays or on some special occasions l ike anniver
saries and who stays home on anniversaries anymore. They
usua l l y go ou t fo r d inne r. A l l t hese k inds o f t h ings has
been a great hurt to household employees.

Consequent ly, then, they 've been la id o ff?

Yes, they've been laid off and the need is not there on a per
manent basis; i t 's real ly down. The homes where there are
chi ldren growing up in the home, those kinds of homes are st i l l
request ing domest ic serv ices, but even in those cases, there 's
something l ike, do twice a month service l ike every other Thurs
day, might we say, or every other Fr iday. Not the o ld s ty le
of every week, four or five t imes a week. The babys i t ter is
s t i l l i m p o r t a n t . T h a t ' s p r e t t y i m p o r t a n t . T h e c o s t t h a t e m
ployers want to pay for babys i t t ing is very low. Many of the
si t ters are students, such as col lege students who are doing
a lo t o f s i t t i ng . Fo r ch i l dca re , somehow, the emp loyer fee ls
that a sense of pride. . . they don't want to pay, might we
say two dol lars an hour to a s tudent to babysi t . They fee l
that's too much money to pay a student to keep a kid for three
to four hours whi le they're attending a movie or go out for an
evening. A babysi t ter, as much as two dol lars an hour is too
much money. That serv ice is qui te p lent i fu l but the wages are
low.

INTERVIEWER: Remember another kind of lay off that you and I discussed at
another time and that was what happened to a domestic when
a weal thy person went off to Flor ida or to Europe for their
annual vacation. What kind of stand did, or do you take from
that par t i cu la r p rob lem?

ROBERTS: Those are very ser ious t imes for domest ics, dur ing the winter
seasons especial ly in those areas where the weather is very
co ld and the emp loyers a re tak ing tha t w in te r vaca t ion . I f
they happen to l ive in areas where there are winter resorts,
their services are boomed. Those areas where employers are
leaving the area, those workers in those areas usual ly have
a very serious problem and welfare, the welfare system is not
that easy to employ or rather to give any assistance or even
food stamps on a regular basis to those workers who are laid
o f f .

Another very ser ious problem, usual ly domest ics are l ike the
one employee in the home. They are not able to draw unemploy
ment compensation. There's three workers or more ought to
be employed in order to receive unemployment compensation.
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ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

There's another area that we want to cont inue to fight for and
encouraging other groups al l over the country that they ought
to con t i nue to figh t f o r i t , t o change the s t y le o f t h ree o r
more employees at a job to receive unemployment compensation.
That i f a person is employed regardless of one, two, they cer
tainly ought to be able to draw unemployment compensation.
That one we have not been able to accomplish any legislation
around those kinds of issues, around unemployment compensation.
So your question on the basis what do they do in the months
in areas where the employers are vacating for a period of t ime,
the workers fare very hard, very hardships on the workers.
If it 's the female and she is married to a guy who works in
a shop or someth ing then she 's sor t o f pro tec ted. I f she 's
a s i n g l e i n d i v i d u a l s h e fi n d s h e r s e l f i n a l o t o f t r o u b l e o f
even surviving. Perhaps her chi ldren or someone has to even
offer her a meal or maybe i f a guy, things that wi l l change
her whole l i fe s ty le happens to her. She usua l ly can ' t sup
port herself or, in some cases, she may be fortunate enough
to fo l low the fami ly, go ing a long as a babysi t ter or someth ing,
doing a job here where the family leaves and taking that win
ter vacat ion. Those are very bad t imes.

So there 's very l i t t le that actual ly has been able to be done
i n t h a t a r e a , r i g h t ?

ROBERTS: What we really need is a change, an amendment to the unemploy
ment compensation there that even though she is the one or he
the one employee on the job, whether she is the babysitter or
whether she is the housekeeper, that i f she's earned a certain
amount of money and maybe fifty dollars in a quarter or the
same k ind of s ty le that we have under soc ia l secur i ty, that i f
she ' s ea rned fi f t y do l l a r s w i t h i n a qua r t e r t ha t pe rson , I
would say, ought to be able to draw unemployment compensation
whether they are domestics or any other person, mainly domestics.

INTERVIEWER: Did you develop a special camaraderie with your union domestic
workers? Did you develop a special sense of closeness?

ROBERTS: We l l , I have a s t rong l ove I f ee l o f , a l o t o f a t ten t i on I
want to give to domestics because it is a part of my l i fe and
any attention I can give towards one who is involved in the
field of household employment, to those persons who have a very
l i m i t e d s k i l l o r n o s k i l l s a t a l l , I e n j o y g i v i n g s p e c i a l a t
tent ion to those persons.

