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Interview

Question:
Who are the people who have influenced your life, personally as well as professionally? I know that's very broad. But we'd like to know who some of these people were and why.

Ethel:
My mom was the first persons that had the greatest mpact on me. 
Question:
What was her name?

Ethel:
Easter Anna Eliza Jane Hargraves.  She married my father, whose name was William Eugene Riggsbee. She had a great influence on my life. She was one of 19 children. They all lived in Chapel Hill on Lindsey St.  It was a big and very close family. My mother’s father was the first black funeral director in Chapel Hill. He was also a contractor, and he built a few of the homes on Lindsay St. and homes on a street that was located on the fringes of Chapel Hill and Carrboro called Tin Top Alley. People call that section Tin Top Ally because all of the houses had tin roofs. People would pay my mother’s father in-kind for burying family members. They would pay with butter, vegetables, meat, flour, meal etc. My grandfather Luther Hargraves was involved in the building of St. Paul AME Church. He and six other men contributed labor, materials and time. They encouraged members of the church and non-members to give support in whatever way that they could for the building of St. Paul.   When my father's father died, my father was nine years old, and his family lived in the rural part of Chatham County.  My father drove a horse-drawn wagon to tell my mother’s father that my father’s father had died. He was nine years old and the oldest of four children. His parents had three boys and one girl.  My mom and dad didn’t know each other at that time or that one day they would be married to each other.
Question:
So he went to your mother's father!
Ethel:
Yes, He told me about how snow driven the weather conditions were that day, and it was a heavy burden on him to have had that experience. That was one of his experiences that became significant in my life. During this time he had to drop out of school and be the breadwinner for his family. My mom helped me to become and to stay balanced. I wanted to be like her for my future family.  My dad was very strong in mind and body. He really thought that if he had the energy and money to take care of his family, and if he could maintain good health, he could continue to do anything that he could for us.  The fathers that I knew during that time were very much like that.  He often told me that as a black man he had nothing but his word. No matter what, my father always tried to keep his word.
Question:
What year was he at the Carolina Inn, do you know?

Ethel:
No, but I know that it was before I was born.  I’ve always remembered him working as a janitor at the village apartments. It was said in a WCHL news article that my daddy worked hours in the WCHL news room doing work that others would never do. There was “a good by to William” from the staff in a newsletter on November, 25 1980. 

Question: What was the radio piece?  
Ethel:
My father was hired as a janitor to work at the Village Apartments. Mr. Sandy McClamrock at that time managed the Village Apartments on Franklin St. He was a member of the Town Council and later became the Mayor of Chapel Hill. Because my father cleaned the Village Apartments and did a great job. People in the community hired my father to clean other businesses on Franklin St, and then he was asked to clean houses in the town of Chapel Hill and Carrboro.  One early morning my father was cleaning WCHL, and he and the announcer were talking and joking together. The announcer asked my father a question, and without my daddy knowing that the announcer had turned the radio air waves on, my daddy answered the question in a very joking but an insightful way.  My father was on the air!  There were lots of calls from people who were listening to WCHL that morning. At last, the people who listened to WCHL that day knew that my daddy was not only witty but was a very deep thinker. 
Question:
He was asked what?
Ethel:        I don’t remember. My daddy's nickname was Teazell. His nickname was Teazell because he really teased a lot. But in his teasing he got across some really sound wisdom. So I think that the times in which he lived, many blacks couldn't look serious and say serious things to white people they almost had to phrase what they wanted to say it in a joking way.  They were not taking the conversation lightly, but in my dad’s day (and sometimes in this day) it was/is a way that some of us have learned to communicate with white people.   

Question:
So what was the response of people calling into the radio station? 

Ethel:
They wanted to hear more.  The announcer told them it was William; and that they were going to call the program “The corner of William.” Many of the radio audience knew my daddy because he had cleaned their houses or had done services for them. WCHL made space on the radio for “The Corner of William” the name of daddy’s radio program.  Twice a day my father was on WCHL with special music.  My father received no money for the time that he was on the radio.  I was very young, but I remember that when my dad would come home from work, after dinner my mom would read the newspaper to him.  The three of us would discuss our activities of the day and then as I washed the dinner dishes; daddy would take selected books from the book shelves.  My mom and dad would go over some statements that were in the Bible or mom would read poetry and my dad and mom would discuss what was stated in articles or in the books. I always felt very secure being in my family as I listened to them from the kitchen.  They were a team. They would study the night before for the next day’s program.


