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Introduction 

It was Hurricane Katrina that got me thinking about migration and Black people. 

After landfall, Blacks were migrating again. With the news reports and articles in 

magazines about the people who stayed to wait out the storm, to the slow response of the 

authorities, I wondered how this migration was different from and yet similar to the Great 

Migration of my paternal Grandma Lizzie. I knew it was different because it was a storm 

that had pushed Blacks from their homes and towns they grew up in, and not the 

oppression and abuse of racism.  

I mentally took the migration from Katrina and placed it next to the migration of 

my grandmother and her sisters back in the early 1920’s. I wanted to find out how hard it 

was for Black women to leave home and succeed in the North, the land of opportunity. If 

it was hard for someone in current times, what was it like for them in the early part of the 

20th century?   

My creative project looked at Black women’s lives during the Great Migration 

between the World Wars. I documented their stories and then gave a reading to share 

those stories. My project would thus be following the tradition of African history where 

stories have been passed down orally. This is true of most African-American history 

where writing was prohibited for slaves. I also believe that stories can be richer when told 

orally. The women I ended up focusing on were my Grandma Lizzie and her sisters, but 

primarily my Grandma. Most of African-American history is told from a male 

perspective and I wanted to know what the migration was like for a Black woman who 
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was caregiver, raiser of the children, and keeper of the household. Their lives and 

experiences weren’t any easier than Black men, but definitely different.  

My research looked at all socio-economic classes, with my Grandma Lizzie and 

her sisters falling in the working to middle class. I looked for stories told about leaving 

the South. Since these women have since passed away, I was not able to get first-hand 

stories. I needed to do scholarly research as well as interview family members. But I 

knew there would be pieces missing and I would need to find a way to convey to others 

what I believe to be my “emotional truth” about my Grandma. I believe everyone has 

their own emotional truth about people, places and things.  

My project is based on “historical truth”, which includes facts, dates, and details 

one can find in the books I read that document how Blacks left the South; and I also knew 

I would need to document my emotional truth, what I believe to be true about the people 

and the situation, from my viewpoint, how someone might have felt or what someone 

might have done. This latter documentation was gleaned from the facts I had read and the 

information from interviews with my Aunt Rose, Mr. Rip, and cousin’s Patti, Barry, 

Sharon and Shavawn. I did not know my Grandma personally, but that doesn’t mean I 

don’t have a sense or emotional truth of who she was. From my dad stating I looked like 

her, to stories he told me about her and her life, I had established some foundation for my 

personal reflections, my emotional truth, of who she was.  

Emotional truth is a major part of my project. And it is from this internal sense 

that I was able to use the method of conjuring that I learned from Frank X. Walker in a 

Split Rock Arts class. Conjuring allowed me to get to my emotional truth of Grandma 

and her sisters. Through the stories that were told to me, I saw others conjured their 
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emotional truths and shared them with me. To conjure is to evoke and to imagine and I 

believe that I was able to evoke my Grandma in order to complete the project. 

The concept of Old World and New World was presented to me by author Isabel 

Wilkerson in Warmth of Other Suns. In reading her book, I saw how my Grandma 

brought her ways of living from Allendale, South Carolina⎯the South, the Old 

World⎯to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania⎯the North, the New World. I would like to share 

with the reader this idea of Old World/New World that most European immigrants had, 

leaving Europe, the Old World, for America, the New World. I would also like to use this 

concept in comparison to the migration of Blacks from South to North.  

I will conclude this paper with asking the question, “What is storytelling?”  I will 

share how my interviews went with a family that loves to tell and share stories. There 

was never a need to pull out information or rephrase a question. A question would be 

asked and the specifics would be given through a story, filled with details of events that 

might lead others to give more information, and this helped in building my emotional 

truth, helped in bringing, imagining, that person into the conversation.  

The first section of my paper will look specifically at how I created and developed 

the context for my study of Grandma and her sisters through many readings of fiction, 

research of African American history, and Women’s studies. I will also explain the 

method of conjuring and what I used to recreate Grandma’s presence.  Since my project 

included a public reading, in the second section of my paper I will critique what worked 

and why. I will reflect and evaluate the actual creative project⎯what moved me and the 

audience, what were pleasant surprises, as well as what I would have done differently if I 

had had more time to prepare, where I would have traveled, what research I would have 
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discovered, who else I could have interviewed. The conclusion will discuss what I 

learned personally from this experience about storytelling. Stories lead us on a journey 

that we don’t know where it’s going to take us. Certain authors, like Zora Neale Hurston, 

Alice Walker, or Gloria Naylor, tell good stories. I will discuss also what makes 

emotional truth an important element in stories containing historical facts and why we tell 

certain stories over and over. I end the paper with a story of the last supper in 

Philadelphia, where the dynamics of my family brought forth wonderful stories, rich in 

each person’s own memory, and I will show there was a no order in which to direct them, 

since one story bubbled into another, until the room was filled with stories of not only the 

past of Grandma and her sisters, but my family’s history. And the beauty was in the 

telling of the story.  
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Chapter 1 – Academic Research 

I was familiar with some of history of the Great Migration, but not the details of 

it. I needed to do scholarly research to find out what Black women’s lives were like 

during the early 1920’s, when Grandma Lizzie migrated to the North. Various scholarly 

books and a class taught by Rose Brewer on “Race, Class and Gender”, helped me to 

create a foundation on which to build my creative project. Farah Jasmine Griffin wrote 

“Who Set You Flowin’?” The African-American Migration Narrative, which allowed me 

insight into the stories regarding the migration as well as the structure for my creative 

project. Griffin states in her book that the migration narrative will have four points to the 

story: the leaving, the arriving, the staying, and the returning. “These moments may occur 

in any given order within the context of the narrative” (Griffin 3). The book described the 

migration narrative through the arts, literature, music, songs, and paintings of the Blacks. 

This book shared the point of view for Black women as well as Black men, but there 

wasn’t an emphasis on married Black women. To get those points I had to go to 

Jacqueline Jones’ book Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow, pages 113 – 134. 

The leaving was usually prompted by a reason to leave the South. There were 

many reasons for leaving: lynching, rape, not being able to provide for your family. 

Lynching or the possibility of lynching was the primary reason for men leaving the 

South. Rape or unwanted sexual advances from white men were the primary reasons for 

single Black women leaving the South. These advances often came in the homes where 

Black women worked as domestics or cooks. The decision to leave was sometimes 

planned and sometimes not. There were many men who had to leave town immediately 

for fear of being lynched for a crime they may or many times may not have committed, 
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being in the wrong place at the wrong time. This was the way of life for my Grandma 

Lizzie and Grandpa Isadore in Allendale, South Carolina.  

For Grandma, it was her husband being jailed for no reason. A store owner saying 

her husband owed money. Since she was married, she was leaving because there was the 

possibility of more trouble from the store owner. Not only was there the threat from 

whites, but also the boll weevil also caused problems for rural Blacks as their crops were 

over taken by the insects. The poorer rural Blacks migrated from the country into the 

towns looking for jobs, which then displaced the Blacks living in the towns to move 

migrate North. Economics played a part in this as the rural Blacks would work for much 

less than the Blacks who lived in the towns in the South.  

The second point of the migration narrative, the arriving, meant getting settled 

and seeing what the North was truly like. Single women may have left the South for relief 

from the sexual advances from white men, but they were also brought North to help out 

family members who already lived the urban cities to be nannies. This “confrontation 

with the urban landscape” (Griffin 48) was a shock for some. Single women had a harder 

time finding work and a place to live if they were not coming to help out family. In the 

arriving and trying to make a living, this is where the storefront churches came into play. 

Storefront churches were an important part of the migration. These churches encouraged 

single and married women to be a part of a community that spoke to their way of being 

with God and learning about religion. It was also a place for them to have fellowship with 

others who had come North looking for a chance at a better life.  

The third stage of the migration narrative was navigating the city. Migrants found 

the contact with the urban city in the North was not a “freer space, [as it] led to a space 
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where they [were] confined in ways they never imagined” (Griffin 102). During the early 

years of the 20th century, the Chicago School of Sociology started to survey and observe 

the ways that Blacks lived in the confined areas of S. Chicago. This observation and 

survey of Black people “was responsible for the management of the racial, national, 

gender and ethnic differences suggested by the populations. Educational institutions 

would manage those differences in the name of national unity and for the purpose of the 

ethical development of the citizen” (Ferguson 58). 

This study was brought on to make sure that according to the dominate culture 

Blacks were living “heteronormative lives”, as Roderick Ferguson states in his book, 

“ideals and practices that embodied whiteness” (Ferguson 20 ), making sure Blacks were 

living “normal” lives as compared to the great white society. This reasoning was based 

on the belief that Blacks were still deviant and still needed to be regulated by the larger 

society. So even though education and belief about Blacks was moving away from 

eugenics (i.e., the belief that Blacks’ inferiority was because of biology), white society 

settled on heteronormative behavior as yet another way to regulate Blacks according to 

the way they were viewed by the larger society. Black women who were married and 

worked in the home to raise their children and let the husband lead the household were 

seen as heteronormative and accepted.  Black women who were seen as deviant were 

those who headed households.  

But in reading Jones’ book, I saw that female-headed households were rare for 

most migrants moving North, where it was more common that both the husband and the 

wife worked to make ends meet for the family. Grandma Lizzie took day jobs, which 

allowed her to work just for the day and not like Black female domestics who “lived in” 
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at the home where they worked. Elizabeth Clark-Lewis wrote a book that explains the 

domestics’ life of living in the home versus living outside the home they worked in. 

“Living in” was mostly for single women who came North alone or who were forced to 

move out of their family’s home due to overcrowding. In the North, living in was no 

different from that of “living in” in the South. The employer and employee relationship 

was that of master and servant (Clark-Lewis 99).  

To combat these findings or beliefs⎯whether they operated on a conscious level 

or not⎯ some Black women wanted to be taken seriously and accepted and show society 

that they could assimilate to the majority of white middle class society. Some believed if 

they assimilated they would not be looked at as objects, they would be seen as 

individuals. And not looked at in wanton ways by men, particularly white men. Noliwe 

M. Rook’s book discusses the importance of Black women’s magazines as they discussed 

ways in which Black women could dress, act and take care of their families in their 

households to help gain acceptance into society. For example, Half Century was a Black 

woman’s magazine that was published from 1916-1925. It was the first of its kind in that 

it spoke to how “fashion and its meaning would play a central role in that adjustment” 

(Rooks 68). But what comes into play with the heteronormative view is class. It might be 

possible for an upper class or upper middle class Black woman to be viewed in a good 

light and be accepted by society, but it was harder for Black women who were poor to 

working class and leading the household.  

