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Chapter 1/Childhood
(VOr 2, revised 6/9/98, 6/18/98))

I went to live with my grandfather when was five years
old. Grandfather owied a farm in Morrow, Louisiana.
Grandfather was well known and loved and respected by
everyone who lived m Morrow. His name was Lee Brown.
Everyone called him Unci© Lg© Brown. When | was born in the
Charity Hospital in New Orleans on S3ay 28,1921, was named
after him, Le© Brown,

Grandtather was a tall, dark-skinned man with kinda
heavy shoulders. HO was a large ie 10w, solid and strong. He
was also a kind-Hearted, easy going man. | never did see him
angry. HO never got in no fights. Everyboay in that little
country town liked him. HO was always helping people, people
that had trouble. HO carried his money in a sack, a wnit®©
sack * I think my grandmother mad© it. HO would lend people
money, poor people who needed nelp. HO was always trying to
do things for people.

WO lived in the countzysid® among hardworking farmers who
was very poor but also very friendly and concerned about each
other* Neignbors would com© to my grandfather's hom© ©very
night and they would discuss issues such as farming, church
affairs, money problems and health. Listening to these old
people taught nm© a lot about ife and how to make a living for
myself, and ©specially respect for others.

To me there was no wiser or beloved a man than my

grandfather. He loved n© a lot, too. romemb©r he used to
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take me to Bunkie, another little town, and h© would buy nmd
toys, a little wagon, marbles, spinning tops. would bring
them back home and then would give the Kkids around there
some marbles; | would always share with th© other kid®©. He
taught n© to do that. Even th© kids | used to play with, the
next door neighbors, w© never did have no fights. He taught
mo© how to get along with people.

Grandfather had a buggy that h© used to tak®© n®© around
in. It was a black buggy with red spokes on th© wheels and
and it was pulled by a black horse. Some of th© happiest
times that | can remember was when | would sit up front
alongside my grandfather in his buggy and ride fast across
those old dirt roads. | went everywhere with my grandfather.
I went to church ©very Sunday with him. Some Sundays woO
would go to th© church and tak© food and stay all day talKing
with th© neighbors and exchanging food.

My grandfather would haul freignt for different stores.
Th© freight train would stop and leave freight, then he would
deliver th© freight to th© people at four or five stores. He
picked it up in his wagon. Two mules pulled that wagon. That
was his business, hauling freight.

On th©® farm h© raised chickens and ducks. HO had a few
horses and a few mules. HO used to gather hay from some other
place to feed his horses, HO didn't grow no crops except for
a little truck patch of vegetables to ©at -- cabbages,
tomatoes, potatoesf things lik© that, and some corn. ThoO

farm wasn”~t no great large on®©, but it was large enough for
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him, for what h© was doing. Something that h© could handle.
Sometimes h© hired two, three people TOund there to help him,
HO would stand with nm© by his side looking over his land, and
say to me, "On© day this land will b© yours." 1 looked up to
him for guidance, wisdom and knowledge.

In th© house grandfather had this long table. | ain*t
seen no table like that in a long time. Every morning wo© had
our breakfast at this table. He sat n© at on© end of the
table and h© sat at th© other. HO would say a prayer before
eating. Now I don't under tand this but in thos© days they
had steak for breakfast. I don't know how they did that;
mayb© they kept it smoked or something. know we ate meat
and eggs. | remember woO at®© good. | think | had more than any
kid around there, good food, toys. | was th© only kid living
on th© farm. It was just mo and my grandfather and Aunt
Hannah before sh© died, and ater Aunt Betsy.

My grandmother's name was Hannah. | called her Aunt
Hannah. donlt remember her too good. They told n®© sn© was a
Seminole Indian who cam© from Florida. She was tall with long
black hair that hung to her waist. ftunt Hannah didn't talk
very much to anyone but everyone oved n©r. She was a kind
lady.

That year | lived on my grandfatherls farm was th®©
happiest time of my childhood.

My grandfather had three sons: Bab, Bud and Bruce Brown.

v J \ 7 rK«
Brue© Brown was my father.,My father was a llght-complexioned

man and very tall, at 6 feet, 7 inches. HO wore size 14 shoes
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My grandfather had three sons: Bab, Bud and Bruce
Brown. Bruc© Brown was my father. (Later h© went by th©
name of Joseph.) My father was a light-complexioned man and
very tall, at 6 feet, 7 inches. He wore size 14 shoes.

Before | was born my father changed his name to
Joseph Brown because th© law was after him. Years later
got th© story from my sister-in-law, Henrietta who was
married to my half-brother, Pet© Robinson. She told n© that
my father and his brothers wa© robbing them little mixed
trains, trains that had on© coach car and th© rest of them
was freight. 11iosg mixed trains used to run between th©
little towns in Louisianna. Sh©”showed n© a picture of on®©
of my uncles with a red handerchief tied around his neck.
All three of them was riding together on the train like
they was Wild West outlaws. When my father came to New
Orleans h© decided to change his name to Joseph, and thatls

what it says on my birth certificate.



My father was killed vdien I was very young. On his way to
work on© morning in 1922 he stepped on a live electric wire
that had fallen down on the ground during th© night after a
terrible thunderstorm. HO was killed instantly. | didn't
really get to know my father. Little do I know about him,
except what | was told.

My mother was bom in Baton, Missi sippi. Her name was
Janie Davis. Like | said, | was born at th© old Charity
Hospital in New Orleans. When I was small my mother received
some money from my father's death. She used th© money to open
a iittl© store. Then she got hold to another man for a while,
but h© slicked her out of her money and sh© lost the store and
became mOnta ly distuidDed. So my grandfather cam© and got me
and took nm© to live with him at th© farm.

On© morning later on my mother came to the farm to take
me away from my grandfather. When we arrived at th© hotel
where eh© was staying, | cried and made such a fuss all night
that sh© was asked by a lady if | was really her son. lliis
lady thought my mother had stolen me, Th© very next morning my
mother took n© back to the farm.

Grandfather took good care of me. HO used to tell people
that he wanted to give n© th© best education that money could
buy. Grandfather never hit me, h© never laid a hand on me.
HO paid a lot of attention to me. When his buggy would roll
11d be in th©ree He took nm®© everywhere with him, to th®©
stores, to meet white folks, to church on Sunday. People look

up and say, "There com© Uncle LOO, big Lee and little Lee.l
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It eeemed like people knowed m© through him. WO was so
close, when they see him they se© m@.

Somebody else | remember was Aunt 3Pau in© who us©d to
live around there with her husband, Uncle Bill. Sh© was a
kind of Creole and sh© didn't speak English. Sh© wore a red
handkerchief on her head and had red lips and wore a long
dress. My grandtather and | used to pass her on the dirt road
and she'd say "Bo* jour"”, and | didn't know what th© hell sh©
was saying. 1d break and rune | didn*t know sh© was just
saying good morning to me. Her husband, Bill Rieto, fought
in th® Civil War, and h© had a old long gun that | sometimes
saw sticking out their window when | passed there. He musta
fought in th© Union Army. | know h© dian't rignt for the
Confederate staying around my grandfather, lcaus© my
grandfather was pretty militant.

On© day some neighbor's children and | was playing in my
yard when suddenly | heard someone scream. Grandfather cam®©
out of th®© barn bent over, blood running down his leg. don*t
know how it happened but h© cut his leg while working in th©
bam. Aunt Hannah cam®© out of th© house, and helped him get
into bed. Aunt Hannah doctored his leg day and night. A
hospital that would treat black peop e was many miles away.
Grandfather didn't realize how seriously h© was hurt. Months
passed; hie 1©g got worse, and h© till wasn’t seen by a
doctor. Things wasn't th© same on th© farm anymore. The
neighbors would leave th© house with worried looks on theilr

faces. | soon realized mv grandfather's leg wouldn't heal, and
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it kept getting worse. In th© meantime, Aunt Hannah had taken
ill and soon sh© died.

My grandfather hired a housekeeper to take car© of us.
Th®© housekeeperls name was Betsy. | called her "Aunt Betsy"e
Later h© married her. Little did | know at that time what
heartbreak T~unt Betsy would bring to me. It wasn't long after
that on© night Aunt Betsy wok© nm© up and told me my
grandfather had died. | remeiriber hanging onto his neck and
screaming. ThO people that was in th© room had to pull me
away from him.

My grandfather was given an Odd Fellows burial. This was
th© name of a secret order organization. Th© men who attended
th© funeral wore whit®© gloves, and they carried swords which
was a symbol of th© organization, AIll th© women wore whit©. I
was dressed in white, too. | was so hurt, and feelings of
10nelin®©ss and ©rrg?>tinGss filled my h©art, since my grandfather
had been th© most important person in my life.

Th© death of my grandfather was th© turning point of my
life. remained with Aunt Betsy on th© farm, Betsy was a mean
woman with little education or knowledge. Betsy brought her
sister, Aunt Alice, to lived with us on th© farm. Her sister
was a mean old woman just lik© her. Neither of them had any
consideration for n© or any on© ©Ils©. Betsy was never pleased,
with me or anything | tried to do. She used to fuss at me, and

scold nm© and only half feed me.

Ch 1Childhood/ Page 6



On© evening some men cam®© to the farm. Aunt Betsy had a
long conversation with them. later | found out Aunt Betsy was
giving all my grandfather's tools away.

Weeks later a man named Buster Wells, who used to work on
the farm for Grandtather, cam© to live with us on the farm; h©
also brought his wife. Aunt Betsy gave Buster fifty head of
cattl© to sell for her. Weeks passed. Sh© was waiting for him
to bring th© money back, but Buster never cam© back to th©
farm. Th®© only news she heard about him was that he had died.
Later Buster's wifo left th© farm. Since Aunt Bet y had no
education, men would count her money and shortchange her all
th© time. Finally a 1 her money was stolen by th©s© peopl© she
had trusted.

Th©® remainder of the inheritance grandfather left her was
gradually given to her sisters and brothers. Everything that
my grandfather had of value was sold or given away. But my
grandfather left hi land to n© and Aunt Betsy. When Aunt
Betsy didn” have anything ©Is© to sell or give away, she
tried to sell my land. But little did eh© know my grandfather
had fixed it so no on© could sell it. Finally, Junt Betsy went
to a court in Opelousas to try to sell my land. But th© judge
told Aunt Betsy that th© land couldn't b© sold until | reached
the age of twenty-on©. By that time | would b© old enough to
decia©® legally what | wanted to do with th© land.

When Aunt Betsy cam© from court sh© was frustrated with
me. Sh© went around th© farm with frowns al over her face.

Then sh© really started mistreating me. TIi© littl© food sh©
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gave n© to ©at wasn't served on th© long dining room table |
was used to eating at. All my toys and clothes disappeared.
never knew wdiether sh© gave them away or burned them up. |
wasn't surprised anymore over any stupid thing she did. There
was times when | would walk around crying and longing for my
grandfather. Her sister Alice would often hit m© for no
reason. My grandfather's friends stopped coming to th© farm.
They wouldn't have anything to do with such mean women.

Later Aunt Betsy sent nm© to live with her brother. He was
very friendly towards m© more so than his sister. But my
visit was cut short, aunt Betsy cam© and took nm® back to th©
farm. With little food to ©at and th© mistreatment of these
old ladies, word began to spread throughout Morrow about th®©
way they was treating me.

On© night in 1927, wO© had a bad rainstorm. Hign water was
everywhere. All the homes was flooded out with water. People,
black and whit®©, received lots of assistance from th© Red
Cross. When th© water kept getting higher, some soldiers cam®©
and took everyone to Cairgp Beauregard. WO stayed there three
days. When th© water went down, w®© went back to our homes we
was transpoirted back by th© soldiers. On our way back home
from Camp Beauregard, we saw dead cattl© all a Ong the roadLs,
and in people*s yards, and scattered around their farmhouses.
It took weeks before all the dead cattle was burned.

Things began to get better for me. News reached my
cousins who lived in th®© countryside between LeMoyen and

Morrow. My cousin was named Tot Howard and his wif© Rosetta

Ch 1Childhood/ Page 8



Howard. Tot Howard cam© to the farm and took n®©® away from Aunt
Betsy and her sister and h© took nm© to live with him and his
wife. (At this time, | found out Aunt Betsy didn’t want me to
leave the farm. She intended to hav© nm© stay until | reached
th© ag®© of twenty-on©, so she could try to influence n© to
sign my land over to her.) Tot Howard and his wife was very
poor people, but they tried to do all they could for me.

Tot wanted nm© in school. had never attended school
before. I was very excited about th© idea of going to school
with kids my own age. This was the beginning of a new
experience for me.