This program ran during the 50’s and 60’s, and I don’t remember when the program stopped.  My daddy would memorize a few statements, and then put those statements in his own words for the next day’s program. Daddy’s program would respond to many of my questions to him with words that somehow were still in his heart; a line from a poem or something that he had thought about a long while back before sharing with me. Those precious moments/activities happened in our house more often than not. 
Ethel:
Those two people have had a significant impact on my life. When my mom died I felt very frightened.
Question:
How old were you?

Ethel:
I was going into the 10th Grade, I guess around 14 or 15. 

Question:
How many siblings do you have? 

Ethel:
I don't have any siblings.  I have a cousin that my mom and dad reared. She is 8 years older than I am. We have always had a close relationship. After mom died she was one of the ones that I would talk with and I knew that she would understand.
Question:
What is her name?
Ethel:
Billie Hargraves Dorsey. She's my uncle's daughter. And when her mom died, my uncle wanted her to stay with my mom and dad. So we were reared like sisters. As I said we're very close. We visit each other and we sometimes tease each other because when we share together or when we listen to each other share with our respective children, we sound so much alike. Our value systems are very similar. 

Question:
You started by talking about how important your mother was and I was wondering if you would expand a little bit on what role she played in your family and how that influenced you. She was one of 19 children and then she had one child and I was wondering if that was deliberate.

Ethel:
No, it wasn't deliberate. I had a brother that actually died during birth. The doctor, who I was told had been drinking, pulled my brother out of my mother’s womb with forceps.  With some difficulty he tried to get him out, but my brother died. I was told that my mother wanted many children and was deeply hurt when my brother died.  She loved to have children around her home. I enjoy children also; there were kids at my mom and dad’s house many afternoons.  No kids at our house if my mom was not at home, but when she was at home they could come to our house and play with me. Disciplinary activities were very different between my mom and my Dad. Dad was serious and everything he said was very clear.  As I have said, he liked to joke but he never mixed joking and being serious with me. Mom would sing a song that would let me know if what I was doing or thinking was right or wrong. My parents kept me balanced and on the right track. Mom’s songs made me laugh sometimes and sad at other times.  I remember some of those songs now and try to behave in a way that would please her.
Question:
So one was not to talk about people?
Ethel:
You did not talk about people in our house because she said that there was always a side of the story that you didn’t know about. It was just the way she lived her life. She was very sociable and enjoyed having dinner parties; people really liked her. My parents did not like the system that we were under, but I never heard them grumble. There were people that they worked for who would do unbelievable things to them, but I never heard my parents put those people into categories. If they discussed some wrong doings; it was always an individual but not all white people or Chinese. Although they never shared those things with me, I learned that their responses to being unfairly treated was the way that God, through His word, and their parents had taught them to respond. 
Question:
So what year was it that your mom died?
Ethel:
She died in 1953.

Question:
Do you want to talk about how your life changed after that?

Ethel:
I felt left out, and alone.  I felt as if I was in a fog. As I said, my father was a very strong willed man.  Before mother got sick he started buying land on Martin Luther King Boulevard (then Airport Drive).  My dad started to buy the land long before he started buying our house and before I was born.  When my mama got sick he lost the land. Because of their love for me, I never felt deprived, but I felt sad that my daddy had to lose the land.



I had a happy childhood.  We had great support from our black schools teachers and parents.
Question:
What school was that?
Ethel:
I went to the Orange County Training School (Northside) for elementary school, and I went to Lincoln High School ( it’s now the Chapel Hill school administration building) both schools are in Chapel Hill. My mom died when I was going into 10th grade. I only went to Lincoln High School one year. Lots of family and friends of my parents came to visit my dad and me. My friends came to visit me many times during our grieving period.  They will never know how much those visits meant to me. I really knew that they cared. I needed their love. After my mother’s death my dad sent me to Palmer Memorial Institute in Sedalia, North Carolina. I felt secure at that school. My mom and dad worked for white families, but of course we had no formal social contacts with them. However many white people came to our home and to my daddy’s church funeral. Curtis and I had a little reception for my father before he died. Our house and our yard were full of people across racial lines. 
Ethel:
I now know that what we thought we didn't have we had, and what we thought we wanted hurt us in many ways. I appreciate going to integrated hotels, restaurants, bus and air plane rides etc., but I really dislike that now most black children do not have the parents, teachers, churches, and community support that I felt that I had in my early days of schooling. 