In her book, Griffins states that the kitchen/home and church were spaces for 

Black women, and the job and the street were spaces for Black men (Griffin 107). Certain 

places and spaces of the city also confined migrants. These spaces may have been places 
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of confinement for Black women, but they were also places of resistance and autonomy 

in the urban setting. In the migration narrative, one reads, hears, and sees these spaces 

come into focus. Grandma Lizzie believed that church was a place where she and 

children were safe from the vices of the city. And going to church often was better than 

just going once a week. The kitchen was important, too, in that it was where she fed her 

family. Grandma was a Southern cook, as my dad said, and was a good one. She made 

biscuits every morning for breakfast; it was a smell that woke my dad up in the morning. 

These were spaces that allowed Grandma some control over her life, where she was able 

to be herself without the watchful eye of the greater society.  

The last point of the migration narrative is the returning. This point has two 

meanings for me; one, returning to the South for good, not to go back to the North; and 

two, returning to stay in contact with those who did not migrate North.  Not everyone 

who migrated North stayed in the city, some came back to the South, to a life that was 

familiar to them. Toni Morrison shows us this in her fiction story of Sula, a single Black 

woman who comes back home to die after a rather eventful and full life in the North. Her 

long-lost friend had lived the heteronormative life, whereas Sula had not. The town’s 

people including her friend believed she was coming home as a failure. This was what 

some Blacks, who remained in the South, thought of those who left and then returned; the 

city was too big and too much. Returning was often seen as failure. But there was also a 

retuning South to visit and stay in touch with your family and your culture, “the migrants 

maintained contact with their Southern homes in both a physical and a cultural sense” 

(Jones 160). My dad said he would visit the South as a way to stay connected to the roots 

of Grandma Lizzie’s and Grandpa Isadore’s family. He said that on one visit to 
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Allendale, SC, he was swarmed by relatives who were asking him if he was related to a 

Jamison, Grandma Lizzie’s family, or a Young, Grandpa Isadore’s family.  

Grandma and Grandpa migrated to Philadelphia in 1923. They took two children 

with them, my Uncle Isadore Jr. and my Aunt Alfair “Alma”. The rest of Grandma’s 

children were born in the North. Grandma’s four sisters followed her to Philadelphia, and 

her older brother was there, since he had already migrated to Pittsburgh, PA. 

My next section will discuss the methodology used for the creative project to get 

to the stories about Grandma Lizzie and her sisters’ migration to the North. 
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Chapter 2 – Methodology: Conjuring Techniques 

It took me some time to realize that my creative project would focus on Grandma 

Lizzie and her sisters. I thought my research would lead me to writing a thesis about 

Black women who heard stories about the Great Migration. I realized, after reading the 

book Living In, Living Out, that it was unlikely I would find women, or even women who 

knew women, who lived during the time period I was focusing on⎯ the early 1920’s. But 

my project started to come together after seeing a classmate’s play, her creative project 

for the MLS, when I realized my project had to be a poetry reading of some sort. I would 

share my research via a reading, which stands on the tradition of stories and history 

passed down from generation to generation. By adopting the idea of a reading, I was able 

to see that one central voice needed to be heard and that would be my Grandma, possibly 

accompanied by her sisters. This was an important step in developing my project. I 

wanted to present a project that was unique, but also share information that most people 

would not necessarily know. Now I needed to get the information about Grandma and her 

life. I needed to get stories from my dad about his mother and his aunts before he forgot 

details of their lives and those of his family. My dad was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s two 

years before I was accepted into the program, which made getting this information more 

urgent.  

The summer of 2006 was fruitful. I took a poetry class through the Split Rock 

Arts Program called “In Search of Authentic Voices”, taught by Frank X. Walker. 

Through various writing exercises, the class explained how to connect to those you did 

not know but wanted to write about creatively. We had to read two books and write a 

brief essay about how the authors brought Washington Carver and Leadbelly to life 
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through poetry. Walker himself had experience in writing about someone he did not 

know but had researched in his work about York, the slave who accompanied Lewis and 

Clark on their journey to the Pacific. The book Buffalo Dance shows York’s thoughts, 

dreams, and what he left behind to go on this trip with Master Clark. One could say 

Walker wrote his emotional truth about York. In order to get to know his character, 

Walker researched York’s life and what life and American culture was like for slaves and 

whites during that time period. He studied maps, pictures and texts that recorded the time 

frame of Lewis and Clark’s journey.  Through writing exercises or the use of what he 

called “conjuring techniques”, Walker taught the class how to get into someone else’s 

shoes, so to speak. Again, to conjure is to evoke. The class was asked to bring a picture of 

someone who lived before we were born and whom we wanted to write about but did not 

know and who had since died. We were to write a letter to ourselves from that person’s 

point of view. What would they say to us? What advice would they give us? What would 

they share that would move us forward in our writing?  

Another “conjuring technique” was listening to music during the specific era of 

the person’s life you are writing about. We listened to a very moving song by Nina 

Simone–“Four Women”. Walker stopped us and asked us to write from the point of view 

of one of the women in the song. And then, as another “conjuring technique”, we looked 

at art books of quilts that were made by Blacks, documenting their history of living in the 

South. One quilt was made of pieces of denim from different overalls that were worn by 

someone through the years. Walker asked us to write a poem that reflected one of these 

quilts. These were some of the “conjuring techniques” I used to get close to my Grandma 
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Lizzie. From these techniques I was able to find a way to get acquainted with her and, 

after a while, know her.  

I went home and found two pictures of my Grandma; the one I focused on the 

most was a photograph of her with my cousin Patti sitting on her lap. Grandma was not 

looking directly at the camera, but a bit off to the left side of her. In the picture you can 

see her hands, her slight smile, and her eyes behind the glasses, her wide nose, and the 

dress she was wearing under her house apron. The picture is in black and white which 

allowed me to conjure her dress, the dining room walls, and the chair she was sitting on. I 

also searched other photos of Philadelphia during the early 1920’s into the 1930’s. I 

listened to blues and gospel music to help in conjuring Grandma Lizzie.  

I was fortunate in interviewing my dad that summer at the Old Country Buffet. 

And what I didn’t realize, but found out later, after I got back from my trip to 

Philadelphia in the summer of 2010, was that I had asked my dad questions similar to 

those I asked his family; I asked him about her cooking, how she acted, did he remember 

when they moved. What was life like in the South? Why did they leave? How did her 

sisters arrive? How did she interact with her sisters? Was religion important to all of her 

sisters and not just Grandma? This tape recording is priceless, and hearing my dad speak 

about his mother in a frank way, again, guided me to the essence of who she was; she was 

a good Southern cook, religious, believed in family, prayed daily, and worked day jobs as 

needed. The interview with my dad allowed me to construct a skeleton/an outline, if you 

will, of Grandma Lizzie, while the music and pictures allowed me to connect her joints 

and flesh her out. I was able to evoke her, conjure her, through the academic research, 
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historical facts, the stories and interviews with my dad and family. My theory of 

conjuring is ultimately to make clear and real what is unknown.  
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Chapter 3 – Creating Grandma 

An essential aspect about my Grandma was her belief on God. My cousin Patti 

told me Grandma had a prayer corner in the house. I read books on Black religion and 

more specifically the tradition of prayer in the Black church. My dad learned from 

Grandma the importance of prayer. Prayer allowed one to be close to God and to develop 

a relationship in which one could speak openly about the issues in one’s life and ask for 

guidance and help throughout the day. Prayer was seen also as a way to give thanks, 

again, to speak openly, and to say thank you for the job, the food, and the gifts given and 

the gifts that may come. It was also a way to help others, and ask God to help those who 

are lost and can’t find a way out of trouble or find security. From the book The Prayer 

Tradition of Black People, by Harold Carter, I learned that prayer is a conversation with 

God throughout life. Prayer is not just a pouring out of sorrow, pain, praise, or joy, but a 

two way conversation. People ask for everything they need, knowing that as they are 

living their lives the way God is guiding them, their prayers will be answered. God will 

hear the prayers and grant them, give them what it is they need. Grandma Lizzie was a 

believer in God and made sure each child was raised in the church. So from there, 

praying, I needed to learn the significance of the Black church.  

The Black church was a place where folks could let go of their worries and be 

with others who looked and like them and believed as they did. They were able to 

socialize without worry or scrutiny of whites. They were able to praise God for the good 

that had come their way or for getting them out of a tight spot. Sundays were sacred in 

the South. Black women, who worked as live-ins, cleaning white family’s homes, had 

Sunday’s off.  They could go to church and be with their family. Church was an integral 
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part of Black culture, from slavery and carried on through Reconstruction – in the late 

1880’s. Sunday was a “day of rest”, but not so much in the North. If a Black woman lived 

in, working for a white family in the North, that didn’t mean she always had Sundays off. 

Single Black women coming from the South, during the early 1920’s and after, found out 

this out quickly. Their days off might be Tuesday or Saturday. These women and others 

found their solution with the storefront churches in the big cities. Southern preachers and 

ministers opened up these churches so that Black folks who couldn’t make the Sunday 

service, would have a place where they could worship and be in fellowship with others, 

as I stated earlier, based on the book Living In, Living out. These churches got their name 

from their locations – an abandoned store could be turned into a church. These types of 

churches were frowned upon by some Northern Blacks who were already established in 

the city. But the storefront churches were a welcome sight for migrants who felt lost in 

the big churches and saw them as impersonal. The storefront churches allowed them to 

sing, shout, and “catch the spirit”. And the services were not done within two hours, but 

could last for several or more hours if the minister got his second wind.  

Church was not only a place of worship, but also a place of fellowship and a place 

where Black women could make a difference in the lives of others. In my research on 

Black women through Rose Brewers class “Race, Class, and Gender”, I found out that 

Black women created committees which helped their communities, and this allowed them 

to lead in ways they could not in their jobs and sometimes at home. This leading in the 

church was talked about in The Prayer Tradition of the Black Church, which showed that 

through the years of the Black church, women were allowed to become deacons and 

sometimes ministers. Grandma Lizzie was involved in her church and would stay for 
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entire services, regardless of the day. My dad stated in his interview, he wished he could 

have gone to his father’s church where he said they were more civilized – meaning they 

let out at a reasonable hour. My cousin Patti said of Grandma’s church, “Shiloh, so 

slow”.   

These facts of church added to my emotional truth of who my Grandma was. 

Church was important to her and became even more important to her as she left her home 

in the South for a life in the North. Church was a way of life for her. It gave her 

something to hold on to in times of change and uncertainty. Through my research and 

interviews with family, I began to understand church was my Grandma’s rock, her steady 

guiding force. Another steady for Grandma was her garden. Both Grandma and Grandpa 

had their own gardens in the backyard at 2231 Vine St. in Philadelphia, PA. Cousin Barry 

said they had these gardens to supplement what they bought at the store. Grandma 

planted common root vegetables, corn, and collard greens. I found this interesting, 

because I thought Blacks left their Southern way of living when they migrated to the 

North. Why would one want to grow a garden when you could buy your food at a store? 