All th©® black children in this small community went to
th© sam© school in Morrow. Most of th© chi dren was from the
families of th© Hcward people around th© same plantation. |
went to school three months out of a year. W didn't learn too
much in that small length of time. Yet, this was quit© some
experience to look forward to. Ail of these black families was
sharecroppers. Miss lIda Bowers, our teacher, was very
respectable and taught on© hundred childrerij which included
all primary grades up to the fifth grade. When | became older

was transferred to another school in LeMoyen. This school
was about ix mil away.

I walked the ix miles every day, in cold weather and in
rain. | walked on th© railroad tracks with th© other black
children. WO was afraid to walk on th© highway because a man
had got run over. Black children couldn't rid® on th© school

buses. | realized for the rirst tim© | was living in an evil
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Jim Crow, discriminatory, and racist society. School buses was
available only for th© whit© children. This mad®© n© want to
learn what was behind these problems that existed for black
people.

I liked to read. WO used to read books like Bob and
Nancy® and th© story of th© Tar Baby, and "Little Boy Blue
Com© Blow Your Horn. Th® sheepls in th© meadow, th© cows in
th® corn.” HOG11l, with stuff like that no wonder | didn't
learn nothing in that school!

But I did learn how to read. Reading books became very
interesting and enjoyable. After th© three months of school
was over, | went back to help my cousins. When wo© wasn't
farming, wO© chopped wood for some white people's homes. ThO
money from chopping wood helped out in th© winter months. On©
thing | couldn't understand was why my cousin didn't chop wood
for us and prepare for winter. Instead w®© would wait until it
got real cold, then w®© would gather wood ©very day for th®
fireplace. But I didn't complain about anything that was don©
around th© place.

Th© sharecroppers was very poor but | appreciated what my
relatives was doing for me. My appetite was so big | wanted
different kinds of food to ©at. My cousin Aunt T-Bab®© (we
called our cousins "aunt" and e<'unci©ll, and T-Bab© was th©
nickname for Rosetta, Unci© Tot's wife) mad®© lunch for us
everyday to tak© to school. Sometimes we had potato¢ and a
cinnamon roll, and sometimes WO was eating that damned pork.

WO didn't know no better. But w© ate good. Sometimes Aunt T-
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Babe mad© cha cha, mad®© out of cabbage, cucumber, pepper,
mustard, and green tomatoes. Ifh&y had a good garden. They
had potato banks where they would store th© potatoes buried in
th© ground wrapped in hay and corn silk. They killed their
110gs and salted the meat and smoked the m®©at and made sausage*
They would catch fish and smoke th© fish. And Aunt T-Bab®©
would bak®© light rolls. She would let the dough e©t and rise
up and then bak© it. And then wrap it up in a piece of cloth
to keep it fresh | remember w© didn't have no ice, so wO put
our drinks in sawdust in a tube At least thatls how | remember
itelt's funny how at 77 years old you can remember a lot of
things. Seventy-seven ain” too old to rememberi

I lived with Unci©® Tot and Aunt T-Bab®© for several years,
longer than | stayed with anybody ©Is©. They raised n© like I
was their own child,

One night Uncle Tot and hi sister Aunt Bernice went to a
email bar in th© community. Whil© they was sitting at th©
table a drunk whit®© man named Alec Havord cam© in from th®©
whit© bar next door and tried to kiss or dance with Aunt
Bernice, She refused him, and then h© hauled off and slapped
her. As soon as this happened, th® light m th© bar went out.
Then a shot rang out in th© bar. TI© whit© man was shot.
Before h© died, h© called out that Unci© Tot had shot him.
This man didn” know who shot him. Unci©® Tot didn't hav©® his
gun that night. But, of course, everyone believed Unci© Tot
killed this man. White men on horses rod®© all night in th©

rural communities looking for Unci© Tot. Th© neighbors
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gathered all th®©ir children and put them in on© house, until
morning. T7his went on for three weeks. Unci© Tot ©scaped, th©
ridersl hands. HO© had hidden out in a church for two weeks.
Later, with th© help of friends, h© ©scaped to th© train
station and mad© his getaway to Texas. Soon afterward, Aunt T-
Bab© moved to EJvergreen, Louisiana, and took nm© along. WO went
to live with her brother. Later, wO heard that a whit© man aid
th® killing in th© bar that night.

started school again in Evergreen. | got along fin®©
with th© other kids. On© time | was playing on some thin ic©
and fell into a hole. Th© kids had to pull n© out. Another
time when my little cousin and | went to a grocery store, |
stole a grape and put it in his mouth. When w© got home, my
cousin told Aunt T-Bab© and sh© gave m© a good spanking.

Aunt T-Bab© decided it was time for n© to get baptized,
so | was baptized in the local Baptist church one Sunday
morning with three more children. | remember how th© preacher
gave a long sermon over us, and people b© hollering just like
it was a funerale 1116n th© old preacher took me in th© water
and | thought h© was going to preach my funeral. And that
Water was cold! People just hollering. When th© preacher
dipped n©© that last time people was standing all around m th®©
water and they started to singing "don© got over.1 | remember
that good. They took us back to a house and dressed and fed
us. | felt lik© | was some kind of chosen person. For a while

I went to church ©very Sunday and also had Communion.
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At about th© ag© of 15, | decided it was tim© for n®© to
go out and find work to help support myself. I was still a
young boy, but pretty large for my age. | v?as lucky to find
work as a houselboy, working for a German family, although this
job dicing turn out too well. The salary was too low for all
th© work that was required. So, | left and went to ive with
Aunt T-Babe's brother, Dad Jones, and hie family, wher© I
worked every day in th© fields picking and chopping cotton.
With th© ittl© mon©y | received bought some clothes. Dad
Jones had a large family, but everyone got to ©at a cooked
meal and drink milk ©very morning. HO treated me like on© of
th© family.

The field hands' day off was on Saturday. On© morning a
boy in th© neighborhood wanted someone to work in his place,
selling meat door-to-door on Saturdays* 'lh© job was paying
on© dollar and fifty cents a day. | took this job and saved
enough money to hobo to Melvillo, Louisiana. | went there
looking for other relatives and a cousin named Jo© Reece.
When | caught th© freight train to Melvi 1©, other hobos was
in the boxcar with me. lliey told n®© when th© time cam®© to
jump off. With a suitcase under my arm and a little money in
my pocket, finally made it to MO®OIvillO.

Melville wasn't no large town but it had streets and a
theater. I started walking down the street asking everyone |
met whether they knew anyone by th© name of Joe Reece. |
happened to see a lady walking on th© street and | saici,

"Lady, can you tell me where Jo© Reec© lives?" She said, 1HO

Ch 1/Childhood/ Page 13



lives out of town.1. Sh© told me how to get to where h© lived,
then sh© asked m®©, "What is your name? You kin to Jo©?" |
said, "Yes, my name is Lee Brown."

Then sh© started mentioning some of the Brown's names to
see if | knew any. | recognized som© of the names sh©
mentioned. It turned out this lady v?as my second cousin. She

took me home with her. It so happened she lived only a short

.........'..t.. - I ™™ nn
IURPRR B B (AN |
Her name was Esther; my other cousins was Jessie Brown, and
Henry Brown. | got so excited meeting so many relatives. After
dinner wO© talked about other relatives who lived in different
towns. | didn't know any of th© relatives mentioned, but was
glad to hear | had a large family. When time cam®© to go to
bed, cousin Esther prepared a bed in th© back of th© house.
Sh© told n©© to stay as long as | wanted.

That just goes to show how you can b© walking on th©
street and you just stop some particular person, and it turns
out you're related to them. Iliat shows how things can
happen. | donll know what you call it. I donll know if |

was a chosen man or what, but thatls what happened to mo.
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Chapter 1/Childhood
(V@r 2,, revised 6/9/98, 6/18/98))
went to live with my grandfather when I was five years

old. Grandfather owned a farm in Morrow, Louisiana.
Grandfather was well known and loved and respected by
everyone who lived in Morrow. His name was Lee Brown.
Everyone called him Unci© Le© Brown. When was born in the
Charity Hospital in New Orleans on May 2Qt 1921,1 was named
after him, Lee Brown,

Grandfather was a tall, dark-skinned man with kinda
heavy shoulders. HO was a large fellow, solid and strong. HO
was also a kind-hearted, ©asy going man. | never did se© him
angry. HO never got in no fights. Everybody in that little
country town liked him. HO was always helping people, people
that had trouble. HO carried his money in a sack, a whit©
sack. | think my grandmother mad®© it. HO would lend people
money, poor people who needed help. HO was always trying to
do things for people,

WO lived in the countryside among hardworking farmers who
were very poor but also very friendly and concerned about each
other. Neighbors would com© to my grandfather”™ home ©very
night and they would discuss issues such as farming, church
affairs, rr™*ney problems and health. Listening to these old
people taught n© a lot about life and how to make a living for
myself, and ©specially respect for others.

To m© there was no wiser or beloved a man than my

grandfather. HO loved nm© a lot, too. |I remember he used to
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take me to Bunki®©, another little town, and h© would buy n®©
toys, a little wagon, marbles, spinning tops. | would bring
thOm back home and th©n | would give the kids around there
some marbles; | would always share with th© other kids. HO
taught n© to do that. Even th© kids | used to play with, the
next door neighbors# w© never did have no fights. HO taught
m© how to get along with people.

Grandfather had a buggy that h© used to take n© around
in. It was a black buggy with red spokes on th© wheels and
and it v?as pulled toy a black hors©. Some of th© happiest
times that | can rOm®©iriber wor®© when | would sit up front
alongside my grandfather in his buggy and ride fa t across
those old dirt roads. went everywhere with my grandfather.

went to church evOry Sunday with him. Some Sundays w©
would go to the church and take food and stay all day talking
with th© neighbors and exchanging food.

My grandfather would haul freight for different stores.
Th© freight train would stop and leave freight, then h© would
deliver the freight to the people at four or five stores. He
picked it up in his wagon. Two mules pulled that wagon. That
was his business, hauling freight.

On th© farm h© raised chickens and ducks. HO had a few
horses and a few mules. HO used to gather hay from some other
place to feed his horses. HO didn't grow no crops except for
a little truck patch of vegetables to ©at -- cabbages,
tomatoes, potatoes, things Ilk®© that, and B m© corn. ThoO

farm wasn't no great large on©, but it was large enough for
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him, for what h© was doing. Something that h© could handle.
Sometimes h© hired two, three people round there to help him.
HO© would stand with nm© by his side looking over his land, and
say to me, "On© day this land will b© yours.1 | looked up to
him for guidance, wisdom and knowledge.

In th© 110use grandfather had this long table. | ain*t
seen no table like that in a long time. Every morning w®© had
our breakfast at this table. HO© sat n© at on© ©nd of th®©
table and h© sat at the other. HO would say a prayer before
eating. Now | don't understand this but in those days they
had steak for breakfast. don't know how they did that;
maybe they kept it smoked or something. | know w®© at© meat
and eggs. | remember wO at®© good. | think | had more than any
kid around there, good food, toys. | was th© only kid living
on th© farm. It was just m© and my grandfather and Aunt
Hannah before she died, and later Aunt Betsy.

My grandmother's name was Hannah. | called her Aunt
Hannah * don't remember her too good. They told n®© she was a
Seminole Indian who cam© from Florida. She was tall with long
black hair that hung to her waist. ftunt Hannah didn't talk
very much to anyone but everyone loved her. Sh© was a kind
lady.

That year | lived on my grandfather”~s farm was th©
happiest time of my childhood.

My grandfather had three sons: Bab, Bud and Bruce Brown.
Bruc© Brovm was my father. My father was a light-complexioned

man and very tall, at 6 feet, 7 inches. HO wore size 14 shoes.
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My father was killed when I was very young. On his way to
work on© morning in 1922 h© stepped on a live electric wire
that had fallen down on the ground during th© night after a
terrible thunderstorm* He was killed instantly. | didn’t
really get to know my father. Little do I know about him,
except what | was told.

My mother was bom in Boton, Mississippi. Her name was
Jani© Davis. Lik© | said, was born at the old Charity
Hospital in New Orleans. When I was small my mother received
some money from my father's death. Sh© used th© money to open
a little store. Then sh© got hold to another man for a while,
but h© ©licked her out of her money and sh© lost th© store and
became mentally disturbed. So my grandfather cam© and got n©
and took nm© to live with him at th© farm.