Question:
How did your life change when your mother died? 

Ethel:
Well it changed because as I said, I felt secure before she died. I had not worried about anything serious, didn't have the worries that children have now. Children are rightfully concerned not only about themselves but also about their friends. Many parents do not take the time to listen to their children. Children are focusing their attention on family problems, divorces, separations, mixed marriages; they're talking about the deaths of their friends; they're being violence and many don’t respect adults. I think that one of the reasons many children don’t respect adults is because parents let go of their children too soon.  I believe that a child should obey their parents at least until the age of eighteen- and through college if parents are sending their kids to college. 


When we were growing up in elementary and high school, we talked about the movies, or what happened in class the day before, teachers, studies, and when we would take the time to do our homework. We also loved to talk about our future. Not the heavy stuff: who got beat the night before, or who is going to jail tomorrow, or who shot whom the night before. Anyway I was secure in my church, home, and school. I obeyed my parents. I was very unhappy when my mom died. I felt distant from life. There was no joy. This was my first experience with real worry. My daddy and mom had talked seriously about my future.  If something happened to one of them, how would the one left living take care of me. They had planned that I would go to Palmer Memorial Institute. Palmer was a boarding high school in Sedalia, North Carolina. Daddy looked and received more work and he worked harder every day to send me to Palmer.
Ethel:
Dr. [Charlotte Hawkins] Brown [Director of Palmer Memorial Institute] told her students that “the end of education is to teach one to live completely, to find his/her highest expressions of all that is noble and good. Education, no matter to what degree it may extend, is a failure unless it helps the individual to build character.” 


At Palmer there were rules and regulations that were much stricter than I was used to obeying. Although going to Palmer took me out of my comfort zone, I now reflect on what a thoughtful decision my parents made to send me to Palmer.  I remember being so sad when mom died. I didn't cry for months. I had a feeling of being lost, but the hurt was in a place I could not reach.  I remember that my mom's doctor, also our family doctor told my dad that I would cry after a time. When I went to Palmer Dad took me to mom’s doctor, just for him to talk with me because I didn't cry after mom’s death. We were told that at some point I would cry and that we should be ready for me to cry; because I would grieve deeply through tears.
Question:
Had she been sick for a long time?
Ethel:
She had been sick off and on for about three years.  During my mom’s illness; the doctor told me to fix her milk shakes with milk and eggs and a little vanilla and sugar and that would make her feel better and would put some nourishment in her body. I would put two eggs or six eggs because I thought the more you put in the shake the better it would make her feel, but most of the time she wouldn't drink all of it. She had breast cancer.  I was with my mom when an insurance agent came to our home and told my mother that his insurance would not cover her because she had cancer. What a sad day for us. All of this is the reason I have worked so hard in developing health support for families who have health problems.
Question:
So how many years were you at Palmer?

Ethel:
Three years. Have you heard of Charlotte Hawkins Brown?  She was a dynamic woman. She's the lady who started Palmer Memorial Institute.  Dr. Brown was also a great influence on my life. Each six weeks she would line everybody up in the auditorium. It didn't matter what grade you were in (grades were from 9-12). You were lined up according to your average. Most of the kids that could afford to go to Palmer were kids whose parents had professional jobs. They had money to send their kids to a boarding high school.  Kids were at Palmer from all over the United States and abroad.  The first six weeks at Palmer I wasn't trying to make friends. I had friends at home in Chapel Hill, who really cared about me; I studied very hard. These kids were wearing stockings, pretty dresses, and suits. From my perspective they looked very grown. I studied. I had the highest average that first six weeks.  Dr. sent a letter to my daddy.  He was happy. I was happy because daddy was happy. I learned a great deal at Palmer. In addition to academics there were always events taking place on campus; movies, lectures and musical programs.
Question:
Did you go home on the weekends?