They brought their ways of living with them, like the church and its services and their 

need for gardens, in order to survive but also to share. It was to bring the good and leave 

the bad thing behind. Grandma grew up on a farm; so of course she would make a 

vegetable garden for her family. It was what you did with land, regardless of how big that 

piece of land was. Dad said his mother was a good Southern cook and was known to feed 

people who came to the back door of the house looking or asking for any left-overs, or 

scraps, she might have in the ice box. Grandma gave what she could.  
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In creating this reading, I didn’t want to make her sound like she was a saint, but 

wanted others to see that her religion and Southern life came with her when she left 

Allendale for Philadelphia.  Which leads me back to the reasons for leaving the South; it 

was dangerous to stay. From what I can gather, they left because Grandpa was jailed for 

three months. My dad said he was jailed for no reason, over a white man saying he owed 

him money. Dad did not say anything else just that they moved after that. Grandpa had an 

uncle or cousin who lived in Philadelphia and said “the money was good.” He could 

make a decent living. Grandpa went and then had Grandma Lizzie and their two first 

children come later. From this story, I didn’t have a lot of facts and details to go on. It 

was told in such a way, that I had to read between the lines. And I needed to conjure what 

life was like for my Grandma at that time, three months without a husband and raising 

two children. I needed to conjure what happened; who was the white man, what were the 

circumstances for the jailing, and most importantly how this affected my Grandma.  

I wrote scenes at first, different ways grandma Lizzie lived, taken from the 

interviews I had with family and the research I gathered about Black women during the 

migration. I used the picture of her and Patti as a focal point. It was good at the 

beginning. I was able to create scenes of her living in Philadelphia, but I was not able to 

get her to come alive in any scene in Allendale, living in the South. It wasn’t until I asked 

her directly in the form of a prayer. What came was my emotional truth of why it was 

hard for her to share that part of her life with me. Through conjuring I was able to get to 

the toughest part of her life, in my opinion. People may call what I did false and untrue, 

but I disagree. If anyone does a thorough research on a person, from the historical facts, 

dates, maps, and primary research, they would be able to conjure and discuss this 
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person’s truth. That is what I did, and I was able to get to know my Grandma and what 

her life was like during the Great Migration of the early 1920’s. Building on my research, 

I was then able to write creatively, free from the constrictions and limitations of form and 

facts, and this allowed me to write about her in a way that was true. My emotional truth 

was the truth about her life. The creativity was not just limited to her personally, but to 

the other objects of the migration. I took the conjuring techniques to the railroads, the 

floor plans of the row-houses and the layout of the neighborhood they lived in. These 

inanimate objects were also part of her and how she lived her life in the North.  

With this research I was able to use conjuring as a theory and method to get to 

and to show my emotional truth about Grandma Lizzie. Again, my theory of conjuring is 

digging in the dirt, the dirt being the history of someone/something, being around that 

thing or that person’s things/items, stories one is able to piece and place together  about 

that person, place or thing. The conjuring is to make clear and real what is unknown.  

At some point you need to stop researching and start writing, another way of 

researching, in my case. I proceeded to write about her and her sisters from the very 

obvious details that I knew, the facts, the historical truth, to the not so obvious. And here 

is when the project for me got interesting. I went to Philadelphia and did family 

interviews with two cousins, Patti and Barry, who grew up with Grandma Lizzie, and 

remember her vividly. Patti and Grandma were very close, so close that Grandma did not 

tell Patti she was dying. Patti shared with me she dreams about grandma from time to 

time.  Barry’s stories were more about the neighborhood and where he and grandma 

went. He showed me the old neighborhood where Grandma Lizzie and Grandpa Isadore 

(Izzie) lived. The Vine St Expressway goes through where their row house used to be. I 
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even had what would be called a focus group, where one of the last nights I was able to 

hear stories from my Aunt Rose, Rip and my cousins Barry, Patti, and Sharon. I had 

previously interviewed my dad in 2006 and as luck would have it, I was asking the same 

questions to him that I was to my family in Philadelphia.   

It was from the visit and transcribing the interview with my dad that I had yet 

more information about Grandma Lizzie and I was able to start conjuring. And I did. I 

was able to write about what I had heard, where she went, but I was not able to get past 

that. I needed to ask her to show me who she was and what it was like to move. I wrote a 

prayer, in the form of a poem, asking her to show me her soul. And she replied. Her voice 

helped me to create a body of work, a reading, that I believe will be helpful to other 

family members in knowing another side of who this woman was and her strength.  

I knew early on in my studies, in order to get the most out of Grandma Lizzie’s 

story it would need to take a reading. I knew it would pack more power if I read her story 

and not wrote about it in academic terms. I have done many readings in the past and 

currently, as a writer and reader of my own poetry, so I knew what would work for an 

audience to stay focused on the subject. The length of the reading should be no longer 

than an hour, and using music and pictures to break up the reading helps. Have a Q&A 

afterwards and a small reception for those who couldn’t ask the question in front of 

others. But the main reason was to share Grandma’s story out loud, just as if I were at the 

family’s dining room table in Philadelphia. Allow the audience to be part of that dining 

room table conversation and also to gain insight into the culture of one woman. 
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Part Two – Reflections on the Creative Project 
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Chapter 4 – Old World/New World Theory 

Isabel Wilkerson writes in her book, Warmth of Other Suns, how the Great 

Migration was comparable to the immigration of the Europeans coming to the United 

States. The Europeans left the Old World, Europe, for the New World, the United States. 

She states that the South was the “Old World” and the North was the “New World.” This 

theory was helpful, as both journeys were similar in that those leaving the Old World 

were seeking opportunity and freedom. The journeys of course are different because one 

crossed water, the other land, and also the racial backgrounds were different. Yet this 

theory allowed me to view Grandma’s life in a way I hadn’t done before. When it was 

decided they would leave the South, she picked up her family and moved to an urban area 

that must have felt strange, so that her family could have a better life than they would 

have had if they stayed in the South. This was just like the Europeans who crossed the 

Atlantic Ocean. Grandma did not leave behind her religion, her cooking, or her 

gardening; she brought that with her. What she left behind was the abuse of the South; 

the “yes, ma’am – no ma’am”, “yes sir – no sir”, the fear of lynching’s and rapes, the 

degrading treatment towards Blacks, regardless of their socio-economic status. She left 

behind a type of racism that was not as blatant in the North as it was in the South. I think 

Grandma left the bad and hoped for the good in the North. And just like the immigrants 

from Europe, Grandma Lizzie and her sisters lived close to one another, in order to help 

each other’s families. They may not have crossed an ocean but they crossed the Mason-

Dixon Line and they thrived. 

All the sisters were “rich” in their own right. Great Aunt Gertrude became a nurse 

and Great Aunt Vernice became a hair salon owner. Migrating to the North didn’t 
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necessarily mean one would succeed. There were plenty who returned to the South, as 

Griffin states in her book Who Set You Flowin’?. The Northern urban cities were not for 

everyone, and those who tried to make a way but could not get accustomed to the tempo 

of the North returned home. But Grandma succeeded. She and Grandpa Isadore owned 

two properties, one in West Philadelphia, where my dad’s sister owned a corner store, the 

other in North Philadelphia, the family home to this day. As a result of their leaving and 

thriving, they have passed these traits on to the family through the generations. When I 

wrote the last poem for the reading, “Best Keep Climbing”, I kept thinking about what 

Grandma would want for me, my cousins, and their children, who have inherited her 

ways. She would want us to keep believing that there is a way out when the problems 

start, and that your family, whether you love them or not, can be a strong resource. It was 

from the interviews around sharing a meal with my family in Philadelphia that I was able 

to get the stories of her life as well as that of her sisters. My cousin Patti came over to her 

daughter Shavawn's house and made dinner for us, all the while talking and cooking. My 

cousin Barry and his wife, Mickie, took me out to dinner where he shared the story of 

Grandma’s Grandma Elizabeth and why the name is important in our family. And then I 

remember the last supper at the family home in North Philadelphia, where cousins and 

Aunt Rose, spoke of Grandma’s strict ways and how she and her sisters lived and thrived.  

  

“We decided to leave. 
 
Leave farm and land for Philadelphia. 
All of us ended there; sisters Lottie, Nettie, Gertie, and Vernice, 
 
even our brother Bubba Willie moved from Pittsburgh. 
See, the leaving was an act of stepping up, standing out, moving away, 
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away from Jim Crow curfews, rapes, and lynching. Away on a train to South  

 Philadelphia where Isadore’s family still lives. 
 
Landing and growing roots at 2231 Vine St. I raised our family. 
Seven children; four boys and three girls. The neighborhood set  
 
with the Schuykill River to my west, the Museum to my north, 
and Franklin Institute to my east, and the stores, churches, 
 
the neighbors all gave me a place to call Home.” 
-Best Keep Climbing, Lori Young-Williams 
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Chapter 5 – What Worked, What I Would Change 

The theory of Old World/New World (OW/NW) allowed me to structure the 

reading as a “before and after” the migration. In the interest of time, I knew I had to keep 

the reading to an hour or under. People start to get restless if they have to listen to 

someone speak for over an hour. I also knew that if I could use music and pictures to help 

my audience understand what my Grandma was leaving, it would cover more ground, 

historically as well as emotionally. I wanted the audience to understand the reasons for 

Grandma and Grandpa leaving, as well as what they shouldn’t forget. This all was part of 

who she was. I developed two slideshows, one in the middle of the reading, the leaving, 

and then one at the end of the reading to show how many people she has touched and her 

legacy, which were family photos. These slideshows were put to music to make it even 

more dramatic; again I wanted the audience to understand the emotional side of this 

reading, my emotional truth of her life. The pictures and music created a feeling, a mood. 

I think this worked very well in getting the audience interested in Grandma’s life. It was 

essential for the audience not only to hear her hardships, but also to see them. 

The first part of the reading was introducing Grandma Lizzie and how I came to 

hear her voice. Conjuring her voice and her attitude towards me asking why the left the 

South⎯her voice was stern and scolding at first⎯helped the audience understand what I 

was trying to do. From her explanation of when Grandpa was jailed, moving to the 

railroad tracks that took her and millions of other Blacks out of the South, was important 

to share but was also the vehicle I used to transition the reading to the North.  

Once North, mental images came rushing in; the difference between the city life 

and the rural life, the noises, the smells, the people, the tightness, no place to just walk 
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and see miles of open land. I started to write about the spaces in Philadelphia that she 

lived in and around. The row houses that are very popular in that city were evoked in one 

poem I wrote to express the closeness and tightness that she felt, compared to the open 

spaces of the rural towns. I researched many photos from the Library of Congress and 

maps from the Free Library of Philadelphia in order to get the sense of the space and 

location where Grandma had raised her family, not far from the Philadelphia Museum or 

Logan Circle, and a block or two from the Schuylkill River. This allowed me to place 

myself in her shoes and how there must have been times where she felt like she couldn’t 

breathe. I added some of the maps to the reading as another slideshow, to show how close 

the properties were, but due to a technical difficulty, the maps did not show and were run 

at the end of the reading after the Q & A.  