On© morning later on my mother cam© to th© farm to tak®©
mo away from my grandfather. When wO arrived at th© hotel
where sh© was staying, | cried and made such a fuss all night
that sh© was asked by a lady if | was really her son. Tliis
lady thought my mother had stolen me. Th© very next morning my
mother took m© back to the farm.

Grandfather took good car© of mO©. HO used to tell people
that he wanted to give n© the best education that money could
buy. Grandfather never hit me, h© never laid a hand on me.
HO paid a lot of attention to me. Wh©n his buggy would roll
l'd to© in there. HO took n® everywhere with him, to th®©
stores, to me©t white folk to church on Sunday. People look

up and sav, "There com© Unci© Lee, big Le© and little Lee,l
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It seemed liK© people knowed nm© through him. WO was so
close, when they see him they see me.

Somebody ©Is© | remember was Aunt Paulin© who used to
live around there with her husband, Unci© B ill. Sh© was a
kind of Creole and she didn't speak English. Sh© wore a red
handkerchief on her head and had red lips and wore a long
dress. My grandfather and | used to pass her on the dirt road
and she'd say "Bol jourll and | didn't know what th© hell she
was saying. |'d break and run. | didn't know sh© was just
saying good morning to m©. Her husbandf Bill Rieto, fought
in th© Civil War, and h© had a old long gun that | sometimes
saw sticking out their window when | passed there. HO® musta
fought in the Union Amy. | know he didn't fight for th®©
Confederates, staying around my grandfather, Ilcause my
grandfather was pretty militant.

On© day some neighborls children and | were playing in my
yard when suddenly | heard someone scream. Grandfather cam®©
out of th© barn bent over, blood running down his leg. | don’t
know how it happened but h© cut his leg while working in the
bam. Aunt Hannah cam®© out of th© house, and helped him get
into bed. Aunt Hannah doctored his leg day and night.
Hospitals were miles away. Grandfather didn't realize how
seriously h© was hurt. Months passed; his leg got worse, and
he still wasn't ©on by a doctor. Things weren't th© same on
th© farm anymore. Th© neighbors would leave th© house wich

worried looks on their faces. | soon realized my grandtatherls
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leg wouldn't heal, and it kept getting worse. In the meantime,
Aunt Hannah had taken ill and soon she died.

My grandfather hired a housekeeper to take car© of us.
Th© housekeeper's name was Betsy. | called her "Aunt Betsy1.
Later h© married her. Littl© did | know at that time what
heartbreak Aunt Betsy would bring to me. It wasn't long after
that on© night Aunt Betsy woke me up and told m® my
grandfather had died. | remember hanging onto his neck and
screaming. ThO© people that were in th© room had to pull n©
away from him.

My grandfather was given an Cdd Fellows burial. This was
th© name of a secret order organization. Th© men who attended
th© funeral wore whit® gloves, and they carried swords which
were a symbol of th© organization, AIll th©® women wore whit®©.

was dr©ss©d in white, too. | was so hurt, and feelings of
loneliness and emptiness filled my heart, sine®©® my grandfather
had been the most important person in my life.

Th© death of my grandfather was th© turning point of my
life. | remained with Aunt Betsy on th© farm. Betsy was a mean
woman with little education or knowledge. Betsy brought her
sister, Aunt Alice, to live with us on th® farm. Her sister
was a mean old woman just like her. Neither of them had any
consideration for n© or any on© ©Is©. Betsy was never pleased
with m© or anything | tried to do. Sh© used to fuss at me, and

scold nm© and only half feed me.
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On®© evening some men cam®© to the farm. Aunt Betsy had a
long conversation with them. Later | found out Aunt Betsy was
giving all my grandfather's tools away.

Weeks later a man named Buster Wells, who used to work on
the farm for Grandfather, cam© to live with us on the farm h®
also brought his wife, aunt Betsy gave Buster fifty head of
cattle to sell for her. Weeks passed. She was waiting for him
to bring the money back, but Buster never cam© back to the
farm. Th© only news eh© heard about him was that h© had died.
Later Buster*© wife left th© farm. Sine© Aunt Betsy had no
education, men would count her money and shortchange her all
th© time. Finally all her money was stolen by these people she
had trusted.

Th® remainder of th© inheritance grandfather left her was
gradually given to her sisters and brothers. Everything that
my grandfather had of value was sold or given away. But my
grandfather left his land to n© and Aunt Betsy. When Aunt
Betsy didn't have anything ©Is© to sell or givo away, she
tried to sell my land. But little did she know my grandfather
had fixed it so no on© could sell it. Finally, Aunt Betsy went
to a court in Opelousas to try to sell my land. But th© judge
told Aunt Betsy that the land couldn't b© sold until | reached
th© ag®© of twenty-one. By that time | would b© old enough to
decide legally what I wanted to do with th© land.

When Aunt Betsy cam© from court she was frustrated with
me. She went around th© farm with frowns all over her face.

Then sh© really started mistreating me. 1*h© little food sh®©
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gave me to ©at wasn't served on the long dining room table
was used to eating at. All my toys and clothe© disappeared. |
never knew whether she gave them away or burned them up. |
wasn't surprised anymore over any stupid thing she did. T*here
were times when | would walk around crying and longing for my
grandfather. Her sister Alice would often hit m® for no
reason. My grandfatherls friends stopped coming to the farm.
They wouldn't have anything to do with such mean women.

Later Aunt Betsy sent nm© to live with her brother. HO was
very friendly towards mG# moreso than his sister. But my visit
was cut short. Aunt Betsy cam© and took m®© back to th© farm.
With little food to ©at and the mistreatment of these old
ladies, word began to spread throughout IHtorrow about th© way
they were treating me.

One night in 1927, wO had a bad rainstorm. High water was
everywhere. All th© homes were flooded out with water. People,
black and white, received lots of assistance from the Red
Cross. When th© v?atOr kept getting higher, some soldiers cam®©
and took everyone to Canp Beauregard. WO stayed there three
days. When th© water went down, w© went back to our homes we
were transported back by th© soldiers. On our way back home
from Camp Beauregard, w®© saw dead cattle all along th© roads/
and in people's yards, and scattered around their farmhouses.
It took weeks to©Ofor© all th© dead cattl® wer© burned.

Things began to get better for me. Hews reached my
cousins who lived in th© countryside between LeMbyen and

Morrow. My cousin was named Tot Howard and his wife Rosetta
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Howard. Tot Howard cam®© to th© farm and took m© away from Aunt
Betsy and her sister and h© took nm® to live with him and his
wife. (At this tim©, | found out Aunt Betsy didn't want me to
leave th© farm. She intended to have n© stay until | reached
th© ag© of twenty-on©, so she could try to influenc© nd to
sign my land over to her.) Tot Howard and his wife were very
poor people, but they tried to do all they could for me.

Tot wanted n© in school.l had never attended school
before. I was very excited about the idea of going to school
with kids my own age. Tliis was th© beginning of a new
experience for me.

All thé black children in this small community went to
th® same school in Morrow. Most of th© children were from th©
families of th© Howard people around th© same plantation. |
went to school three months out of a year. WO didn't learn too
much in that small length of time. Yet, this was quit© some
experience to look forward to. AIll of these black families
were sharecroppers. Miss Ida Bowers, our teacher, was very
respectable and taught on© hundred children, which included
all primary grades up to th© fifth grad©. When | became old r
I was transferred to another school in LeMoyen. This school
was about six miles away.

I walked th© six miles ©very day, in cold weather and in
rain. | walked on th© railroad tracks with th© other black
children. WO were afraid to walk on th© highway because a man
had got run over. Black children couldn't rid® on th© school

buses. | realized for th© first time | was living in an evil
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Jim Crow, discriminatory, and racist society. School buses
were available only for the whit© children. This mad®© n®© want
to learn wiiat was behind these problems that existed for black
people.

I liked to read. WO used to read books like Bob and
Nancy”. and the story of the Tar Baby, and "Little Boy Blue
Com© Blow Your Horn. Th®© sheep*s in the meadow, th© cows in
th® corn." Hell, with stuff 1lk© that no wonder | didn't
learn nothing in that school!

But | did learn how to read. Reading books became very
interesting and enjoyable. After th© three months of school
was over, | went back to help my cousins. When we wasn't
farming, we chopped wood for some whit© people's homes. Tdre
money from chopping wood helped out in th© winter months. On®©
thing | couldn't understand was why my cousin didn»t chop wood
for us and prepare for winter. Instead w© would wait until it
got real cold, then wo© would gather wood ©very day for th®©
fireplace. But didr~t complain about anything that was done
around th© place.

Th®© sharecroppers were very poor but | appreciated what
my relatives were doing for me. My appetite was so big |
wanted different kinds of food to ©at. My cousin Aunt T-Bab®©
WO called our cousins “aunt"” and Iuncle"; and T-Bab© was th©
nickname for Rosetta, Unci© Tot's wife) mad®© lunch for us
everyday to tak© to school. Sometimes w© had potatoes and a
cinnamon roll, and sometimes WO was eating that damned pork.

WO didn't know no better. But wO© at© good. Sometimes Aunt T-
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Babe made cha cha, mad© out of cabbage, cucumber, pepper,
mustard, and green tomatoes. T*hey had a good garden. They
had potato banks where they would store th© potatoes buried in
th© ground wrapped in hay and corn silk. They killed their
hogs and salted th© meat and smoked th© meat and mad© sausage.
They would catch fish and smok®© th© fish. And Aunt T-Bai>©
would bake light rolls. Sh© would let th© dough set and rise
up and then bake it. And then wrap it up in a piece of cloth
to keep it fresh | remember wO didn't have no ice, so wO put
our drinks in sawdust in a tub. At least that*s how | remember
it. t1ls funny how at 77 years old you can remember a lot of
tnmgs. Seventy-seven ain»t too old to remember!

livod with Unci© Tot and Aunt T-Bab© for several years,
10ng©r than stayed with anybody ©Is©. They raised n© like
was their own child.

On© night Unci© Tot and his sister aunt Bemic© went to a
small bar in th©® community. While they were sitting at th®©
table a drunk whit© man named Aleck Havord cam© in from th®©
wnit®© bar next door and tried to kiss or dance with Aunt
Bemic©. Sh© refused him, and then h© hauled off and slapped
her. As soon as this happened, th© light in th© bar went out,
Then a shot rang out in th© bar. Th© whit© man was shot.
Before h© died, h© called out that Unci©® Tot had shot him.
This man didn't know who shot him. Unci© Tot didn't have hi©
gun that night. But, of course, ©veiryon© believed Unci© Tot
killed this man. Whit© men on horses rode all night in th©

rural commutiities looking for Unci© Tot. Th© neighbors
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gathered all their children and put them in on© house, until
morning. TIliis went on for three weeks. Unci© Tot ©scaped th©
ridersl hands. HO© had hidden out in a church for two weeks.
Later, with th© help of friends, h© ©scaped to th© train
station and mad®© his getaway to Texas. Soon afterward, Aunt T-
Bab© moved to Evergreen, Louisiana, and took n© along. W®© went
to live with her brother. Later, WO heard that a whit© man did
th® killing in th© bar that night.

I started school again in Evergreen. got along fin®©
with th© other kids. On© time | was playing on some thin ic©
and fell into a hole. Th© kids had to pull n© out. Another
time when my little cousin and went to a grocery store, |
stole a grape and put it in his mouth. When w© got home, my
cousin told Aunt T-Bab®© and she gave nm© a good spanking.

Aunt T-Bab© decided it was time for n© to get baptized,
SO was baptized in the local Baptist church one Sunday
morning with three more children. | remeirib©r how th© preacher
gave a long sermon over us™ and people be hollering just like
it was a funeral. llhen the old preacher took me in th© water
and thought he was going to preach my funerale ftnd that
water was cold! People just hollering. When th© preacher
dipped n© that last time people were standing all around in
th© water and they started to singing "don© got over." |
remember that good. took us back to a hous© and dressed
and fed us. | felt like I was som© kind of chosen person. For

a while I went to church every Sunday and also had Communion.
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At about the ag© of 15, | decided it was time for n© to
go out and find work to help support myself. was still a
young boy, but pretty large for my age. | was ucky to find
work as a houseboy, working for a German family, although chis
job didn't turn out too well. Tli© salary was too low for all
th© work that was required. So, | left and went to live with
Aunt T-Babe's brother, Dad Jones, and his family, where |
worked ©very day in th© fields picking and chopping cotton.
With the little money | received | bought some clothes. Dad
Jones had a Xarg®© family, but everyone got to eat a cooked
meal and drink milk ©very morning. HO treated n® lik© one of
th© family.