Ethel:
No, my daddy worked on weekends. He and my aunt would come up to Palmer once a month; they would bring some of my friends from Chapel Hill and bring food: cake, chicken and all kinds of goodies. My auntie would bring enough food to feed some of the people on my dorm hall. They loved my aunt.  They called her Auntie. 
Question:
That's Estelle Gattis?
Ethel:
Yes. Palmer was a great school. The teachers helped me to learn, some of the kids became my friends and the administration protected me.  Palmer was unique in many ways.  One of the things that I will always remember about Palmer was that all the students at Palmer started practicing in January for graduation day in May. By the month of May we knew everybody's singing part in the Hallelujah chorus.  Benefactors and people who supported the school in a variety of ways would bring good wishes and money to the school. We were in white dresses and dark suits. Dr. Brown told us what to do, what to say and what to wear for graduation and also what to wear during our tenure at the school. When we sang the “Hallelujah chorus”, many supporters were moved to continued to help Palmer throughout the years.  I met some great people while attending Palmer. I still maintain contact with quite a few of my schoolmates. While at Palmer, the Bennett College choir came and sang for us; they were just the best choir I had ever heard. I asked my dad if I could attend Bennett College. Daddy sent me to Bennett. The whole time that I was at Bennett I had a job on campus. In addition all students at Bennett volunteered, with a push to do work. Palmer jobs were called beauty work. I participated in many activities at Bennett and traveled with the Bennett College Choir in many states in and outside of North Carolina. 
Question:
So where is Bennett?

Ethel:
Bennett College is in Greensboro North Carolina. After we finished high school some friends and I decided we wanted to go to New York and work for some money to be used at college. That was exciting for me because that was my first time out of North Carolina. I asked daddy if I could go to New York, and he said yes. I knew that my mother would never [have] let me go to New York.
[Interview paused]

Question:
Do you want to start with your New York experience.

Ethel:
I will talk about my New York experience. We had gotten information about sleep-in jobs from the Durham news paper. There was an agency in New York city that would get people a sleep-in job in New York and the agency would take a certain amount out of the workers’ first check and the people who needed workers would come to the agency, pay money to the agency for getting a worker from their agency.   We paid for our New York tickets and rode to New York City on a bus. One thing we loved about New York was that we could get nice big round earrings in the stores. So we bought a few sets of earrings (many times.) I remember those earrings fondly now.
Question:
So what kind of work did you get?

Ethel:
All of our jobs were sleep-in cleaning jobs I ended up working for a physician and his wife who had seven children, and his wife who had rheumatoid arthritis. My first job didn't work out. There was a child on my first job who hollered and screamed that she hated black people. I tried to please her and I tried to tell her about me, but one day I gave her some milk and she said the milk was hot.  I put some ice in it. She took that glass of milk and threw it across the room. In my whole life nobody had ever treated me that way. I couldn't wait until her mother came home because I wanted to tell her how her child had acted toward me.  I told the child’s mother. The mother did not answer me and the child never apologized. So I went to the attic where I slept every night. and thought about racism and the impact that it had on me, friends, and family.
Question:
And so you left?
Ethel:
No, that didn't make me leave. But it told me something about a world I had been protected from by my family. The child’s mother’s father was in the house and was very ill. I fed him breakfast, and lunch, and gave him medicine each day. I think that the father’s illness and death was the real reason that I was hired and the reason that I had to leave.


The father was very ill and his daughter (the women that I worked for) needed someone to take care of her little girl and her father during the summer.  It was the custom on sleep-in jobs that workers were off on Thursdays and every other Sunday.  One week I asked if I could be off on Friday instead of Thursday because my friends wanted to go to a Broadway play in New York City. So I asked to be off on Friday instead of Thursday. The father died on Thursday.  Had I been in that house on Thursday I would not have known what to do about the situation. The money that I had been receiving from the mother for my sleep-in job must have been coming from her father’s Social Security check, because when her father died she told me that there was no more money to pay me therefore I had to leave. I was then hired by Dr. Bernard Brieter [Vic thinks the name may be Bernard Breiter, born 9/26/1911, died March 1979, Queens NY]. He had three kids with him when he picked me up from the agency. He said” I hope this works out we live sort of out.” We almost reached the house and he said” I really have more children than I have in the car. He and Mrs. Brieter had seven children .We went into the house. It was a three story house.  When I walked in the house I couldn't believe it. All the children’s clothes were in boxes. It looked like somebody was getting ready to move. Dr.  Brieter’s wife was lying on the couch.