INTERVIEWER: Did you make real close friends with some of these people?
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ROBERTS: Yes, I am concerned about who they are, what they do, their
f a m i l i e s , i f t h e y h a v e o n e . I f i t ' s a n i n d i v i d u a l , w h e r e w a s
she born. I often question persons where did you come from?
Is that area home? Do you have any other kind of income? Would
you l ike to come and visit my church? Or you can always invite
me i f you ' r e hav i ng an a f f a i r, a soc i a l a f f a i r o r i f t he k i ds
are graduat ing in her fami ly, I want her to te l l me about i t .
Usua l l y, I ca l l t hem, t e l l t hem he l l o . They ca l l me . We usua l l y
have a chat. My involvement with so many persons, my only
embarrassment. . . so many times I l isten to a voice and I
am not really sure of the name of the person who's talking to
me and I dare not say, "What's your name?" However, I have
rea l ly car r ied on a maybe th i r ty -minute conversat ion and rea l ly
tried to find a way to find out who I was speaking to and often
would say goodbye and I really didn't know.

INTERVIEWER: Have you stayed close to some of the original people that helped
you in the very beginning?

R O B E RT S : S o m e p e r s o n s I ' v e b e e n a b l e t o s t a y, t o k e e p i n c o n t a c t w i t h .
Many of the persons that was involved in helpin' us who weren't
domestic workers such as Ruth Turner, and others who were not
l iv ing in this area or persons that give some support such as
CIO-OEO workers about long with that particular program any
more . But there a re some ind iv idua ls such as workers , I s t i l l
a f te r the who le twe lve years , I 'm very c lose . We soc ia l i ze
and go to seminars, especially those persons who had some of
the same ideas, a long the gu ide l ines that I had. We s t i l l a re
involved in the same kinds of programs.

[INTERRUPTION]

They often want me to come out and, some cases, just enjoy
the meal and just have a fun affair together.

INTERVIEWER: D id you find tha t par t i cu la r ly hard t imes brought you c loser
together?

ROBERTS: Hard t imes? What do you mean hard t imes?

INTERVIEWER: Wel l , in terms of , le t 's say, bad economic t imes or lo ts o f
pressure on the organization. Would these people become closer?

R O B E R T S : H a r d t i m e s b r i n g u s t o g e t h e r c l o s e r ?

INTERVIEWER: When you had a goal , a specific cr is is s i tuat ion?
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ROBERTS: Of ten , t he k ind o f o rgan iza t i on , an o rgan iza t i on o f t h i s so r t ,
the sort of turn-over of new people, our goals do change. I
often addressed myself to their needs, being the organizer and
working in, wearing sometimes two or three hats for the groups,
the d i rec tor, hav ing to o rgan ize and find ing the pos i t ions as
p res iden t . Fo r i ns tance , l i ke t he ene rgy c r i s i s—those we re
new people that were working around working with, through and
about organiz ing the coal i t ion board, to address ourse lves to
the needs of the people. I don't know whether I 'm answering
your question in the same style you asked but, however, I meet
new faces, new ideas, and new goals. We don't really hold
the same g roup se t t i ng a l l t he t ime . I t changes a l o t . D id
that answer your question?

INTERVIEWER: Yes, do you think that the str ikes and organizing campaigns
have had a profound impact on women, on the women in domestic
workers?

ROBERTS: Yes , I t h i nk i t had an e f fec t ,
it have an effect on us?

You said you want to know did

f INTERVIEWER: Yes , d id i f a f fec t you , d id you ever. . . ?

ROBERTS: Yes , i t a f f ec ted us i n a way t ha t s i nce ou r new awareness o f
labor, we're more sensitive now to strikes when we hear about
them.

INTERVIEWER: You 've ca l led s t r i kes , haven ' t you?

R O B E RT S : Ye s , w e d i d c a l l f o r a s t r i k e a t l e a s t o n c e a n d i t w a s c a n
ce l l ed a t t he l as t momen t ; i t d i dn ' t r ea l l y go th rough . The
community sort of let us down in our opinion.

INTERVIEWER: I want you to e laborate on that a l i t t le b i t because I wanted
to fo l low up wi th the or ig inal quest ion wi th were there spe
c i a l b a r r i e r s t o i n d i v i d u a l p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n s o p e r h a p s i n
a broader sense you could tel l us why the str ike didn't come
o f f . W h y i t d i d n ' t m a t e r i a l i z e .