Th© field hands' day off was on Saturday. On© morning a
boy in th© neighborhood wanted someone t work in his place,
selling meat door-to-door on Saturdays. mKig job wa paying
on© dollar and fifty cents a day. | took this job and saved
enough money to hobo to Melville, Louisiana. | went there
looking for other relatives and a cousin named Jo© Reece.
When | caught th© freight train to MO®Ivill©/ other hobos were
in the boxcar with m©. They told n© when th© time cam®© to
jump off. With a suitcase under my arm and a little money in
my pocket, | finally mad®© it to Melville.

Melville wasn't no large town but it had streets and a
theater. started walking down th© street asking ©vOryon®©
met whether they knew anyone by th© name of Jo© Reece. |
happened to see a lady walking on th© street and | said,

"Lady, can you tell m© where Jo© Reece livesShe said, 1HO



lives out of town. Sh© told n®© how to get to where h© lived,
then sh© asked me, "What is your name? You kin to Jo©?1 I
said, "Yes, my name is Lee Brown."

Then sh© started mentioning some of th© Brown's name© to
see if | knew any. | recognized some of th© names she
mentioned. It turned out this lady was my second cousin. Sh©
took n© home with her. It so happened sh© lived only a short
distance from Melville. When w© arrived at her home, | was
introduced to her husband, her daughter and other relatives.
Her name was Esther; my other cousins were Jessie Brown, and
Henry Brown. got so excited meeting so many relatives. After
dinner wO© talked about other relatives who livea in different
towns. | didn't know any of th© relatives mentioned, but was
glad to hear | had a large family. When time cap© to go to
bed, cousin Esther prepared a bed in the back of th©® hous©e
Sh© told n© to stay as long as | wanted.

That just goes to show how you can b© walking on th©
street and you just stop some particular pearson, and it turns
out you*re related to them. That shows how things can
happen. | don't know what you call it. | don't know if |

was a chosen man or what, but that's what happened to m@.
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Chapter 1/Childhood
(VOr 2, revised 6/9/98)

I went to liv™ with my grandfather when | wae five years
old. Grandfather owned a farm in Morrow, Louisiana.
Grandfather was wdll known and loved and respected by
everyone who lived in Morrow. His name 'was Lee Brown.
Everyon© called him Unci© Le© Brown, When I was bom in th©
Charity Hospital in New Orleans on May 28 ,1921,1 was named
after him, Le© Brown,

Grandfather was a tall™ dark-skinned man with kinda
heavy shoulders. HO was a large fellow, 0lid and trong.

HO was also a kind-hearted, ©asy going man. | never did sg®©
him angry. HO never got in no fights. in that
little country town liked him. HO was always helping people,
people that had trouble. HO carried his money in a sack, a
whit® sack. think my grandmother mad®© it. HO© would lend
people money, poor people who needed help. He was always
trying to do tilings for people.

WO lived in th© countryside among hardworking farmers who
wor®© very jpoor but also very friendly and concerned about each
other. Neighbors would com© t6 my grandfather*s home ©very
night and they would discuss issues such as farming, church
affairs, money problems and health. Listening to thee© old
people taught m© a lot about life and how to make a living for
myself, and especia ly respect for others.

To me there was no wiser or beloved a man than my

grandfather. He loved n© a lot, too. I remember h© used to
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take nmO© to Bunkia, another little town, and h© would buy n®©
toys, a little wagon, marbles, spinning tops. would bring
them back home and then | would give th© Kkids around there
some marbles | would always share with th© other kids. HO
taught n© to do that. Even the Kids used to play with,
th© next door neighbors, wo© never did have no fights. HO
taught n© how to get along with people.

Grandfather had a buggy that h© used to take me around
in. It was a black buggy with red spokes on th© wheels and
and it was pulled by a black hors©. Some of th© happiest
times that can remeiiniber were wh©n | would sit up front
alongside my grandfather in his buggy and rid© fast across
those old dirt roads. | went everywhere with my grandfather.
I went to church ©very Sunday with him. Some Sundays wo©
would go to th© church and take food and stay all day talking
with th© neighbors and eocchanging food.

My grandfather would haul freight for different stores.
Th® freight train would ©top and leave freight, then h© would
deliver th© freight to th© people at four or five ©tores. He
picked it up in hie wagon. Two mules pulled that wagon. That
was his business, hauling freight.

On th©® farm h© raised chickens and ducks. HO had a few
horses and a few mules. HO used to gather hay from some other
place to feed hie horses. HO didn't grow no crops except for
a little truck patch of vegetables to ©at -- cabbages,
tomatoes, potatoes, things like that, and som© corn. Tho©

farm wasn't no great large on©, but it was larcre enough for
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him, for what h© was doing. Something that h© could handle.
Sometimes h© hired two, three people round there to help him.
HO would stand with me by his side looking over his land, and
say to me, 1On© day this land will b© yours." 1 looked up to
him for guidance, wisdom and knowledge.

In the house grandfather had this long table. 1 ain’t
Been no table like that in a long time. Every morning w© had
our breakfast at this table. HO© sat n© at on© ©nd of the
table and he eat at the other. HO would say a prayer before
eating. Now | don't understand this but in those days they
had steak for breakfast. | don't know how they did that;
mayb© they kept it smoked or somethingf I know wo at© meat
and egge. | remember WO at© good. | think | had mor© than any
kid around there, good food, toys. I was th© only ki4 living
on the farm. It was just nm© and my grandfather and Aunt
Hannah before she died, and later Aunt Betpy.

My grandmother's nam© was Hannah. called her Aunt
Hannah. | don't remember her too good. They told n© she was a
Seminole Indian who cam© from Florida. Sh© was tall with long
black hair that hung to her waist, ftunt Hannah didn't talk
very much to anyone but everyone loved her. Sh© was a kind
lady. f d

on my gr’andfather's farm was happiest tim®© .1

My grandfather had three sons: Bab, Bud and Bruc© Brown.
Bruce Brown was my father. My father was a light-compleotioned
man and very tall, at 6 feet, 7 inches. HO wore size 14 shoes

My father was killed when was vOry young. On his way to
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work one morning he stepped on a live electric wire that had

know my father. Littl© do | know about himf except what | wae
told.

My mother was bom in Boton, Mississippi. Her name was
Jani© Davis. Like | said, | was born at the old Charity
Hospital in Hew Orleans. When I was small my mother received
some money from my father's death. She used th© money to open
a littl© store. Then sh© got hold to another man for a while,
but he slicked her out of her money and en© lost th© store and
became mentally distuned. So my grandfather cam© and got me
and took n© to rv© with nim at th© farm.

On© morning later on my mother cam© to th© farm to take
o away from my grandfather. When wo© arrived at th© hotel
where she was staying, cried and made such a fuss all night
that she was asked by a lady if | was really her son. elfeis

lady thought my mother had stolen me. The very next morning my

that h© wanted to givo n© th© best education that money could
buy. Grandfather never hit n©7 h© never laid a hand on me.
HO© paid a lot of attention to me* When hie buggy would roll
|l «d b© in there e« He took nm© everywhere with him, to th©
stores# to meSt whit folks, to church on Sunday. People look
up and say, »Th©&r© com© Uncle Lee, big Le© and little L©O,1
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It seemed like people knowed n© through him. WO was so
close, when they ee®© him they see mQ@.

Somebody els© | rOmOmber "was Aunt Pau me who us©d to
live around there with her husbandf Uncle Bill. She was a
kind of Creol©® and she didn't speak English. She wore a red
handkerchief on her head and had red lips and wor© a long
dress. My grandfather and used to pass her on the dirt road
and she'd say 1Bol jour"”, and I didn” know what th© hell she
was saying, |'d break and run. | didn't know sh© was just
saying good morning to me. Her husband, Bill Rieto, fought
in th© Civil War, and h© had a old long gun that | sometimes
saw ©ticking out their window when | passed there, HO musta
fought in the Union Army. | know h© didn*t fight for thO
Confederates, staying around my grandfather, cause my
grandfather was pretty militant.

One day som neighbor's children and were playing in my
yard when suddenly | heard someone scream. Grandfather cam®©
out of the loarn bent over# blood running down his leg. | don't
know how it happened but h© cut his leg while working in th©
bam. Aunt Hannan came out of th© house, and h© p©d him
into bed. Aunt Hannah doctored his leg day and night.
Hospitals were miles away. Grandfather didn«t realize how
seriously he was hurt. Months passed his leg got worse, and
he sti 1 wasn't s©©n Joy a doctor. Things weren't the earn© on
the farm anymore. 'Sh© neighbors would leave th© house with

worried looks on their faces. | soon realized my grandfatherls
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leg wouldn't heal, and it kept getting worse. In th© meantime,
Aunt Harmah had taken ill and soon sh© died.

My grandfather hired a housekeeper to take car© of us.
Th© housekeeper's name was Betsy. called her =Aunt Betsy" =
Later h© married her. Little did | know at that time what
heartbreak ftunt Betsy would bring to me. It wasn't long after
that on© night Aunt Betsy wok© n© up and told me my
grandfather had died. | remember hanging onto his neck and
screaming. ThO© people that were in th© room had to pull n©
away from him.

My grandfather was given an Odd Fellows burial. This was
th© name of a secret order organization. Th© men who attended
th© funeral wore whit© gloves, and they carried «words which
were a symbol of th© organization, AIll the women wore white.
I was dressed in whit©, too. | was so hurt, and feelings of
loneliness and emptiness filled my heart, since my grandfather
had been th© most important person in my life.

Th© death of my grandfather was th© turning point of my
life. I remained with Aunt Betsy on th© farm. Betsy was a mean
woman with little education or knowledge. Betsy brought her
sister, Aunt Alice, to live with us on th© farm. Her sister
was a mean old woman just like her. Neither of them had any
consideration for me or any on© ©Is©. Betsy was never pleased
with me or anything | tried to do. Sh© used to fuss at me, and

scold n© and only half feed me.
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On© evening some mén cam®© to th© farm* Aunt Betsy had a
long conversation with them. Later | found out Aunt Betsy v?as
giving all my grandfather's tools away.

Weeks later a man named Buster Wells, who used to work on
the farm for Grandfather, came to live with us on the farm; ho
also brought his wife, ftunt Betsy gave Buster fifty head of
cattle to sell for her. Weeks passed. She was waiting for him
to bring the money back, but Buster never cam© back to the
farm. Th© only news sh© heard about him was that h© had died.
Later Bustej:*© wife left th© farm. Sine© Aunt Betsy had no
education, men would count her money and shortchange her all
th© time. Finally all her money was stolen by thee© people eh©
had trusted.

Th© remainder of the inheritance grandfather left her was
gradually given to her sisters and brothers. Everything that
my grandfather had of value was sold or given away. But ny
grandfather left his land to n© and Aunt Betsy. When Aunt
Betsy didn't have anything ©Is© to sell or give away, she
tried to sell my land. But little did she know my grandfather
had fixed it so no on© could sell it. Finally, i%unt Betsy went
to a court in Opelousas to try to sell my land* But th© judge
told Aunt Betsy that the land couldn't b© sold until | reached
th. ,ge of twenty-one. By that time | would be old enough to
decide legally what I wanted to do with th© land.

When Aunt Betsy cam© from court sh© was frustrated with
me. Sh© went around th© farm with frowns all over her face.

Then sh© really started mistreating moO.1lI© little food sh©
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gave me to eat wasn”™t served on th© long dining room table
was used to ©ating at. All my toys and clothes disappeared.
never knew whether she gave them away or burned them up. |
wasn't surprised anymore over any stupid thing she did. There
were time© when | would walk around crying and longing for ny
grandfather. Her sister Alice would often hit m© for no
reason. My grandfather's friend© stopped coming to the farm.
They wouldn't liav® anything to do with such mean women.

Later Aunt Betsy sent n©© to live with her brother. HO v?as
very friendly tovrairds me, moreso than his sister. But my visit
was cut short. Aunt Betsy came and took me back to th© farm.
With little food to ©at and the mistreatment of these old
ladies, word began to spread throughout Morrow about th© way
they were treating me.

On© night in 1927, w© had a bad rainstorm. High water vas
©verywher©. All th©® homes wOr© flooded out with water. People,
black and whit®, received lots of assistance from th© Red
Cross. When th© water kept getting higher, some soldiers came
and took everyone to Carrp Beauregard WO stayed there three
days. When th© water went down, w© went back to our homes; wo©
were transported back by th© soldiers. On our way back home
from Camp Beauregard, wO© saw dead cattle all along th© roads/
and in people's yards, and scattered around their farmhouses.
It took weeks before all th© dead cattle were burned.