Question:
The mother?

Ethel:
The mother. She took my hand and she said you know I'm going in the hospital soon, more than anything else I love my children.  I have furs up there and rings and all kinds of valuable items, but my children are the most important to me. Then she said,” Bernard she's too young. I'm just leaving it all up to you because what else can I do”? Mrs. Brieter went to the hospital and the next day Dr. Brieter went to work.  I was left there with 7 children every week day that summer. I cleaned the house every day and cooked three meals each day. The 12-year-old and the nine-year-old helped me. They were great children. The washing machine ran every day except on Sundays. "Little Guy" was first on my list to take care of each day. He had a terrible rash on his bottom.  I then cleaned and cooked washed and ironed, and I attended to the needs of the children. The floors were hardwood floors. I scrubbed the kitchen and dinning room every day.   The children did their parts to help me. I got to know each child very well and I learned to love each child over that one summer.  I thought and prayed about this woman with a one month old baby and six other children and a man trying to keep it all together.  I thought about my mother. What would she have done?
Question:
Did you stay there the rest of the summer.

Ethel:
Yes. As I stated before, the baby had a rash on his bottom. The children would go out in the sun to play and I would take Little Guy’s diaper off of his bottom and let the sun and a cream that Dr. Brieter bought for the baby, dry the rash away. When Mrs. Brieter came home from the hospital, she was glad that everything was going smoothly, she was thankful about the relationships that I had with the kids and the baby’s bottom was cleared of the rash.  I worked for the Brieters’ for three summers.
Question:
Did you keep in contact with that family.

Ethel:
I haven't recently. They were significant people to me. They loved each other and spent quality time with each child. It amazed me. There would always be a night or an afternoon for one of the kids.  The parents took time for their kids Quality time was spent with the kids.  The kids loved each other.  On Sundays we would go boating, and we all went waterskiing. I couldn’t swim but I still went skiing. It was a wonderful experience being with the Brieter family. He was Jewish and she was Catholic, and they loved each other. One summer they went to Johns Hopkins hospital and I was left alone with seven children all summer.  When I returned to the Brieters the next summer, they had moved from the big three story house to a big beautiful two story house with a swimming pool and no floors to scrub. I even selected additional furniture for them. She couldn't do it. I was paid $50/week and Dr. Brieter opened a bank account for me. If the children and I went to the movies or went anywhere for fun, they paid for me. I didn't see much of New York City except on Thursdays and every other Sunday. I went to bed after work and listened to music until the wee hours of the night, my way of relaxing. 


Mrs. Brieter and I discussed how important it was to girls at my school [Bennett] to be sent flowers or candy on Valentine’s Day. After that discussion, I would receive from the Brieters a beautiful gift of flowers or candy on Valentine’s Day.  The card would read your secret admirer.   My senior year, on Valentines Day I didn't get anything.  Dr Brieter called and said that his wife had died.  I will never forget the Brieters.  I learned so much about the importance of black and white relationships from that white family. 
Question:
It was significant for you, but for those kids I'm sure you were significant for them. Do you think he's still alive? 
Ethel:
I don't know. 

Question:
When was the last year you were in touch with them? 
Ethel:
Probably 59.

Question:
So when did you finish college?

Ethel:
1960

Question:
Can we stop here? There are a couple of things I think we still want to cover. One of them is from the time you got started in your professional career and how you got into public health and that whole scene. You said there are a couple of key people in your life that you wanted to mention. I think we won’t have time for all of that. We will have to set up another time. Where do you think we should focus?  
[Interview paused.]

Question:
Did you feel a difference in your community down in North Carolina after going to New York.

Ethel:
Well, New York was interesting and exciting.  There were so many different cultures, I think that people were so busy with their own agendas that they didn't take time to understand why they behaved and thought the way that they did.  I really enjoyed the different cultures. I was in a place where I could just tap into those rich fast cultures. I was exposed to different foods, activities, and different ways of living. I felt almost independent.
Question:
That is so different from North Carolina.