The creative writing I did produced over 30 poems I could use for the reading. I 

had to find poems that were strong and guided the audience in the construction of who 

she was and my emotional truth about Grandma.  I needed her to speak to the audience so 

they could see her. By being able to divide the reading into two parts, literally the OW 

and NW, I believe the audience was able to follow Grandma’s journey.  The Q & A 

session surprised me by how much people wanted to learn and comprehend this historical 

time period. By telling her story, Grandma’s life made an impact on those at the reading.  

What I would have changed was to include funnier or more uplifting aspects of 

her life. I realize I focused on the more difficult parts of her life, but then if we read the 

research, these moves to the North were not easy. The migration narrative, in Griffins 

book Who Set You Flowin’?, explains that the arriving is sometimes followed by the 

returning  South, as I stated earlier. There were many vices in the city that one could fall 
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into, hence why church was so important to Grandma Lizzie. She wanted her children to 

have better lives, without experiencing the vices prevalent in the city. Another thing I 

would have liked to have done was travel to her birth place of Allendale, SC. If had had 

more time and money, I would have researched her family tree more thoroughly and 

found out which sisters came North and when, as well as researched the reason behind 

Grandpa being jailed. I would have liked to get a feel or sense of the place, what the place 

smelled like or looked like in the summer or fall, where her family farm was located and 

what the dirt felt like in my hands.  These are all items that I would have been able to use 

conjuring techniques with and it would have helped me develop a deeper emotional truth 

of who Grandma Lizzie was. I also could have expanded the theory of OW/NW in the 

reading, by showing the differences and similarities of the European immigration and the 

Great Migration of the Blacks, by producing different voices and not just Grandma’s, like 

Teyehimba Jess’s poetry in Leadbelly, where he takes on the voice of Leadbelly’s guitar. 

I could have taken on the voice of the store owner. This would have lead to a different 

reading, with a different outcome.  
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Conclusion 

Learning the historical time period in which Grandma Lizzie migrated North, and 

using the conjuring techniques, discussed in Part One, Chapter Two, along with hearing 

the stories I heard from family about her and her life and the fact that she was named 

after her own Grandma Elizabeth, allowed me to see her in a three dimensional way, a 

way I didn’t think was possible. 

Grandma’s stories were about strength, order and also love. I titled my reading of 

her “strength and order,” because that is what I saw in her. I saw from the stories that she 

raised seven children, took care of a household and took care of her duties as a wife. 

Grandma needed to have order to make sure her family would not be lured away by the 

vices of the urban city. She used religion as a way to try and keep those vices at bay, to 

try and keep her children from the roughness of the city, such as drugs and gangs. And 

she also instilled in her children her belief that family comes first, you stick with family 

and take care of one another. Yes, she was orderly and stern, and I  think this was so her 

own fear and anger would not consume her. I believe this was another reason why she 

went to church, why she prayed every day. It was to get a handle on why her life was 

going the way it was, as when she found out Grandpa had been jailed. I learned from the 

interview with my dad that family and living in a safe place were important.  

After Grandpa was jailed, leaving the South meant life and or death. I wonder 

whether if Grandma and Grandpa had stayed, there would have been more trouble for 

them or Grandpa in particular. Would he have been singled out or have been caught in 

the wrong place at the wrong time? Would he have been indebted to the county and 

virtually enslaved like many of the men on the chain gangs and the mine workers, as 
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Douglas Blackmon wrote in his book Slavery By Another Name: The Re-Enslavement of 

Black Americans from the Civil War to World War II. An example: if a Black man was 

out late at night and possibly walking home or out gambling with other Black men, a 

white Sheriff’s Deputy would take the Black man aside and tell him he was breaking the 

law and take him to jail. From there, the Sheriff’s Deputy would tell the Black man he 

had to pay a certain fine, and if the Black man were unable to pay the fine, he could work 

for the county to pay off the fine. Most Black men did this rather than be sent to jail. But 

what they didn’t know was this put them back into servitude to the county or to a county 

plantation owner or worse being carted off to work in the coal mines of Alabama 

(Blackman 2). The arrested men were told they could work off the debt by signing an 

agreement, which many of these men could not read. They were told a lie, since they 

never would be able to pay off the debt as they would then be charged for the cost of their 

clothes and tools to use. Most if not all the men died working in these positions of 

servitude.  

From my emotional truth, Grandma may not have had a High School education, 

but she knew/came to know that living in the South was not a safe place for were for 

whites. But she lived her life as the Bible professed she should: Do unto others as you 

would want done unto you, the husband is the head of the household, go to church 

regularly, and, regardless of the injustices going on in the South, bad things should not 

come your way. Not in the form that it did with the jailing of her husband.  I believe from 

the use of my methodology, listening to stories about her and the use of the conjuring 

techniques, that Grandma Lizzie did not want anyone to know the personal struggle she 

had inside her while her husband was jailed. This was not the only time she had to call 
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upon her strength and order. When my dad was in 8th grade, Grandpa was injured at a 

sugar refinery factory and was bedridden with a broken back for several months. Dad 

said that everyone in the house had to help out and work to make ends meet. Grandma 

took on regular day jobs to help the family out. Through the use of the conjuring 

techniques, I believe I was able to see how her life might have been in the South and the 

reasons for leaving. The story goes that Grandpa was jailed for three months. After his 

release, they moved. The conjuring also allowed me to see how Grandma wanted her 

children to have more than she had. Also the stories told about her showed she was stern 

and protective, orderly. Grandma Lizzie did not want her children to go through the 

harshness of the South, as she did. 

My emotional truth is both the conjuring and the information heard from the 

stories about Grandma Lizzie. And it’s from these conjuring techniques and stories which 

I created, my emotional truth, that they have become part of my history and who I am. I 

am more cognizant of what she did for not just me, but for our family. When I look at the 

picture of her and my cousin Patti sitting on her lap, I see that she not only gave us 

strength and order, but she also gave us love. From that picture I know she loved her 

family. I know it from the way she holds Patti on her lap, the slight smile on her face, the 

angle of her face to the camera, the huge smile Patti is hiding behind some cards in her 

hand. I know she loved her family and it’s that love that is being passed down through the 

stories we share about her. Each family member is sharing a part of her love for us, with 

us. Love for her family was the passing down of going to church, the guiding force and 

foundation in her life and her love for her sisters, her support system; they helped get her 
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through the rough times.  This love branched out into her willingness to feed others and 

help others with their plants, flowers and gardens. 

My emotional truth about Grandma is part of my history. She is now one of the 

many faces in the past that is now illuminated as someone important in my family tree. 

And I would like to think she is also illuminated in the Black community’s history. By 

knowing this is part of my history, I know more about whom I am and where I come 

from so that I can share this history with others. And they can see how history and 

conjuring can give them an emotional truth they can build on and say, “this is how I see 

and feel history from my eyes.”  

I believe conjuring techniques are a helpful tool in fleshing out details of a 

person’s life, someone you did not know before they died. Conjuring may seems like it’s 

made it up out of thin air, but actually it is a way of using historical facts, research and 

physical items like pictures, clothing, and land to connect with the person you are writing 

about. I am aware that some will think my creative project is made up and it’s fiction. I 

would agree that it might be close to historical fiction, but again, my telling of Grandma 

Lizzie’s life during the migration will be different from my cousins Patti or Barry telling 

of Grandma’s Lizzie’s life.  Some of the audience members may have been looking for 

the Truth about her life, but the only way I could have gotten closer to the Truth is if she 

were to have told the story. For me the conjuring techniques are an act in creating what is 

unknown from what is known. The material that is created from these techniques then 

becomes part of the stories/histories of a person’s life, a person’s emotional truth.  

This leads me to my finding that personal stories can be one’s emotional truth. 

Stories are retold that have meaning to the storyteller. The stories I heard from my family 
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were ones that pulled a cord inside the storyteller, which may let the listener know this 

may be an important story to the storyteller. The reason for telling the story is to let the 

listener learn about the character, to get clarity about the situation and who was involved, 

as well as what it means to the storyteller. For example, Aunt Rose shared a story of 

when she and her younger brothers were allowed to leave church early and go over to an 

Aunt’s house where an older cousin would watch them and feed them until their mom, 

Grandma Lizzie, and her sister, whose home the children were going to, were done with 

church, the service was over. They were to make sure that the older cousin fed them, but 

what happened instead was her boyfriend was over and she was more preoccupied with 

the boyfriend Jake than with her younger cousins. Aunt Rose and her young brothers sat 

outside on the porch hearing the older cousin say, “Oh Jake,” every now and then, as they 

were necking on the couch. After some time, Aunt Rose and her brothers went home. 

When Grandma asked them if they were fed and Aunt Rose said no, they were not, 

Grandma became mad, “hot” as they would say, and quickly got on the phone calling her 

sister, who said, no indeed the children were fed. Well, someone lied to cover up. Aunt 

Rose said Grandma’s whole family was invited over the next Sunday to a large spread of 

food. This story shows me what was important to Aunt Rose and important to Grandma 

which was being truthful: “do what you say and say what you do.”  

The work I have been doing is around story, stories written, heard, passed  down. 

Conjuring stories is part truth and part fiction, part historical truth and part emotional 

truth.  It’s from the stories from dad and his family that I was able to sketch out a 

description of who Grandma was, and each one had a story about her. Cousin Patti told 

stories about Grandma’s love for her and how she cared for her. How Grandma bought 
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her well-made dresses and Aunt Vernice tried to buy her something cheap. Patti told her 

“Grandma doesn’t buy me dresses like that”. Grandma saw worth in Patti and wanted 

Patti to have what she might not have had. Aunt Vernice had her own story about 

Grandma, her own sister. She thought Grandma was poor and could not afford to buy 

nice things for her granddaughter. She thought her sister was too “churchy”, and couldn’t 

possibly be that holy. Through listening to the stories, it was clear that the church 

grounded Grandma. It was what helped her get through. It was what she wanted for her 

own children to learn and lean on. It’s a strong thread within the women in the family.  

This strong thread is carried through the story that Cousin Barry shared about 

Grandma’s Grandma and who she was, a large strong Black woman who didn’t break 

under the pressure of slavery. Now why he remembers that story and chose to share it 

says something about Cousin Barry’s emotional truth. Maybe he loved the strength 

Grandma had and the strength she showed and shared with him. He heard this story 

before she died, on her death bed. Stories are powerful. Why did Grandma tell this story 

to Cousin Barry and not to the others? Or did she share it with the others, but since many 

have passed, that story went with them? What is storytelling?  