Things began to get better for me. News reached my
cousins who lived in th© ciountrysid© between LeMbyen and

Morrow. Mv cousin was named Tot Howard and his wife Rosetta
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Howard. Tot Howard came to the farm and took me away from Aunt
Betsy and her sister and h© took n®© to live with him and his
wife. (At this time, | found out Jtunt Betsy didn”~ want n®© to
leave the farm. She intended to have n®© stay until | reached
the ag®© of twenty-on©, so she could try to influence n®© to
sign my land over to her.} Tot Howard and his wife were very
poor people, but they tried to do all they could for me.

Tot wanted me in schools had never attended school
before. was very excited about the idea of going to school
with kide my own age. This was the beginning of a new
experience for mC.

All th© black children in this small community went to
the same school in Morrow, Most of tn© children wGr© from tho©
families of th© Howard people around th© same plantation. |
went to school three months out of a y©ar» WO dian't learn too
much m that small length of time. Yet, this was quit© some
experience to look forward to. AIll of these black families
were sharecroppers. Miss da Bowers, our teacher, was very
respectable and taught one hundred children, which included
all primary grades up to th© nfth grade. When | became older

was transferred to another school in LeMoyen. This school
was about six miles away.

I walked th© six miles ©very day, in cold weather and in
rain. | walked on th© railroad tracks witn the other black
children. WO were afraid to walk on th© highway because a man
had got run over. Black children couldn't rid© on th© school

buses. | realized for the first time | was living in an ©vil
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Jim Crow, discriminatory, and racist society. School buses
were available only for the whit© children. I'his mad® me want
to learn what was behind these problems that existed for black
people.

liked to read, wO used to read books like Bob and
Nancy” and th© story of th© Tar Baby, and "Little Boy Blue
Com© Blow Your Horn. Th®© sheep's in the meadow, th© cows in
the corn.1 Hell, with stuff like that no wonder I didn't
learn nothing in that school!

But did learn how to read. Reading books became very
interesting and enjoyable, After th© three months of school
was over, | went back to help my cousins. When w© wasn't
farming, wo© chopped wood for some whit© people's homes. THO
monsy from clioppingf wood. h@lp©dl out in th© winter months. On©
thing | couldn't understand was why my cousin didn't chop wood
for us and prepare for winter. nst©ad wo© would wait until it
got real cold, then wo would gather wood ©very day for th©
fireplace. But didn»t complain about anything that was done
around th© place.

The sharecroppers wor© vOry poor but appreciated what
my relatives were doing for me. My appetite was so big |
wanted different kinds of food to ©at. My cousin Aunt T-Bab®©
WO called our cousins *«aunt’» and "uncle"”; and T-Bab© was th©
nickname for Rosetta, Uncle Totls wife) mad© lunch for us
everyday to take to school. Sometimes wO© had potatoes and a
cinnamon roll, and sometimes w© was eating that damned pork.

WO didn't know no better. But wO© at© good. Sometimes Aunt T-
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Bab© mad© cha cha, mad© out of cabbage, cucumber, pepper,
mustard, and green tomatoes. 1ti©y had a good garden. They
had potato banks where they would store the potatoes buried in
the ground wrapped in hay and corn silk. They killed their
hogs and salted the meat and smoked th© meat and made sausage.
They would catch fish and smok©®© th© fish. And Aunt T-Babe
would bake light rolls. Sh© would let th© dough set and rise
up and then bake it. And then wrap it up in a piece of cloth
to keep it fresh remember wO didn’t have no ic©, so wO put
our drinks in sawdust in a tub. At least thatls how | remember
it. Itl funny how at 77 years old you can remember a lot of
things. Seventy-seven ain't too old to rememberl

I noticed on© day when | was walking down th© street that
some people were coming out of a building carrying bags of
food | asked the people if | could get some of that food.
They told n© to go on in and ask for some. When got inside
the building and asked for th© food, a lady, who was sitting
behind a desk, told n©© to sign some paper < When | signed the
papers, | got th© food, some cornmeal, flour, plums and
grapefruits. was so glad to get this food | couldn't wait to
g©t hom© to show Aunt T-Bab© and Unci© Tot what | had. When
Unci© Tot saw the food, h© got very angry at me* Jipparently,
th© building | went into to get th© food from was th© Welfare
O ffice. Uncle Tot explained to n© | shouldn't go to th©
Welfare Office to get food because that food was for people

who were out of work and didn*t have any other means of
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support. Even though | didn't quit© understand what h© was
talking about, I didn't go there ever again.

On© evening passing the dock | noticed some men were
giving away bananas. T1©y gave me some, so | took them, I
didn't know what reaction Unci© Tot would have. But he didn't
say anything to n®© about that. I just wanted something
different to ©at for a change.

On© night Unci© Tot and his sister Simt Bernice went to a
small bar in th© community. While they were sitting at the
table a drunk white man cam© in from th© whit© bar next door
and put his hand on Aunt Bernice's breast. As soon as this

happened, th© light in th© bar went out* Then a shot rang out

him. Unci© Tot didn't have his gun that night. But, of course,
everyone believed Unci© Tot killed this man. Whit© men on
horses rod®© all night in th© rural communities looking for
Unci©® Tot. Th© neighbors gathered all their children and put
them in on© house, until morning. This went on for three
weeks. Uncle Tot ©scaped the riders * hands, He had hidden out
in a church for two weeks. LatOr, with th© help of friends,
h© ©scaped to th© train station and mad®© his getaway to Texas.
Soon afterward, Aunt T-Bafo© moved to Evergreen, Louisiana, and
took n© along. We went to live with her brother. Later, WO
heard that a whit© man did th© killing in th© bar that night.
I started school again in Evergreen. | got along fin©

with th© other kids. On© time | was playing on some thin ice
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and f©ll into a hoi©. Th© kids had to pull nm© out. Another
time when my little cousin and I went to a grocery store, |
stole a grap© and put it in his mouth. When w®© got home, my
cousin told Aunt T-Bab© and she gave n© a good spanking.

Aunt T-Bab© decided it was time for n© to get baptized,
so | was baptized in th© local Baptist church on© Sunday
morning with three more children. 1 rOmSrrib© how the preacher
gave a long sermon over us, and people b© hollering just like
it was a funeral. IliOon th© old preacher took n© in th© water
and | thought h© wa going to preach my funerale And that
water was coldi People just hollering. When th© preacher
dipped me that ast tim© people were standing all around in
th© water and they started to singing Hlon© got over,*
remember that good. They took us back to a house and dressed
and fed us. | felt like was some kind of cho ©n person. For
a while I went to church ©very Sunday and also had Communion.

At about th© ag© of 15, | decided it was time for n®© to
go out and find work to help support myself, I was still a
young boy, but pretty large for my age. | was lucky to find
work as a houseboy, working for a German family, although this
job didn*t turn out too well. IlI© salary was too low for all
th© work that was required. So, left and wOnt to live with
Aunt T-Babe’s brother, Dad Jones, and his family, where I
worked ©very day in th© fields picking and chopping cotton.
With the littl© money received | bought om© clothes. Dad

Jones had a large family, but everyone got to ©at a cooked
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meal and drink milk every morning. HO treated n®© like on© of
th© family.

The field hands' day off was on Saturday. On© morning a
boy in th© neighborhood wanted someone to work in his place,
selling meat door-to-door on Saturdays. Th© job was paying
on© dollar and fifty cents a day. | took this job and saved
enough money to hobo to Melville, Louisiana. I went there
looking for other relatives and a cousin named Jo© Reece.
When | caught th© freight train to Melville, other hobos were
in th© boxcar with me. They told n®© when th© time cam®© to
jurrp off. With a suitcase under my arm and a little money in
my pocket, finally mad®© it to Melville

Melville wasn’t no large town but it had streets and a
theater* | started walking down th© street asking everyon®© I
met whether they knew anyone by th© name of J9© Reece.
happened to seo a lady walking on th© street and | said,
"Lady, can you tell n®© where Jo©O Reec© lives?ll Sh© said, IHe
lives out of town." Sh© told me how to get to where he lived
then she asked me, »What is your name? You kin to Jo©?*" |
said, LYes# my name is Le© Brown.1

Then she started mentioning som© of th© Browni names to
see if knew any. recognized som© 0f th© nam©s she
mentioned. It turned out this lady was my second cousin* She
took n© home with her. It so happened sh© lived only a short
distance from Melville. When w© arrived at her home, | was
introduced to her husband, her daughter and other relatives.

Her name was Esther; my other cousins were Jessie Brown, and
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Henry Brown. got so excited meeting so many relatives. After
dinner woO talked about other relatives who lived in different
towns. didnA know any of the relatives mentioned, but was
glad to hear had a large family. When time cam© to go to
bed, cousin Esther prepared a bed in tn© back of th© house.
Sh© told n© to stay as long as wanted.

That just goes to show how you can b© walking on th©
street and you just stop some particular person, and it turns
out you're related to them. That ©hows how things can
happen. | don't know what you call it. | don't know if |

was a chosen man or what, but thatls what happened, to mo.
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Chapter 1/Childhood
(V@r 2, revised 6/6/98)

I went to liy®©® with my grandfather when was five years
old. Grandfather owned a farm in Morrow, Louisiana.
Grandfather was well known and loved and respected by
everyone who lived in Morrow. Hie name was Lg© Brown.
Everyone called him Unci© Le© Brown. When | was bom in the
Charity Hospital in New Orleans on May 28 ,1921,1 was named
after him, Le© Brown,

Grandfather was a tall, dark-skinned man with kinda
heavy shoulders. HO was a large fellow”™ solid and strong.

He was also a kind-hearted, easy going man. | never did se©
him angry. HO never got in no fights. Everybody in that
little country town liked him. HO© was always helping people,
people that had trouble* HO carried his money in a sack, a
whit© sack. | think my grandmother mad®© it. HO would lend
people money, poor people who needed help. HO was always
trying to do things for people.

We lived in the countryside among hardworking farmers who
were very poor but also very friendly, and concerned about
each other. Neighbors would com© to my grandfather's home
©very night and they would discuss issues silch as farming,
church affairs, money problems and health. Listening to thee®©
old people taught n© a lot about life and how to make a living
for myself, and ©specially respect for others.

To n© there was no wiser or beloved a man than ny

grandfather. HO loved n© a lot, too. remember h© used to
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take nm© to BunKie, another littl© town, and h© would buy n©
toys, a littl© wagon, marbles, spinning tops. would bring
them back hom© and th©:n I would giv© th© kids around there
some marbles; |1 would always share with the other kids. He
taught n© to do that. Even th© Kids used to play with,
the next door neighbors, we never did have no rights. He
taught me how to get along with people.

Grandfather had a buggy that h© used to take n© round
m. It was a black buggy with red spokes on th© wheels and
and it was pulled by a black hors©. Some of th© happiest
times that | can iromGiribGr were when  would sit up front
a ongsid® my grandfather in his buggy and ride fast across
those old dirt roads. | went everywhere with my grandfather.
I went to church ©very Sunday with him. Some Sundays w©
would go to th© church and take food and stay all day talKing
with th© neighbors and exchanging food.

My grandfather wou d haul freight for difterent stores.
Th© freight train would stop and leave freight, then he would
deliver th© freight to th© people at four or rivo stores. He
picked it up in his wagon. Two mules pulled that wagon. That
was his business, hauling freight.

On th© farm h© raised chickens and ducks. He had a few
horses and a fow mu © . He us©d to gather hay from some other
place to feed his horses. He dian't grow no crops except for
a littl© truck patch of vegetables to ©at -- cabbages,
tomatoes# potatoes, things like that, and some com. The

farm wasn't no great large on©, but it was large enough for
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him, for what he was doing. Something that he could handle.
Sometimes h© mred two, three people round there to help him.

strroiigasaa™n. He would stand with n©
by his sid© looking over hi© land, and say to me, "As far as
your ©yes can Ce--on© day this land will b© yours.1 | looked
up to him for guidance, wisdom and knowledge.

In th© house grandfather had this ong table, | ain’'t
seen no table 11J© that in a ong time. Every morning we had
our breakfast at this table. He sat n© at on© end of the
table and he sat at th© other. HO would say a prayer before
eating. Llow don*t understand this but in those day they
had steak for breakfast. don*t know how they did that;
maybe they kept it smoked or sometning. | know w®© at© meat
and eggse | remember woO at© good. | think had more than any
kid around there, good food, toys. | was th© oply kid living
on th© farm. It was just me and my grandfather and nt

Hannah before she died, and later Aunt Betsy.