Ethel:    I seemed to be slowly getting away from the deep hurts that come with being black in Chapel Hill and in America.  Curt and I have hope for a better life for our children. Our parents had that same kind of hope for us as children.  Curt and I do what my parents did for me. We love and try to help our children and other adults get through the system. My parents were open minded; they wanted me to do well and they tried to explain to me why sometimes you really need to see beyond the surface of what others do and say to you. My mom demonstrated over and over her love for me, always helping me to grow up to be a good citizen and a Christian person. My daddy was constantly telling me how to make it though the system. He loved me and showed me that he loved me by the way he treated me and stood up for me in many situations. 


I and many of my classmates went to black schools where people were not ignoring us, fellow students really wanted to talk with each other. I knew that white people controlled the country but my parents didn’t talk about them when we were at home together.  As a kid I didn’t think that my life was being taken over by the system. Although the system’s impact was out there, as a child I didn’t know how much it was impacting my family’s life.  I had my mom, dad, church, school, relatives and friends. I thought that I could make my own decisions in the future about where I was going and how I would get there. As an adult I soon found out how wrong my thinking had been. I found that I could only make big decisions based on the circles that they had drawn around my family and my race.
Question:
What was it that you studied in college?

Ethel:
One thing I want to connect with the college thing is that while I was with the Brieters, they told me that if I would stay up there with them they would send me to Hunter College. My answer to them showed my lack of experience. I never told my daddy that they wanted me to stay with them during the winter and attend school in New York. I thought “What would he have said?  I thought that he might think that I didn’t want to come home.  Now that I reflect on it, he would have probably been happy for me to stay in New York and go to school.  The Brieters could have afforded to send me to college. I wish that I had told my daddy their intentions, so that he would not have had to struggle so hard for my four years in college.  Bennett College for Women was a safe school for women during the time that I was there.  We had to sign out and in when leaving the campus. We had to be in our dorms by 11: 00. It was unheard of to miss classes.  We ate once a month with our teachers and were often invited to teas at the president’s house. There were no coed dorms.
Question:
I am asking what you had studied.

Ethel:
I wanted to do fine arts. At that time Bennett did not have a fine arts program, I thought that I should choose something that I knew nothing about. (Another childish thought) I chose Physical Education and Health. I finally did the fine arts program as a minor.  I became an assistant to the dance instructor. We substituted some sports classes and activities for dance studies and activities.  Bennett has always had an excellent dance group.
Question:
So you came out a dancer and a singer.

Ethel:
I came out appreciating the arts more. I appreciated Bennett College too. I realized at Bennett that I had much to offer this society.  I worked hard at my skills and my craft. After college I received a job at Walterboro high school in South Carolina.  What a wonderful first job. I developed health folders for students. I taught health and physical education, dance and traveled with the band and the sports teams during basketball and football seasons. I have always been interested in children being well and having good emotional health. My first job was at Carleton high school in Walterboro, SC.
Question:
So from Bennett you went to South Carolina.

Ethel:
I taught for one year in South Carolina. A classmate from Bennett called me from Blanch Ely High School in Pompano Beach, FL. and said that there was a job opening in the high school.  My father was very glad that I left Walterboro, S.C. because he thought that I had become too attached to the parents and students in Walterboro. I was often invited for dinner in the homes of my students.  I rented a room from an elderly brother and sister who had a large garden in the back of their house and they cooked for me.  I only bought sugar, flour, and meat to share at the table.  I was reluctant to leave Walterboro, SC. So I went to Pompano Beach, Fla. The black students were much more advanced socially in Pompano Beach then the students that were in Walterboro, SC. The school board had just built a new gym at Blanch Ely High. The gym was full of new equipment and was the largest gym that I had ever seen.  I was hired to teach Physical Education and Health. I was not hired to teach dance. 
Question:
Was this a time during segregation?

Ethel:
Yes, at that time it was segregation everywhere in the country.  A very small part of the beaches in Pompano was for Blacks. The school principal’s was named Blanch Ely.  The school was named after her and she was still living; operating and in charge of everything that happened in the school. I remember thinking that the beach that I saw in Pompano did not look like the Pompano Beach post cards that I had seen during the time that I was in Chapel Hill. At Blanch Ely, teachers didn't just teach. They were responsible for the students’ behavior in the whole school. Teachers paid for books that students lost. Teaches helped children do their homework and ate with students in the lunchroom. Mrs. Ely didn't want anyone to think that Blanch Ely High School was not the top school in the state.  Teachers had to come to every school game, and every program held at the school. Teachers had to visit their homeroom students’ parents in the parents’ homes with their children at home during the visit. During the first six weeks of the school year, all visits had to me completed.  Teachers met in room 5 for scripture and prayer before classes started.
Question:
When did you decide to go into teaching?