We retell the stories that pull us, tug at us on the inside. And that to me is where 

the emotional truth comes in. Something rings true inside and we remember it. And we 

tell the story, over and over when the need arises. Not all stories are serious, and the 

funny ones get told more often than the serious ones. Dad used to tell the story about a 

cousin or friend who was out playing in his Sunday clothes before church and jumped off 

a stoop to go over a pile of cinders. For whatever reason his suspenders got caught on 

something that left him dangling over that pile of cinders and as each button popped, each 
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child there knew, Dad included, knew that boy was going to get a lashing. Why? Because 

every child knew you were not supposed to be playing or horsing around in your Sunday 

clothes. Another story retold by my Dad was the one of his sister Rose having a party 

while Grandma was away at Church. She had the party and cleaned up before Grandma 

got home. But it was a friend who was at the party who got drunk who happened to see 

my Grandma at the bus stop heading home. Rose was caught. And from that infamous 

party, a phrase was coined by Dad’s younger brother Herbie, and is told when stories 

about going out, or going to parties is shared – “I’ve been wrong for so long, but I’m 

right tonight!” 

So what is storytelling? Stories bring people together and allow us a way into 

their lives. They allow us to learn a bit more about them. Stories bond us to each other 

and to the bigger picture of family, community, humanity. A story tells history, current 

events and politics, romance, violence and hope. A story is more than just a good plot. 

It’s in the telling and retelling. My family is a group of storytellers. I want  to carry the 

threads of our family’s stories and history into the future. And I believe I shared a good 

story about my Grandma Lizzie.  
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Appendix A 
Qualitative research and family research 

Qualitative research asks one to control the setting and questions of each 

participant in the research done. In focus groups the same holds true: document what 

each participant says. But in researching family, it was a bit a challenge to have a 

controlled setting, sit down and interview. My first interview was with my Cousin Patti 

and she was cooking family dinner for me and her daughter. My second interview was 

with my Cousin Barry, and we went out to eat and the next day walked around the old 

neighborhood. The last interview was like a focus group, it was the last diner in 

Philadelphia and we were having supper at Grandma’s house. This felt more like a free-

for-all. I did not need to pump my family for details; they were more than willing to share 

stories once I asked a question. Which makes me wonder why it was so easy for them to 

share? Was it because the right people were around the table or is it because of the shared 

history and therefore the shared stories? Or is it that my Aunt Rose is older and sharing 

stories is part of getting older, up in years?  

The family gathering at the dinner table in August of 2010 was like a focus group 

and then not like a focus group as it was harder to corral and stop tangents. But those 

tangential stories led to more stories about the sisters lives lived in Philadelphia. My 

family had so many stories to tell that one would lead to another, like the story of “Oh 

Jake”. That particular story was from the discussion of religion and church in the family, 

among the sisters, who went to church, and how long were the services. Facts about the 

family were told, like if you went to another family’s house you were fed. Likewise, you 

feed family when they come to your house. From these facts about the family, the sisters 
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and how they were raised, a story arose about a cousin and her boyfriend Jake. The 

stories kept bubbling over, one on top of the other. And each person around that table 

who knew the story being told added their side, their emotional truth, which again made 

it that much more real.  

One question asked brought up details of Grandma’s life and then it led to other 

stories and information. Aunt Rose was able to tell me about Grandma and going to 

church, the all day services, the weekly church meetings, the food she prepared, the sister 

meetings. The stories just came and I was not able to ask the questions in the order that I 

had them prepared. But I found it interesting that through the stories shared, I would get 

answers or was able to ask the questions from the turn in the conversation. I think one 

needs to be able to go with the flow, and with family research it will not be as controlled 

as it would be in an academic setting. I believe when family gets together, they are more 

apt to tell other stories they might not have if they are alone. This is what I found out at 

the last supper/gathering. My cousins and Aunt Rose shared characteristics of Grandma 

and her sisters and most importantly what they remembered. How she raised them, what 

she said to them. I don’t think the stories would have come as fast and be as rich if I had 

controlled the environment or sat with the list of questions in front of me. To start, I 

shared old pictures that I had form home to prime the pump. Then I shared my project 

idea, what I was researching and why. From there, Aunt Rose started and my cousins 

chimed in, for three – four hours.  

Aunt Rose talked about the old neighborhood on Vine St., Mr. Rip then told more 

stories about the family and hanging out on the stoop. From there Cousin Barry talked 

about us walking through that old neighborhood and the places that used to be on 22nd 
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Street; the bar on the corner of Cherry and 22nd, the store a block away, the bakery that 

he used to go to with Grandma. From there, stories about neighbors and the families that 

lived there were told. There was such ease and movement from story to story; it would 

have been harder and I believe disrespectful to interrupt them to guide them down a more 

direct path for the purpose of getting all the questions answered. The questions were 

answered, but again, it took three – four hours. Now, I could have done this, interrupt and 

direct. But it never felt right to me, as the stories I got seemed to come and led to other 

parts of Grandma and her sister’s lives. The most fruitful story was the sister meetings. 

Grandma and her sisters would meet regularly at one of their homes to discuss any 

problems or issues that were going on in the family. My mom said that there was a 

meeting about her becoming a part of the family – a white woman marrying into the 

family. But I didn’t know this until after the reading. This information about the sister 

meetings allowed me to conjure their importance. If a family moves from the Old World 

South to the New World North, how helpful it is to be able to check in with your sisters 

and make sure all is OK. If there were problems, these meetings were a place to re-group, 

to be a united front against an enemy.  

Now, there is only so much that the controlled environment can give you and then 

you need to let the framework go and let the interview be what it’s going to be. When 

researching family, I think it’s important to have structure, but just like writing, one 

needs to know that it, the interview, the writing, will direct the flow and where it needs to 

go. Not to say that the interviewer doesn’t have total control. But it’s just that loosening 

the reins helps in getting more information and sometimes gems that may have been 

missed. 



39 

 

Appendix B 

The following are pieces of poetry and prose written for the reading on March 25, 

2011. However, they did not make the cut as I was putting the reading together. I need to 

add them as they too are part of the creative project about Grandma and her sister’s 

migration to Philadelphia, PA. 

 
Heading Home from Philly on August 28, 2010 
“Stick Together and Take Care of One Another -Aunt Alma” 
The sisters did just that. 

Lottie, Nettie, Gertie, Lizzie and Vernice. 

And they passed it down, through them  

we learned to stick together, to appreciate being 

together as family.  

Through the hard times as well as the good. 

I am sure they are happy with how we turned out… 

 

But yet, a tug of sadness because  

I did not know them.  

Stories missed but could have been recorded 

the pull of grief, missing and wishing 

for more time spent with family. 

Hanging out on the stoop, cooking with Aunts  

and laughing hard with cousins… 

makes me want to stay in Philadelphia.  
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A Glimpse 

There’s a story Dad told once. He said Grandma was a tomboy. She knew how 

to fight. Now I don’t know if that means she knew how to throw down or if it 

meant she knew how to hold her own. I don’t know. But he did say that she 

popped him in the mouth one time while they were the attic looking for something 

and he came upon a picture he found and boldly proclaimed “Ma, look! A picture 

of Junior!” (his older brother), when it really was a picture of her. Well, the next 

thing he remembered was seeing stars and sitting flat on his backside. She told 

him, “that’s not Jr, fool, that’s me. Don’t you see that bun?” Upon closer look, he 

did.  

Now I am not saying all this to air dirty laundry. I’m saying this to show as much 

as she prayed and believed in God, she was human. I refuse to paint her as 

anything different. Dad said his mom and dad would argue, like any couple. She 

would want to fight, he said and that Grandpa would hold her arms and say 

‘Lizzie, Lizzie, stop.” When she was this mad, he would go down to his mom’s 

house in South Philly and stay the night. Let Grandma cool off. She would go 

down to the local store and call to see if he made it alright. And after work the 

next day he would come home. All OK. 

 

 

Visions of Grandma 

They will come when I least expect them. She shows up at the grocery store 

when I’m talking to the cashier, saying thank you, and on my way out the door. 

She shows up when I cook dinner, cutting onions, stirring the macaroni and 

cheese on the stove, waiting in the kitchen for the timer to buzz. She shows up at 

work when I enter new appointments in the payroll system, reading the form from 

top to bottom. She shows up and I remember, order. 
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Landscape 

Race, Cherry, and Vine Streets 

Arch, Wood and 22nd Streets 

Logan Circle, Philadelphia Museum, the Franklin Institute, and  

the Schuylkill (skoo-kel) River  

The river was a place her children dare not go lest they get a whippin' from her 

and Isadore.  

But the lure of the water, barges lining the shore was too intense to not visit, go, 

play and dare. 

Schuylkill River means hidden river, and it flows into the Delaware.  Grandma’s 

oldest son, Jr. would work those docks that shore, to make a living for his family. 

Her other children would climb the rocky shore up behind the museum and jump 

barges. One Polish boy lost his life that way. But she didn’t know they did some 

of the things they did. 

 

 

On the Corner of 22nd & Cherry St. 

There is a corner bar, been there as long as one can remember.  Owners have 

changed but the walls hold on to all the events that have happened inside. 

 

Grandma would walk past and possibly hear sounds coming out, laughter from 

customers and see the quiet look on the owners face as he swept the doorway 

and sidewalk. 

 

The smell of smoke mixed with alcohol wafting outside and every now and again 

the smell of the grill, burgers, hoagies, fish sandwiches 

 

Some might call it a bar and grill, a pub, a juke joint. Whatever you call it, it 

continues to see the high times. The drinkers need their drink. They line up at the 
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bar, fill the booths and tables. Put a nickel in the old jukebox and hear your 

favorite blues tune. There might even be craps played in the back alley. 

 

The bar knew and heard all that was going on in the neighborhood. It knew about 

the fighting couple on Race St. The dope sold to the bluesman living in the street. 

The women who cursed the place for the money it took from their men. And the 

women who came dolled up to find Mr. Make Me Feel Alright. 

 

The bar saw it all in the booming times when Grandma raised her family from 

1924-1950, until the neighborhood started to change. Move out. 

 

North Philadelphia was the up and coming place. Cherry and 22nd St didn’t have 

the cozy neighborhood feel, if it ever did. It didn’t have the rows of porches with 

trees on the boulevards. There was less crime and vices, for the time being… 

 

 

Thoughts on Nov. 14, 2010 

One. The bulletin says 1902-1973 

A lot was lived between the dash, as they say. 

 

The roads she had been down. Dirt, paved, and city. Bustling streets, dark 

streets. Nights of wonder and nights of grief.  

Did she do the right thing, leaving home, the country, for this strange place? 

North? 

 

Two. Most stories told are about how stern she was. The order she kept in the 

house and with her children. 

But there had to be those times of doubt, anger, sorrow, and humbleness? 
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Three. Married at age 17, she had her first child 10 months later, Isadore Jr. then 

Alfair-Alma- in 1922. She moved from the farm with the garden out back to the 

wide and tall city of Philadelphia. Once Isadore got settled. They lived with family 

until moving to Wood St. Eventually to Vine St. A block over. To a neighborhood 

closer to the museum and the Library. More green space. A two story walk up, a 

garage on the corner, with a corner store and bakery a few blocks away. And 

vices lurking around most corners… 

 

 

A Possible Story 

Barry held her hand as they walked down 22nd St. to the bakery. The first stop on 

their outing.  