My grandmother*s name was Hannah. | called her Aunt
Hannah. | don,t remember h©r too good. They told was a
Seminole IndiaLn who caiine from FlOrida. £h© wats ta Il ith O0lig

black hair that hung to her waist. Aunt Hannah didn't talk
very much to anyone but everyone ov@d h©r. Sh© was a kind
lady.

Living on my grandfather's farm f was my happiest
time.

My grandfather had. three sons: Bab, Bud and Bruce Brown.

Bruc©® Brown was my father. My father was a light-complexioned
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man and very tall, at 6 feet, 7 inches, HO wore size 14 shoes.
My father was killed when | was very young. On hie way to
work one morning h© stepped on a live electric wire that had
fallen down on the ground during th© night after a terrible
thunderstorm. HO was killed instantly. | didn't really get to
know my father. Little do know about; him, except what | was
told.

My mother was bom in Boton, M ississippi. Her nam© was
Janie Davis. Like | said# was !born at th© 01d Charity
Hospital in New Orleans. When | was small my mother received
some money from my father's death. Sh© used th© money to open
a little store. Then sh© got hold to another man for a while,
but h© slicked her out of her money and sh© lost the store and
became mentally disturbed. So my grandfather cam© and got me
and took n© to live with him at th© farm.

On© morning later on my mother cam®© to th© farm to take
me away from my grandfather. When WO arrived at th© hotel
where sh© was staying, | cried and mad®© such a fuss all night
that sh© was asked by a lady if | really her son. This
lady thought my mother had stolen me* Th© very next morning ny
mother took m© back to th© farm.

Grandfather took good car© of m© HO used to tell people
that h© wanted to give n© th© best education that mon©y could
buy. Grandfather never nit me, h© never laid a hand on nt"
He paid a lot of attention to me. When his buggy would roll
11d b© in there. HO took n© everywhere with him, to th©

stores, to meet wnite ro ks, to church on Sunday. People look
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up and say, "There come Unci© Le©, big Lee and little LOO®.»
It seemed like peopl© know©d me through him. WO was so
close, when they see him they see me.

Somebody ©Is© | remember was Aunt Paulin© who used to
live around there with her husband, Unci© Bill.Sh© was a
kind of Creole and sh© didn't speak English. Sh© wore a red
handkerchief on her head and had red lips and wore a long
dress. My grandfather and | used to pa s her on th© dirt road
and she'd say "Bol jourll, and | didn't know what th© hell sh©
was saying* <d break and run- know she was just
saying good morning to me. Her husband, Bill Rieto, fought
in th© Civil War, and he had a old long gun that sometimes
saw sticking out their window wh©n | passed th©r©. HO musta
fought in th© Union Army. | know he didn't fight for th©

Confederates, staying around my grandfather, lcause nmy

EEEn n
IO -
yard when suddenly | heard someone scream. Grandfather cam©
out of th© barn bent over, blood running down his leg* | don't
know how it happened but h© cut his leg while working in th©
bam. Aunt Hannah cam© out of th© house, and helped him get
into bed. Aunt Hannah doctored his leg day and night.
Hospitals were miles away. Grandfather didn't realize how
seriously h© wae hurt. Months passed his leg got worse, and
h© still wasn't seen by a doctor. Things wOron,t th© earn© on
th« farm anymore. Th© neighbors would leave th© house with

worried looks on their faces. | soon realized my grandfather's
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leg wouldn't heal, and it kept getting worse. In th© meantime,
Aunt Hannah had taken ill and she soon died.

My grandfather hired a housekeeper to take car© of us.
The housekeeper's name was Betsy. | called her LAunt Betsyl.
Later he married her. Little did | know at that time what
heartbreak Aunt Betsy would bring to me. It wasn't 10ng after
that one night Aunt Betsy wok© n© up and told n© my
grandfather had died. I remember hanging onto his n©ck and
screaming. The people that were in th©® room had to pull n©
away from him.

My grandfather was given an Odd Fellows burial. This was
th© name of a secret order organization. Th© men who attended
th© funeral wore whit© gloves, and they carried swords which
wor®© a symbol of th© organization, AIll th© women wore white.
I was dressed in white, too*l was so hurt, and feelings of
lon©lin©Bs and emptiness filled my heart, sine© my grandfather
had been the most important person in my life.

Th© death of my grandfather wae th© turning point of my
life. | remained with Aunt BOtsy on th© farm. Betsy was a
cruel woman with little education or knowledge. | never knew
anyone could b© so cruel and selfish. WO never had much
contact with each other, either before or after grandfather's
death. She was never pleased with me or anything tried to
do. She used to fuss at n© and only half feed me.

On© ©venincj some men cam®© to th© farm. Aunt Betsy had a
long conversation with them. Later I found out Aunt Betsy was

giving all my grandfather's tools away.
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Weeks later a man named Buster Wells, who used to
work on th© farm for Grandfather, cam© to live with us on the
farm; he also brought his wife. Aunt Betsy gave Buster fifty
head of cattle to sell for her. Weeks passed. Sh© was Waiting
for him to bring th© money back, but Buster never cam®© back to
th© farm. Th© only news she heard about him was that he had

died. Later Buster's wife left th© farm. nee

rr.rr.—

by these people sh© had trusted.

Th© remainder of the inheritan<5© grandfather left her was
gradually given to her sisters and brothers. But, my
grandfather left land A<0—me* When fiunt Be”sy didn”
hav© anything else to sell or give away, sh© tried to sell ny
land. But little did sh© know my grandfather had fixed it so
no on© could sell it. Finally, Aunt Betsy went to a court in
Opelousas to try to <pBt my land* But th© judge told Aunt Betsy
that aAJ, th© land belonged to me, and felr© land couldn't fo©
Bold.

My land couldn”~t be sold until reached th© ag© of
twenty-on©; by that tim© | would b© old enough to decide
legally what I wanted to do with th© land. When Aunt Betsy
cam© from court sh© was frustrated with me, Sh© went around
th© farm with frowns all over her face. ™G sh© rea v
started mi treating me. Th© little food she gave n© to ©at
wasn t served on th© 10ng dining room table | was used to

eating at. All my toys and clothes disappeared. I n ver knew
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whether sh© gave them av?ay or burned them up. wasn't
suiprised anymore over any stupia thing sh© did. There were
Ilg and longing for >
me for no reason

My grandfather's friends stopped coming to th© farm ,Bll
wouldn't have anything to do with such a wiciced woman.

Everything that my grandfather had of value was sold or
given away. Then Aunt Betsy brought her sister, Alice* to th®©
farm to live with us. Her sister was a mean old woman just
like her. Neither of them had any consideration for n© or any
one else.

Later Aunt Betsy Bent n© to live with her brother. HO was
very friendly towards m©, moreso than his sister. But my visit

was cut short. Aunt Betsy cam© and took n© back to th© farm.

they were treating me.

On© night in 1927, wo© had a bad rainstorm. High water was
everywhere. All th©® homes wor© flooded out with water. People,
black and white, received lots of assistance from th© Red
Cross. When th© water kept getting higher, some soldiers cam®©
and took everyone to Camp Beauregard (sp?). WO stayed ther®©
three days. When th© water went down, w© went back to our
homes; w© were transported back by th© soldiers. On our way
back hom© from Camp Beauregard, w© saw dead cattle all along

th© roads, and in people's yards, and scattered around their
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farmhouses. It took weeks b©for© all the d©ad cattl® wor©
burned.

Things began to get better for me. New© reached my
cousins who lived in th© countryside between LeMbyen and
Morrow. My cousin was named Tot Howard and his wife Rosetta
Howard « Tot Howard cam© to th© farm and took nm© away from Aunt
Betsy and her sister and h© took nm® to live with him and his
wife. (At this tim©# found out fiunt Betsy didn*t want me to
leave th© farm. Sh© intended to hav© nm© stay until reached
th© ag®© of twenty-on©, so she could try to influence n© to
sign my land over to her.) Tot Howard and his wife wOr© very
poor people, but they tried to do all they could for me.

Tot wanted n© in school. | had never attended school

ir :;2zrrri ™
)
experience for mo.

All th© black children in this small community went to
th© same school in Morrow. Most of th© children were from-tibe
th© families of th© Howard people around th© same plantation.
I went to school three months out of a year. WO didn't learn
too much in that small length of time. Yet, this was quit©
some experience to look forward to. AIll of these black
families were sharecroppers. Miss Ida Bowers, our teacher, was
very respectable and taught on© hundred cmldren, which
included all primary grades up to th© rifth grad©. When I
became Older | was tranef©Orr©d to another sciioo in LOMbyOn.

This school was about six miles away.
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walked th© six miles ©very day, in cold weather and in
rain. | walked on the railroad tracks with the other black
children. WO were afraid to walk on th© highway because a man
had got run over. Black children couldn't ride on th© school
buses. | realized for th© first time | was living in an evil
Jim Grow, discriminatory, and racist society. School buses
were available only for th© whit© children.lllis mad® n© want
to learn what was behind these problems that existed for black
people.

I liked to read. WO used to read books lik© Bob and
Nancy” and th© story of th© Tar Baby, and "Little Boy Blue
Com© Blow Your Horn. ThO© sheep*s in th© meadow, th© cows in
th© corn,n Hell, no wonder I didn't learn nothing much in
school.

But I did learn how to read pretty well. Reading books
became very interesting and enjoyable. After th© three months
of school was over, | went back to help my cousins. When w©
wasn't farming, wo chopped wood for some whit© people's homes.

Th© money from chopping wood helped out in th© winter months.

until it got real cold, then wo would gather wood ©very day
for th© fireplace. But didn*t complain about anything that
was don© around th© place.

Th© sharecroppers were very poor but | appreciated what
my relatives were doing for m©. My appetite was o0 big I

wanted different kinds of food to ©at. My cousin Aunt T-Bab®©
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WO called our cousins jaunt« and "unclel/ and T-Bab®© was th©
nickname for Rosetta, Unci©® Tot's wife) gave n© pork and beans
and a cinnamon roll to eat ©very day for lunch./fenoticed on©
day when | was walking down th© street that some people were
coming out of a building carrying bags of food. | asked the
people if | could get some of that food. They told n®© to go on
in and ask for some. When | got insid®© th© building and asked
for th© food, a lady, who was sitting behind a desk, told n®©
to sign some papers. When | signed th© papers, | got the food.
I was so glad to get this foodl couldn.t wait to got hom®© to
show Aunt T-Bab© and Unci© Tot what X had. When Unci©® Tot saw
th© food, h© got very angry at me. Apparently, th© building I
went into to get the food from was th© Welfare Office. Uncle
Tot explained to nm© | shouldn't go to th© Welfare Office to
get food because tMt food was for people who wer out of work
and didn't have any other means of support. Even though

I didn't quit®© understand what he was talking about, | didn't
go there ever again. Nevertheless, | had b©™n giv™*n some
commeal, flour, plums and grapefruits*

One ©Ovening passing the dock noticed som© men were
giving away bananas. Ifeey gave n© some, SO took them. |
didn»t know what reaction Unci© Tot would have. But he didn't
say anything to n© about that. just wanted something
difrerent to ©at for a change.

On©® night Oncl& Tot and his sister Aunt Bernice went to
a small bar in th© community. While they were sitting at the

table a drunk whit® man cam© in from th© whit© bar next door
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and put his hand on Aunt Bernicels breast. As soon as this
happened# the light in the bar went out. Then a shot rang out
in th© bar. Th© white man was shot. Before h© died, h© called
out that Uiicl® Tot had shot him. 1*his man didn't know who shot
him. Uncle Tot didn't have his gun that night. But, of course,
everyone believed Unci© Tot killed this man. White men on
horses rod® all night in th© rural communities looking for
Uncle Tot, Th© neighbors gathered all their children and put
them in on© house, until morning. This went on for three
weeks. Unci© Tot ©scaped th© riders!l hands. HO had hidden out
in a church for two weeks. Later, with th© help of friend
he ©Oscaped to th© train station and mad®© his getaway to Texas.
Soon afterward, i%unt T-Bab© mov~d to Evergreen, Louisiana, and
took me along, WO went to live with her brother, Later, we
heard that a whit© man did th© killing in th© bar that night.
I started school again in Evergreen. | got along rm®©
with th© other kids. On© time | was playing on some thin ic©
and fell into a hole. Th© kids had to pull me out, Another
time when my little cousin and |I went to a grocery store, |
stole a grape and put it in his mouth. When wo© got hom©o™ my
cousin told Aunt T-Bab© and sh© gave n© a good spanking*

Aunt T-Bab© decided it was time for me to get
baptized, so | was baptized in th© local Baptist church on©
Sunday morning with thre®©® mor© children. | remember how th©
preacher gave a long sermon over us, and people b© hollering
just lik© it was a funeral. Then tii© old preacher took n® in

the water and | thought he was going to preach my funeral. And
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that water was cold! People just hollering. When th© preacher
dipped n© that last time peopl®© VO standing a- around in
th© water and they started to singing "don© got <
remember that good. T*ey took us back to and
dressed and fed us. | felt like was some kind of chosen
person. For a while | went to church ©very Sunday and also had
Communion.

