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Interview with Victoria Gray Adams

VG: And, I'm sure you've heard of the name Curtis ??

CM: Ch, sure.

VG: And so, they were among the first Mississippians to become
involved with SNCC and they were the young people who came to my
town in the beginning.

CM: And they set up the SNCC office in Haitsburg?

VG: They set up the SNCC office in Haitsburg and then when they
got to Haitsburg unfortunately, the..

CM: They didn’'t know they had famous people living in Haitsburg,
did they?
VG: Oh.. (Laughter)

VG: Curtis ? came to Haitsburg. He came at the invitation, I
understand, from the local NAACP chapter, but by the time they
got there somebody had decided ....that they didn’t really want
them there. And so, all the churches, qucte all the churches,
were supposedly closed to them by the time they got there,
but..unh..one of the key NAACP people, (Vernon Damyons?)..

CM: Yeah, right.

VG: One of the names you will alsc remember.

CM: Sure, Sure.

VG: He had provided shelter for them and they happened to be at
my brother's shop one day. Vernon, I believe at that time, was
the president for the NAACP, talking about their dilemmas here
about the churches being closed so they couldn’t hold their
meetings. And so, my brother suggested, they give me a call. And
they did. And I gave my pastor a call. And, of course, that’s how



they got a church.

CM: How cld were you at the time?

VG: I was probably about, oh let me see, in my mid thirties.

CM: What were you doing at the time?

VG: I was in my own business.

CM: What kind of business?

VG: T was in direct selling. Had a pretty decent business going.
And, that's where the Haitsburg movement was born. There at St.
John's in Thomas.

CM: CObviously, you had been thinking about this before SNCC
arrived.

VG: I had been thinking about it most of my life. (Laughter)

CM: What was it that prepared you to be an more active advocate
for SNCC than other folks at St. John‘s or other folks at
Haitesburg? I mean, your upbringing, your background.

VG: Well, my grandparents were landowners. I'd say, modest
landowners. My grandfather owned a bit of property. My
grandmother, before her, were landowners. So, I guess, being
raised in an environment were people were dependent basically
upon themselves for their livelihood, for whatever, had a lot to
do with that I think because..well.. First of all, Papa did not
permit us to work out and that was the words, in my opinion, for
people who worked in the homes of the white population and
usually, very early, brown teenage girls started to work out. You
know, follow with their mothers, starting to working out. I
wasn’'t allowed to work out. I wanted to, but my grandfather said
no, you are your own employee, You have your own job. You don’t
need to work out. And he was absolutely convinced, that as long
as you had land, you didn’t have to depend on anybody else in
order to survive. That you got everything vou needed to survive.
And I used to think, (....) In our early years, we heard it all
the time. "Hold on to the land. Don’'t give up the land, because
if you got the land, you can grow your food, grow your timber to
build your house, grow some of your produce and to buy you some



clothes. You have your basic necessities: food, shelter, and
clothing. And that’s what we heard through the years. Well, my
grandfather died when I was about seventeen years old. And well,
the first thing I did after Papa died, was settle down and get me
a job.
CM: What kind of job did you get?
VG: A laundry. Which I stayed for exactly one week. And the only
reason that I stayed for that one week because the young lady who
invited me to come there with her, she worked there, just kept
telling me, "It's going to get better. It’'s going to get better,
Victoria." You know, I was accustomed to the South, I wasn't
accustom to being hot. (.???77.) She managed to keep me there
until Saturday. I had been told that on Saturday you only had to
work half a day. And so, I was looking forward to that half a
day. Have you ever been turned around that half a day? And when
that half a day came..
R
VG: I was busy planning of what I was going to do that afterncon
and we would talk like people de¢. And so, the supervisor said to
me, "You're not getting off at noon today. We got to keep on
working." And I said, What? "We're not getting off at noon
today, we got to keep on working." I said, Who said we got to
keep working? "Mr, Carter says we got to keep working." Well, you
tell Mr. Carter I ain’'t working. "But, Mr. Carter says you have
to keep working." I’'m not working past twelve o’clock. And so,
she went and told Mr. Carter what I had said. S0, about guarter
of twelve, Mr, Carter comes and gets real busy nearby. He didn’'t
come directly, but was nearby. Which I suppose was supposed to
make me change my mind. So I worked until the hands were straight
up, straight up, (laughter) turned around and started walking to
the area where I was going to change my clothes because I was
supposed to meet my boyfriend and we were going together.
(Laughter). He didn‘t call me by my name, he just call, Hey, hey
hey. And so I wasn't even stopping. I kept on walking until
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finally, somebody was, What is her name? And somebody told him my
name. And then he called me my name. And when he called me my
name, I stopped. I came back to meet him. And he said, "Where are
you going?" And I said, "I‘m leaving." "Didn’t I tell you that
you had to work all day today?" I said, "Yes. But I'm not going
to work all day." He said, "If you leave now, then don’'t come
back." Well, that’s fine with me, I said. I went on with where I
was gcing, changed my clothes and on the way back, that place was
as quiet as any place I’'d ever been in my life. It got to be
about two miles from where I was to the door, the door that let
you out there. (laughter) He was standing near the door and he
said, "It’'s going to be a long thirty days because nobody else is
going to hire you." I said, "That’'s fine with me." And I walked
on.