He held her hand as the crossed Race St. and she said hello and good day to 

the neighbor lady on the corner. Telling Barry to say hello. The conversation 

moved to Sunday’s sermon and were you going to the Friday night meeting at 

church. 

The two move down the street and turn into the bakery where she lets go of 

Barry’s hand opening the door. She takes it back as they enter and walk to the 

counter. Her black purse with gold clasp hangs in the crook of her left arm. Barry 

tugs to get close to the pastries, treats. He asks if he can have a cookie. 

She greets the baker and orders two loaves of bread, a bog of rolls and a cookie. 

She thanks the baker and tells Barry the cookie is for after lunch. 

They leave the bakery and head south to the grocery store to pick up rice, 

cornmeal, flour, lard. She knows Isadore will get the fruit and vegetables on his 

way home from work. He stops at a place down the street from the PTC. A man 

who sells good produce at a good price.  

She opens the store door, letting Barry get a basket for them to carry. And she 

continues her shopping holding Barry’s hand until they get back home.  
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Storefront Churches 

They were a product of the migration, see; poor blacks were used to going to 

church all day on Sunday. And white folks knew this. So, say I am a live-in 

domestic at a white family’s house. I would work Monday through Saturday and 

on Saturday night after all my work was done, I could go home and not have to 

think about work on Sunday. 

 

That all changed when folks moved North.  

 

When whites expected Black women to work on Sundays, storefront churches 

popped up, opened up and were open most days of the week. So if I had 

Thursdays off at my live in domestic job, I could go to church that night.  

 

These churches fed the souls of those longing for home. They were mostly 

Pentecostal Evangelists with singing, praising, catchin' the spirit. A small town 

preacher could open the doors and folks would usher in, greeting each other with 

a kind smile and hello and be able to bask in the Glory of God! 

 

These storefront churches were not like the big churches of the Northern cities. 

Some, thought those churches were too impersonal, too large a congregation to 

truly get to each member and how they live. These small churches were places 

where you could reach out and touch one another, pray out loud and Thank you 

Jesus! Yes, thank you Lord for the many things you have blessed us with!  Oh 

yes, indeed. 

And once the minister got his sermon going, you could hear him outside. Calling 

upon the saints and others to gather round. You might feel a warmth that you 

haven’t felt in a long while; home, family, and belonging. You just might stop in to 

get a piece of that Glory. 
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These churches allowed women and others to come together and bring out the 

ways of the Old World, the south. They would remember and pray for protection 

from evil here in the New World.  

 

 

My Map/In My Mind’s Eye 
I roll out before me and watch my family move from Allendale to Philadelphia. 

With some family stopping in Baltimore and others moving to New York City. I 

look for train stops and see black porters who were able to make a better life for 

themselves and their families, the black middle class. I see women working day 

jobs, domestic jobs, laundry.  

 

As I roll out the map of Philadelphia and look for Vine St., 2231 Vine St to be 

exact. That is where my family was born and grew. Roots digging deep and 

branches reaching out for the opportunity to grow large. We continue to move 

outward to different places, cities. We continue to move. We continue.  

 

So I dig up grandma’s family, her children and her children’s children. Find the 

pictures and stories, as many as I can. I dig up feelings of pride and joy of 

hearing the tales of Uncle Jr. the nicknames Aunt Lottie gave you, the food Aunt 

Alma fed you. The parties that were thrown – “I’ve been wrong for so long…” Dig 

up the places; Logan Circle, the Philadelphia Museum, Reading Terminal, 

Germantown, Smedley St. I dig up my memories of a home/place where I 

belong. People who I may not have grown up with but who are my blood. We all 

came from a matriarch who told us to stick together, stand up for one another 

and love each other.  
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Good evening and Welcome! 

 

For those of you who don’t know me, I am Lori Young-Williams. The reading 

tonight is for my final project for my Masters of Liberal Studies, where I have 

been researching black women and the great migration, between the World 

Wars. My focus is my grandmother Elizabeth – Lizzie - Young, her life as she 

and her family migrated north.  

 

Time permitting; there will be a Q&A after the reading.  

 

I dedicate this reading to her and her family… 

 

Please hold your applause until the end of the reading,  

but if you feel you need to shout out Amen, That’s right, Go on now, do so… 

I don’t want y’all to feel you NEED to clap after EVERY poem. 

 

So, with that please turn off your cell phones, smart phones, or other electronic 

devices. 

 

Thank you for coming tonight…let’s begin…!  
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Introduction 

 

I came home one evening to visit mom & dad. They were sitting next to each 

other in their gliding rockers, Mom reading the newspaper and dad watching TV 

with clicker in hand. I walked in and dad said Hey Sis, how ya doin’? I put my bag 

and laundry basket down and as I was about to approach them, hug them, and 

tell them how I was doing, dad says 

“Sis, you look like Ma. Hilda doesn’t she look like my mother? With her hair 

pulled back like that?” 

He looked at mom then back at me, 

“You look like Ma…” 

 

Now if anyone in our family looks like Grandma Lizzie, it’s my sister Debra. It’s 

her eyes, the spacing between the nose, and the cheek bones. I don’t think I look 

like her, but I must resemble her when my hair is pulled back…I must have given 

my dad a sense of his mother and not just from the way I looked that day. I 

realize that now… 

 

I didn’t know my grandmother. All I know about her is through stories. Stories 

from my dad, My Aunts Alma and Rose, cousins Patti and Barry. I have only one 

memory of her. Meeting her for the first time, in my memory, on her death bed. 

But dad said I looked like her. And when someone says you look like someone 

you start to wonder what other qualities, characteristics you have in common? 
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This is how it started. The thread I began to pull and started to unravel and 

began to weave pieces of her history that I knew with my emotional history, my 

emotional truth  

 

 

Elizabeth Jamison born January 1, 1902 in Allendale, SC 

Raised by her older sister Lottie, their mother Rose died of TB 

Elizabeth was tough - tomboy and not afraid to tell the truth 

She feared God. The only thing to fear… 

Outside of the craziness, meanness of Jim Crow, maybe she feared Jim Crow,  

But I know one thing. 

She prayed. 

She was born again and lived to do the best for God. Pious? No, hard working 

and reasonable? Yes. Do what you say and say what you do. No foolin’ around 

 

She caught the eye of Isadore Young, who was from a fairly well to do black 

family. Isadore had his own automobile. He came a calling and the talk started. 

But not that kind of talk. Elizabeth was not, that kind of woman. If you know what 

I mean. They married. She was 17. They had two children Isadore Jr. and Alfair - 

Alma. Isadore worked and she stayed home, while the babies grew.  
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But one summer day, say 1922, it all changed. Her older sister came to the 

house. Told her Isadore was in jail. Come, come to Daddy’s house. We must talk 

to him... 

She dropped the towel in her lap. Young baby Alma started to cry. And Elizabeth 

started to pray… 

 

It might have gone something like this… 

Dear Lord – Dear Lord – I ask you in all your amazing strength. Yes, Lord, in all 

your amazing strength to protect Isadore. I ask you to shield him from danger 

and keep him safe now and forever. Dear Heavenly Father. As your faithful 

servant, I beg you to keep Isadore safe. Keep him safe, the way you kept Daniel 

safe in the lion’s den. Isadore is in the lion’s den. Lord. Please keep Isadore safe. 

In your Glorious Name, Amen, Amen… 

 

Isadore was jailed for three months. The story goes that the owner of the general 

store didn’t like uppity blacks and once the son of the rich white family left/died, 

the store owner was going to teach Isadore a lesson. A white man’s word against 

a black man’s. With Jim Crow laws all the over the South. Isadore was stuck. For 

three months. Elizabeth prayed. 

 

Now, I don’t know if Elizabeth visited him daily with his mother or if she brought 

her kids to see him? Was she able to visit with him for a ½ hour or 15 minutes? I 

know she prayed. 
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After being released, they decided to leave Allendale, SC after that. They started 

to plan and think “where can we go? Raise our children away from this?” 

Isadore’s uncle, cousin, family had made their way to Philadelphia and would 

send word every now and again that jobs were plentiful. “Lizzie, I gotta go check 

it out, see if it’s what he say it is. If it’s all good like they say.” 

Elizabeth knew Isadore was right. She’d been praying for an answer.  

“Yes Isadore. I understand.” 

 

Elizabeth kept her schedule. She took in laundry to help out with money. She 

went to church all day Sunday with her sister’s Lottie and Nettie. She continued 

to pray. Every morning in her prayer corner 

 

Kneel - 

Heavenly Father, Creator of all that is and is good in this world. The trees, birds, 

grass and sky, Lord. I praise Your name for all that You have given me. And You, 

Lord, continue to bless me. Yes, Lord, I come to you this morning with the same 

prayer. Protect Isadore and our family from evil, Lord. Protect and guide us to 

Your truth. The truth of where we as a family are to be. Lord, you protected him 

while he was in jail and you got him home safely. Lord, I ask you to continue to 

be with us. Lord, I ask you to protect us as we decide to move to Philadelphia. 

Lord, I ask this Jesus Name, Amen. Amen. 

Rise –   
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After talks with point people who helped black folks move north, Elizabeth and 

her family gave most of their belongings away. Packed as much clothing and 

bedding as she could in an old trunk her mother-in-law gave them. Her sisters 

surrounded her daily as the time drew near for her departure. 

-Maybe we should go 

-Isadore says it’s that good, huh? 

-Maybe we could find something? 

-Should we send word to Bubba Willie? Maybe he could join us in Philadelphia? -

-Bubba Willie was in Pittsburgh working steel)  

The sisters finished their coffee and pound cake with questions of moving, and 

the pull opportunity on their minds. 

 

Elizabeth and her family left Allendale, SC in 1923. 

  

 

PUT UP THE PICTURE OF THE PHILLY MAPS 

 

Maps 

They tell you 

where you are  

They place you…somewhere 

They tell you 

how many more miles to go 
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what roads are quicker  

or more scenic… 

They tell you  

which roads are paved two lane highways 

and which are dirt or gravel. 

 

We have divided this land  

and have made our claim, for better or for worse 

Maps place us in the world. 

Maps tell a story about  

our past, present and our future… 

 

 

Grandma’s Grandma Elizabeth 

Story told to Cousin Barry (Aunt Alma’s oldest son) by Grandma Lizzie 

She was a house slave. She was a tall and large woman. And for a house  slave 

that was different. See, she was given to the slave masters daughter as  a 

playmate. Then she became her personal attendant. The master’s daughter 

married and grandma’s Grandma went with her to the new plantation. Now, she, 

grandma’s grandma, was married also, to a field slave. This was frowned  upon. 