ROBERTS: I spent some time talking about and talking with workers con
cerning the st r ike. In fact , we had the idea in mind for maybe
four or five years that we ought to have a strike and when
we finally began to really say we were going to have one, we
tried to organize a program around the kind of strike we needed
to have. We wanted to have like an all-day seminar on a Fri
day afternoon. We felt that would be a good one when most
domest ics are very busy on that day. Al though we were st i l l
aware o f the financ ia l cond i t i ons , the hardsh ips tha t i t wou ld
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ROBERTS: bring a worker to take off on a Friday and go to a workshop.
We were counting on the greater community, which Greater Cleve
land area was a great industr ial area, where the working class
in this area arethe major i ty that whatever we do here is cer
ta in ly a , the upper m idd le c lass i s ce r ta in ly no t the ma jo r i t y
o f an i ndus t r i a l a rea l i ke t h i s commun i t y. We fe l t t he re shou ldn ' t
be a problem for people being workers themselves to support
another group of workers and we decided on a twenty-dollar
donat ion for at least five hundred domest ic workers to at tend
a workshop and fel t that i f five hundred working people sent
a check for twenty do l lars on ly five hundred cer ta in ly would
pay for a wel l -a t tended seminar. Wel l we d idn ' t , the workers
d idn ' t get twenty do l lars . We were le t down in the Greater
Cleveland area and we did call on many persons and groups and
organizations and called upon the churches to help sponsor
domestics that they may attend their seminar. We even asked
the employers to give their worker a day off with pay that she
could be able to at tend her seminar. We fe l t real le t down.
We were shocked to feel that we were that much of a minority.
What other opinions could we have when we seen working women
mainly, working men and the working class ignore a group of
people that had been exploited more than any other group of
workers in the country, except perhaps the farmers which fa l l
in the same kind of class that household workers were in or
c lass ified. That a l l these people that happened to have a job
to go to would ignore another group of workers who were on the
bottom of the margin level trying to say down there please help
us and our SOS went unheard. We had lesser than five donations
and I myse l f c r ied . I fe l l across my bed and I was rea l ly. . .
I s tayed in l ike a whole day. I cou ldn ' t walk out o f the house.
I j us t cou ldn ' t be l ieve i t . I was so bewi lde red , so choked up .
I went to bed crying. What kind of world do we l ive in, what
kind of people are out there that could treat a group of people
l ike that , to ignore a very s imple th ing, no more than a dinner,
no more than a weekend meal for a family of four, twenty dollars
could really feed, would ignore a poor woman who on being asked
to attend a seminar so they could understand how to help them
se lves be t te r and be l i eve i t o r no t , s t i l l c lassed o f the work ing
class even though they were on the bottom of the margin level,
they were st i l l a work ing c lass of people.

INTERVIEWER: So i t real ly wasn' t thedomest ics themselves, i t was the community
t h a t f a i l e d t o p a r t i c i p a t e ?

ROBERTS:

INTERVIEWER:

The community failed them.

Were there any par t icu lar issues that the domest ics were wi l l ing
to s t r i ke over?
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ROBERTS: Yes , we were conce rned abou t l eg i s l a to rs , t he way they have
not rea l ly spoke out s t rong enough to rea l ly fight tha t hard ;
the minimum wage that we were working under certainly were
too low as a federal minimum wage; it was not a fair one for
such workers as domestics. We were placed under the veryest
low class of the minimum wage, the least one we were placed
under. We ce r ta in l y fee l t ha t the l eg i s la to rs have no t g i ven
enough at tent ion, we fee l . . . .

INTERVIEWER: Is th is the way to ca l l your p rob lems to the i r a t ten t ion?