CM: Why thirty days?

VG: Why they had some kind of law at that time. That if you quit
your job you couldn‘t be rehired for thirty days. So, that's me,
where I came from. (laughter) I just left.

CM: You are seeing the confidence that you had that you had been
given by your grandfather, from the ownership of this property
and those kind of values that perhaps gave you the wherewithal to
stand up and say I am leaving at twelve. ???? spirt??? that plays
in this situation whereas largely shaped by your grandfather and
your relationship you developed with him-

VG: Yeah, the story-

CM: And the ownership, independence of your self, having your own
land, I suppose.

VG: I agree that it didn’t make any difference whether I came
back next week or next month, either because I knew that at home
was everything I needed. I mean not on a conscious level, but I
knew that. There is no question about that. And you know they had
promised and I was anticipating it, I was going to hold to it and
I could not believe that somebody arbitrally told me at the last
minute that I'm not going to be able to do it.



CM: Right.
VG: So, it left it up to me. So-

CM: So, that was your first step into the movement.

{laughter)

VG: That was my first step into the movement. Absolutely. Well,
no it probably wasn’'t though. That's one level.

CM: Right.

VG: I would suggest that my first step into the movement probably
came when I was between ten and eleven years old. Yeah. Between
ten and eleven years old.

VG: Between ten and eleven years old, when my father had been
totally unable to get employment.

CM: When?

VG: Let’s see, this was I guess the mid to late thirties, I am
not very goed on time frames.

CM: Okay.

VG: So, you know, we had an osk? and we lived in Detroit. And he
came home that time for the first time in a lot of years. And so
he invited his brothers to come up to Detroit where he could find
employment. So, Daddy went to Detroit to see if he could work and
after he found work, he sent for Mom. And Mom went. And after we
got out of school that year, they decided they wanted to bring me
up. I went up. Spent about a year up there. Mom decided that she
just didn‘t like the town up there so decided to go back home. So
we did, we were on our way home. We had to change buses in
Newark. So, we went into the bus terminal like everybody else
except we failed to notice that all the other black people had
apparently gone in a different direction except us. And so this



little lady, very kind locking white hair older lady came over
and spoke, You look nice. Mom spoke and she said, Where are you
going? And Mom told her. And where are you coming from. And Mom
told her. And then she said, Well, your waiting room is right
over there, Mom said, Right over where? And so, she pointed
across the rcom and said, See that door over there? Right through
there. Your waiting room is over there. And so we gathered up our
things and went right through there. And it was like walking out
of a well-lighted place into an unlighted place with maybe just
light coming in from cutside. And it was dangercus. If you know
anything about the restrooms back then. Your probably not enough
old enough to know. For me it was rough, it was very rough. I was
very angry.

CM: You had not experienced this before?