There was to be no mixing between house slaves and field slaves. But there 

was, like it or not. They had a baby. 

One day the child was outside playing. The new master saw the young child – 2 

years  old or so, playing and didn’t like what the child was doing. So, he grabbed 

the child up by the leg. Held it upside down and whipped the child.  

Now, Grandma’s Grandma saw this, her child being whipped and she grabbed a 

garden hoe. She brought the garden hoe down with such force. It went straight 

through the boot and she chopped off the toe of the new master’s foot. Needless 

to say, she was brought to the field, hung up by her thumbs and beaten.  
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The new master told her she was no longer a house slave. She was a field slave. 

And she would work with the shortest tools. He wanted to break her. Break her 

spirit. Make her pay for what she did to him. And so she worked with the shortest 

tools. But she was not broken. 

The Civil War broke out and slaves were leaving plantations. Times were tough. 

Black and white, free or slave. Grandma’s grandma, still on the new plantation 

packed up her family with what bit of worldly belongings and left the plantation.  

Time had passed now, she hadn’t seen the mistress in quite some time, but one 

day when they were moving away from that area, with her family, the 

mistress/daughter that grandma’s grandma grew up with, came running up to her 

wagon saying “Lizzie I’m sorry, Lizzie, I’m sorry.” Grandma’s grandma paid her 

no mind. Their relationship was no more. She was gone…  

It is tradition in our family to name a daughter Elizabeth in each family in honor of 

the matriarch who made it through slavery, unbroken.  

 

 

I took a writing class with Frank X Walker – In Search of Authentic Voices. He 
helped me in my journey to find my Granma’s voice by conjuring, invoking her. 
Now don’t get scared this is not voo-doo. But as a granddaughter who only 
knows her Grandmother by stories, I had to do this, conjure her image, her life, to 
get to the emotional truth. This reading comes from historical truth but also my 
emotional truth. As we all through life differently from each other.  

 

 

Characteristics of Grandma Elizabeth 

golden brown skin, long fingers, wide nose, wore dresses, hair pulled back in a 

bun, glasses.  

stern, orderly, prayer filled, kept clean house, raised seven children, and several 

grandchildren, kept her children close – “let me see you when I look out on the 

stoop”, a good southern cook, married to a man who knew how to make a living 
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even during the depression, devout, fed people who came by the back door, no 

push over, except when it came to her grand babies. 

moved family from SC to South Philadelphia, then Wood St, Vine St, and later 

Smedley. 

lived in fear and awe of the Lord Almighty. 

 

 

Questions - Digging in 
How do I get this complex woman to appear to me whole?  

To appear vulnerable to me?  

How do I get her to show me all sides of herself?  

I came to write about her sternness and her anger, her justified anger.  

But what about her worry?  

How do I write about that? 

  

Aunt Rose said she would tell them to stay on the stoop “please stay on the 

stoop so when I look out I can see you”.  

She had worry or concern something would happen to her children?  

Did she say this just to her daughters?  

Or did she say this to her sons too?  

What had she seen or heard to lead her to say this?  

She must have heard of children who drifted from the stoop and got into things, 

the vices that the city comes with.  

She must have known children who were taken,  

for no reason in the south, back home.  

Out of sight, out of mind, away from the protection of family… 
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More Questions –  

What happened, Grandma, that made you stern?  

Was it the hard life of the Southern farmer?  

Seeing your mother die of TB?  

Seeing and living the harsh realities of a rural black life? 

Headstrong and named after your Grandma’s grandma,  

you are more than this.  

You are more than the stereotypes of a “tough black woman”.  

You worried, cried, grieved, and  

you laughed… 

 

 

A Prayer 
Grandma, I ask you to appear to me and help me to see all parts of you.  

I know you don’t want me to see certain sides.  

But in order to do you justice, I need to see you whole.  

I hope you will reveal yourself.  

Show me your fears.  

Your triumphs, moving to Philadelphia for opportunity.  

Show me the concern, the judgment you experienced  

as you made the North your home.  

I need to see you and what you might be hiding.  

Amen. 

 

 

Her Response 

Lori, why do you want to know? 

Why do you want to know the past so deeply? 

Put yourself in my shoes, child? 
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Would you want people to know all the stuff you did? 

Would you want people to know the hurt you went through to get through? 

People don’t want to hear that. 

They don’t want to know the ugliness of the South. 

They can read it in history books. 

Going over it again ain’t gonna help none. 

 

(PAUSE- TAKE A DEEP BREATH AND LET IT OUT) 

 

I felt scared. More scared then I’d ever felt. Isadore was a good man. To me, the 

children, his family. And here he was locked up because some white man  said 

so. My head hurt. And I was afraid we would be indebted to this man and  his 

family forever. I’d seen it, it was a reality for many black families. Jailed for no 

reason. Do you understand? No reason. He didn’t owe that man nothing. That 

man wanted Isadore to be like the rest, know his place. But we all knew our 

place. Isadore knew not to argue. Isadore was smart. A fine, good man. That’s 

what I liked about him. He was strong but didn’t Lord it over you, ya see? He took 

care of us. He loved us. Oh yes he had his faults, he did… 

 

(PAUSE – TAKE A DEEP BREATH AND LET IT OUT) 

 

I closed up I just felt my body go cold when I found out. That’s what I remember. I 

went through the motions of living – got up, prayed, took care of the children. 

There seemed no end to the cold. I kept thinking how could this happen to me? 

To us? God, how could this happen? I kept praying but didn’t feel God. Just felt 

cold. God was gone, crept out the back. Didn’t feel the Holy Spirit, neither. Alone. 

I was alone, ya hear me? With two children, what was I going to do? That’s all I 

could think, what am I going to do if he gets carted off  to some prison? What if he 

is killed? What is going to happen to our family? I did this right. I got married, had 
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children, let him lead in the household. I thought God would continue to bless us. 

He had so far…I was in the shadow of God. And I was upset with Him. 

 

(PAUSE – TAKE A DEEP BREATH AND LET IT OUT) 

 

Nights were the hardest, yes, they were. Darkness brought a cold sweat.  

 

(PAUSE – TAKE A DEEP BREATH AND LET IT OUT) 

 

At night your mind runs wild with thoughts and those thoughts can press in on 

you. Almost make you want to jump out of your skin. Thoughts of loss and  grief. I 

was afraid the life I had built with Isadore would crumble. I would become like 

some of the women whose husbands were taken and never seen from again. 

Afraid Isadore would be sold to a labor camp in Georgia, Florida, or even 

Alabama. 

  

(PAUSE – TAKE A DEEP BREATH AND LET IT OUT) 

 

Times weren’t good in the South like the whole place done got full of itself. They 

snatched people left and right. One day at church I found out a Mrs. Johnson’s 

son was lynched for being out past dark. See you had to be in before the sun 

went down or…TRAIL OFF, TAKE YOUR TIME 

  

Well, this was the spark. Isadore in jail. This was an omen for me. Watch out and 

pray. I had a dream one night of bars across windows and railroad tracks. I didn’t 

know what it meant at the time. But sure put two and two together later. Those 

dreams, premonitions, visions, whatever you want to call them, come and I don’t 

know why. Just the Lord letting me know something is gonna happen, I guess.  
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The dreams don’t feel any different than any other dream really. Just the Lord 

pressing in on me, like a heavy blanket. When I wake up, sort a sleepy, I know  

now God’s around. And then the heaviness leaves. But the dream…it stays with 

me for awhile…those tracks. I knew we were supposed to go but where? 

 

 

Train Tracks 

The tracks reach from the upper most part of New York State to the 

southernmost tip of Florida. The railroad was the way vast numbers of black folks 

left the south – the Old World. 

 

Having been cleared of most the Native Americans, nations, and people moved 

and killed off by the coming of the Europeans seeking and wanting  their own 

freedom, created farms, plantations and used slaves from Africa, the Caribbean, 

to work the land. To reap and keep the benefit. Sown into the soil are not just 

cotton, tobacco, onions, or pecan, peach and orange trees, but violence, grief 

and tears. Red and black blood mix within the soil. 

 

The tracks lay over graves of many and yet those tracks led many to the  

Promised Land – the New World. The tracks led some to the docks of the 

eastern seaboard, led some to the factories of the Midwest, and other west to the 

Rockies and beyond.  

 

The tracks call was low at first and then a whistle blow. Can you hear it?   

 

Take what you can carry and get on a train. 

A new life waits. 

Just as Moses led the Hebrews out of Egypt,  

the train will take you to freedom. 
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ALL ABOARD!!!!!!!! 

 

 

SLIDESHOW  I –  

CUE SONG EVERLOVING BY MOBY/PLAY:  

START AT 1 MINUTE AND RUN FOR 2-21/4 MINUTES WITH FADE OUT 

 

City Living 

The hardest thing to get used to is the noise. It’s constant. Always there. 

Something humming, clanging or banging depending on the hour of the day. 

Constant noise.  

People always talking, laughing, crying, or yelling. 

The street cars rumble by and ding their bells on Broad St. 

Cars honking their horns.  

The call of the coal man, the ice man. It amazes me that it dies to a low din come 

evening. 

Can’t hear the Lord speaking with all the noise.  

Barely hear the crickets come nightfall. 

I knew it would be different but wasn’t expecting this.  

 

 

Row Houses 

They are cut the same. Front room off the front door. The dining room is off the 

living room and in the back is the kitchen and then the back entry way with sink 

and stove in the way back room.  

When you come in the foyer off the living room there’s the steep stair case that 

leads up to the second floor, where there is a front bedroom and two-three other 

bedrooms plus a bathroom. The windows look out the front and back. If you had 



61 

 

the middle bedroom, you faced your neighbor. And everyone shares a wall or 

two.  

 

Lizzie and Isadore have a small yard in the back for a garden, his and hers Able 

to grow root vegetables to supplement what the store can’t provide. The coal 

shoot is out front next to the steps which are swept clean. The ice man comes 

around back as do the bums looking to pick up any left over’s that might be 

thrown away. 

 

The place is kept clean, tidy and orderly. The windows dressed with curtains, 

pulled back after prayer and drawn with the first glimpse of dusk. The house 

faces south where Lizzie and Isadore came from. Reminding them of a past they 

must not forget, but also a life they are thankful to have left. Thankful for this row 

house in the New World.  

 

 

FROM AN INTERVIEW WITH DAD BACK IN 2006. UNABLE TO GET THE 

RECORDING SO YOU COULD HEAR HIM CLEARLY.  

BUT THIS IS WHAT HE SAID ABOUT HIS MOTHER AND HER COOKING 

 

“She could cook. Mama was southern and could make sweet potato pie, corn bread, 

biscuits. her biscuits, Real good, could smell them in the morning. I loved them. My dad 

loved them but he would have corn bread. She would say leave some biscuits for him, 

but mom made the pan of corn bread, hands off the corn bread. That was for dad. Oh , 

He would knock that corn bread…” 
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Winter 

I.  