Ethel:
I remember sitting on steps at my family home and thinking that I wanted a family just like my family. But I wanted a family with many children. I also thought about how I would help my husband make money for our family. Teaching was what I saw some black women do and so that was the profession that I thought would be opened to me. I never thought of any other profession. 
Question:
How did you meet Curtis?
Ethel:
I had been teaching at Blanch Ely high school for a year and Curtis came to the school to teach.  Quite a few ladies wanted to date Curtis but Curtis was very quiet. He was into his classes, his books, and his music. His classes were his priorities.  Blanch Ely would tell teachers where to live. I think about those times when I hear about these Carolina students and their apartments. At Blanch Ely, you stayed with somebody that the principal knew. Curtis was staying with a lady who lived one block from the principal’s home.  His landlady asked Curtis to speak at her church. My friend and I went to hear Curtis speak. His speech was more than we expected.  I knew that he was intelligent, and I knew he related to students, but I had no idea that he was such a wonderful speaker and had so much to share. We went on a double date. We were both with somebody else.  After that date the two of us started dating each other in Aug., were married that same year in Dec., I do not recommend to other couples to do the same thing.  Wait and include counseling in your pre-marriage activities.
Question:
So that was the last time you went on dates with other people. After that you started dating each other. 
Ethel:
Yes.

Question:
Did you get married in Florida?

Ethel:
No. I called my dad and said that Curt and I wanted to get married during the Christmas holiday and that we wanted a small wedding. I went to my mother’s sister’s house in Chapel Hill. I had already told Auntie my daddy’s sister. She was excited and in agreement. I then I told my mama's sister, Louise. Aunt Louise was the glue in the Hargraves Family. She tried to help everybody in her family who asked her for help.  I felt I really needed to go to her with the good news. I told her that I wanted to marry Curtis and have a small wedding.  I wanted her know before I told other people in Chapel Hill. She told me that I had to have a big wedding. Because my mom had given her money for my wedding dress: and then my aunt Louise pulled out an envelope from under her mattress with money in the handkerchief. 
Question:
Your mama left you money for your wedding dress? 

Question:
So did you have a wedding then?
Ethel:
I had a wedding! Yes she was my mother. All that hardship that she went through during her life mama saved money for my wedding dress. Mama work as a maid for Dr. Wilson (of Wilson Library) at UNC and made $7 a week. My mom saved money for my wedding dress.
Ethel:
Now what? 
Question:
Back to Curtis?
Ethel:
There is not much to say except we had the wedding in Chapel Hill.  Friends and relatives served good food at the wedding. Curt and I had enough cake to share with our students at Blanch Ely high school. The summer after we got married Curtis’ family stayed with us in my father’s house in Chapel Hill.   After that summer, Curtis and I returned to our teaching jobs in Florida. My father became ill the following year so he came to stay with us in Florida.  Daddy was right when he told me that Curtis was a good man.  Curtis is a great father and has been a wonderful husband to me.  He has been a great influence on my life. 
Question:
So when you moved back to Chapel Hill, where did you live?

Ethel:
That's another story. We were accepted into the school of Public Health at UNC, Chapel Hill. 


Dr.  Bernard Greenberg was the dean; he also taught biostatistics.  The year that we enrolled was the first time that the School of Public Health had placed a major emphasis on recruiting African-American students. The health data used in the instructional materials consistently showed the negative health status of African Americans.  However, I found Dr. Greenberg to be compassionate and empathetic in making his class presentations.  Seemingly, he sensed how Black minority students must have felt about the statistical data and reports being used because all of the data reflected black people in a very unfavorable light- including the Tuskegee Syphilis Study.  As he taught his class and reviewed supporting statistical data, he couched his discussions in the context of prevailing systemic inequities that may have impacted many of the outcomes, and he wanted students to understand that all of the negative racial findings did not happen in a vacuum.  We bought a trailer in the woods; many of our classmates helped us make a road to the trailer from the highway.  My auntie made a big pot of soup; we also had sandwiches and drinks.  This activity was a rest away from school work and a time of fellowship. We finished the road leading to our trailer. 
Question:
So you and Curtis immediately went back to school when you moved back to Chapel Hill.