At about th© age of 15, | decided it was time for n© to
go out and find work to help support myself. I was still a
young tooy, but pretty large for my ag©. | was lucky to find
work as a houeeboy, working for a German family, although this
job didn't turn out too well. ThO salary was too low for all
th© work that was required. So, 10ft and went to live with
Aunt T-Babe's brother, Dad Jones, and his family, where |
worked ©very day in th© fields picking and chopping cotton.
With th© little moiley I received | bought some clothes. Dad
Jones had a large family, but everyone got to ©at a cooked
meal and drink milk ©very morning* HO treated n®© like one of

the

a boy in th© neighborhood wanted someone to work in his

paying on© dollar and fifty cents. took this joJo and saved
©nough money to hobo to Melvi 1©, Louisiana* wont there
looking for other relatives and a cousin named Jo© Reece.
When | caught th© freight train to Melville, other hobos were

in th® boxcar with m©. They told n© when th© time cam®© to
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junp off. With a suitcase under my arm and a little money in
my pocket/ finally mad®© it to Melville,

Melvil © wasn't no large town but it had streets and a
theater. started walking down the street asking ©veryon©
met whether they knew anyone by the name of Jo© Reece. |
happened to see a lady walking on th© street and | said,
"Lady, can you tO©Ill me where Jo© Reece lives?" She said, 1HO
lives out of town.IL She told n®© how to get to where h© lived,
then she asked me, "What is your name? You kin to Jo©?H |
said, HW© my name is Le© Brown,1

Then eh© started mentioning some of th© Brown's names to
see if | knew any. | recognized some of the names she
mentioned. It turned out this lady was my second cousin. Sh©
took n© home with her. It bo happened sh© lived only a short
distance from Melvill©. When wO© arrived at her home, | was
introduced to her hueband# her daughter and other relatives.
Her name was Esther; my other cousins were Jessie Brown, and
Henry Brown. | got so excited meeting so many relatives. After
dinner wo talked about other relatives who lived in different
towns. didn't know any of th© relatives mentioned, but was
glad to hear I had a large family. When time cam®© to go to
bed, cousin E ther prepared a bed in th© loack of th© house.

Sh© told me to stay as long as | wanted.

qIn::::

out youlr© related to them. That sbowB how thing can
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happen. | don*t know what you call it. | don't know if

was a chosen man or what® but that"s what happened to me
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LEE BROWN Interview 6/4/98 on Childhood (Ch.1)

Grandfather was a tall, dark-skinned man with kinda heavy
shoulders. He was a large fellow. He was a kifid-hearted, easy going
man. | never did see him angry. He never got in no fights.
Everybody in that little country town liked him. He was always
helping people, people that had trouble. He carried his money in a
sack, a white sack. | think my grandmother made it. He would lend
people money, poor people who needed help. He was always trying
to do things for people. He liked me a lot, too. | remember he used to
take me to B-uiikey (sp), another little town and he would buy me
toys, a little wagon, marbles, spinning tops. I would bring them back
home and then | would give the Kkids around there some marbles; I
would always share with the other kids. He taught me to do that.
Even the kids | used to play with, the next door neighbors, we never

n | |
| | | | m
| I | r I | | r | |
train would stop and leave freight, then he would deliver the freight
to the people at four or five stores. He picked it up in Ms wagon.
Two mules pulled that wagon. That was his business, hauling freight.

Then he had a buggy what he used to take me round in. It was a
black bUggy With red SP keS n wheels and a wack , rse.

On the farm he raised chickens and ducks, didn't raise no hogs. He
had a few horses and a few mules. He used to gather hay from some
other place to feed his horses. He didn't grow no crops except for a
little truck patch of vegetables to eat”~cabbagef tomatoes, potatoes,
things like that, and some corn. The farm wasn't no great large one,
but it was large enough for him, for what he was doing. Something
that he could handle. Sometimes he hired two, three people round
there to help him. He had a fellow that used to come help him
named Buster Wells.

My grandmother, who | called Aunt Hannah, | don't remember too
good. They told she was a Seminole Indian. She was tall. |
remember Aunt Betsy, who used to be the housekeeper. After
grandfather died she became mean to me, talk mean and didn’t want
to feed me. She was kind before he died.

I remember Aunt Pauline who used to live around there with her
husband, Uncle Bill, She was a kind of Creole and she didn't speak
English. She wore a red handerchief on her head and had red lips and



wore a long dress. My grandfather and 1 used to pass her on the dirt
road and she"d say "Bo" j ur,J and | didn't know what the hell she
was saying. I'd break and run. | didn't know she was just saying
good morning to me. Her husband, Bill Rieto, fought in the Civil War,
and he had a old long gun that | sometimes saw sticking out their
window when | passed there. He musta fought in the Union Army. |
know he didn't fight for the Confederates, staying around my
grandfather, ‘'cause my grandfather was pretty militant.

In the house grandfather had this long table. I ain't seen no table
like that in a long time. They would have breakfast at this table. He
set me at the head of the table and they would say a prayer before
eating. Now | don*t understand this but in those days they had steak
for breakfast. I don't know how they did that; maybe they kept it
smoked or something. | knowwe ate meat and eggs. | remember we
ate good. I think | had morethan any kid around there, good food,
toys. | was tlie only Md living on the farm. It was just me and my
grandfather and Aunt Hannah before she died and Aunt Betsy.

Like 1 said, I was bom at the old Charity Hospital in New Orleans, but
my mother got ill and went to live with my grandfather., When 1 was
small my mother received some money from my fathers death after
he stepped on a live wire. She used the money to open a little store.
Then she got hold to another man for a while, but he slicked her out
of her money and she lost the store and became mentally disturbed.
So my grandfather came and got me and took me to live with him at
the farm. He took good care of me. He used to tell people that he
wanted to give me the best education that money could buy. He paid
a lot of attnetion to me. When his buggy would roll I'd be in there.
He took me everywhere with Mm, to the stores, to meet white folks,
to church on Sunday. People look up and say, "There come Uncle Lee,
big Lee and little Lee.*™

Betsy's cruelty: She would fuss, half feed me. She and her sister
Aunt Alice lived there and they were both mean. They wasn't
kicking me or abusing me. Grandfather never did hit me, he never
laid a hand on me.

Relationship with Grandfather: It seemed like people 1010wed me
through him. We was so close, when they see Mm they see me. |
remember when they called themselves baptizing me, people be
hollering just like it was a funeral. The old preacher took me in the
water and | thought he was going to preach a funeral. People be



standing around like at a funeral. @ And that water was cold. People
just hollering. Then when the preacher dipped me that last time
people were standing all aroun in the water and they started to
singing "done got over.# | remember that good. They took me back
to the place and dressed and feed me. | felt life I was some kind of
chosen person.

Then | had a "parain” (sp?) and a "marain" (sp?) they call it. They
were like a godfather and godmother.Lank Green and Annie Green.

After my grandfather died and | was staying with Tot Howard, my
sister used to send me clothes. My half-sister, my  father™ daughter,
was living in Alexandria. She heard about and she came to see me.
She brought me clothes. She used to wear long brown boots and she
carried a walking cane. Her name was Henrietta, | believe.

Tot Howard lived in the country between LeMoyne and Morrow. 1
used to go to school in Morrow, then went tp school in LeMoyne.
[Doesn't remmeber how old when started school.] My teacher was
Miss Ida Bowers. | remember | had to walk to school with the rest
of the children [whilethe white Kids rode in school bus] We walked
on the railroad tracks.We were afraid to walk onthe highway ‘cause
a man had got runnedover. We took Ol lunch toschool. Sometimes
we had potatoes, and sometimes we was eating that damned pork.
We didn't know no better. But we ate good. My Aunt T-Bay made

that cha cha. They had a good garden. They had potato (~?)
where they put their potatoes and killed their hogs and salted the
meat and smoked the meat and made sausage. ~ould catch

fish and smoke the fish. And Aunt T-Bay would bake”~fells. She

would let the dough set and rise up and then bake it. And then wrap

it up in a bar. You know that had them big bars onthe beds,

uclarify™ | remember we didn't have no ice, so we put our drinks in
in a tub.

I liked to read. We used to read books like Bob and Nancv. and the
story of the Tar Baby, and "Little Boy Blue Come Blow Your Horn.
The sheep's in the meadow, the cows in the com.” Hell, no wonder |
didn't learn nothing mftieh in sckooi.v

Aunt Bernice was Tot's sister. [ Lee says the Tot and Bernice and T-
Babe were really his cousins, "but we was trained to called them
aunts and uncles." They had children and | was like one of their
children.]



I was looking for my cousin, Joe Reece. Melville wasn't no large town
but it had streets and a theater. | happened to see a lady walking on
the street and | said "Lady, can you tell me where Joe Reece live?"
She said, "He lives out of town.# She told me how to get to where lie
lived, then she asked me "What is your name? You kin to Joe?" |
said, "Yes, my name is Lee Brown.™*

That goes to show how people walking on the street and you just
stop a particular person, and it turns out you're related to them.
That shows how things can happen. | don't know what you call it. |
don? know it | was a chosen man or what, but that's what happen to
me.

Concerning his grandfather's farm; "The main house and the land are
still there. My cousin tried to sell it, but they told him in Opelussas

that it belonged to me, but it was never turned over to me. | don't

know who is paying the taxes on it. One of these times Fm going to

have go down there and see what happened.”

Concerning white man who got shot in bar: "There was a white bar
in the same building. A white man came over to the black people's
bar after he got his head bad



Chapter 1/Childhood

T™in A =k rpp to live with my grandfather when | was
five years old. Grandfather owned a in €t
Louisiana. He raised cattle, chickens and tegs. Grandfather was well
known loved and respected by everyone who lived in
Louisiana. His name was Lee Brown Senior. Everyone called him
Uncle Lee Brown. When | was bom in the Charity Hospital in New
Orleans, Louisiam”™, May 28,1921,1 had been named after him, Lee
Brown .

Grandfather’s farm was ~sorirtige he had to hire men to help
with the work around the farm. Some of the happiest i“ements that
| can remember were when | would sit up front alongside my
grandfather in his buggy cind ride fast across those rugged dirt roads.

| went everywvhere with my grandfather. | went to church every

Sunday with him. n church and take
food and stay all ¢ "y i\ exchanging food.
Grandfather was &- # id with me by his
side looking over IS your eyes can
see—one day thij up to him for
guidance, wisdom i

To me theri man than my
grandfather. Granj S \ others who were
less fortunate ./I Sl ve me with my

friends.
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Chapter 1/Childhood

mp to live with my grandfather when | was

five \ears old. Grandfather owned a farm” teiaia<aE£S in
Louisiana. He raised cattle, chickens and tegs. Grandfather y\lljasww_e/l\l
known loved and respected by everyone who lived in Ma”rert
Louisiana. His name was Lee Brown Senior. Everyone called him
Uncle Lee Brown. When | was bom in the Charity Hospital in New
Orleans, Louisiana, May 28,1921,1 had been named after him, Lee
Bro'vn

Grandfather™ farm was su'tnjge he had to hire men to help
with the work around the farm. Some of the happiest moments that
| can remember were when | would sit up front alongside my
grandfather in his buggy cind ride fast across those rugged dirt roads.
| went everywhere with my grandfather. | went to church every
Sunday with him. Some Sundays we would go to the church and take
food and stay all day talking with the neighbors and exchanging food.
Grandfather was a solid strong man. He would stand with me by his
side looking over his land, and say to me, M\s far as your eyes can
see—one day this land will be yours.f | looked up to him for
guidance, wisdom and knowledge,

0 me there was no wiser or beloved a man than my
grandfather. Grandfather taught me to share with others who were
less fortunate.«l shared my toys or whatever he gave mewith my
friends.
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We lived among hardworking formers who were very poor.
Grandfather delivered freight. He met the train for supplies, and
then delivered the goods back to different stores,

| sincerely loved my grandfather, and he loved me. Every
morning we had our breakfast on a long diningroom table: my
grandfather sat at one end and | sat at the other end. Li\ing on the
farm, listening to different farm sounds, were my happiest moments.

