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Erma Hayes Russell: —Morning. She would fix big boxes of food and send it to me more than I can eat. And
the pastor, she would send it by the pastor. He lived in Jackson. He come through that way and bring me
this box of food. The teachers and the students were saying, Ms. Hayes, remember me, Ms. Hayes remember
me. And I would have enough to share. And I guess my mother knew that. That's why she said so much
because I share. And often school like that. And you went away from your parents or anybody. No money.
What money you had that went to the school, looked like. 

Erma Hayes Russell: And when somebody did give you a slice of cake or a piece of chicken drumstick,
whether it was a back or neck, they was glad to get it. We're all glad, when sharing time come. So I just
enjoyed at Saints. They just didn't have facilities at that time as they should, like indoor washrooms and
neither drinking water. Didn't have any of those. Neither one available. But for the girls—Have you been out
to Lexington? [indistinct 00:01:51] since they had the big building out there. They have this big multi-
purpose building up on the hill, way up on the hill. Up on that hill, that's where the good toilet was up there. 

Erma Hayes Russell: About three or four, four holes, four or five holes—Seats. Seats for to sit on. It was up
there. And the name of it was Durant. They call it Durant. And when you got ready to go to the restroom, you
tell the teacher, may I go to Durant. See that that tickles him. But they don't have that at that school. It's a
new thing. At his school, they just go to restroom. But we had to go to what you call Durant and sometimes
it'd be raining and you had to go up on the hill and we had to pull mud to get up on that hill to the restroom.
I mean, walking mud, sliding, just sliding, trying to get up the hill. But now they have a big old, multi-
purpose building up there. And cemented, they hold the campus, cemented and cemented all the way up,
all the way around the building. Don't have to walk in the dirt, mud, anything. Many changes have been
made. 

Doris Dixon: How were the classrooms? 

Erma Hayes Russell: Warm, when it was warm. Cold, when it was cold. We didn't have heaters in this
classroom. And we had science room. I liked that. It was very interesting. The science room was very
interesting. I liked it. Even though we did get blowed up in there almost one time. When everything blew up
and come down, they didn't have a one door out. Ever since then, I do not like any building with one way in
and one way out. They didn't have a one way out, one door. And I was down here and the door was up here.
By the time I got out, all these stockings had dropped down off me, they had done dropped down off me
and my clothes had turned brown from that acid or whatever, all that stuff, that blew up. Stocking dropped
down off. No more stockings on. They gone that quick. By the time I got out the door. Not just me, we. It was
us. It was a bunch of us like that. But I was in the group. 

Erma Hayes Russell: From then till now I don't want—When I go to a building and one door there, one way
in—Uh-huh, I don't want to go in there. They tell me a bunch of [indistinct 00:05:53] the fire. That's true. All



right. I've been there. I don't want to be caught in a place where one way out. You heard of the Natchez
burning? Did you hear of the Natchez burning? This big building where all these people went there. I've
forgotten what they went for, but they had one way out and a lot of young people slipped off and went to
that particular thing that they had that night. And when that building caught on fire, it caught on fire up
there at the front door. Up there at the front. And that's where they found most of them, laying down some
trampled to death. Not burnt to death, trampled to death. Okay. I guess I've talked too much. Okay. 

Doris Dixon: Your classes, you have mentioned that you pretty much stayed in the same bunch. After
graduation, have the classes stay in touch? Were there reunions? 

Erma Hayes Russell: Some of us did and some of us still stay in touch with each other, but most of my
classmates are dead. Most of them are dead. And a few of us left now, we are glad to see each other, just like
we are sisters and brothers. Once they left and some of the main ones, they gone on. Yeah. I don't know. I
think I have—I don't know. I may have a picture of my classmates. I'm thinking that I have. If my children
don't have them, they said they was going to get them enlarged where I could see them better. Because
they were small pictures at that time. Yeah. 

Doris Dixon: Being a senior, [indistinct 00:08:28]? 

Erma Hayes Russell: Jackson State, I tried to go there. But me being the oldest child at home, I had to quit
school and help my mother send the other children to school. And my next sister under me after I got
married late that fall of the year. And I let her have my clothes so she could go to school. And I had a brother.
I had a brother that had to hitchhike to school, because there weren't buses at that time. And they had
organized the school, one rural school—See it used didn't be in a rural high school and they had built his
school down here to high school, and he had to come, I guess it's about 12 or 13 miles from where he lived
to this school. He had to hitchhike his way. 

Erma Hayes Russell: And I just felt sorry for those children. And I just sacrificed myself to help—And my
husband helped me to help them to go to school and to—My husband got some kind of old truck and he
would transport them in his old truck and just help them out. So we helped and helped, and helped down to
the last one when we got out to the last one, which was my baby sister, which is the same age as my oldest
child. That was the only one we didn't help with. Because we sent her and my oldest child to Jackson State
together and we didn't have to help with her because mom and daddy was able then financially to help her
themselves. 

Erma Hayes Russell: They didn't need our help anymore. We got to the place where we needed theirs.
Because you see how many went to school up there? I think everything up there went to college, except two.
Except two. And that's the one in that red, in the middle. He went to a trade school. He didn't go to college.
He went to a trade school and one girl didn't graduate. That's the one in the little picture up there. A little
picture with a hat on. She took sick. She took a thyroid problem and she had it for a long time before we
knew what was the matter, why she didn't graduate. But the boy that went to a trade school, the job he got,
he worked for General Motors, making calls and— 



Doris Dixon: Did all your children finish college? 

Erma Hayes Russell: Huh? 

Doris Dixon: Did the the rest finish school, finish college? Did the rest of them finish college? 

Erma Hayes Russell: All of them didn't finish college, but some of them did. Some finished college and two
finished junior college and got other jobs. But those three girls there, they was working in the public school
before they left home—