Ethel:
Yes, Curtis got loans and a scholarship. I wanted to go into counseling, but they had no scholarships or loans at that time in the school.  I applied to the School of Public Health and received a work study job. 
Question:
So you both got scholarships and you both were graduate students in the School of Public Health.

Ethel:
Curtis was in Health Administration [later Health Policy and Administration, now Health Policy and Management], and I was in Health Education [now Health Behavior and Health Education].  Our classes were difficult and we studied during all of our holidays.  We had three children and our baby was four months old. We socialized together and enjoyed participating in work study groups. We were together when ever possible. Our class found out very early that our teachers were learning from our experiences. I enjoyed sharing a few of my experiences. I don’t think my classmates enjoyed a lot of sharing.  We always discussed problems that we were having in school with each other before we went to our professors. In that way we knew what our classmates thought about the problems that we were having in the school. I loved to be in classes and meetings with Guy Steuart. He was our department chair at that time and could out debate any professor in the school. During my first job after graduating from the School of Public Health, Guy came to Durham, North Carolina and helped me with my first on the job workshop. He was a wonderful person, and I was so thankful to have him at the school. Curtis and I studied for our difficult and many core classes and did well on exams. We would meet in the hall while classes were changing and discuss our children’s activities and decide who would take care of them during our night study sessions.   Sometimes we took our baby Dasha with us to the study sessions. There were times when we would meet with other minority students in the school, and discuss ways to encourage majority students and Professors to attend the minority conferences which were held in the school auditorium.[Vic thinks that this reference is to a later year, since the first Annual Minority Health Conference took place in 1977.] Professors didn’t seem to care or want to know much about the minority conferences and therefore their students were not required to attend.  Great speakers were invited and spoke out clearly about health problems that were holding minorities back and what the system was not doing about the problems.  I never understood why our professors didn’t come to the conferences. Most of their grants were written about getting help to solve minority health problems.


Curtis did his field work in Florida., and I did my field work in Hillsborough, North Carolina. Curtis is a good daddy. The kids love him. They are grown now; but when they talk with me over the phone and I try to reason with them and help them understand the” big picture”. Each one says to me “could I please speak with daddy”. I love that they love each of us.
Question:
Did you have children already when you moved to Chapel Hill?

Ethel:
Yes.  We birthed Rhonda and Lorie in Florida. They were young when we brought my daddy to Florida. I think Lorie was a little under one. My daddy used to take Rhonda to dance classes. He would take her and Lorie to class.  He would change Lorie’s diapers, and he would buy the children snacks. He got so attached to the other children and the other parents at the dance classes, until he seemed to look forward to the five mile trips to the dance classes. 
Question:
So you were in Florida from about '61 to '72.

Ethel:
Yes:  It was a wonderful life especially having daddy there with us.  After he recovered from his illness, he stayed with us for a while.  He was so conscious and sensitive to our being a young couple. He would not only take the kids to the dance classes but he would put on the beans and I would smell the beans and other food cooking when I came home from work. I had a wonderful insightful daddy.  I told you that he had to stop going to school after the fourth grade to take care of his three brothers a sister, and his mother.  I made arrangements for him to go to an adult class to get his GED. He went to class a few times. I think the role that he played in his life was not the role that he played in that adult class. So I had to rethink his situation. When my daddy didn’t want to go to class any more, he stopped going to class. I have learned from that situation, I think that when we want to teach adults and they come to us for information, we should first recognize that they have learned a lot about life before they encounter us. They have broken a lot of barriers and need to be treated with respect. They need and deserve to feel comfortable enough to share some of their experiences and to be respected. 
Question:
Do you keep in touch with any of the people that you have been teaching with at the schools in Florida?

Ethel:
We visit friends in Fla. We go to Fla. about every three years .When my friends’ children are passing through North Carolina they stop by to visit with us. We have some good memories of our friends’ children staying with us. I have friends who tell their children to stop by the Jackson’s on their way to their dreams.
[End of interview]
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