My grandfather had three sons: Bab, Bud and Bruce Brown.
Bruce Brown was my father. My father was a light-complexioned man
and ver\rtall, at 6 feet, 7 inches. He wore size 14 shoes. My father
was Killed when | was very young. On his way to work one morning
he stepped on a live electric wire that had fallen down on the ground
during the night after a terrible thunderstorm. He was killed
instantly. | didn’t really get to know my father. Little do | know
about him, except what | was told.

We lived in the countryside where people were very friendly,
and concerned about each other. Neighbors would come to my
grandfather’s home every night and they would discuss issues such as
fanning, church affairs, money problems and health. Listening to
these old people taught me a lot about life and how to make a living
for myself, and especially respect for others.

One morning my mother came to the farm to take me away
from my grandfather. When we arrived at the hotel where she was
staying, | cried”~and made such a fuss all night that she was asked by
a lady if | were really her son. This lady thought my mother had

stolen me. The ver>/ next morning my mother took me back to the
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farm. My mottlLer was born in Boton, Mississippi. Her name was Janie
Davis.

My grandmother’s name was Hannah. She was a Seminole
Indian who came from Florida. She lived on the farm with my
grandfather and I. Aunt Hannah didn’t talk very much to anyone but
even one loved her. Her long black hair hung to her waist. Aunt
Hannah was a kind lady. Grandfather didn”™ believe in banks. He
would let his neighbor (one that he trusted) keep his money in an old
sack until he got ready to use it.

One day some neighbor’s children and | were playing in my
\ard when suddenly | heard someone scream. Grandfather came out
of the bam bent over blood running down his leg. He cut his leg
while working in the bcim. Aunt Hannah came out of the house, and
helped him get into bed. Aunt Hannah doctored his leg day and night.
Hospitals were miles away. Grandfather didn’t realize 10w seriously
he was hurt. Months passed; his leg got worse, and he still wasn't
seen by a physician. Things vveren”™ the same on the farm anymore.
The neighbors would leave the house with worried looks on their
faces. | soon realized my grandfather’s leg wouldn’t heal, and it kept
getting worse. In the meantime, Aunt Hannah had taken ill and soon
died.

My grandfather hired a housekeeper to teike care of us. Later he
married her. The housekeeper's name was Betsy. | called her "Aunt
Betsy f. little <Nd | know at that time what heartbreak Aunt Betsy
would bring to me. It wasn't long after my grandfather died. One
night Aunt Betsy woke me up and told me my grandfather had died.

| remember hanging onto his neck and screaming. The people that
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were in the room at that time had to pull me aw”y from him. My
grandfather was such a kind man. Even one, Black and white, liked
him.

My grandfather was given an Odd Fellows burial. This was the
name of a secret order organization. The men who attended the
funeral wore white gloves, and also carried svvords™a symbol of the
organization, All the women wore white. | also was dressed in white.
| was so hurt, and feelings of loneliness and emptiness filled my
he/art, since he had been the most important person in my life.

The death of my grandfather was the turning point of my life. |
remained with Aunt Betsy on the farm. She was a cruel woman with
little education or knowledge. | never knew anyone could be so cruel
£ind selfish. We never had much contact with each other, either before
or chifter grandfather™ death. She was never pleased with me or
anything | tried to do.

One evening some men came to the farm. Aunt Betsy had a long
conversation with them. Later | found out Aunt Betsy was giving all
my grandfather” tools away.

Weeks later a man whose name was Buster*came to live with us
on the farm; he also brought a wife. Aunt Betsy gave Buster fifty head
of cattle to sell for her. Weeks passed. She was waiting for him to
bring the money back, but Buster never came back to the farm. The
only news she heard about him was that he had died. Later Buster's
wife left the Arm. In addition, since Aunt Betsy had no education,
men would count her money and shortchange her all the time. Finally

all her money was stolen by these people she had trusted.
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The remainder of the inheritance grandfather left her was
gradually given to her sisters and brothers. But my grandfather left
all his land to met When Aunt Betsy didnft have anything else to sell
or give awaw she tried to sell my land. But little did she know my
grandfather held fixed it so no one could sell it. Finally, Aunt Betsy
went to a courtin ptfl TS .Louisiana to try to get my land. But the
judge told Aunt Betsy that all the land belonged to me, and the land
couldn’t be sold.

My land couldn’t be sold until | reached the age of
twenty-one: by that time | would be old enough to decide (legally)
whcit | wanted to do with the land. When Aunt Betsy came from court
she was frustrated with me. She went around the farm with frowns
all over her face. Then she really started mistreating me. The little
food she gave me to eat wasn't served on the long dining room table |
was so accustomed to eating upon. All my toys and clothes
disappeared. | never knew whether she gave them away or burned
them up. I wasn't stirprised anymore over any stupid tiling she did.

Jlere were times when | would walk around crying and longing for
my grandfather. She would often beat me for no reason. My
grandfather's friends stopped coming to the farm. They didn’'t have
anything to do with such a woman.

Eveiything that my grandfather had of value was sold or given
away. Then Aunt Betsy brought her sister to the feirm to live with us.
Her sister was a mean old woman just like her. Neither of them had
any consideration for me or any one else.

Later Aunt Betsy sent me to live with her brother. He was very
friendly towards me: moreso than his sister. But my visit was cut
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short. Aunt Betsy came and took me back to the fcirm. With little food
to eat and the mistreatment of these old ladies, word began to spread
throughout Marrot Louisiana about the way they were treating me.

One night in 1927, we had a bad rainstorm. High water was
even where. All the homes were flooded out with water. People,
Black and white, received lots of assistance from the Red Cross. When
the water kept getting higher some soldiers came and took everyone
to Ccimp BurgiSard. We stayed there three days. When the water went
down, we went back to our homes; we were
soldiers. On our wav back home from Camp we saw dead
cattle all along the roads and in people’syards and scattered around
their farmhouses. It took weeks before all the dead cattle were
burned.

Things began to shape up for me. Final*ev~”~ched
cousins who lived in a countryside Lamefid and Nferot
Louisiana. My cousin was named Tot Howard and his wife Rosetta
Howard. Tot Howard came to the farm and took me away from Aunt
Betsy and her sister and he took me to live with him and his wife. (At
this time, | found out Aunt Betsy didn't want me to leave the farm.
She intended to have me stay until | reached the age of twenty-one,
so she could try to influence me to sign my land over to her.) Tot
Howard and his wife were very poor people, but they tried to do all
they could for me.

Tot wanted me in school.l had never attended school before. |
was ver\rexcited about the idea of going to school with kids my own

agee- his was the beginning of a new experience for me.
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All the children in this small community went to the same
school. Most of the children were from the the families of the Howard
people around the same plantation. | went to school three months out
of a year. We didn” learn too much in that small length of time. Yet
this was quite some experience to look forward to. All of these Black
families were sharecroppers. Mrs. Idaﬁsour teacher, respectable as she
was, taught one hundred diildren, which included all primary grades
up to the fifth grade. When | became older | was transferred to
another school in Louisiana. This school was about six miles
avvav.

| walked the si\ miles every dew, in cold weather and in rain.
School buses weren’t available for Black children. Cfemi ten |
realized for the first time | was living in an evil Jim Crow,
discriminatory and racist society. School buses were available only
for white children. For this reason, | had to learn what was behind
these problems that existed for Black people.

| learned how to read remarkably well. Then reading books
became ver\r interesting and enjoyable. Mter the three months of
school were over, | vent back to help my cousins. When we weren't
farming, we chopped wood for some white peopled homes. The
money from chopping wood helped out in the winter months. One
thing | couldn”™ understand was why my cousin didn” chop wood for
us and prepare for winter. Instead we would wait until it got real
cold then we \Y uld gather wood every day for the fireplace. I didn’t
complain about anything that was done around the place.

Sometimes when the neignbors were out of food, a lady named

Jew Mama who operated a grocery store in the Black community,
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uould let Black people nave credit and tell them to pay whenever
they got some money.

The sharecroppers were very poor but | appreciated what my
relatives were doing for me. My appetite was so big | wanted
different kinds of food to eeit My cousin Aunt T-Bay gave me pork
and beeins and a cinnamon roll to eax every day for lunch. | noticed
one day when | was walking down the street that some people were
coming out of a building camming bags of food. | asked the people if |
could get some of that food. They told me to go on in and ask for
some. When | got inside the building and asked for the food, a lady,
who was sitting behind a desk, told me to sign some papers. When |
signed the papers, | got the food. | was so glad to get this food |
couldnft wait to get home to show Aunt T-Bay and Uncle Tot what |
had. When Uncle Tot saw the food he got very angry at me.
Apparently, the building | went into to get the food from was the
Welfare Office. Uncle Tot explained to me | shouldn’t go to the
Welfare Office to get food because that food was for people who were
out of work and didn't ha\"e any other means of support. Even though
I didn’t quite understand what he was talking about, I didn’t go there
ever again. Nevertheless, | had been given some cornmeal, flour,
plums and grapefruits.

One evening passing the dock | noticed some men were gi\lng
away bananas. They gave me some so | took them. | didn't know
what reaction I*ncle ot would have. But he didn’t say anything to me
about that. | just wanted some”hgig different to eat for a change.

One night Uncle Tet a J\A}u%\%rnice went to a small bar in

the community. While they were sitting at the table a white man put
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his hand on Aunt Bernice” breast. As soon as this was done, the light
in the bar went out. Then a shot rang out in the bcir. The white man
was shot. Before he died he called out that Uncle Tot had shot him.
This man didn’t know who shot him. Uncle Tot didn’t have his gun
that niglit. But of course everyone believed Uncle Tot killed this man.

From then on, white men rode horses all night in the rural
communities looking for Uncle Tot. At night the neighbors gathered
all their children and put them in one house, until morning. This went
on for three weeks. Uncle Tot escaped the riders' hands. Uncle Tot had
hidden out in a church for two weeks. Later, with the help of friends,
he escaped to the train station and made his getaway to Texas. Soon
afterward, Aunt T-Bay moved to Evergreen, Louisiana, cind took me
along. We went to live with her brother. Later, we heard a white man
did the killing in the bar that night.

| started school again in Evergreen. | got along fine with the
other kids. One time | was playing on some thin ice and fell into a
hole. The kids had to pull me out. Mother time when my little cousin
and | went to a grocer\Tstore, | stole a grape and put it in his mouth.
When we got home, my cousin told Aunt T-Bay and she gave me a
good spanking.

Aunt T-Bay decided it was time for me to get baptized, so |
was baptized, in the local Baptist church one Sunday morning with
three more children. | won” forget now the preacher gave a long
sermon over 14s, as if he were at a funeral. After the baptism the
three other children and | changed our clothes in one of the members
houses. From then on | went to church every Sunday and also had

Communion.
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At about the age of | decided it was time for me to go out
and find work to help support myself. 1 was still a young boy but
quite large for my age. | was lucky to find work as a houseboy,
working for a German family although this job didn’t turn out well.
The salary was too low for all the t was reauirgd. So, | left
cind went to live with Dad Howax: s family, where | worked
even7day in the fields picking and chopping cotton. With the little
money | received | bought some clothes. Dad ?vard had a large
family. Ever>one had to eat a cooked meal and drink milk every
morning. He treated me as one of the family.

The field handsldays off were on Saturdays. One morning a boy
in the neighborhood wanted someone to work in his place, selling
meat door-to-door on Saturdays. The job was paying one dollar and
fift>r cfnts, 1 took this job and saved enough money to hobo to
MelvA, Louisiana. | went looking for other relatives and a cousin
named Joe Ree”. When | caught the freight train to Melvin, other
hobos were in the boxcar with me. They told me when the time came
to jump off.

Suitcase under my arm, little money in my pocket, | finally
made it to Melvin, Louisiana. | started walking down the street
asking everyone | met whether they knew i“nvone by the name of Joe
Reeve | ran into one lady who knew him. She asked me what my
name was. | told her Lee Brown. Then she started mentioning some of
the Brownfs n™mes to see if | knew any. | recognized some of the
names she mentioned. It turned out this lady was my second cousin.
She took me home with her. It so happened she lived only a short

distance from Melvin hen we arrived at her home, | was
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introduced to her husband, daughter and other relatives. My cousin”™
name was Esther; my other coipins were Jessie Brown and Henry
Brown J got so excited meeting so many relatives. After dinner we
talked about other relatives who lived in different cities. | didnft
know any of the relatives mentioned, but was glad to hear | had a
large family. When time came to go to bed, cousin Esther prepared a
bed in the back of the hotise. She told me to stay as long as | wanted.
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