The snow. It keeps coming like tuffs of cotton. The strong wind coming off the 

river, blowing down the street. Isadore at work. The children want to play outside 

in this new found blanket. Lizzie lets them outside on the stoop for a little while. 

The younger ones watching the bigger ones make snow balls. It’s hard to keep 

her mind on the chores. The snow covers the grime of the city. It muffles the 

noise. Almost as if God want some peace and quiet. 

 

II.  

Lizzie made sure the stove was glowing. The rooms would get warm the old 

fashioned way, by heat rising. She calls for Junior. Go out and get more wood.  

 

III.  

The snow keeps falling as Lizzie bakes and cooks dinner. She looks at the clock. 

Soon Isadore will be home. Stomping his feet on the rug in the foyer. The 

children will run to him and take his coat, hat, scarf and gloves. He will shoo them 

away as he makes his way to kiss Lizzie hello. Just like clockwork.  

 

IV. 

 One, two, three, four biscuits 

Rollout the dough 

Cut one, two, three, four biscuits 

Rollout the dough again 

Cut one, two, three, four biscuits 

The remaining scraps are rolled out to make one biscuit 

Place them in the pan  

Place the pan in the oven 

Wash hands 

Mix together ingredients for cornbread 
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Stir, stir, stir, stir 

Mind wanders as snow falls outside 

Stir, stir, stir, stir 

Pour mixture into another pan for Isadore 

Place in the oven 

The smell draws the children to her 

Helps her remember the reason for leaving the south 

 

V.  

But she needed them around her. Remind her of how blessed she was, she 

needed them near her as the cold wind rattled the windows. It was those days 

that were the toughest. The days she questioned why she left. Her home in the 

south… 

 

  

Her Life in the North – READ THIS AS INFORMATION NOT A POEM 

Grandma lived during a time when black lives were being scrutinized and 

studied, their living situations, education or lack thereof.  

In my opinion, MY opinion, America – The United States of America, wants, 

presses its citizens to conform. Conform to the popular culture. European 

American culture. This is what was happening during Grandma’s early life. 

Eugenics was being written about and supported. To combat this effort, some 

blacks were conforming to the popular culture. Rodrick Ferguson calls it 

heteronormative. I call it the “right way”. To show one was not deviant, one 

followed this path - find a husband, get married, have children, work outside the 

home, only if need be. Grandma followed this path. She also followed the path of 

spirituality, the church. Grandma wanted her children to have more. She raised 

them in the church, strongly believing in  God’s will and the Bible. Giving each 

child their own Bible verse. To carry with them throughout their lives. Long after 

she was gone… 
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ANOTHER EXCERPT FROM THE INTERVIEW W/DAD 

“I’m just sayin’ mom said he was makin’ good money. And then she wrote back to tell 

Ant Lottie that she should get her…and he came too and they were workin’, I’m not sure 

whether it was 15 – dollars – a lot of money and you could find jobs making 15 and 16 

cents. For chickens.  

Things were goin’ good until that thing fell on him. Good times went out the window. 
But the Lord got us through. Many times we couldn’t come home and play had to be 
outside. Because he had to sleep.” 

 

 

Grandma and the Social Worker 

She came smiling with her pencil and clipboard. She was comin’ by because 

Isadore was hurt and out of work. She was checkin’ to make sure my children 

were alright. I wasn’t rude, I let her in.  

 

She looked over everything. Her eyes scannin’ everything in the living room, the 

dining room, kitchen, bedrooms.  

 

When she sat down on the couch, my stomach rolled. Felt like the heat had been 

turned up. I had heard too many times they come and tell you what to do and 

how to raise your children. Even if they say they are there to check make sure 

you are doing OK. As if she know what’s best for my children? They  document 

how you live. She asked her questions and I answered. My stomach rolled as 

memories of life in the south came rolling over me. Telling me what I can and 

can’t do. Why would I want to listen to that again? 
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After she was done asking her questions, I looked her in the eyes and told her 

there was no need for her to come back. No need, me and my family are doing 

fine, just fine. We have family support here. Yes, indeed. I showed her to the 

door.  

 

We have been through enough and I don’t need no white woman telling me how 

to take care of my family during this time of hardship. 

 

 

TELL THE AUDIENCE THIS AS A POINT OF REFERENCE 

The Sisters. There was Lottie, Nettie, Gertie, Lizzie, and Vernice. In that order.  

Her sisters were the ones who knew her best. Her oldest sister Lottie raised her 

and was the one who told her to stick with Isadore, a man who loved their 

children. Lottie along with sister Nettie went to church like she did. Well I guess 

they all went to church, but Vernice gave it up after awhile. She had her sights on 

something bigger – Harlem.  

Sister Gertie was a nurse and had one child where her, sister Lottie and Nettie 

several. They lived close to one another so their children grew up together. Lizzie 

leaned on them as well as God to get through the day to day living in the city. 

Lizzie and her sisters were known to congregate at one of their homes for a 

prayer meeting as well as discuss family business and sometimes the family 

business was to help someone out, deal with an issue within the families. 

Between the five of them I am quite sure there was much to discuss… 

 

MORE FROM INTERVIEW W/DAD 

“Ant Lottie raised my mother – her sister. My sister is named after her….eating, she um, 

mom’s sister helped raise my mom. Actually mom was, came up because of dad’s 

friends, and then Aunt Nettie and the rest of them come up ya know. Bubba Willie went 

to Pittsburgh then he came down. 
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Ant Gertie would go to church, but you know, she thought my mother was carryin’ a bit 

too far. And I think it’s because you idolize and Ant Vernie and Ant Gertie went one way 

and Ant Nettie and Ant Lottie were more religious 

But mom was tryin’ to put her values on Vernice and she wasn’t gonna go for that. 

That’s where the conflict comes.” 

 

 

Meeting 
Isadore will watch the children.  

I hear them laughing outside on the steps. 

I put on my hat and gloves 

Isadore is sitting in his chair listening to the radio. 

I tell him I shouldn’t be too long. 

I kiss Rose, Herbie, and Louie, tell them 

Be good and listen to your father. 

I walk down the steps and head towards 22nd St.  

I will stop by and pick up Gertie.  

Then over to Nettie’s.  

To discuss a family situation… 

A situation to scandalous to mention to anyone. 

Dear Lord… 

 

 

Oh Jake 

There was a pecking order with the sisters 

And there was order in the household. 

A story from Aunt Rose goes something like this… 

When a sister said go over to so and so and make sure you get fed. 
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You were to get fed.  

Well, her and her two younger brothers did as they were told  

after a long at church they went to Sister Nettie’s house 

– Aunt Nettie’s  

They didn’t get fed but they got an eye and earful 

Oh Jake. 

The children didn’t get fed and Sister Nettie heard about it 

 

The following week Grandma Lizzie’s family was invited over  

to a wonderful spread of food. 

 

  

AND ONE MORE FROM INTERVIEW W/DAD… 

“Well, I really started going up there – Harlem – was when I was a young man. I 

remember she would come over and give dimes and stuff it was always then, she was a 

big success she was a hair dresser, I can see she could buy clothes, see before momma 

used tell her what to do cuz she was last, so she tell them look at what all  this religion 

got you…throwing that…laugh 

That had to hurt.  It did , but mom let it go.  That’s just sisters talkin…” 

 

 

Sister Vernice  

Now, Vernice didn’t follow the same path as the rest of us. She was the youngest 

and we came up together, but different in a lot of ways. Sometimes clash like 
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orange and red. By doing hair she made a way for herself like Gertie becoming a 

nurse. 

 

Having a family was not her style. Not that she doesn’t love her family, us. She 

just didn’t want to be bogged down with children, I guess. And maybe she  didn’t 

think she could be a store owner and mother at the same time and do a good job 

of both?  

 

She left Philadelphia for Harlem and opened two hair salons, got married to 

William Lopez. She lived what you would say is the glamorous life; parties, 

concerts, expensive dresses, shoes and lots of friends. She did well for herself. 

My own daughter followed her out to Harlem.  

 

See there were many women like Vernice coming from the south w/o men and 

children. They took day jobs, live in domestic jobs or laundry if they were lucky. 

There were some who didn’t have family looking out for them and sometimes 

were led into prostitution and other such things in the city. 

 

The move north wasn’t easy if you were alone. That’s why we sisters sent 

Vernice off with a care package, in case she missed home or needed to come 

home… 

 

 

Best Keep Climbing 
 
I’ve waited patiently. I’ve waited years, decades for this moment, 
waited here for you to come and tell the story. 
 
I grew up on a small farm. We kept some animals; horses, chickens, a dog,  
and several cats. Living best we could off the land. 
 
I was fourteen when I met Isadore and married by sixteen.  
God willing we started our life together, but trouble comes even when you  pray. 
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Isadore was put in jail for some time. Lord, Lord, Lord… 
God heard my prayers and let him go.  
 
We decided to leave. 
 
Leave farm and land for Philadelphia. 
All of us ended there; sisters Lottie, Nettie, Gertie, and Vernice, 
 
even our brother Bubba Willie moved from Pittsburgh. 
See, the leaving was an act of stepping up, standing out, moving away from 
 
Jim Crow curfews, rapes, and lynching. Away on a train to South Philadelphia  
where Isadore’s family still lives. 
 
Landing and growing roots at 2231 Vine St. I raised our family. 
Seven children; four boys and three girls. The neighborhood set  
 
with the Schuykill River to my west, the Museum to my north, 
and the Franklin Institute to my east, and the stores, churches, 
 
the neighbors all gave me a place to call Home. 
I sit here and I look at all that has been accomplished 
 
by our families. Hair salon owners, to cornerstore owners 
to longshoremen, to careers in the military, 
 
to Isadore and I purchasing two properties, to moving  
to 3822 N. Smedley , the new neighborhood for black folks. 
 
I sit here and I see how high/far our family has risen/traveled. 
I look. I see. And I watch how each balances the future with the past. 
 
See, you continue to gather at the house on Smedley St. and spend 
time there, like my sisters and I used to gather 
 
around a table. Pray and praise God for the blessings we received  
and for guidance through the trouble one might be in. 
 
Some said it was The Sisters rackin’ you over the coals. But  
in our minds it was protection. It was raising someone up, 
to see better and to do better. And often, in time, they did… 
 
I’ve waited patiently for you to come and to write about  
this. From out there to down here, on this paper. 
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I hope you can feel the rungs that I climbed for you. 
Yes, for you, 
 
so you can see high above and beyond what I realized.  
But you best keep climbing. Don’t stop.  
 
Remind the young ones not to stop neither.  
We have come a long way, we have come a long, long way… 
 
 

SLIDESHOW II –  

CUE SONG INSIDE BY MOBY/PLAY: RUN FOR 2 ½ MINUTES WITH  

FADE OUT 
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