R O B E RT S : We f e l t b y h a v i n g a s t r i k e t h a t n o b o d v w o u l d g o i n t o w o r k , i f
everybody stayed home that day regardless of the problems that
could be on the job. Some workers informed me that their em
ployers sa id i f they d idn ' t come to work tha t they 'd be fi red.
They wouldn't need to come back if they didn't show up for
work on that Friday; they wouldn't have to come back anymore
at a l l . There was a fear. A lo t of women wanted to s tay at
home but were gett in ' up, goin' to work and the twenty dol lars
was not there to compensate them. They were afraid. I t was
on the radio and the disc jockey, one main disc jockey, was
speak ing ou t . Ve ry ea r l y, I was ca l l ed l i ke f ou r o ' c l ock o r
something in the morning to ask was the str ike on. I said yes
it was on and I just knew the phone was going to be ringing
say ing that here 's my twenty do l lars , here 's my twenty do l lars .
I knew they had contacted through the committee a bank to ac
cept al l donations that would be sent to the group, al l money
would be 'sent to one of the community banks and be held in
esquire for the group. The moneys did not come in. The women
had to go to work because they were fr ightened of losing their
job a l together. I t seemed that the employers were say ing i f
they l is tened to " that woman" you're going to lose your job.
I f you ' re go ing to be wi th her, you ' re go ing to lose your job.
We fe l t t ha t twen ty do l l a rs ce r ta in l y, ce r ta in l y ough t t o send
five hundred domestic workers to their workshops. We had the
location for the workshops. We had been donated space and all
l i ke tha t . I had even and o the rs t a l ked to d i scuss ion l eade rs
and some of the workshops were going to be on like legisla
t ion workshops or training workshops for ski l ls that women ought
to go into the early childhood programs and convalescent care,
l i ke work ing w i th sen io r c i t i zens , be ing ab le to ass is t and
help senior cit izens and companion, female chauffeurs or how
to shop fo r o lde r peop le , o lde r f am i l i es , o lde r sen io r c i t i zens
main ly and work ing wi th shut - ins . We thought those sk i l l s
were not that hard to get t ra in ing around. I had d iscussed
some training, how we could perhaps do some of the training
on the campus ground of the community college, some of the
classes that we could enroll the women in and how the classes
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ROBERTS: wou ld be pa id f o r and t ha t so r t o f t h i ng , o r how we cou ld go
into heavier manual labor, women becoming plumbers, have a
workshop around more heavy maintenance ski l ls or gett ing into
the bu i ld ing t rade, what was wrong wi th h i r ing or get t ing in to
the bui lding trade and you could take i t f rom this course and
become painters and other kinds of ski l ls then we wouldn't get
hired anyway, what was the difference to get into some of their
more heavy academical ski l ls . These were the kinds of th ings
we intended to discuss at the conference, or talk about day care
centers, how the children were going to be taken care of while
the mothers could go out and work on a full-t ime basis. We
fel t that we needed to get into that k ind of workshop, that
women were trapped here. They had to be shown a way out and
we had contacted various persons to be able to attend the work
shops and the d iscussions leaders for the workshops. Al l o f
these things failed and we didn't have any workshops 'cause
we fe l t the communi ty le t us down. We fe l t our leg is la tors
did not support us as they should have, and we felt the str ike
cou ld have been success fu l . I t f e l l fla t on i t s f ace because
we wondered how many people. . . were they really mean? Did
they forget us as i f they d idn' t care? What was the real rea
son? We sti l l wondered. We weren't able to even have a sur
vey to see how the people real ly fe l t . Why they d idn ' t sup
por t the s t r i ke . We s t i l l fee l we need one. We have not ru led
out the idea because the first one fai led that we should not
plan another and I certainly would be a part in helping to plan
another or even cal l ing another.

INTERVIEWER: Do you th ink your l i fes ty le i s t yp ica l o f the peop le tha t you
represent in the Domestic Workers?

R O B E R T S : Ye s , I f e e l t h a t I ' m i n f r o n t o f t h e r a n k a n d fi l e . I f e e l
t ha t I am a pa r t o f t he s t rugg le t ha t I figh t f o r.

INTERVIEWER: Do you th ink that that is important?

R O B E R T S : Ye s , I f e e l t h a t ' s a p a r t o f m i n o r i t i e s , o f w h a t I l i v e . I ' m
aware, alert of what's going on around me, and I feel someone
has to speak out and I cer ta in ly jo in the coa l i t ion o f peop le
who wants to get out. I feel that many persons who have been
silent, and have not said anything about many of these kinds
of unfair at t i tudes towards each other ought to now begin to
speak out more l ike mysel f and others—the so-cal led s i lent
majority must begin to speak out more about these things regard
l e s s o f t h e f e a r s , r e g a r d l e s s o f p o l i t i c s . I t h i n k I e n c o u r a g e
many persons who have been supporters of politics to become
leaders themselves, not necessar i ly the same pro-po l i t i c ians
but persons from the rank and file ought to become more active,
running for publ ic offices. I encourage young people who are
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R O B E RT S : n o w d o i n g s t u d i e s i n c o l l e g e s a n d u n i v e r s i t i e s a r o u n d t h e c o u n
try to come up with a new kind of l i festyle in America, take
over new leadership and perhaps help to drive out the old style
of leadership and band all together and maybe the kinds of
t h i ngs l i ke a s t r i ke w i l l be unnecessa ry t o ca l l . Tha t poo r
people, domestics, and other kinds of persons wil l become the
leadersh ip o f t omor row—tha t I suppor t . I s t rugg le to improve
myse l f , tha t I can become more ac t ive in po l i t i cs , in nat iona l
decis ion-making, set t ing on power boards, and, I fee l there
are thousands of others ought to begin to look in that same
d i r e c t i o n .
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