VG: No, I had not experienced this before. Not in that manner.
When I went to Detroit, I went on the train and of course, the
trains were segregated but as you get out cf the South, they were
not. Being segregated was not a problem, what I considered was an
awful lot, but it was not a problem within itself. BAs long as we
had all the facilities we needed to have any direct care. But
this was different. Coming on the bus where you’ve been riding
with fellow human beings, sharing the same facilities and then
all of a sudden being put in a position where you are no longer
able to share. And there is a tremendous difference in the
guality of the facility. For me, that was revealed there.

CM: You were angry.

VG: I was very angry.

CM: How did your mother explain this to you?

VG: Well, you know, she was angry too. She was angry too. She
said, that’s about all the things to say and she fussed and that
was about the extent of her reaction. From that time on, we were
seated in the rear of the bus, and when we got off the bus, we
went into the colored restroom and waiting room. And we did. So
that was part of the first step. The second step came during my



grandfather’s illness. The dector had come and left a
prescription, as they did in those days, and you had to take your
prescription in to the drugstore to get it filled. This was in
the evening, late evening and so grandmother said " Victoria, get
ready and catch this bus so you can get back and get your
grandfather’s prescription filled." So, I rushed up to make sure
I got that bus and the guy sat there and waited and let me get
right there to the door of the bus and then I started on the bus,
he shut the door in my face and pulled off. At this time, I'm
about sixteen years old. And I cannot describe, I cannot
describe, how I felt you know and all of that. But without any
doubt, that was the circumstance. So those are the twe things
cthat stand out for me. Significantly, stand out for me and of
course, this was on going every day don’t drink out of this water
fountain or use this restroom come to the back door to be fed.
Well, I simply didn’‘t eat. I wasn't going anywhere because 1
didn't have to do that and I didn’t. So, I was in protest, I
would say definitely from the Lortherland??? incident

forward and having lived in Detroit for a few years. On the
surface, vou know, being totally a part of the community, not
having to deal with all of the yes ma‘am and no ma’am regardless
of circumstances you know..um..

CM: When you were sixteen years old, was there much talk in the
air about that kind of treatment that you encountered from the
bus driver? Was there much talk in the air?

VG: Not anymore than usual. Not anymore than usual. But I was
just intensely aware of all of this from the time that we lived
in Detroit and I found that there was another way that people
lived. That for me was a revelation that I just couldn’'t put
behind me. If I was an exceptional human being in Detroit, then I
saw no reason why I couldn’t be an exceptional human being in
Mississippi. In Haitesburg.

CM: How did you understand that contradiction? That you were not
an exceptional in Haitesburg. How did you understand that?
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VG: I didn‘t. That was the problem. I would wonder what is wrong
with these people. I didn’'t think there was anything wrong with
me to be perfectly frank. I couldn’'t figure out what was wrong
with them. Why they would think they were better than I was. I
saw absolutely no difference in us except the color and inside my
family, I had that to. I had anything from the very blackest from
the most ebony color to my first cousin who would walk in that
door you would never know that she was not my first cousin. That
was the spectrum of my family, As it is with many families.

CM: Like some of Baker's?? children.

VG: Exactly. Exactly. My grandfather was the product of a slave
mother and the owner of a plantation. On one side, that was my
father’s side. On my mother’s side, my maternal grandmother was
the product of an African man and an Indian woman who the chief
gave the daughter to my great-grandfather for his wife. So, you
know, everything was there and to none of us made any difference.
It didn’'t to us, you know. So, I didn’‘t understand it. That was a
primary thing with me., I know that the people that I knew just
didn’t understand it any more than I did but they accepted it. I
couldn't accept that. )

CM: Couldn’'t you also say that you had a very different kind of
life-

VG: Having lived differently, I assure you, just blew it, I
guess, in terms of my ever accepting it. I was always in the
process of figuring out ways to beat the system. For example, I
absclutely refused to say yes ma‘am and no ma’am unless, unless,
they ever ?? it. Now, I was taught to respect my elders. Period.
Then, I didn‘t have a problem there. But if you want physically
evident that you can get a yes ma'am and no ma‘am and yes, sir
and nec, sir. I always devised a way to respond, as simple as it
may be, without using those terms. I refused to use them because
I had worked for a time you know, I had gone to school where I
wasn't even expected to say yes ma’am, no ma‘am to my teachers.
Yes, courteously of course, respectfully, of course, but yes and






